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      Ch.1[Prologue - 01]

      
        Being a member of a hero's party is an honorable position.

        

        One can live a life of leisure after defeating the Demon Lord, and even without that, just being a member of the hero's party that vanquished the Demon Lord would attract plenty of offers.

        

        I wasn't someone who actively sought honor, so initially I had no intention of joining. However, I reluctantly joined the party at the prince's request.

        

        He believed that my power could help respond to numerous incidents, and indeed, I had saved lives in the hero's party from mortal danger several times.

        

        But I hadn't had such experiences recently.

        

        The hero's remarkable growth was the main reason. While initially everyone had their own roles that made it feel like a proper party, now we had become a one-man team supporting the incredibly powerful hero.

        

        For an ordinary party, this wouldn't be a positive trend, but since this party had the clear purpose of defeating the Demon Lord, it didn't matter how strong the hero became. Even if all other members turned into mere supporters, as long as the hero developed properly and could defeat the Demon Lord, that was fine.

        

        The form didn't matter; defeating the Demon Lord was all that counted.

        

        Soon we would leave human territory completely and enter the realm of monsters, where our hardships would make our previous struggles seem like nothing.

        

        Though it was incredibly bothersome, I had to repay my debt to the prince, so I decided to stay with the party until the end.

        

        But then...

        

        "You're fired."

        

        "..."

        

        I had been tense when the hero suddenly asked to meet alone, wondering what this was about.

        

        Of course, I hadn't thought it would be a confession or anything like that.

        

        Unfortunately, the hero clearly showed her dislike for me, and I had tried to avoid getting involved as much as possible.

        

        Excluding official conversations, I couldn't even remember when we last had a private conversation, or if we ever had one at all.

        

        "May I ask the reason?"

        

        "You're useless, a waste."

        

        "..."

        

        Indeed, except for the early stages of our journey, I hadn't participated directly in combat and had essentially become little more than a porter.

        

        My joining this party hadn't been through normal channels to begin with, so it was inevitable that she would be displeased. I didn't particularly want to be with them either.

        

        "To be honest, at this point, everyone except me is basically just support."

        

        I couldn't deny it.

        

        She attacked alone, defended alone, fought alone, and killed alone.

        

        Recently, the hero had become so strong that I began to wonder if she could just go defeat the Demon Lord by herself.

        

        She was never weak, even at the beginning of our journey, but through various real combat experiences, she had reached a level that neither I nor any other human could match.

        

        "Especially you. Until now, I've been forced to keep you around because of the prince's request, but from now on, you'll be even more useless. You'll just end up as a corpse and ruin my mood."

        

        "I see, but I also came at the prince's request."

        

        "I'll handle that. Besides, if you're a commoner, shouldn't you think about how to be happy as a commoner? Don't think about trying to get a share by tagging along with the hero's party."

        

        Well, I can't say that thought never crossed my mind, so she's not entirely wrong.

        

        "Will you fill my position with a new member if I leave?"

        

        The hero's resolve seemed firm, and regardless of what I said, she was ultimately the leader of this party.

        

        Unfortunately, her personality didn't match her beautiful appearance. She was unpleasant, inconsistent—what was acceptable one day might not be the next. Far from being level-headed, she was hot-tempered and shallow, easily provoked even by low-level monsters, sometimes abandoning the front line and causing problems.

        

        "That's none of your business."

        

        "..."

        

        She seemed to be in an even worse mood today.

        

        "Expelling a party member on your own could affect your reputation. Besides, no matter how great you are, cutting me off when I joined at the prince's request could cause bigger problems..."

        

        "I told you."

        

        The hero frowned.

        

        The expression didn't suit her beautiful face, and I almost sighed without realizing it.

        

        "It's none of your business. Even if I find someone new, I'll choose a noble. Having commoners like you lowers our party's status. All the party members agreed."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I see, so that's the real reason?

        

        For our hero, born a noble and bearing the hero's mark with a contract with the holy sword, was it simply unpleasant to share the same space with a commoner like me?

      

      
        

        And since all the party members were nobles too, perhaps they didn't look favorably upon me either?

        

        Was it my incompetence that was the real cause?

        

        Or was it simply because I was a commoner? I had no way of knowing.

        

        The hero carefully placed her hand on the hilt of the holy sword on her back and said:

        

        "Or should I give you a reason why you have no choice but to retire here?"

        

        "..."

        

        How did she become so arrogant?

        

        Born to a powerful noble family, an only daughter, and bearing the hero's mark—she had lived a successful life. Everyone around her, including her parents, must have spoiled her, with no one ever scolding her. She seemed to have grown up with a tendency to remove or destroy anything she didn't like.

        

        Let's think about this calmly.

        

        No matter how childish the hero might be, she is strong.

        

        I wasn't lying when I thought she might be able to defeat the Demon Lord alone—I genuinely believed it.

        

        And if the hero's party needs to defeat the Demon Lord, and she claims that her condition is worsening because of me, when she might be able to defeat the Demon Lord alone...

        

        "I understand."

        

        "Good, you've made the right choice. ...I'll talk to the prince, so you don't need to report to him. I'll at least give you some severance pay."

        

        Saying that, she threw a bundle of money on the ground.

        

        Some might say picking it up shows a lack of pride, but while I may lack pride, I'm not lacking in intelligence, so I decided to pick it up. It was a lot for an ordinary adventurer's party severance, but little for a hero's party. Well, it was certainly better than nothing, and it would be enough to live on for a while without worry.

        

        "May you defeat the Demon Lord and bring peace to the world. I wish you good fortune."

        

        "..."

        

        The hero walked away in silence.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "Sorry, but the prince... since they've abandoned me, I've done all I could, sigh."

        

        With a small sigh, I walked in the opposite direction from the hero and said:

        

        "I guess I'll go home."

        

        I'm sure she'll manage just fine.

        

        I thought being in the hero's party and defeating the Demon Lord would let me live without worrying about basic necessities, but it seems the world isn't that simple.

        

        ***

        

        I spent about six months in the hero's party.

        

        During those six months, watching the hero fight, sleep, fight, sleep, repeating this cycle day after day, I thought it wasn't something a normal person could do.

        

        Naturally, the companions following her were all exhausted to the point of dying, yet the hero was strong enough to defeat a dragon alone, so honestly, I wasn't too worried.

        

        That's what I was thinking, but...

        

        "What? The Demon Lord has been defeated?"

        

        "That's what I'm saying! Young people these days are so slow with news!"

        

        It had been a year since I was expelled from the hero's party.

        

        Even though the monster realm is smaller than the human realm, its difficulty level is incomparable, yet it only took a year.

        

        I had expected it to take longer, but it happened even faster than I thought.

        

        Though her personality was questionable, it seemed her skills were truly exceptional.

        

        Well, I had stepped aside without saying anything because I believed she could do it, but so quickly...

        

        Impressive.

        

        "Finally, we can regain peace."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "But there's a strange rumor going around."

        

        "A strange rumor?"

        

        The shop owner looked around, then came close to me and spoke quietly.

        

        I didn't think anyone would be eavesdropping, so I wasn't sure why he was being so secretive, but I didn't press the issue.

        

      

      
        "They say the hero died."

        

        "What? No, what did you say?"

        

        "It's just a rumor! They say no one has seen the hero since the Demon Lord was defeated."

        

        I thought for a moment, then shook my head.

        

        No, even by the time I left the party, there was already a gap between the party members and the hero, and no matter how much the party members grew, the hero grew faster, making the gap widen rather than narrow over time.

        

        If such a hero died, it wouldn't make sense for the other party members to be alive.

        

        Or did she and the Demon Lord kill each other?

        

        If the hero did die, that would be the most plausible explanation.

        

        'Well, it's no longer my concern.'

        

        I let out a small sigh and said:

        

        "Look at the time, I should be going now."

        

        "Alright~ Come again~"

        

        The shopkeeper, who enjoyed chatting with customers, seemed a bit disappointed, but he would forget about me as soon as the next victim—I mean, customer—arrived.

        

        I had been living modestly, gathering herbs in the forest and hunting monsters, and thanks to saving most of the money I had from my time with the hero's party, I could live comfortably as long as I didn't overexert myself.

        

        Well, I might have to give up on wealth and glory, but there were no major problems.

        

        Isn't this also a way of living without worrying about basic necessities?

        

        ...Though I do worry.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Pitter, patter.

        

        As I entered the forest and started walking, raindrops began to fall one by one.

        

        I had expected this since the weather had been poor for a while.

        

        It would have been nice to have sunny weather on the day I heard about the Demon Lord's defeat.

        

        "..."

        

        With a movement of my hand, a barrier formed above my head, blocking all the raindrops that would have hit me. If someone asked if this was what I learned barrier magic for, I'd have to admit that lately I hardly used it for anything else.

        

        The person who taught me barrier magic might be angry if they saw this, but this is what I call practical wisdom.

        

        As I was walking aimlessly...

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        At first, I thought someone had dumped large garbage deep in the forest. But soon I realized that not only rain but also blood was soaking the soil. It wasn't garbage but a person, and I quickly ran over.

        

        "Hey! Wake up! No, what is this...!"

        

        I was momentarily horrified.

        

        A third of the head was gone, and one arm had been severed.

        

        There was a mark on the shoulder as if it had been cut from above, and the skin was also deteriorated.

        

        Is this person alive?

        

        Rather, how are they still alive? What level are they?

        

        More than anything, I could easily tell that what had deteriorated the skin wasn't just poison.

        

        'Wait a minute.'

        

        I was initially too shocked to recognize her, but soon I could tell who she was.

        

        Her snow-white hair was a color rarely found in this world, which helped me identify her.

        

        And she slowly opened her eyes. With breath that seemed about to stop at any moment and red pupils that seemed unfocused, I couldn't tell where she was looking, but somehow I knew she was looking at me.

        

        "L-Loyce..."

        

        "I'm honored that you remember my name. ...But this is hardly the time for such pleasantries."

        

        I quickly lifted her up.

        

        The hero.

        

        Olivia Reinhart.

        

        The woman who had expelled me.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.2[Prologue - 02]

      
        Born into the Reinhart family.

        

        Chosen as a hero and contracted with the holy sword.

        

        She mastered techniques that others couldn't learn even after months of training, and became proficient not only in swordsmanship but in handling all kinds of weapons.

        

        However, training alone naturally had its limits. As she began to move officially with the hero's party, she accumulated experience, and that experience became Olivia's flesh and blood, showing growth worthy of the title of the strongest hero in history.

        

        She had been strong even before her journey, but through countless experiences, she was transforming into something beyond human.

        

        Overwhelming power.

        

        Overwhelming talent.

        

        Olivia herself was aware that she could be somewhat emotional and shortsighted, but the quickest solution was always for her to jump in and beat everything up.

        

        She thought it was the most heroic method, causing the least damage and spilling the least blood.

        

        "The Demon Lord was strong."

        

        "Yeah, he was strong."

        

        Wiping away blood, Olivia muttered.

        

        It had been a long time since she'd been pushed this far, so Olivia unconsciously gave an honest answer.

        

        'I made a mistake. As a hero, I should have given a more courageous answer here.'

        

        A proper hero should have laughed energetically and said it was nothing, right?

        

        Still, the Demon Lord truly was strong.

        

        When fighting against the Demon Lord's executives, she had thought that at this level, she could defeat them comfortably with a little support from her companions. But true to his title, the Demon Lord was powerful and struggled villainously until the very end.

        

        In the end, Olivia was victorious, and the Demon Lord died.

        

        "...Hmph."

        

        The Sage, Alex Reynolds, opened his mouth.

        

        The Demon Lord's castle was more than half-destroyed—it had been blown away, and the surrounding terrain was damaged to the point where maps would need to be redrawn.

        

        Yet Olivia, despite having quite a few wounds, including some critical ones, was quietly receiving treatment from the Saint without making a fuss.

        

        "That's enough, you can stop treating me now."

        

        "But your wounds..."

        

        "The bleeding has stopped, so it's sufficient. Just wrap some bandages around them and I'll be fine."

        

        Olivia rose to her feet.

        

        "Let's return to the capital. We need to hurry back and deliver this good news. As a hero, I've completed what I needed to do."

        

        "Indeed. As a Sage, I'm indescribably happy. The King will be pleased as well."

        

        When the Saint, Belita Bright, spoke with a smile, Olivia replied in a somewhat unrefined manner.

        

        "I don't care whether that old man is happy or not."

        

        "Ahem, Lady Olivia. It's problematic to speak so openly like that."

        

        "I'm a hero, a hero who defeated the Demon Lord. It's no exaggeration to say I saved the world. So what can anyone do to me? I saved the world, and they're going to do something to me just because I grumbled a bit?"

        

        Olivia had reasons for disliking the King, but she had neither reason nor desire to explain those reasons to them.

        

        Even though she had defeated the Demon Lord, her work as a hero wasn't completely finished, and there were still many people in the world who needed saving. She had to fulfill that role and save as many people as possible—she had to carry out her duty.

        

        "Haha, that's right. You are truly the one who saved the world. It wouldn't be right to do anything to someone who has voiced just a few complaints."

        

        "Alex, you seem to be in a good mood."

        

        "Of course! Isn't this the day we defeated the Demon Lord? It wouldn't be strange if it became a worldwide holiday."

        

        "I never got used to that somehow unpleasant way you talk, even until the end."

      

      
        

        "I apologize for that."

        

        The hero's party consisted of four members.

        

        Originally there were five, but one was expelled because of Olivia.

        

        Olivia didn't realize that reputation was important for adventurers, and being expelled from a hero's party, of all places, carried significant meaning for the person expelled.

        

        Anyway, this party of four had succeeded in defeating the Demon Lord, and now all that remained was to return.

        

        "What will you do now, Hero?"

        

        "Well, I've defeated the Demon Lord, so what should I do next... I'll travel around saving people."

        

        "That's also admirable, but isn't it important to leave behind descendants? If there were those who carried your blood, they would be strong and could save even more people."

        

        "Save more people."

        

        At Alex's seemingly emphasized words, Olivia's eyes widened.

        

        Saving people.

        

        Saving more people.

        

        "I see. Children, huh."

        

        She had never thought about it.

        

        She had spent all her living time fighting, becoming a hero, defeating the Demon Lord, and saving people, so she was completely ignorant about such matters as a woman. She had never experienced her heart racing for someone or felt romantic attraction, which made it all the more so.

        

        "Then let's talk about it when we get back, about our future."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Eh?"

        

        "No, um."

        

        Alex was uncharacteristically flustered, and Olivia genuinely looked like she had no idea what Alex was talking about.

        

        Behind them, Belita and Reina, who had been providing rear support, whispered quietly.

        

        "Could it be that she doesn't remember?"

        

        "Maybe. She's the Hero after all. Would she have even cared?"

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia heard Belita and Reina's conversation behind her, but still couldn't understand what they meant, so she pressed her temples.

        

        Alex's face had turned slightly red, which was due to anger close to shame, but Olivia failed to notice this.

        

        Only Belita and Reina, who knew Alex's true personality, sighed once more.

        

        Mockery might have been one option, but it was truly pitiful.

        

        "Hero, have you forgotten? You and I are engaged."

        

        "...En-gaged? You and me?"

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "...Was that so? ...No, no, maybe it was. I'm sorry, I had absolutely no interest in it. There was no ill intent."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia didn't realize that this hurt Alex's pride even more.

        

        But Alex quickly regained his composure.

        

        He couldn't let things go wrong just because his pride was a little wounded.

        

      

      
        "So you're coming with me too?"

        

        "Where do you mean?"

        

        "To save people."

        

        "...It sounds like you're saying you won't stay in the kingdom."

        

        Olivia laughed as if to say, "What have you been listening to all this time?"

        

        "Of course. Are suffering people only in the kingdom? Let's go quickly, though we should at least report back first as a courtesy."

        

        "...I understand."

        

        "Don't worry, I'll properly announce the achievements of all of you who came with me, and I won't say that I defeated the Demon Lord practically by myself. Well, your support was actually helpful."

        

        Olivia immediately spoke up when she noticed her companions' expressions weren't good.

        

        Were they worried about not receiving credit?

        

        It seemed like they were concerned about that, so Olivia clarified in advance. If they wanted, she could even tell the King directly that "it would have been difficult to defeat the Demon Lord without them."

        

        Although the number of times Olivia had saved them or been put in danger because of them seemed overwhelmingly greater than the number of times they had saved her, the fact that "the number of times they had saved Olivia" wasn't zero was enough.

        

        That was sufficient, and they had fulfilled their roles.

        

        "Ah, um. You are generous, Hero."

        

        "I thought the Hero disliked commoners. After all, you expelled that guy."

        

        "..."

        

        "Ahem, let's drop that topic. He probably left without complaint because he knew his own worth, capacity, and place. But I wonder if it was necessary to give him money as well."

        

        At Alex's words, Olivia said:

        

        "It was a whim. ...Above all, I don't dislike commoners; I just dislike those who don't know their place and act up."

        

        "That's exactly right. As a hero and a noble, protecting people is your duty. ...Isn't that so?"

        

        Olivia nodded at those words.

        

        A hero must be perfect, and the same applied to party members. Every hero party in history had been composed solely of nobles, and not once had a commoner been included.

        

        That was the only reason for the expulsion.

        

        That was all there was to it.

        

        She thought that commoners didn't belong in a hero's party.

        

        "I ask once more, do you have no intention of staying in the kingdom?"

        

        "I already said no. Let me say it again: people who need help aren't only in the kingdom."

        

        Olivia's resolve seemed firm, and Alex assessed that it wasn't something that could be changed by simple persuasion.

        

        She became a hero because she wanted to save people who had reached unreasonable levels of madness. It might sometimes appear self-righteous, arrogant, perhaps cruel, or even "evil," but at its core was the desire to save as many people as possible.

        

        "Besides, there's you all. You protect the kingdom where you are. You're strong, so don't feel discouraged if you haven't been able to do much; just protect the kingdom. Leave the rest to me."

        

        "Hero."

        

        "..."

        

        They each showed their own reactions, and Olivia took it as emotion coming from being acknowledged.

        

        She wasn't entirely wrong, and indeed, there was some of that feeling in Belita and Reina's hearts. It was reasonable for emotions to be stirred when someone who had always been arrogant and looked down on them finally acknowledged them, even if it was at the last moment. But the main reason their expressions were subtle wasn't because of that.

        

        "Let's go then, we need to announce the era of peace to everyone."

        

        "...Of course."

        

        Alex smiled as he watched Olivia walking at the front as always.

        

        "We must announce the era of peace."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.3[Prologue - 03]

      
        One cannot deny what one is born with.

        

        Strong.

        

        Capable.

        

        What can be done, can be done, and even what cannot be done can still be accomplished with enough force.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was a genius to a degree that even she herself could understand.

        

        Though she did put in effort, even if someone else put in the same amount of effort as Olivia, they could never reach her level. Olivia believed that the relentless drive to climb higher with fierce determination was also a form of "talent."

        

        Whether it was talent that exploded in an instant or talent that developed slowly over time, she couldn't say.

        

        "You want to cook?"

        

        "Yes, please leave it to us. The Hero must be exhausted in body and mind."

        

        "No, not particularly."

        

        At first, they had Royce who was in charge of cooking, but after Royce was expelled, there was no designated cook.

        

        Because of this, Olivia thought this wouldn't do and hurriedly learned to cook. She became reasonably good at it and taught her companions as well.

        

        She had been somewhat strict in her teaching.

        

        Still, thanks to that, everyone became somewhat capable, and they took turns cooking. But since Olivia was the fastest and most precise, with the best skills, there were quite a few days when she would just do it for them depending on her mood.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        But Olivia hesitated for a moment.

        

        Seeing others do things poorly irritated her, so it was easier on her mind to just do things herself.

        

        Entrusting things to others made her anxious, so she preferred to handle things herself.

        

        However, the Demon Lord had already been defeated, and they had left the realm of monsters and entered human territory quite some time ago.

        

        'I suppose they might want something to do.'

        

        This might sound odd, but excluding Olivia, the rest were all in support roles, and they might want to feel the satisfaction of doing something.

        

        Besides, despite everything, Olivia had grown attached to her companions after spending so much time together.

        

        One was a man designated as the Sage of the current era.

        

        Another was a woman designated as the Saint of the current era.

        

        The third was the daughter of the Elf Queen Titania.

        

        All were of excellent status, and there were no particular flaws in them as members of the Hero's party.

        

        They were all good-looking and worked hard to give the citizens "hope." They also helped clean up the messes Olivia made.

        

        "Alright, I'll leave it to you then."

        

        "Thank you. We'll make something delicious, even if it's not as good as what you make, Hero."

        

        "I've eaten your cooking to the point of being sick of it, but... I'll hope for some new flavor. I'll be keeping watch around the area, so cook safely."

        

        "Ah, yes... Thank you, Hero."

        

        "Be careful."

        

        "Me? Careful? In human territory, not monster territory?"

        

        "Um, that's not what I meant..."

        

        "Hehe, I'm joking. Just joking. You still lack confidence until the end. Have some confidence in yourself just for following me on my adventure."

        

        "Okay."

        

        Olivia said this while putting some distance between them and keeping watch on the surroundings.

        

        This was human territory, so perhaps no frightening monsters would appear, but unexpected situations always happen when one lets their guard down. There might be monsters that hadn't returned to their territory yet, or ones that had snuck in secretly.

        

        Olivia might be fine, but if her companions were ambushed, they might not be able to respond quickly enough.

        

        "..."

        

        The wind blew.

        

        'Is this what leisure feels like?'

        

        It seemed like she had gained a little bit of leisure after defeating the Demon Lord.

        

        But that wouldn't do.

        

        It was as if someone was whispering in her ear.

        

        She must remain the perfect Hero.

        

        Save more people.

        

        Give people hope.

        

        "...I am the Hero."

        

        She is the Hero.

        

        Born as the Hero, raised as the Hero, and she must die as the Hero.

        

        What had Olivia been wishing for in that final moment of battle against the Demon Lord?

        

        She had thought that moment would be best since dying as a Hero was difficult, but in the end, it turned out like this, and Olivia survived.

        

        If that's the case, she should spend the rest of her life saving people. It might be an excessively long life as a Hero, but Olivia could do it.

        

        She has strength.

        

        She has talent.

        

        She believes her desire to save people is absolutely genuine.

        

      

      
        The mark of the Hero came to her surely because Olivia was the strongest and most suitable as a Hero.

        

        'With this, the journey to defeat the Demon Lord is over, and once the kingdom stabilizes somewhat, I should check on the state of other countries. Though the Demon Lord is dead, there are still Demon Lord's executives we haven't caught, and above all, just because the Demon Lord died doesn't mean all monsters suddenly disappear.'

        

        The perfect Hero.

        

        Perfectly.

        

        "Hero."

        

        "...Oh, sorry."

        

        "No, to see the Hero spacing out... what a rare sight."

        

        "Even I can let my guard down a bit after defeating the Demon Lord. Is the food ready?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "...What's wrong, Belita? You don't look well."

        

        Belita had a deathly pale expression, like a frightened puppy, which made Olivia look at her with confusion.

        

        "No, I'm fine. I suppose I'm like you, Hero—the fatigue from our long journey is finally catching up to me."

        

        "Is that so? That's good then, but take care of your health. You're the Saint, and if people hear the Saint is sick, they'll worry."

        

        If the Saint, who possessed all kinds of healing powers, fell ill, it would spread anxiety among the people, which wouldn't be good.

        

        "Hero, do you think I'm suited to be the Saint? I can only recall healing your wounds a little, nothing more."

        

        "That's enough. It's not just those who fight at the front who are fighting. Those who support from behind are also using their strength. Each has their role, their capacity, and their place. It's better to understand your capacity and quietly do your job than to show off at the front seeking achievements."

        

        As she said this, Olivia unconsciously frowned.

        

        -It's dangerous!

        

        A sudden memory flashed, unpleasant, and simultaneously causing Olivia a headache.

        

        People should know their place and live accordingly. One must not live beyond their capacity. One shouldn't desire a life beyond their vessel and must fulfill the duties befitting that vessel.

        

        If those with power don't fulfill their responsibilities, then who will?

        

        Ordinary people have never fought monsters and don't know how to properly hold a weapon.

        

        Therefore, Olivia, who stands at the pinnacle of combat, must do it.

        

        "Here, please eat."

        

        "Thanks."

        

        Alex was still wearing that unpleasant smile.

        

        Belita and Reina seemed to have become closer since they were both women, but Olivia couldn't quite tell what Alex was thinking.

        

        Moreover, she hadn't even known he was engaged.

        

        Come to think of it, there were quite a few times during their journey when he had asked her to go drinking together.

        

        Was that because he wanted to get along with his fiancée?

        

        She hadn't drunk because they were in the middle of hunting the Demon Lord, but perhaps she should have.

        

        "Why are you all looking at me like that?"

        

        "Ah, no...! We're just worried if it will suit your taste, Hero."

        

        "I know your skills. I don't have high expectations, so don't worry."

        

        Saying that, she put the food in her mouth.

        

        "...It's bitter."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        "It's bitter! How did you cook this!? After all I taught you, how did you manage to make a simple stew taste bitter!?"

        

        "I-I'm sorry!"

        

        It was strange for a stew to taste bitter.

        

        She rather wanted to ask how they had managed it.

        

        "But well, I'm in a good mood right now, so I'll forgive you."

        

        Olivia understood that she was emotional and moody. Things that were forgiven when she was in a good mood would make her rage when she was in a bad mood.

        

        If asked whether she regretted it, she thought it was fine to have certain rights as long as she took responsibility, so she didn't worry about it.

        

        "Geez, it's a waste of food, so I'll eat it. Before I leave the kingdom, I should properly teach you all how to cook. Alex aside, it wouldn't hurt for Belita and Reina to learn, right?"

        

        No, Belita and Reina only cooked because of this journey; normally, they lived in places where they had people to cook for them, given their wealth and power.

        

        Come to think of it, they probably wouldn't need to cook.

        

        "Um, Hero."

        

        Alex looked at Olivia, who was eating the food, with a tense expression.

        

        "What?"

        

        "Are you feeling alright?"

        

        "What do you mean? ...Why aren't you all eating? Don't be too leisurely, the bitter food will taste even worse if it gets cold..."

        

        Thump.

        

        With a clatter, the spoon fell from Olivia's trembling hand.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Soon, a pain that seemed to spread from her heart throughout her body made Olivia drop even the stew she was holding.

        

        "Cough!"

        

      

      
        Spitting blood, Olivia could feel her protective magic rapidly depleting.

        

        Poison?

        

        But that's impossible.

        

        Since childhood, Olivia had been trained as a Hero to resist any poison, so she could ignore most poisons, and with Belita present, she could fight without worrying about poison at all.

        

        Among the Demon Lord's executives, there was one who used poison, but Olivia had only felt a bit of pain, with no particular effect from the poison.

        

        Yet now, a major abnormality was occurring in Olivia's body.

        

        "Be-Belita...!"

        

        Not understanding what was happening but thinking that if it was poison, she should ask Belita for treatment, Olivia sensed danger and quickly drew her holy sword to dodge.

        

        Slash!!

        

        A blade made of magic power sliced through the air along with the Hero's marked arm and the holy sword.

        

        "Kugh...!!"

        

        Barely suppressing a scream, she retreated, and Alex was looking at her with cold eyes.

        

        Not understanding the situation at all, Olivia frowned, and looking around, she saw that Belita and Reina were avoiding eye contact with her.

        

        Only Alex didn't avoid her gaze.

        

        "You're still alive after consuming the Reaper's Poison and having your arm cut off? What a monster."

        

        "What."

        

        Blood flowed from her eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, and for the first time in her life, Olivia staggered as she felt her body's freedom completely taken away.

        

        'Magic power...'

        

        Her magic power wasn't coming out.

        

        No, to be precise, it was coming out, but Olivia couldn't properly control it.

        

        "What is this... Cough! What are you doing!? Alex! Belita! Reina!"

        

        "Now that the Demon Lord is dead, is there any need for a Hero?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You defeated the Demon Lord without much difficulty. It wasn't a close victory; you clearly had room to spare. No one can beat you in a direct confrontation."

        

        What does that have to do with anything?

        

        Is Olivia's strength a reason to kill her?

        

        She might have been somewhat violent, but Olivia had never once attacked innocent citizens.

        

        Except for those who provoked her first or criminals, she had never used her Hero's power against anyone, and she had no intention of doing so in the future.

        

        Alex's tone, suggesting that in a world without the Demon Lord, the Hero was a threat no different from the Demon Lord, made no sense to her.

        

        "It would have been good if you had quietly remained in the kingdom as a symbol, but you didn't choose that option."

        

        "..."

        

        She remained silent.

        

        Olivia was using her mind solely to understand the current situation.

        

        Why were they attacking her?

        

        Where did they get this Reaper's Poison?

        

        She had so many questions she couldn't answer.

        

        'Anyway, I need to escape from here.'

        

        Olivia didn't know exactly what the Reaper's Poison was, but the fact that it affected her this much meant it was no ordinary poison.

        

        She thought she should retreat for now and tried to grasp her holy sword again. The holy sword doesn't particularly consider physical distance and would come to her hand if she wished.

        

        In other words, even if it had flown away with her hand, it would return to Olivia.

        

        The same goes for the mark; though it was visibly on the back of her right hand, she could move it elsewhere if she wanted.

        

        "...! Wh-what. Kuhut!"

        

        "The holy sword won't be summoned, will it? Even though it's right beside you."

        

        "You, what... did you do."

        

        Alex showed her an orb he was holding, and she immediately recognized it as the Goddess's Orb.

        

        "How did you get that."

        

        "The Goddess's Orb—this is an insurance tool created in case the Hero goes berserk and crosses the line, forcibly breaking the contract between the Hero and the holy sword."

        

        "That's a royal treasure! Without the king's permission... without permission..."

        

        Olivia stopped speaking mid-sentence.

        

        It made much more sense that this was being done on the king's orders rather than the kingdom breaking through security and taking such a risk.

        

        "Someone like you, no different from a natural disaster, neither becoming a weapon for the kingdom nor freely roaming the world."

        

        Alex looked at Olivia and said:

        

        "How could we sleep peacefully? We never know when you might judge our kingdom as evil."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        As the Reaper's Poison was clearly killing Olivia, with her skin deteriorating, Alex said:

        

        "Since you abandoned the kingdom, it's only natural that you're abandoned by the kingdom... isn't that right, Hero?"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.4[Prologue - 04]

      
        I might have been a bit stubborn.

        

        I might have been a bit foolish.

        

        I might have been a bit emotional.

        

        I might have been a bit of a burden to my companions.

        

        Olivia understood this, but she had accomplished more than that, and trusted her companions more than that.

        

        Though she had been a burden at times, she had also helped them. Though she had been irritated by situations caused by their shortcomings, she had never held them greatly accountable.

        

        That's what companions were for, wasn't it?

        

        Causing trouble, and offering help.

        

        Receiving burdens, and receiving assistance.

        

        She thought companions were both burdens and joys simultaneously, and Olivia still believed in her companions. She had intended to conceal the fact that they hadn't performed properly during the Demon Lord's subjugation.

        

        In reality, they had provided proper support and had been considerate with healing and various conveniences after defeating the Demon Lord.

        

        Fighting isn't just about charging forward and defeating enemies.

        

        Knowing this, Olivia trusted them and had not the slightest intention of treating them poorly.

        

        And yet.

        

        And yet!

        

        AND YET!!

        

        "Kuh, hah...!"

        

        Coughing up blood, Olivia ran.

        

        What she held was just a tree branch.

        

        She was barely channeling her unresponsive magical power, continuously blocking the incoming attacks.

        

        Olivia couldn't understand why, but her magical power wasn't properly activating. She could only guess it was due to the poison called "Death's Venom," and there was nothing she could do about it.

        

        "Huh, huh..."

        

        Why?

        

        What had gone wrong?

        

        She had made mistakes.

        

        Unfortunately, Olivia wasn't a perfect hero.

        

        But she had saved enough people to overshadow those mistakes and brought peace to the world by defeating the Demon Lord.

        

        Yet, is this how they treat her just because she's "strong"? Was there not even a shred of the bond they had built up until now?

        

        How could they aim for fatal wounds and attack with the intent to kill?

        

        "..."

        

        The weather was becoming hazy.

        

        As if mirroring Olivia's current mood, the sky that had been blue and vast was now covered with dark clouds, taking on a grayish hue.

        

        'A cliff, is it.'

        

        She had reached a cliff after running aimlessly.

        

        It was very high.

        

        The Megurt Cliff was among the highest in human territory, and it was said that one couldn't survive a fall from it.

        

        Normally, falling wouldn't be a major problem for Olivia, but that was the usual Olivia with activated magical power.

        

        If the current Olivia fell, she couldn't avoid serious injuries, not to mention that with her arm severed and poisoned, she couldn't use magic.

        

        Whoosh!! Olivia deflected the incoming arrow using the tree branch.

        

        Crack!!

        

        No matter how much strength she put into it, it was just a tree branch, and with her magical power not properly activating, Olivia realized her limit was approaching.

        

        "There's no monster quite like you."

        

        "...!"

        

        "With a lost arm and Death's Venom coursing through your body... Yet you're not only using magic but also deflecting the Elven Princess's arrows? Even running like this."

        

        "What... are you trying to say?"

        

        "That you are indeed an existence that must be eliminated."

        

        "Why... I had no intention of, opposing the kingdom."

        

        With a cough, Olivia spat out blood.

        

        She could no longer stop the blood flowing from her severed arm, and the magical power she was barely maintaining was becoming increasingly faint.

        

        No.

        

        Not just her magical power, but her consciousness was fading. Something akin to intuition was warning her that if she lost consciousness now, her life would leave her body in a short time.

        

        "No intention of opposing? How sincere is that statement? Above all, an anomaly like you... is a threat just by existing. How can we know when you might decide our kingdom is your enemy?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You only uphold your own justice, without caring about the reasons behind wrongdoings. Things that inevitably occur as long as nations exist. How can we know that someone like you, prone to extreme thinking, won't decide a kingdom with imperfections should be 'incinerated'?"

      

      
        

        She felt suffocated.

        

        "If we could bind you to the kingdom, that would have been fine... But you're stubborn and impervious to persuasion. The hero's role is to defeat the Demon Lord; your role ended at that point."

        

        "Hehe, hehehe..."

        

        "What's so funny?"

        

        Clutching her arm, Olivia spoke.

        

        "This is truly pathetic."

        

        "..."

        

        "In the end, you're just whining, 'I've done many bad things, and I'm afraid of punishment.' You say I'm extreme? Isn't what you're doing now extreme?"

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        That was the answer to Olivia now.

        

        "Say it! Yes!! I might have been a bit much!! I might have acted a bit foolishly!! I might have acted emotionally!! But was that enough of a crime to feed me this Death's Venom or whatever, get permission from the king to take my holy sword, and abandon me here?! ...Kuluk! Kehuh, if you have a mouth! Speak!!"

        

        Olivia always prioritized human lives, so occasionally she would excessively damage buildings or save people without considering their feelings.

        

        Moreover, she passed strict judgment on evildoers, which might have instilled fear in those who witnessed it without understanding the circumstances.

        

        But Olivia believed these were necessary actions and what a hero should rightfully do.

        

        She wasn't without actions deserving criticism.

        

        "..."

        

        For a moment, Royce's face flashed through her mind.

        

        The man she had abandoned for being a commoner had done nothing wrong.

        

        She knew it wasn't right to call "being born" a mistake. It was undeniably due to Olivia's stubbornness and foolish idealism that she had abandoned him. The fact that her party members had agreed was merely a convenient excuse.

        

        "Alex! Belita! Reina!!"

        

        "People are born with their own vessels. You always said one should know their place and understand themselves, didn't you?"

        

        "...!"

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        That was something Olivia always used to say.

        

        She had said it as if to justify expelling Royce for being a commoner.

        

        "That's you right now. A hero who doesn't know her place and doesn't work for the kingdom."

        

        "You are, a bad person."

        

        "If protecting the nation makes me evil, then I'll be the villain. Don't worry, we'll consider you fallen in battle. Thanks to your haste, you didn't visit any villages on your way here. In other words, no one has seen the hero after defeating the Demon Lord."

        

        "Al, ex...!"

        

        Lidia drew her bowstring.

        

        "You were a perfect hero who perished alongside the Demon Lord. ...Your wish has been granted, Hero."

        

        "...!! You bastard!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        Suddenly, Olivia's body felt heavy, and she immediately understood it was due to the pressure from Belita's holy power.

        

        Unable to rush forward, and with only her pride keeping her from collapsing, Olivia looked at Alex, Belita, and Lidia.

        

        The people who had been her companions.

        

        "Shoot."

        

        "...!"

        

        Lidia bit her lower lip for a brief moment before shooting an arrow at Olivia.

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        In that situation, Olivia swung the tree branch.

        

        Crack!!

        

        Unable to withstand, the branch shattered.

        

        Of the several arrows that flew, one pierced through as if to penetrate her heart, and another, due to Olivia's resistance, missed her head and pierced through the left side.

        

        It was still her head, and a third of her head was torn by the arrow.

        

        As her consciousness grew increasingly dim, she flew backward.

        

        Behind her was the cliff, and as Olivia fell down that cliff, she looked at the faces of those who had been her companions.

        

        'To that extent.'

        

        Olivia reaches out her hand.

        

        Knowing it won't reach.

        

        Knowing there's no hand filled with goodwill or affection anymore.

        

        'Was I, wrong?'

        

      

      
        She didn't know.

        

        Mistakes came to mind.

        

        But so did the good things.

        

        Just.

        

        The shock of being betrayed by those she considered companions.

        

        It just hurt.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        Swoosh.

        

        Rain falls.

        

        Olivia had fallen from that high cliff into the flowing river.

        

        Given the height, whether landing on ground or water, the impact was similarly devastating. Olivia's entire body was covered in wounds to the point where one might wonder, "How is she still alive with these injuries?" and due to Death's Venom, she couldn't even generate magical power anymore.

        

        If she hadn't been caught on a rock by chance, there's no telling how far she would have drifted, and in the worst case, she would have drowned.

        

        'Worst, case...?'

        

        Perhaps it would have been better to die.

        

        She had wanted to live as a perfect hero.

        

        She had thought that perishing alongside the Demon Lord would be the most perfect conclusion for a hero, but unfortunately, the Demon Lord didn't possess the strength that warranted Olivia sacrificing her life.

        

        What Alex had said struck at Olivia's core.

        

        She wanted to live as a hero.

        

        No, she wanted to die as a hero.

        

        That had strangled Olivia like a long-standing curse, and it was for this reason that she had expelled Royce for being a commoner.

        

        Olivia knew how absurd the reason was that there had never been a commoner in a hero's party in history, which is why she had said such strange things.

        

        'Why... Did I.'

        

        Did I commit such a grave mistake?

        

        I discriminated against someone for their unchangeable social status from birth, so is it fair that I'm now discriminated against for my unchangeable power? Is it that once a tool used to defeat the Demon Lord has fulfilled its role, it's acceptable for it to be destroyed?

        

        Thud.

        

        Finally, her strength gave out, and she collapsed forward. In the pouring rain, Olivia could feel herself dying.

        

        A third of her head was blown off, her heart was pierced, and she had lost an arm.

        

        On top of that, she had been poisoned with the mysterious Death's Venom, and her contract with the holy sword had been forcibly severed.

        

        She herself didn't know how she was still alive.

        

        No, perhaps Olivia had already died during the Demon Lord's subjugation, and what was here was just an illusion.

        

        'Die? In such, a ridiculous way?'

        

        She could sensually feel life, or perhaps it should be called the soul, leaving her body.

        

        Either way, this is the end.

        

        At least people would remember Olivia as having defeated the Demon Lord and died heroically.

        

        That was all that remained in Olivia's mind now.

        

        Even the desire to live was gradually fading, and at that moment, as she was truly dying:

        

        "Hey! Wake up! No, what is this...!"

        

        'This voice.'

        

        It was a voice she had heard before.

        

        Her consciousness, which had been sinking into the depths, opened its eyes at that voice, and Olivia looked at the face of the person who had called her.

        

        Though blurry and not clearly visible, the distinctive black hair was not something easily seen, so she immediately knew who it was.

        

        There was a man whom Olivia had expelled for unchangeable birth-related reasons.

        

        "Ro, yce..."

        

        Upon hearing his name, Royce smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I'm honored you remember my name. ...But this isn't the time for such talk."

        

        Without hesitation, Royce lifted Olivia.

        

        'Stop, I can't be saved anymore.'

        

        More than anything, knowing that the poison was coursing through her body, Olivia was certain of her death.

        

        But that doubt was only momentary, and in Olivia's increasingly hazy mind, a single question overshadowed all others.

        

        'Why, are you.'

        

        Trying to save me?

        

        Watching Royce desperately carrying her and running, Olivia completely lost consciousness.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.5[The Hero Who Captured the Demon Lord - 01]

      
        Sometimes, when traversing the battlefield, you encounter them.

        

        People who make you wonder, "How on earth are they still alive?"

        

        I've occasionally seen people who charge forward despite having a hole in their lungs, or those who rush at you even after losing an entire leg.

        

        I know better than anyone that when faced with mortal danger, humans can exhibit superhuman strength, so one should never let their guard down until the life is completely extinguished.

        

        That's why statements like "there's no way they could survive those wounds" or "how are they still alive?" were unnecessary words to me.

        

        People who are meant to survive, simply do.

        

        However, this time, I couldn't help but think it again. Or rather, I had no choice but to think it.

        

        'A third of the head is gone. And the heart has been pierced.'

        

        At this point, death should have been certain.

        

        Judging by the wounds, the head injury and heart penetration appeared to be caused by arrows, but the severed arm looked like it was done with a blade.

        

        The rough cut suggested it was done by someone not particularly skilled with a sword. Or perhaps it was deliberately cut in a crude manner to inflict more pain.

        

        Either way, death should have occurred at that point.

        

        Even as I treated her, I doubted whether I was holding a corpse, given how terrible the Hero's condition was.

        

        Normally, this would be a life that should have already been lost, so the fact that I was treating her wasn't due to my exceptional skills, but rather because the Hero was extraordinary for enduring such wounds.

        

        My healing abilities are by no means fast, yet even during treatment, she was still breathing, and the fact that her life was being maintained was utterly astonishing.

        

        She should be a "human" like me, but this absurd vitality made it hard to consider her as such.

        

        More importantly, how could someone survive after losing a third of their head and having their heart pierced?

        

        'I've treated almost all the wounds. This should stop the bleeding.'

        

        But that wasn't the issue.

        

        "Hng, urgh...!"

        

        The Hero let out a groan of pain.

        

        Only that voice indicated she was still alive.

        

        If a wound takes this long to heal with spirit power, she should have died before treatment, but the fact that she survived means it's not that I'm extraordinary, but that the Hero isn't human.

        

        'This poison... could it be Death's Poison?'

        

        Even I had never seen it firsthand.

        

        But if it was Death's Poison, it would explain what happened to the Hero.

        

        Death's Poison forcibly paralyzes the magical nerves in a person's body.

        

        While it has powerful effects, it's difficult to produce, and above all, it only works on "living beings."

        

        And it was rumored that it always kills the poisoned person in the end, leaving no corpse behind, yet somehow the Hero was enduring even in this poisoned state.

        

        A single drop is enough to kill a person.

        

        'Even I can't do anything about this poison. It would probably be impossible to cure even if she drank an elixir.'

        

        There weren't absolutely no methods, but it wasn't something to consider right now. And it was a matter for the Hero to think about after she woke up.

        

        In the first place, there was a possibility she might never wake up and would breathe her last like this.

        

        No, that was the most likely outcome.

        

        Or should I say the chances of her waking up were even lower?

        

        'I understand why they used Death's Poison. They must have judged it was the only way to kill the Hero. The problem is that this is human territory.'

        

        If this were monster territory, I could understand monsters creating a scheme to kill the Hero and making her fall into a trap to be poisoned with Death's Poison. But this was human territory, and with the Demon Lord already dead, the monsters were weakened.

        

        What happened?

        

        ...She was attacked by fellow humans.

        

        'That's the most realistic explanation.'

        

      

      
        The Hero showed no mercy to monsters, so it wouldn't make sense for them to wait for her to let her guard down and inject poison. In the worst case, she could have protected herself with divine protection.

        

        In other words, only someone the Hero would lower her guard around could have poisoned her, and that could only be a human.

        

        And a very close one at that.

        

        Someone who could naturally administer it.

        

        'It's best to assume it was someone from her party.'

        

        But at the same time, I had doubts.

        

        After I left, the Hero's party went on to defeat the Demon Lord and succeeded. The Hero was somewhat aggressive, but she wasn't evil.

        

        Regardless of her difficult personality, her nature was good, and she was kind in her own way to those she considered her people.

        

        Unfortunately, I wasn't one of them.

        

        'If they had returned with the Hero, they could have enjoyed wealth and glory. Even if they wanted to kill the Hero, the risk of failure would be substantial. Was there a reason compelling enough to bear that risk?'

        

        The use of Death's Poison indicated a determination to kill her no matter what, and the Hero I knew wasn't that bad of a person.

        

        Moreover, despite being somewhat difficult, she had saved many people and saved the world by defeating the Demon Lord. It didn't seem like a reason to kill someone who saved the world just because they had a difficult personality and occasionally got irritated.

        

        Is this just my delusion?

        

        Or is there a reason she had to be killed that I'm unaware of?

        

        Besides, judging by the Hero's wounds, they aren't that old.

        

        Yet rumors that the Hero might be dead have already spread even to this small village.

        

        Something feels off.

        

        "Regardless, if the Hero doesn't wake up, all this speculation is meaningless."

        

        I sat in the chair and looked at the Hero lying on the only bed.

        

        She didn't leave a good impression on me at all, but it was true that she had saved many people, and she was undoubtedly a hero who had saved the world by defeating the Demon Lord. I didn't particularly want to see such a person die like this.

        

        I wanted those who had worked hard to receive rewards commensurate with their efforts.

        

        I disliked the idea of someone who had worked to save the world and people not being rewarded.

        

        Even if she was the woman who had expelled me from her party.

        

        'I've done everything I can.'

        

        Now what remains...

        

        "It's up to your vitality and will, Hero."

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        A sensation like sinking into a dark abyss overwhelms me.

        

        I believed that despite some mistakes, I had done well and given people hope.

        

        I thought that by defeating the Demon Lord and saving people, many would praise and exalt me.

        

        I thought minor mistakes would be erased. I imagined a future where everyone would feel reassured just hearing the name Olivia Reinhart, befitting the title of Hero, and where monsters and criminals would tremble at the mere mention of my name.

        

        I hoped that absolute power would become a deterrent, allowing many people to live virtuously and creating a world where no one would be hurt.

        

        I knew the world wasn't all clean, but does that justify killing me?

        

        Did I do something that wrong?

        

        Was my sin that great?

        

        I risked my life to go to the Demon Lord's castle and defeated the Demon Lord together with them. Even though my contribution was undeniable, I had no intention of criticizing them, nor did I think they weren't my comrades. I trusted them, and because I trusted them, I didn't think they would betray me, so I let my guard down.

        

        I don't understand.

        

        Should I be in despair now?

        

      

      
        Or should I be angry?

        

        Should I shed tears of sadness?

        

        'What should a Hero do in a moment like this?'

        

        If one is a Hero.

        

        If called a Hero.

        

        A Hero.

        

        What decision should be made in this situation?

        

        What conclusion should be reached to be a "Hero"?

        

        The unanswerable question kept echoing in my mind, and the more affection I had for them, the more anger and sadness welled up. Because I couldn't understand why they would go this far.

        

        Do they kill people just because they aren't absolute allies of the kingdom? Even someone who has the achievement of saving the world?

        

        It's disgusting.

        

        "...!"

        

        All the blackness that had enveloped me swirled away, and eventually, an unfamiliar ceiling came into view.

        

        For a moment, I happily imagined that everything had just been a nightmare, but half my vision was gone, and I couldn't feel one of my arms.

        

        The pain and heat surging through my body confirmed that everything that had happened was real.

        

        "Ugh, grk."

        

        I tried to sit up.

        

        Heavy.

        

        Painful.

        

        Even breathing was so painful that my head felt like it was going to explode.

        

        I wondered how I was still alive, and my broken body was screaming in agony.

        

        The visibly deteriorated skin was clearly due to what must be Death's Poison or something similar.

        

        'Someone saved me.'

        

        As I looked around, I saw someone lying on a sofa.

        

        It seemed there was only one bed, so they had put me, the patient, on the bed and slept on the sofa themselves.

        

        "That person is...! Royce?"

        

        The face of the sleeping person was clearly visible from where I was, and I immediately recognized them as someone I knew.

        

        Royce.

        

        The spirit mage I had expelled.

        

        Come to think of it, I think I saw Royce's face before I passed out. So this must be Royce's home, and Royce was the one who treated me?

        

        Confused by this realization, I unconsciously clutched my head.

        

        "Ugh, hmm?"

        

        Meanwhile, Royce opened his eyes and slowly sat up, our eyes meeting as I was sitting up.

        

        After checking the clock, Royce laughed as if in disbelief.

        

        "Waking up after just three days with those wounds? You're still a monster... or perhaps even more of a monster now..."

        

        Royce approached me and said:

        

        "Do you remember me?"

        

        "W-why...?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        I couldn't understand Royce, who was looking at me with that incomprehensible expression.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.6[The Hero Who Captured the Demon Lord - 02]

      
        "I'm glad you've opened your eyes. I was afraid you might have become a corpse."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        Lois was saying something, but I didn't respond, and she didn't seem to mind my silence much.

        It felt like she was talking to me with the same intention as when Saint Belita used to speak to patients to ease their anxiety.

        

        That small consideration didn't reach my heart; rather, it seemed to ignite a burning anger that threatened to turn in a direction it shouldn't go, like scratching at a firmly closed door.

        I could tell that I might end up taking out my frustration on Lois for no reason, so I thought it would be better to say nothing at all.

        

        "So, about what happened."

        

        "..."

        

        "Can you tell me what happened to you?"

        

        "What happened?"

        

        "Yes, I did save you, but I don't know what happened before that. If I knew what occurred, I might be able to help."

        

        "Answer my question first."

        

        "Still so willful, even though I'm half your lifesaver. ...Well, I'm used to it. Fine, what do you want to know?"

        

        "Why did you save me?"

        

        "What?"

        

        At my words, Lois looked at me with an expression of incomprehension, and I looked back at her with the same bewilderment.

        Our eyes reflected each other's confusion, creating a brief silence. Lois broke that short but meaningful silence with a small sigh.

        

        "You have no reason to save me."

        

        "..."

        

        Still silence.

        

        "That's not something the Hero should say. You've saved far more people than I have."

        

        "I'm the Hero. Saving people is my role and duty. But you're not like that. Considering I'm the woman who exiled you, wouldn't it be more normal to spit on me?"

        

        "Where did you get such a twisted perspective?"

        

        "...I defeated the Demon Lord."

        

        "I heard. Rumors say you died together with him. But surely you didn't fly all the way from the Demon Lord's castle to here. What happened?"

        

        Did I need to answer?

        

        But whether it was because of my wounds, or because I was exhausted in both body and mind, at this moment only the truth came to my lips, without lies or pretense.

        I realized that lies, bluster, or anything else required energy that I simply didn't have right now.

        

        I didn't even have the strength to raise questions, think about them, and formulate appropriate answers. I was too exhausted.

        

        "I wonder if the world's Hero who defeated the Demon Lord is no different from the Demon Lord."

        

        "..."

        

        Lois's brow furrowed slightly in displeasure.

        

        I don't know what I was thinking at that moment.

        

        In front of someone I had exiled, someone who might resent me, I spoke about everything from beginning to end as if I were lamenting my fate.

        

        I told her everything honestly—that I had defeated the Demon Lord, returned to human territory without issue, was poisoned with something called Death's Poison, and had my contract with the holy sword forcibly severed because I wasn't considered an absolute ally of the kingdom, which led to my current state.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence continued, and I slowly raised my head to look at Lois. She was frowning clearly in displeasure, her leg trembling.

        

        Since I had never seen Lois angry during our travels together, I was momentarily surprised.

        

        "Lois?"

        

        "No, excuse me. It's not because of you. ...It's just outrageous. I can't believe this is how they treat someone who saved the world. Alex... No, I knew Alex had something close to religious devotion to the kingdom, but I never thought he would go this far."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even getting the king's permission and using the Goddess's orb... This is bigger than I thought. It wasn't just an accident or something like that; it was truly a betrayal. ...Truly disgusting."

        

        I stared blankly at Lois, and she let out a small sigh.

        

        "Hero, listen carefully."

        

        "I'm listening."

        

        "I've stitched your wounds, and you won't die immediately. It's amazing you're alive with a third of your head blown off and a hole in your heart. Anyway, those will heal. The problem isn't that, but Death's Poison."

        

        "..."

        

        Lois pulled up a chair next to the bed, sat down, and continued speaking.

        

        "Death's Poison is a special poison that only affects living beings, an extremely potent poison said to have existed in the past. It's a poison that few people know about unless they have extensive knowledge of pharmacology, and even if they do know about it, it's not something easily made."

        

        "They made that poison to kill me?"

        

        "Whether they made it or procured it from somewhere, I don't know... But anyway, it has the effect of paralyzing the magic nerves in the body. More precisely, that's one of its effects."

        

        So it doesn't just have a paralyzing effect, but that's one of many effects it has.

      

      
        

        "This is beyond my power to fix."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're a strong person, so I'll be honest without unnecessary consideration. ...Hero, you're terminally ill. The time you have left is truly limited. This is just my opinion as a non-expert, but you have a month at most."

        

        "I... see."

        

        A month.

        

        I'm lasting longer than I expected.

        

        "And that's considering your ridiculous vitality. Normally, you should have died the moment you were poisoned. ...Do you understand the situation now? Let me tell you that you have two options."

        

        "Two options?"

        

        "The first is to do nothing."

        

        Lois raised her index finger as I looked at her.

        

        "Hero, no... Olivia Reinhart. If you say that you want to give up on life because you were betrayed by those you sacrificed everything to save, because you're in pain, because you hate everything, I won't stop you."

        

        I just looked at Lois.

        

        "I believe I have the right to save someone who might have been murdered, but not to stop someone who wants to commit suicide."

        

        "I see."

        

        "If you choose to give up everything, you can stay here. A month isn't too long to spend with me. I'll serve you as best I can and make you a grave. If you don't like that either, you can go outside and die somewhere alone. You can choose how you die according to your preference."

        

        In the past, I might have drawn my sword at such disrespectful words, but now I accepted them without any reaction. I even thought it might not be a bad idea.

        

        If I die like this, I might be remembered by many as the perfect Hero who died along with the Demon Lord.

        

        Then.

        

        Should I.

        

        Die?

        

        Like this?

        

        I trembled, unable to identify the feeling rising in my chest for the first time.

        

        "The second option is to go to the World Tree in Elvenheim, the country of elves."

        

        "The World Tree?"

        

        "Death's Poison cannot be neutralized even with elixir. I don't know how they obtained such a poison, and honestly, I doubt you're human considering you're still alive after being poisoned with it."

        

        Lois sighed softly and said:

        

        "The sap of the World Tree in Elvenheim is said to be able to neutralize any poison. According to books, there are clear records of Death's Poison being cured with this World Tree's sap."

        

        Looking around, I could see many books.

        

        There were bookshelves covering entire walls, with books piled up beyond them, and the smell of herbs stung my nostrils.

        

        "If you choose the second option, I'll go with you."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Honestly, traveling to Elvenheim within a month will be quite difficult. If you become a corpse on the way, please don't curse me. People with strong grudges often leave curses after death. It's scary, really."

        

        "..."

        

        My lower lip trembled.

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Why, you ask?"

        

        "I'm the woman who exiled you."

        

        "Because I was incompetent, right?"

        

        "That was a lie."

        

        "..."

        

        I turned my head, unable to meet Lois's eyes directly.

        

        I was now realizing how weak a human Olivia Reinhart actually was.

        

        For the first time in this moment, I thought about how frightening it was to look someone in the eye. I became strong because I was the Hero, and I wanted to protect people, but perhaps it was the opposite.

        

        I.

        

        For what purpose.

        

        "Then why?"

        

        "Because you were a commoner. ...Not once did I think you were incompetent. Your ability was versatile, capable of handling any situation. I thought being a spirit mage was impressive."

        

        "..."

        

        In the early days of our adventure, Lois had taught me many things like an experienced adventurer, and I had absorbed that knowledge.

        

        At first, I hadn't intended to exile her, but unlike the others, Lois had tried to protect me, resulting in her getting injured. I thought that with such judgment, Lois might die later when we faced stronger monsters than the weak ones we encountered here.

        

        And that, combined with the reason that she was a commoner, became the catalyst for exiling Lois.

        

      

      
        "All previous Hero parties consisted only of nobles, with no commoners. ...That's all there is to it. There might have been other reasons mixed in, but the fundamental reason was that you were a commoner. I exiled you by finding fault with something you could never change no matter what you did."

        

        "I see. I didn't realize you disliked commoners that much."

        

        "It's not that I dislike commoners."

        

        "Then what is it?"

        

        "I dislike being protected by commoners whom I should be protecting."

        

        "I see, a twisted noblesse oblige?"

        

        "Perhaps."

        

        I was starting to doubt whether it had truly been such a noble sentiment.

        

        At that moment, I believed it was for Lois's own good, but now I wasn't sure.

        

        I was confused about whether it was right to betray someone's feelings and act selfishly based on something they couldn't change.

        

        "Why on earth are you trying to help me? You're not a Hero or anything, you're a commoner who should be thinking about surviving day to day... You have no reason to help me, especially if you hold a grudge against me."

        

        "Hero."

        

        "Or is it that you have a thing for me in this state?"

        

        "...Let's pretend I didn't hear that."

        

        "...I'm sorry."

        

        I clutched my head with my one remaining hand.

        

        I couldn't understand what I had just said.

        

        My mind was in chaos, and whether due to the poison or not, even breathing was painful to the point where I felt I might go mad.

        

        It would be nice if I could just go mad and live that way, but even that was difficult, making my suffering peculiarly ambiguous.

        

        "Do I need a reason to help you?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Yes, you exiled me, and it certainly caused me some trouble, but... that's not a reason to leave a dying person who wants to live. If you were some criminal bearing all the sins of the world, I might ignore you."

        

        Lois smiled slightly.

        

        "Just because you did something unkind to me doesn't mean I'm corrupt enough to let you die for it."

        

        "..."

        

        I remain silent.

        

        Resentment and grudges gather to destroy many things.

        

        That's why people must trust in human malice and prevent it from taking any form of evil path. A Hero must be a beacon of hope, must save people, and must not allow many people to die.

        

        But in reality...

        

        "You should have been the Hero instead."

        

        That was my true feeling that emerged from deep within my heart.

        

        I couldn't say "I save because it's natural to save" without any obligation, compulsion, or emotion when helping people.

        Everything I did was because I had to do it, not because I wanted to do it.

        

        In that sense, it was only natural that my contract with the holy sword was severed and couldn't be reestablished.

        

        I wasn't qualified to wield that sword; I was merely chosen by the holy sword because I had the power to kill the Demon Lord.

        

        I was never truly a Hero.

        

        "..."

        

        "What will you do?"

        

        "I don't know. What should I do?"

        

        "Alright, then let's depart."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Lois stood up.

        

        "You don't know if you have a reason to live, right? Let's think about it as we go. It would be a shame if you decided you wanted to live later but died before even getting near Elvenheim because of the time limit."

        

        "..."

        

        "So if you're torn between living and dying, let's start our journey first."

        

        "Is, is that really okay? It's funny coming from me, but is this really enough?"

        

        "It is."

        

        Lois smiled.

        

        "You didn't say you wanted to die, so that's enough. That alone is enough for a person to live. Even a Hero is still a person, after all."

        

        "..."

        

        I watch Lois as she busily moves around.

        

        All I could do was watch her.
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        "Can you move?"

        

        "No problem."

        

        Is it really no problem?

        

        This person has only about a month left to live.

        

        Even breathing must be painful, and the one remaining arm probably can't move properly.

        

        I had given a rough explanation, but since she was clearly in no condition to move, I was wondering how to transport her when the Hero herself said, "I'll go myself."

        

        She covered her body with a large cloak and hid her face with a hood.

        

        If her skin were exposed, the deteriorated skin would be visible, and although Death's Poison isn't contagious, people without that knowledge might view it negatively.

        

        Moreover, Olivia Reinhart is quite famous as a Hero, so depending on the circumstances, someone might recognize her face.

        

        If rumors spread and somehow reached Alex's ears, he might send pursuers.

        

        I couldn't fight those pursuers and protect the Hero alone, so the wisest approach was to move as discreetly as possible and at least eliminate Death's Poison.

        

        The missing eye and arm were expensive to replace, but with elixirs or high-level healing clergy, something could be done.

        

        "Do you know the way to Elven Heim?"

        

        "I've never been there myself, but I know the location. Shouldn't you know, Hero? I heard you went there after banishing me."

        

        "I did go, but I don't remember the way."

        

        "Is that something to be proud of?"

        

        "Sorry..."

        

        "..."

        

        Why is she so meek?

        

        The Hero I knew was more arrogant, confident, and the very embodiment of self-importance with her ego and pride reaching the heavens.

        

        Even though she was betrayed by her companions, that was such an absurd reason that there was no need to be sad about it, and even if her contract with the Holy Sword was severed, it was forcibly broken with the Goddess's Orb, so it should be fine.

        

        No, that's just my perspective, I suppose.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        Noticing my gaze, the Hero asked, and I smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Nothing. I just think you've become quite docile compared to the you I knew."

        

        "..."

        

        "You used to be more... chaotic, shall we say? Full of energy. You often spoke harshly depending on your mood."

        

        "I have nothing to say in return."

        

        "Care to make an excuse?"

        

        "Excuse? Just like killing someone with a smile or with tears is still murder, whatever the reason, if you've hurt someone, it's a sin. Isn't it better than trying to justify myself by explaining all my circumstances from beginning to end, saying I had my reasons?"

        

        I see.

        

        While there were reasons for her terrible personality, she's saying that doesn't matter to the people who suffered from it.

        

        It was truly healthy thinking, and I was surprised by her proper mindset. Although I traveled with the Hero for a long time, I seemed to have learned more about her in these few days than during that entire period.

        

        Or rather, the main reason I didn't know much about the Hero during our party days was probably because she never spoke to me.

        

        Anyway.

        

        "That's different, Hero."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "The one who caused harm shouldn't decide how the victim should think. You may not want to confuse the victim's feelings by telling unnecessary stories, but the victim might want to know everything."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        "Whether to know the circumstances, how to judge after hearing them—that's for the victim to decide, not the perpetrator."

        

        "I... see."

        

        The Hero answered somewhat awkwardly.

        

        "Well then, my mother passed away after giving birth to me..."

        

        "Oh, are we going that far back?"

        

        "You asked! *cough* *hack*"

        

        "Don't push yourself. You're basically a walking corpse right now."

        

        "..."

        

        The Hero glared at me with an irritated expression, but she seemed to quickly calm down, perhaps aware that I was her lifesaver.

        

        Whether she had undergone psychological growth during her travels, or the shock of betrayal had affected her more deeply than I thought, she was somewhat more passive than the Hero I knew.

        

        It was as if the absolute confidence she once possessed had disappeared.

        

        "...Do you know who the previous Hero was?"

        

        "The previous Hero was Ben Reynolds, right?"

        

        "Except for him, all Heroes were created from the Reinhart family."

        

        "That's right."

        

        That's why the Reinhart family was essentially known as the family that produced Heroes, and I remember there was quite a commotion when it was revealed that the previous Hero wasn't from the Reinhart family.

        

        "My father deeply regretted not being chosen as a Hero. Literally, he was tormented to death by it... It seems he suffered greatly after learning that the Reinhart family wasn't the only one that could produce Heroes."

        

        "That's because—"

        

        I stopped myself mid-sentence.

        

        "The Hero before the previous one was a scoundrel, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Yes, the person who was the Hero before Ben Reynolds was a historically notorious scoundrel. Because of that, the Reinhart family's image was also tarnished, and then a Hero was born outside the Reinhart family. The situation deteriorated rapidly, and my father was truly anguished."

        

        As we walked, I focused on the Hero's story.

        

        It wasn't a story I was hearing for the first time, and it was somewhat expected, but I hadn't thought that Olivia Reinhart, this strong woman, would remember it as a painful memory deep inside.

        

        Just as she didn't properly see me, perhaps I also didn't try to properly see her as a person.

        

        "And when I was about seven years old, I was chosen as a Hero."

        

        "..."

        

        "My father cried tears of joy, and as a child, I was simply happy about it. My father, who had always been depressed, was happy for the first time... Then he fell ill and passed away. Until his dying moment, he taught me how to live as a Hero."

        

        I simply listened to the Hero's story in silence.

        

        "They say my deceased mother also lived praying every night for me to become a Hero. From the moment I was born, I was destined to be chosen as a Hero, to be selected, and to live as one. I had to save everyone. Both my father and mother risked their lives to raise me as a Hero... I had to be a proper Hero."

        

        Her voice was becoming increasingly agitated, and her speech was accelerating.

        

        It didn't seem positive.

        

        "There's no value in me if I'm not a Hero... I must become a Hero worthy of everyone's recognition. For the Reinhart family, for the Heroes... for the world, I must."

        

        There seemed to be an invisible shadow.

        

        I could see an image of the Hero's father and mother continuously whispering something into her ears.

        

        They might call it love, but for the Hero, it was more like a curse binding her.

        

        The mindset that it's not about wanting to live that way, but having to live that way, is clearly distorted.

        

      

      
        Becoming more anxious with each mistake.

        

        Counting only the failures despite numerous successes, never finding peace of mind.

        

        "I told you I banished you because you were a commoner, right? That too was just an excuse. An excuse to convince myself, to rationalize."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Do you remember when you saved me early in our journey?"

        

        "Ah, now that you mention it, there was such an incident."

        

        "For you, it's just 'there was such an incident,' huh."

        

        The Hero smiled awkwardly.

        

        At that time, the Hero had only received training and had little practical experience.

        

        Still, her physical abilities were outstanding and powerful, but due to lack of experience, she occasionally made mistakes.

        

        However, most mistakes were resolved by the Hero herself, so they didn't become major issues.

        

        Then one day in a dungeon, a situation arose that even the Hero couldn't handle, so I took the attack in her place, and because treatment was delayed, I still have clear scars on my back from the monster's claws.

        

        "I never imagined it."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "I could imagine dying to save someone as a Hero; in fact, I might have been yearning for that... But I couldn't accept someone risking their life for me, and you, thinking about saving the Hero, felt too alien to me."

        

        "..."

        

        "You became 'some unknown entity' to me... So I was unnecessarily hostile toward you, and eventually banished you."

        

        "I see."

        

        The Hero seems quite concerned about banishing me, but I don't have any particular feelings about it.

        

        Of course, I was a bit annoyed at the time, but I received proper severance pay.

        

        It might have been troublesome if I had planned to continue adventuring afterward, but since that wasn't the case, it was just like quitting a job midway for me, so it wasn't something to worry about much.

        

        But for the Hero, it might have been an exceptional deviation from what a "proper Hero" should do.

        

        The curse-like burden was so deeply embedded that the mere fact that a Hero who should be protected was protected restricted the Hero's actions.

        

        In a sense, it was embedded more deeply than Death's Poison, to the extent that she couldn't desire or even imagine living in any other way.

        

        "My circumstances don't matter to you, and there's no reason for you to understand... Want to hit me?"

        

        "What? Hit that half-corpse body of yours? If someone saw, I'd look like trash. As expected, you're thinking like a true Hero."

        

        "There's no one around."

        

        "You can't use magic."

        

        "I can tell that much even without magic."

        

        "You're human, right?"

        

        "My species is human, at least."

        

        Why "at least"?

        

        For someone on the verge of death, she spoke well and showed no discomfort in walking.

        

        "So, do you want to hit me?"

        

        "Let's not."

        

        "If it were me, I would have. You're amazing."

        

        To be honest.

        

        If I hit her now, I think my fist would hurt more.
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        "There's something I'd like to ask before we enter the village."

        

        While walking with the Hero, I was anxiously watching to see if she might collapse or lose consciousness.

        

        She probably noticed my concern.

        

        Unable to use magic and in poor physical condition, the Hero was breaking into a cold sweat just from walking this distance, but she followed me without a single complaint. Offering my support would have been an option, but she insisted on walking by herself, so I stopped.

        

        "Asking you for something in this situation makes me feel quite guilty."

        

        "That's rather sudden. What is it?"

        

        "I'd like you to change how you address me."

        

        "Address? ...Oh, you mean in that sense?"

        

        "Huh? You understood with just one sentence?"

        

        "Because calling you 'Hero' in a village could cause serious trouble. Even if we're just passing through, there's no need to create unnecessary problems."

        

        The Hero looked at me with slight surprise.

        

        Was I considered stupid in her eyes? While I don't think of myself as a genius, I don't recall doing anything particularly foolish during our travels together.

        

        Or perhaps I just look stupid?

        

        "Am I wrong?"

        

        "No, you're right. ...Well, we should decide on what to call me. 'Olivia Reinhart' won't work either. I'm famous as Hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "How about Livia then?"

        

        "Livia?"

        

        "Since you're Olivia, 'Livia.'"

        

        "..."

        

        Did I choose too carelessly?

        

        Is she finally getting angry?

        

        As I thought this, Olivia smiled weakly.

        

        "Not bad. It's the first time someone has called me that."

        

        "Is that so? Then please hold still for a moment."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        When I reached my hand toward the Hero, she instinctively flinched.

        

        It seemed she had an aversion to physical contact, which I thought was likely trauma from betrayal rather than her natural disposition.

        

        But since it would be awkward if she rejected me, she remained tense but didn't do anything.

        

        If she were to strike me with even her trembling hand, I might be rolling on the ground as a corpse.

        

        Hmm, that's a bit scary when I think about it.

        

        Light flickered from my hand as I slowly moved it toward her head.

        

        "Huh? This is..."

        

        "Hero... no, Miss Livia's hair color is too noticeable. I've never seen white hair like yours on anyone else in my life."

        

        "...It's a characteristic of the Reinhart family."

        

        "Then I'm even more glad we're changing it."

        

        Her snow-white hair turned black, the same color as mine.

        

        "Black..."

        

        "Elvenheim is in the east, and this hair color is most common in eastern countries."

        

        "That's true. ...You really are kind."

        

        "I've always thought I was kind to you, Miss Livia?"

        

        Had I ever treated the Hero poorly during our party days?

        

        On the contrary, I was arguably the kindest member of the party.

        

        While I'm not one to be overconfident, I was the one who saved her in dangerous situations and provided information and knowledge. Honestly, when I was expelled, I thought she was ungrateful despite understanding the circumstances.

        

        "Yes, you were always kind. ...I just didn't realize it."

      

      
        

        "...I'm glad you recognize it now."

        

        She's more dejected than I imagined.

        

        I prefer someone more confident.

        

        It seemed the thick mask she had worn while being betrayed, wounded, and nearly killed had shattered.

        

        She no longer had the mental capacity to play the role of the strong and perfect Hero, and perhaps the current Hero lacked even that luxury.

        

        As a person, I could say I preferred the current Hero, but how should I put it?

        

        While I don't enjoy being cursed at, it was also difficult to see someone with such a complete lack of confidence.

        

        'Look, I'm not a therapist.'

        

        If she has wounds.

        

        And if those wounds are in her heart.

        

        It's difficult for me to address them.

        

        I could say there's nothing I can do.

        

        Except pray that she can heal her own wounds.

        

        ***

        

        Breathing is painful.

        

        No matter what injuries I've sustained before, I've never felt this much agony.

        

        I could feel the Reaper's poison gradually eating away at my body, trying to kill me.

        

        Royce had called it a "poison," but he had more accurately assessed it as a curse that should be classified as a "malediction," and now I agreed.

        

        Did Alex and my companions hate me enough to leave such a curse to kill me?

        

        I thought I was fulfilling my role as a Hero properly, but perhaps no one actually thought I was doing a good job, and no one was grateful to me?

        

        Perhaps no one even considered me a Hero?

        

        Then what was I fighting for?

        

        "Miss Livia, the carriage is ready."

        

        "..."

        

        Your existence confuses me again.

        

        You protect the Hero who was supposed to protect you.

        

        You stand by my side when no one else is here, even though I abandoned you.

        

        If there had been ulterior motives or such emotions flickering in your eyes, it might not have been so bad to let myself be tainted by that darkness.

        

        But you didn't, and that confuses me terribly.

        

        "Why do people help other people?"

        

        "Well, perhaps because we want help someday ourselves."

        

        "..."

        

        "No one can do everything alone. Even you, Miss Livia, must have received help as a baby, which allowed you to survive and grow strong. It's the same principle."

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        "That's an odd thing to hear from someone who has saved and helped more people than anyone else in this world."

        

        That's right.

        

        I've saved and helped many people.

        

        Most of my short life has been spent saving and helping people, and the title of Hero and the power I possessed changed the scale of lives I could save during this brief existence.

        

        I even defeated the Demon Lord and saved the world, and as a result, I could proudly say I've saved more people than anyone else alive today.

        

        That was who Olivia Reinhart, the Hero, was.

        

        "But I didn't save people because I wanted to. ...I saved them because I had to be a Hero."

        

        "You saved them nonetheless."

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        "The reason doesn't matter. When you fight criminals, do you carefully examine their motives for each evil deed?"

        

        "For monsters, there's no need for dialogue. For humans, unless it's a serious crime, I ask for their reasons."

        

        "Exactly. Just as killing someone is a crime and an evil deed regardless of the reason, saving someone is a good deed and an achievement regardless of the reason."

        

        "..."

        

        I remain silent.

        

        Concerned by my silence, Royce looked at me.

        

        "And you don't need to be a Hero to save people. ...Just as I'm saving you now. Well, I suppose 'saving' might be a bit premature given your current state."

        

        "Then, are Heroes... unnecessary?"

        

        That hesitant question was directed at Royce, but it was really a question to myself.

        

        If people think that way, and if anyone can save people, then why do Heroes exist to save and protect people?

        

        Are we truly meaningless, ephemeral, needed only as 'assassins' to kill the Demon Lord?

        

        "...Royce?"

        

        Royce knelt on one knee before me, meeting my gaze as he spoke.

        

        "You were humanity's hope and saved countless people. What else would you call someone who dealt with all manner of disasters and monsters that caused people suffering, if not a Hero?"

        

        "But still."

        

        "You're sick right now."

        

        "I know."

        

        The Reaper's poison or whatever it is has left deep tooth marks in my body, killing me. I'm not sure if it should be called a disease, but I was certainly in pain.

        

        But Royce smiled awkwardly as if to say "that's not what I meant," then climbed into the carriage first and extended his hand to me.

        

        "Illness isn't just physical. Having a fever in your heart, being chained to the past forever—these too can be considered illnesses."

        

        "...Are you saying that's me?"

        

        "I know you've tried harder than anyone. Of course, personally, I don't particularly like you, but I remember all your many achievements and efforts."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce spoke to me calmly, as if reading from a book.

        

        His voice was somehow reassuring, seeming to resonate directly in my mind through my ears.

        

        Naturally taking Royce's hand, I climbed onto the carriage, and he said:

        

        "I don't want to see someone like you meet a tragic end."

        

        "Is that why you're helping me?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I don't remember treating you well."

        

        "Neither do I."

        

        And yet you help me.

        

        I always attached the reason "because I'm a Hero" to helping people. Now that I'm no longer a Hero, can I help others? Can I have such a mindset?

        

        "I'm just accumulating debt to you."

        

        "Think of it as receiving back some of the kindness you've given to the world. It might be insufficient compared to the many people you've saved."

        

        "..."

        

        People around me were always busy praising me, and there was an overflow of people telling me about my achievements.

        

        But their ulterior motives were too obvious, and I found no value in listening to their vain words.

        

        "We'll depart now."

        

        "Okay."

        

        The sound of rattling.

        

        The carriage moves with the sound of horses neighing.

        

        In that irregular swaying.

        

        It's ridiculous to say this given my condition, but I felt a sense of peace.
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        "……."

        

        "……."

        

        "……."

        

        The hero's party would soon arrive at the royal capital, where they would be praised by the people of the world as honorable saviors.

        

        But the atmosphere was so bleak it was hard to believe these were people who had gained wealth, honor, and everything else. No one was willing to speak.

        

        Someone's eyes were red from crying too much, while another had dilated pupils, staring at something indeterminable.

        

        Only Alex maintained his composure.

        

        'She must be dead.'

        

        He hadn't been able to confirm the corpse directly.

        

        He had gone down to search the area but found nothing, and unfortunately, the rain made it impossible to distinguish any bloodstains.

        

        Besides, none of them possessed the skill to track blood trails anyway. Perhaps Reina, being an elf, might have been able to, but currently, she could hardly be considered in her right mind.

        

        'That river leads to the sea. If the body went all the way to the sea, we'll never find it.'

        

        Alex shook his head.

        

        About a third of her head had been blown off, and one eye had been completely torn out.

        

        Her heart had been pierced.

        

        One arm had been severed.

        

        She had been poisoned by the Reaper's venom.

        

        In such a state, falling from that cliff height meant certain death. Whether she fell into the river or onto the ground, death was simply common sense.

        

        Since they couldn't find the body on land, they concluded she must have fallen into the river and been carried away.

        

        'Sigh, calm down.'

        

        Even if she had miraculously survived, the Reaper's poison meant her life wouldn't last long.

        

        Even if she had heroically survived the fall, it was reasonable to assume she would have died from the poison within minutes.

        

        Death was inevitable.

        

        Dying was common sense.

        

        But.

        

        Throughout their journey, Alex had witnessed her defy common sense and achieve victory multiple times. He had seen her recklessly charge forward and remain standing despite wounds that should have been fatal.

        

        The possibility that Olivia Reinhart hadn't died kept surfacing in his mind, and he couldn't erase it.

        

        'There's no way she could still be alive.'

        

        She had lost her strength.

        

        The Reaper's poison prevented her from using magic.

        

        The contract with the holy sword had been severed.

        

        "Everyone, we'll soon reach the royal capital."

        

        "……."

        

        "……."

        

        "Sigh."

        

        Alex exhaled deeply.

        

        They had betrayed Olivia, the hero, for their own selfish desires. Rather than feeling unnecessary guilt or remorse, wouldn't it be better to maintain the lie until the end? If you're going to tell a lie, you must be prepared to carry it to your grave.

        

        Alex felt like crying at their pathetic state, but they were still his companions, and he needed to maintain an amicable relationship with them going forward.

        

        Moreover, the shared crime created a kind of collective consciousness that made them more likely to trust Alex over others.

        

        Above all, with the hero Olivia dead, the saint Belita was now Alex's next potential fiancée.

        

        The pairing of a sage and a saint would make for a good image that people would appreciate.

        

        "Everyone!"

        

        "Huh? Yes, what did you say?"

      

      
        

        "Sorry, I was a bit dazed too."

        

        "……."

        

        He suppressed the urge to sigh.

        

        "We'll soon reach the royal capital. Use magic or whatever means to maintain a presentable appearance. Surely you don't intend to enter the capital in that state? All the people of the royal capital are waiting for our return."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "I know."

        

        "Olivia died at the hands of the Demon Lord. She bravely killed the Demon Lord, and she too died because of him. It was truly a hero's death. Understood?"

        

        If he had known this would happen, he should have killed her while they were still in the monster territory.

        

        There were various reasons, but the main one was that he hadn't known Olivia had no intention of living in the kingdom. Had he known, it would have been safer to kill her in monster territory rather than in human territory, despite the risks.

        

        "Yes, I understand."

        

        "Of course."

        

        "As long as you all keep your word, I'll keep mine."

        

        There was a limit to how strong something should be.

        

        That wasn't human.

        

        It shouldn't be called human.

        

        Placing it in the same 'humanity' category was unfair to people.

        

        'A monster that cannot be controlled must be killed.'

        

        At first, he thought the simple and emotional Olivia would be easy to manipulate.

        

        He believed he could turn her into a puppet that moved according to his words by exploiting her sense of heroism. But she was stronger than he imagined, with firm beliefs, ideologies, and a good heart.

        

        Her statement about not forgiving evil sounded good, but the standard of evil was solely Olivia's own. Even if something wasn't illegal, if it was evil by Olivia's standards, she would destroy it.

        

        As if driven by obsession, she saved people.

        

        She never left crying people alone.

        

        He thought that if they could somehow reach marriage, she would listen to him as her husband. Though it had become somewhat troublesome, he believed the best approach was to make her his wife and bind her with the chains of family, but even that became impossible.

        

        He couldn't predict when Olivia might suddenly consider the kingdom an enemy.

        

        "Now, it's the return of heroes. We must smile and reassure the citizens."

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "No...!"

        

        "Come on, stop being difficult and open your mouth...!!"

        

        "How dare you talk back to the hero!"

        

        "What are you saying when your contract with the holy sword has been severed...!"

        

        "I-I can eat by myself!!"

        

        We bickered like that for a few minutes.

        

        The reason was simple.

        

        No matter how extraordinary the hero was, she was still human, and the Reaper's poison was still killing her. Honestly, I couldn't understand why she wasn't dead yet, but one thing was certain: the poison was definitely killing her.

        

        It was a gradual process, but she was definitely heading toward death, and naturally, she needed food and medicine.

        

        Even though I had treated her, the hero's insides were still a mess, so she needed to eat food that was easy to digest, followed by medicine.

        

        But.

        

        "Last time you insisted on eating by yourself, do you remember how much time was wasted? You even spilled everything!"

        

        "T-that's...!"

        

        It was understandable.

        

      

      
        The Reaper's poison had a nerve-paralyzing effect, so watching the hero move somewhat awkwardly made me wonder, 'Is this person really the same species as me?' I even began to doubt her human anatomy.

        

        It felt like all the established techniques and common sense about human anatomy could be overturned by this one hero.

        

        "Meals are important. In terms of healing the body, food holds equal value to medicine in some ways."

        

        "......"

        

        "So please open your mouth. What's so uncomfortable about me feeding you? Isn't it more uncomfortable to eat with that arm? Why do you dislike it so much? Is it because you feel like I'm treating you like a child?"

        

        "...I'm just normally embarrassed."

        

        "What? What did you say?"

        

        It was too quiet to hear.

        

        "It's nothing, fine. I'll eat, I'll eat. Ah, aaang."

        

        "Well done."

        

        The hero ate the food I gave her.

        

        Actually, it was closer to drinking than eating. I was worried that in the worst case, she might try to gulp it all down at once, but fortunately, it didn't come to that. There would be no benefit to consuming all the food at once.

        

        "Livia, as you know, we're now heading to East Port to cross to the eastern continent."

        

        "To go to Elven Heim, right? I know, but I'm not sure if the elves will help us."

        

        "Well, you're the hero who saved the world, won't they help you?"

        

        "......"

        

        The hero turned her head away, as if feeling guilty about something.

        

        What's this?

        

        Could something have happened at Elven Heim after I was exiled?

        

        I hadn't heard any rumors.

        

        But Elven Heim itself had always been a country of elves with little interaction with the outside world, so perhaps rumors simply hadn't spread. I started to worry, but having just managed to feed her, I didn't want to complicate things by asking now.

        

        We had some time before reaching Elven Heim, so I'd ask later.

        

        '...Honestly, it's nearly impossible.'

        

        Looking at the progression of the poison, there wasn't much time left.

        

        Even now, she was only holding on because of the hero Olivia Reinhart's life force, so I couldn't predict when she might die.

        

        "I'm done eating."

        

        "So you are. Now you need to take your medicine."

        

        "I can take the medicine myself."

        

        "......"

        

        I looked at the hero, and her cheeks seemed slightly flushed.

        

        It didn't seem like she was ill.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "...Ah, were you just embarrassed?"

        

        "...!"

        

        The hero turned her head with wide eyes, her face reddening even more.

        

        During our journey, she had never shown any reaction to handsome men, well-built men, or powerful men. She hadn't even shown any reaction to her fiancé Alex, treating him only as a companion. Because of this, I thought the hero was completely uninterested in such matters, even insensitive to them.

        

        But was that not the case?

        

        "How should I put this... I apologize for not being considerate. But this is necessary. We don't have much time."

        

        "Ah, I know...! It's just the first time I've been so helpless, only receiving help."

        

        "......"

        

        I thought it was rational embarrassment.

        

        But maybe it wasn't that either.

        

        She was a confusing person.
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        Incompetence.

        

        Powerlessness.

        

        These were words that had always been distant from me.

        

        I could do whatever I set my mind to, and anything I couldn't do, someone would naturally do for me.

        

        I didn't have the discernment to tell whether they did it to impress me or out of genuine kindness, but everything was always prepared for me as if it were only natural.

        

        As a hero who saved countless people and hunted down the Demon Lord, no one could kill me, and nothing could crush me.

        

        Deep down, hadn't I perhaps wished to die alongside the Demon Lord?

        

        I had such thoughts before.

        

        It seemed too difficult to continue living as the perfect hero, constantly saving people. I thought it wouldn't be so bad to just die then and there, concluding my life as a hero who perished alongside the Demon Lord.

        

        But.

        

        When I faced death at the hands of my companions, including Alex, I struggled desperately.

        

        "I don't want to die" was my first thought.

        

        I had always believed I was prepared to die at any moment, but was that not true?

        

        Now I no longer understand who "Olivia Reinhart" is. I don't know myself anymore, nor do I understand what I wanted that drove me to train so relentlessly.

        

        All that frantic training, fighting, and bloodshed led to this.

        

        "Haa, haa... Ugh!"

        

        "Calm down. Breathe slowly. Take this medicine; it will ease the pain. Try not to use magic if possible. If your magic circuits are stimulated, the Reaper's Poison will devour your body faster, Livia."

        

        "Huff...!"

        

        Even with that warning, using magic was as natural as breathing for Olivia.

        

        How did I learn it again?

        

        I think I just watched someone use it and roughly copied them.

        

        I later heard that others typically spent years of education learning to use magic.

        

        Anyway, since I became able to use magic, I've circulated it even while sleeping. It was as natural as breathing, so completely deactivating my magic circuits was more difficult for me than keeping them active.

        

        "Hey, Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "What exactly is this Reaper's Poison?"

        

        "...I only know what's written in books. It's an incredibly powerful poison, but it only takes effect when directly consumed, and it only affects living beings."

        

        "..."

        

        "Actually, though we call it poison, 'curse' might be more appropriate. Once infected, it's fatal—it paralyzes and destroys all bodily functions starting with the magic circuits, causing intense pain before death."

        

        "..."

        

        I listened silently to Royce's words.

        

        "And the time from infection to death is approximately one minute; everything ends within that timeframe. It even breaks down the physical body, leaving no corpse behind for those who die from the Reaper's Poison."

        

        "I see."

        

        "What really concerns me is how Alex got hold of it. It's not something that can be made with human technology; the technique itself must have disappeared long ago."

        

        "I was..."

        

        Staring blankly at the sky, I said:

        

        "Cursed by my companions."

        

        "..."

        

        This time, Royce fell silent.

        

        I don't think we had a particularly strong bond of trust.

        

        I knew that my companions, including Alex, were somewhat uncomfortable around me, which is why I tried my best to be good to them.

        

        At the very least, they were my companions with whom I would continue working, and they weren't lacking in skill. I never felt that their support was unnecessary.

        

        So what went wrong?

        

        Why was I betrayed?

        

        Why did they want to kill me?

        

        Was Olivia Reinhart, the hero, so untrustworthy?

        

        Did they think more about having no means to stop me if I went astray than about all the people I had saved?

        

        I thought we had developed some closeness after facing life-and-death situations together numerous times. I believed I could trust them more than others, but to them, I was just a monster who would be difficult to deal with if I became uncontrollable.

        

        "Royce, I'm not stupid... Well, it's a bit awkward to say I'm not stupid after being betrayed like this."

        

        "I know."

      

      
        

        "Can I... make it to Elven Heim?"

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        Royce seemed to be carefully choosing his words.

        

        It was kindness.

        

        A face full of consideration, trying to figure out how to speak in a way that would hurt me less.

        

        That kindness was no different from before, and it was also why I didn't want to keep you by my side.

        

        I thought I shouldn't keep someone like you near me—someone who would act proactively and try to save even a hero like myself because of that kindness.

        

        "Why are you so perceptive about these things?"

        

        "...I should have been better at judging people."

        

        "I'll be honest. Even if we hurry, it would take over a month to reach Elven Heim. I've estimated that at most, you have a month left, Livia."

        

        "I see."

        

        I wasn't surprised.

        

        I wasn't foolish enough not to understand my physical condition.

        

        No matter how diligently Royce treated me, my wounds were severe, and the poison was gradually circulating through my body.

        

        In truth, aside from my other injuries, I could tell that this Reaper's Poison was eating away at my life, and Royce had estimated I had a month left.

        

        A journey that would take over a month even at the fastest pace.

        

        The likelihood of dying before reaching our destination was higher.

        

        "Are you afraid?"

        

        "I don't know. It still doesn't feel real."

        

        "...Why did you save people, Livia?"

        

        "That's sudden... Because I'm a hero."

        

        "So you saved people because of that?"

        

        "Yes, I must save people... I must save as many people as possible."

        

        Someone whispers in my ear.

        

        -My proud daughter, you are a hero.

        

        -My proud child, the new light of the Reinhart family.

        

        It felt like throbbing pain, even though no one was hitting me anymore.

        

        Until his dying moment, my father told me I had to become a hero.

        

        "I must be a hero. I must live as a hero and die as a hero. But I can't, I can't. I can't...! I can't die like this. I must die... as a hero."

        

        "What does it mean to die as a hero?"

        

        "What? Well... dying alongside the Demon Lord, or dying while saving people, something like that, right?"

        

        "That all sounds sad."

        

        "Sad?"

        

        I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        If I could die as a hero, wouldn't that be honorable and good?

        

        Death itself might naturally be frightening as a human being, but it wasn't something to be sad about.

        

        Because that would be a death befitting a hero.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "Let me say this first: it's probably not your fault. It's the fault of whoever placed such a curse on you... I noticed it somewhat when we traveled together, but seeing you like this, it's quite serious."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        Curse.

        

        He didn't seem to be referring to the Reaper's Poison.

        

        No, I wasn't so stupid that I didn't understand what he meant at all.

        

        "I'm saying that even heroes deserve happy endings."

        

        How does that statement follow from what we were discussing?

        

        But a happy ending for a hero?

        

        How would that work?

        

      

      
        If living as a hero and dying as a hero were the options, the only thing that came to mind was death. What kind of death would be fitting for a hero besides dying gloriously in battle against a threat to humanity?

        

        How should one die to be considered a good death for a hero?

        

        "You've already done more than enough good deeds. You might have made some aggressive or arrogant choices along the way, but those choices can't tarnish your good deeds."

        

        "..."

        

        "Just as a single good deed cannot wash away numerous evil acts, a single mistake cannot tarnish numerous good deeds."

        

        "Can you explain that more simply?"

        

        "Wouldn't a happy ending be something like this: defeating the Demon Lord normally, retiring normally, having a family or whatever normally, enjoying hobbies normally, and then dying of old age surrounded by many people normally, with a normal funeral where tears are shed as you're laid to rest?"

        

        "Nor...mally."

        

        "I believe you've already fulfilled your duties as a hero. Of course, I'm not saying you should stop helping people. I just think you might need to look after yourself a bit. While living as a hero, have you ever been kind to Olivia Reinhart even once?"

        

        "..."

        

        Never.

        

        Not once.

        

        Neither those around me nor I myself had ever been kind to me, not even once.

        

        I always pushed myself with a whip, gritted my teeth, and tried to live and die as a hero. Those around me praised and glorified this, rather than worrying...

        

        Ah.

        

        "Before."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You told me before not to push myself too hard. Even when everyone else was saying 'keep going.'"

        

        "Hmm? Oh, that's right."

        

        "Why did you do that?"

        

        "Why? Because you're human too. With those dark circles and intense eyes always looking irritable—shouldn't someone say something? Has no one ever told you?"

        

        "No one has."

        

        "Huh."

        

        Royce sighed as if somewhat dumbfounded.

        

        He didn't seem particularly angry with me, but that emotion was somehow unfamiliar, and I found myself trembling slightly without realizing it.

        

        After trembling, I was surprised by the fact that I had trembled at something.

        

        "I was born a hero, raised a hero, and lived as a hero... Besides, I'm saving people. Who would stop me? Why should anyone stop me? The more I move, the more people I can save."

        

        "...That's true. People are still suffering, and your existence becomes hope in their pain and despair, saving many. And that means saving not just lives but hearts as well."

        

        The hope that "everything will be alright because the hero is here" definitely existed among people, and I had accomplished that much.

        

        And in such a short time, too.

        

        It felt strange to praise myself, but they say no hero in history had resolved matters as quickly as I had.

        

        Therefore, I did well, and I fulfilled the "hero's duty" better than anyone else. Yet Royce's expression as he looked at me now didn't seem positive. He wasn't condemning me as bad, but he wasn't praising or glorifying me either.

        

        It was like that before too.

        

        When I killed a hydra by going directly into its mouth, others praised me saying "as expected of the hero" or glorified my name, but only you looked at me with a dissatisfied expression.

        

        "You still don't seem to understand the difference between risking your life and throwing it away."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "If a hero's role is to save many people and give hope to those in despair..."

        

        Royce said while adding firewood to the campfire.

        

        "When the hero despairs, who will save them and give them hope?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Let's sleep now. We need to travel by carriage all day tomorrow."

        

        "Okay."

        

        Why do you...

        

        Why do you help me?

        

        Why do you reach out to a hero?

        

        Why?

        

        Why do you try to save me, whose role is to save others?

        

        'I don't know.'

        

        I slowly closed my eyes.
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        Lois.

        

        Just Lois, without a surname since she's a commoner.

        

        When I first saw Lois, she gave off a somewhat frail impression.

        

        She didn't seem completely untrained, but she didn't look particularly strong either.

        

        In reality, her combat ability wasn't particularly remarkable, but Lois's strength lay not in her fighting skills but in her versatility and adaptability.

        

        Being able to borrow the power of nature, Lois could endure longer than others, which meant that even when others were panting and struggling to keep up with me, Lois would quietly follow along.

        

        She would look at the people behind her, sweating, and say, "This is tough, could we take a short break?" even though she knew I would scold her for it.

        

        I knew that it wasn't Lois who was struggling, but rather she was speaking up for our other companions who were having a hard time.

        

        I thought she was someone who put herself at a disadvantage.

        

        But I never expected her to save me like this, or to be willing to go all the way to Elven Heim to keep me alive.

        

        Does she realize that this won't bring her any benefit and might even turn the kingdom against her?

        

        "Your spirit power is still convenient, I see."

        

        "You think so?"

        

        "I've mastered swordsmanship, magic, and all sorts of techniques, but I never learned spirit arts."

        

        "That's because this requires an innate affinity that you either have or don't."

        

        There's a saying in this world: "With effort, one can reach second-rate."

        

        Depending on how you looked at it, it could sound like no matter how hard you try, you can never become first-rate. But some people used it positively, meaning that with effort, you could at least become skilled enough to make a living.

        

        After all, becoming first-rate was an unfair realm that could only be reached by those blessed with talent who also put in the effort.

        

        However, there are some things where without talent, you can't even become third-rate, let alone first-rate.

        

        Spirit artistry is one of those things.

        

        As Lois said, without "innate affinity," one cannot use spirit arts, making it a truly rare profession.

        

        "Books say spirits have elements. Is yours fire? You use it to light campfires and such."

        

        Spirits have five elements: fire, water, wind, lightning, and earth. Spirit artists form a contract with spirits of one element to manifest their power.

        

        First-rate spirit artists can apparently handle spirits of two elements, but throughout human history, there have probably been fewer than ten such individuals.

        

        "Yes, that's right. I handle fire spirits."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "..."

        

        After looking at Lois for a moment, I spoke.

        

        "Could I learn it?"

        

        "What? Um, it would be difficult... Can you see it?"

        

        "See what?"

        

        "Can you see what's on my fingertip?"

        

        I stared intently at Lois's fingertip but couldn't see anything. This had nothing to do with the fact that I now had only one eye—I simply couldn't see anything.

        

        "There's a spirit there."

        

        "I can't see it. Doesn't that make spirit artists invincible? Invisible spirits—that would be quite convenient in battle."

        

        "Your mind always goes straight to combat, doesn't it?"

        

        "Ugh."

        

        It couldn't be helped.

        

        My entire life had been devoted to killing monsters, capturing the Demon Lord, and defeating evil.

        

        So I easily fell into the mindset of "would this be useful in a fight?" and always judged value based on that.

        

        "Spirits are naturally invisible to humans. Only some people can see them."

        

        "..."

        

        "A spirit artist without spirits is useless, but conversely, spirits without a spirit artist aren't much different."

        

        "I don't really understand."

        

        "Think of spirits as nature itself. Rain or snow falling from the sky, lightning striking, fire emerging... Spirits are born and die in these natural phenomena. They serve as intermediaries that allow us to borrow the power of nature."

        

        "I still don't get it."

        

        "To put it more simply, think of it like you, Livia, and your holy sword. The holy sword itself is impressive, but without someone to wield it, it's just a sharp piece of metal."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        This time I thought I could understand.

        

        "The spirit is the holy sword, and I am you, Livia. A simple piece of metal becomes a holy sword when held in your hand... Like this."

        

        With a whoosh, flames rose from Lois's fingertips.

        

        "So basically, it's impossible for me?"

        

        "If you can't see them, then yes, it's impossible."

        

        "You could have explained that more briefly."

        

        "Livia, you're smart but your thinking is too narrow. It's a shame."

        

        "...! You—*cough! cough!*"

        

        "Don't get excited."

        

        Who's making me excited?

        

      

      
        If Lois hadn't always been like this, I might have thought she was taking advantage of my weakened state to tease me, but Lois had always been cheeky even when I was strong.

        

        Her appearance and tone seemed polite, but her actual words often weren't.

        

        That itself wasn't a big problem for me.

        

        If anything was an issue, it was that Alex would glare at Lois whenever she acted that way.

        

        Come to think of it, they were already engaged back then, so maybe he was uncomfortable?

        

        Well, whether or not the man who reduced his fiancée's body to this state was uncomfortable isn't really my concern.

        

        "Oh? We're out of water... Livia, I'll go fetch some from the river. Would you like to come with me if you're scared?"

        

        "I don't want to waste energy unnecessarily. Let's leave as soon as you get back—we're almost at East Port."

        

        "Yes, we should arrive by this evening if we're quick."

        

        "At least we can avoid camping tonight."

        

        Lois smiled and said:

        

        "Planning to stay at an inn on my money, I see?"

        

        "...I-I'll pay you back."

        

        "I'm just joking. Wait here for a moment."

        

        "..."

        

        Lois walked toward the riverbank with a smile, and I watched her go.

        

        I couldn't understand why she was only like this with me. Looking back, she seemed to use a mocking tone unusually often with just me.

        

        From strangers to Alex, Belita, and Reina—she was polite and respectful to everyone else, like a commoner addressing nobility, maintaining proper boundaries.

        

        Why only me?

        

        'Come to think of it, I'm not really in a position to complain about her.'

        

        I probably directed more harsh words at Lois than the sarcasm she gave me.

        

        Before defeating the Demon Lord, I was particularly impatient, and being not yet at my full strength made me even more anxious.

        

        My rapid increase in strength came after defeating the Sea Dragon Leviathan.

        

        Before that, I was just ordinarily strong, and I rushed forward as if something was always chasing me.

        

        'Now, what should I do?'

        

        Even if I continue toward Elven Heim, I'll die before reaching it.

        

        The world will announce that I died after defeating the Demon Lord, and Lois, being the good person she is, will probably at least make me a grave.

        

        When I think about it that way, it's not such a bad death—it could even be called a hero's death.

        

        Regardless of the truth, people will praise the name of Olivia Reinhart as "the world's most valiant hero."

        

        'But why am I struggling so hard to live?'

        

        If I die, I die.

        

        If that's considered a hero's death, I should accept it.

        

        So why am I following Lois and struggling to live?

        

        I recalled Lois's words about heroes deserving happy endings too.

        

        'A happy ending.'

        

        I had never thought about it.

        

        I had only thought about how to live and how to die, but never once about how to be happy.

        

        I thought that even if I defeated the Demon Lord, I would still be a hero, and even if I died of old age, I would die as a hero.

        

        But I had never once thought about living as Olivia Reinhart.

        

        Because I was a hero.

        

        I was a hero before I was Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        The bushes rustled, and I sensed something.

        

        Was it Lois?

        

        As I thought that, I heard a low growl and quickly got to my feet.

        

        "Ugh, *cough!*"

        

        My reaction speed was still fast, but my body couldn't keep up. The sudden movement sent waves of pain throughout my body, reaching my brain and making my thoughts hazy.

        

        "Grrrr...!"

        

        "A Black Bear...!"

        

        It's not particularly powerful.

        

        But it moves quickly despite its large body and has considerable strength.

        

        That's why it's nicknamed the "Novice Hunter."

        

        Ignorant beginners often died thinking its large body meant it wasn't fast, and charged in recklessly.

        

        Moreover, it wasn't a particularly rare monster, which made it all the more deadly for novices.

        

        There's a saying that if you survive one fight with a Black Bear, you won't die in the second—it's only threatening to beginners.

        

        'Holy sword...! Ah, that's right, I don't have it...!'

        

        I instinctively reached for my shoulder, trying to find the holy sword I always carried on my back, but having lost the hero's mark due to the goddess's orb, my contract with the holy sword had been severed, and I no longer had it.

        

        'It's okay, I can fight.'

        

      

      
        I had faced countless enemies before, and I had defeated monsters even without magic power.

        

        Considering that, I hadn't become weak enough to lose to a third-rate monster nicknamed the "Novice Hunter."

        

        "Grrrr!"

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        My reaction was slow.

        

        As I tried to dodge to the side, a clear killing intent spread, making my legs feel heavy.

        

        'This feeling.'

        

        My limbs trembled.

        

        If I hadn't dodged just now, the Black Bear would have torn my body apart. Without being able to enhance myself with magic power, and with my body ruined by the Reaper's poison, I was nothing but a soft piece of meat to the Black Bear.

        

        This sensation.

        

        It was the same feeling I had when my arm was cut off by Alex, and when I was on the verge of death in front of everyone.

        

        My limbs trembled regardless of the Reaper's poison, and my mind seemed to turn blank—a sensation I had never experienced before, leaving me dazed.

        

        That sensation.

        

        Ah.

        

        'Am I... afraid right now?'

        

        I had power.

        

        I had something to resist with.

        

        Even when I was weak, I had that.

        

        But now, unable to use magic power or move properly, I had for the first time acquired "powerlessness."

        

        And that directly connected to the fear of death.

        

        That realization hit me so shockingly that I stood dazed as the Black Bear lunged at me.

        

        "...!"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        Only when it was right in front of me did I react and try to move, but before I could, flames erupted and engulfed the Black Bear.

        

        The warm, pleasant flames quickly disappeared, and looking in the direction they had come from, I saw Lois with a slightly surprised expression.

        

        "Are you alright? *Sigh* I'm sorry. I never expected a monster to appear in such a short time... This was my carelessness. Are you hurt anywhere?"

        

        "Lois."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I was scared."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "I was too scared to move properly."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        From Lois's perspective, she might think, "Of course you'd be scared."

        

        But for me, this genuine fear that came over me had a different meaning.

        

        "I always thought I was brave."

        

        "..."

        

        "No matter what enemy I fought, I was tense, and even knowing I might die, I charged forward. It's funny to say it myself, but I thought I was a 'brave person.'"

        

        I confronted any monster, fought any villain.

        

        Even when someone said it was impossible, I charged in and won, and as a result, I was able to defeat the Demon Lord. I believed that was due to my courage, and I prided myself on being a brave hero.

        

        "But I was wrong."

        

        "Livia."

        

        My head hurts.

        

        It feels like it's going to split open.

        

        Something inside me seems to be crumbling.

        

        I can clearly hear the sound of cracks forming.

        

        "I was only fine because I had power."

        

        "..."

        

        "What does it mean to die as a hero? Having lost my power, I'm this weak."

        

        Lois said nothing and just looked at me.

        

        "I... I was just a coward who happened to have power."

        

        Tears flowed.

        

        I had devoted my entire life to living as a hero and dying as a hero.

        

        Literally everything.

        

        But.

        

        I wasn't someone suited to be a hero.

        

        That fact.

        

        It was breaking my heart.

        

        I could feel my spirit dying—a spirit that hadn't died even from the Reaper's poison.
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        Olivia Reinhart.

        

        The eldest and only daughter of the Reinhart family.

        

        If you were to ask what impression I had when I first met the Hero, I would say:

        

        Arrogant.

        

        Insolent.

        

        Self-centered.

        

        She was like a stubborn dictator who embodied every word containing "pride." She didn't know how to compromise, had a terrible personality, and what was acceptable yesterday might not be today depending on her mood.

        

        It was somewhat difficult to accommodate her moods, so in the early days of our journey, the rest of us companions, excluding the Hero, developed a subtle sense of solidarity.

        

        But I didn't dislike her.

        

        She was always the first to wake up in the morning to swing her sword, always putting in effort.

        

        When everyone called her a natural-born hero, I didn't want to call her that.

        

        Because I knew how hard she worked behind the scenes.

        

        Of course, not everyone could become as strong as the Hero just by working hard, but behind that monstrous strength was not only monstrous talent but also effort.

        

        She wasn't just born that way; she strived to become that way.

        

        And above all, regardless of her personality, her intentions were good.

        

        She was desperate to save people and prioritized human lives even in the most unreasonable situations.

        

        A prime example was when she slashed a yokai disguised as a human after accepting an acorn from a child who claimed it was their treasure. Well, in that case, it turned out to be a yokai after she cut it down.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        The carriage rattled along, and the Hero hadn't said anything for a while.

        

        She seemed to be in poor condition since being attacked by the Black Bear.

        

        Having lost the power she believed was omnipotent and becoming terminally ill, she still maintained her sense of self. But now she seemed to despair at the realization that her courage didn't come from within herself but from her power.

        

        Not that she was courageous, but merely brave because she had power.

        

        From my perspective, I still think the Hero who always saved people while bleeding was courageous. But such words wouldn't reach her now, nor would they be the answer she's looking for.

        

        For a girl born as a Hero and forced to live as one, it would be difficult to stand up again after realizing she wasn't a Hero.

        

        "Miss Livia, we've arrived at East Port."

        

        "Okay."

        

        As I helped the staggering Hero rise, I said:

        

        "Miss Livia."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Haah."

        

        I sighed softly as I draped a cloak around her and placed a mask on her face.

        

        "What's this? A mask?"

        

        "East Port is a place with quite a few people. Even with your changed hair color, someone might recognize you. Besides, your skin has deteriorated, so some people might worry about contagious diseases."

        

        The Hero's skin, which had turned black, could easily provoke fear among people.

        

        The Reaper's poison wasn't contagious to begin with, but people's psychology doesn't always operate rationally. Many witch hunts throughout history occurred simply because something was deemed "ominous."

        

        Moreover, if the Reaper's poison had been contagious, I should have been the first to be infected and die.

        

        In the previous village, we were going to leave quickly anyway, and the Hero had little chance of exposure to people, but in East Port, there would be more time for exposure.

        

        "......"

        

        As she got off the carriage, the Hero looked up at the sky.

        

        The blue sky had scattered clouds, and they were moving rather quickly.

        

        The weather had been consistently good since I found the Hero, but judging by the speed of the clouds, it might rain.

        

        'Hmm, will she be okay?'

        

        The day it rained was the day the Hero was betrayed and lost everything. People who are mentally unstable tend to have flashbacks and delusions when something similar to their trauma occurs.

        

        It's like a more severe version of suddenly remembering embarrassing moments.

        

        Until recently, it might not have been a concern, but for the Hero in her current state, it could be somewhat dangerous.

        

        "Oh? Oh, it's Royce!"

        

        "Madam Florence, it's been a while."

        

        "Haha! That little kid has grown quite manly!"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Madam Florence.

        

        I don't even know her real name.

        

        She was someone who helped me during my childhood.

        

        She gave me a place to work when I had nowhere to go as a child, and when she discovered I could communicate with spirits, she brought me books on spirit arts.

        

        That was what set me on the path of becoming a spirit artist, so she could be considered my benefactor.

        

        But how old is she?

        

        I've known her since I was a kid, but her appearance hasn't changed at all since then.

        

        It seems like Madam Florence's age stopped at around 36.

        

        "So, what brings you to East Port?"

        

        "I'm heading to the Eastern Continent."

        

        "The Eastern Continent? As a spirit artist, you might be fine, but it's quite a harsh land. Are you sure? What's taking you there?"

        

        "There's someone who needs help."

        

        It was then that Madam Florence realized there was another person behind me.

        

        Who would think that someone hunched over, wearing a cloak and mask, was the Hero?

        

        Not only that, but the cloak had a spell of perception hindrance engraved on it, though not very powerful, making her less noticeable.

        

        Well, as I said, it wasn't a powerful spell, just enough to reduce her presence.

        

        "A woman, I see. What, have you finally found yourself a girlfriend?"

        

        "No, that's not it. She has a serious illness, so we're going to the Eastern Continent. There's a medicine there that can only be found in that region."

      

      
        

        "Is that so? I always thought you'd go for a woman with a large chest."

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero, who had been quiet, suddenly trembled.

        

        No, please.

        

        "Madam Florence, please."

        

        "Haha!"

        

        It's true that the Hero has an above-average chest, but I've never looked at her with inappropriate eyes.

        

        Given her physical condition, rather than such thoughts, my primary question was, "How is she even alive with that body?" So I didn't have the opportunity to feel that way.

        

        "Would you like me to arrange a ship to the Eastern Continent?"

        

        "Could I ask for that? ...Honestly, my financial situation isn't that great."

        

        I moved closer to Madam Florence to speak so the Hero couldn't hear.

        

        It wasn't that we were extremely short on funds, but after renting a carriage and coming all this way, plus going to the Eastern Continent, we could face significant financial issues.

        

        We weren't at the point of worrying about tomorrow's meal, but it was undeniably burdensome.

        

        "Alright, come by tomorrow morning. I'll have everything ready for immediate departure. I'll prepare a room with a bed for that young lady's sake."

        

        "Thank you, Madam Florence."

        

        "......"

        

        Madam Florence looked at the Hero for a moment.

        

        The Hero, sensing Madam Florence's gaze, instinctively hid behind me.

        

        That small animal-like behavior could be described as cute, but given her condition, I felt pity rather than admiration.

        

        Where had that confident and arrogant Hero gone?

        

        Did the Hero truly survive that moment of betrayal? It was chilling to think that what remained here might just be the empty shell of a Hero who had already died inside.

        

        "Quite a cautious child."

        

        "I apologize."

        

        "It's alright, I'm not petty enough to blame a child with a troubled mind. She reminds me of you from back then."

        

        "......"

        

        "Oh, I shouldn't have said that. Anyway, the ship will be ready at dawn tomorrow, so don't be late."

        

        "Yes, I'll definitely repay this kindness, Madam Florence."

        

        With a cheerful laugh, Madam Florence waved her hand.

        

        "Kindness, my foot. You don't count such things with family."

        

        "......"

        

        I smiled as I watched Madam Florence leave.

        

        The Hero was also watching her depart.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Should I talk to her?

        

        It might be better to engage her in conversation rather than leaving her in this state.

        

        "Madam Florence is like a foster mother to me."

        

        "So you're not blood-related?"

        

        "Yes, she picked me up when I was dying due to certain circumstances. After that, I worked at Madam Florence's shop. It was because of her, who saw my potential as a spirit artist, that I walked this path."

        

        "...A benefactor, then."

        

        "That's right. I owe her a debt I can never repay in my lifetime."

        

        By the way, she seems to have gained more weight.

        

        I was worried she might contract a dangerous illness and pass away suddenly.

        

        I hope she's not just drinking endlessly because I disappeared.

        

        "......"

        

        "Miss Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Shall we walk together? Would that be okay?"

        

        "...It's fine. After being in the carriage for so long, I actually want to walk a bit."

        

        Even though your head was torn apart, your eyes were gone, there's a hole in your heart, and you've lost an arm.

        

        Not to mention being poisoned with a toxin that should have killed you instantly.

        

        What is this?

        

        Is she really human?

        

        But her breathing was somewhat unstable, and cold sweat was flowing inside the mask.

        

        It's impressive that she's enduring, but she's doing so solely with her life force and tenacity. Among these, the mental strength responsible for tenacity was about to collapse, and if one side crumbles, death might accelerate.

        

        It might sound foolish, but human life is maintained by a strong body and a healthy mind.

        

        When the mind becomes impoverished and collapses, even curable diseases may not heal, and death can occur.

        

        A person's will is not something to be dismissed.

        

        "......"

        

        The Hero seemed to be looking around, checking her surroundings.

        

        "They rebuilt quickly, didn't they?"

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero looked at me with a slightly surprised face.

        

        "Even here in East Port, there are legends of Hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "It's not quite a legend."

        

        "You defeated one of the Seven Great Demons here, didn't you? The town was somewhat destroyed, but thanks to your best efforts to minimize damage, there were no casualties, I heard."

        

        "......"

        

        "I left before that happened, so I don't know the exact details. But I wonder who is responsible for maintaining this liveliness."

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        Walking slowly, we arrived at a park and sat on a bench.

        

        The Hero followed me and sat down, keeping a slight distance.

        

        I might poetically express that this distance represents the emotional gap between the Hero and me, but in reality, it's probably even greater.

        

        "Back then, the soldiers helped. ...The soldiers worked hard to evacuate the citizens. And they, along with my companions, risked their lives to hold off the subordinates of that Seven Great Demon. ...With the people who were my companions."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "Yes, it was truly a miracle that there were no casualties. I didn't expect that absolutely no one would die."

        

        "Perhaps even the soldiers who confronted that demon didn't think they would survive."

        

        "You think so?"

        

        In the park, there were various people: a dog and a child playing boisterously, elderly couples walking leisurely, and families smiling together harmoniously.

        

        The laughter and chatter combined to create something like a song.

        

        Unfortunately, it was a dissonant sound, so it wasn't particularly elegant.

        

        "Those soldiers charged in thinking they would die, yet they survived. Their nobility doesn't change even if there was fear."

        

        "Of course not. They knew their weakness. They risked their lives to protect the citizens, believing I would win."

        

        "Yes, that's right. ...So Miss Livia is also a noble person."

        

        "......"

        

        "Everyone believed in you and endured. They believed that you would surely defeat that demon and save everyone. And indeed, you did defeat that demon, and not just that, you've defeated numerous monsters that were no different from disasters."

        

        Even during the time I traveled with her, though she appeared arrogant on the outside, she was someone who valued human life above all else.

        

        Especially when Alex tried to propose strategies that would sacrifice some people in the name of efficiency, she would deliberately ignore him and charge in alone, trying to reduce casualties by force.

        

        She was a mess, self-righteous, and in many ways clumsy, but that didn't mean she wasn't a noble person.

        

        "What does it matter if there was fear in that heart? What does it matter if you had courage because you had strength? It's not like you misused it, right?"

        

        "......"

        

        "And if I suddenly lost the ability to use spirit powers, I'd probably cry in front of a Black Bear too."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "I'd probably fight pathetically, swinging a large branch like a club."

        

        "I don't really want to know that much."

        

        "That's a shame."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "In the end, it's this: regardless of what emotions you harbored inside or what circumstances there were, you did noble things."

        

        "......"

        

        "To begin with, you were the one who was betrayed; you are the victim. Why are you being so hard on yourself?"

        

        "I must be a Hero."

        

        "Yes, you are a Hero. You're already a Hero, so what exactly is the problem... If you entrust all your worth to others' evaluations, you'll eventually lose sight of who you are."

        

        "I don't know."

        

        It was a difficult matter.

        

        Denying the life she had lived until now is not an easy thing.

        

        Especially in such a painful state.

        

        "I hope you can hold for yourself the same noble heart you attributed to those soldiers."

        

        "...For myself?"

        

        "Yes. I hope Olivia Reinhart can be kind to herself."

        

        "......"

        

        The Hero looked at me, and the red eyes behind the mask trembled.

        

        Then, raising her only remaining hand to her face, the Hero said to me:

        

        "You haven't changed, from back then till now."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You try to see Olivia, not the Hero."

        

        "You are Olivia, aren't you?"

        

        "...Y-yes."

        

        Though I couldn't see because of the mask, the Hero seemed to smile slightly.

        

        But it was closer to a weak, awkward smile rather than one of joy or happiness.

        

        "Let's go back. I'm getting tired."

        

        "Alright. Let's rest well today. We'll be traveling by ship starting tomorrow. You don't get seasick, do you?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        "Then let's find lodging for the night..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Suddenly, at the edge of my vision, light flickered and a large explosion occurred.

        

        "Kyaaaa!"

        

        "What's that!?"

        

        "L-look over there! The clock tower exploded!"

        

        The Hero and I simultaneously looked toward the clock tower.

        

        A large plume of smoke was rising due to the explosion, reaching the sky.

        

        Clouds began to form in the sky that had been clear until just now.

        

        And in that sky, numerous bird-like creatures could be seen.

        

        But they weren't birds.

        

        They were:

        

        "Demons."

        

        "Demons, why... at this timing...!"
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        "Haa."

        

        Alex Reynolds let out a sigh.

        

        He had defeated the Demon King, and with that, Alex had become a true hero in every sense.

        

        Everyone praised Alex as a hero, and the name "Sage Alex Reynolds" would become so famous that people would recognize it anywhere in this world.

        

        Although Alex had obtained everything this world had to offer, including wealth and fame, he still couldn't help but sigh.

        

        'Stupid women.'

        

        Inwardly uttering words he could never say aloud, Alex drank cool water to suppress his anger.

        

        The Holy Maiden Belita Bright and the Elven Princess Reina Forest were more fragile and less intelligent than he had expected.

        

        However, their positions and bloodlines were undeniably real, so whether he liked it or not, he needed to maintain good relations with them.

        

        'The kingdom needs the power of the Holy Maiden and the Elven Princess.'

        

        While Belita was one thing, Reina, as an Elven Princess, was proof of the friendly relations between the kingdom and Elvenhome, the elven nation.

        

        Marrying Belita would be the most ideal scenario, but for the sake of the kingdom's peace, perhaps marrying Reina and maintaining friendly relations with the elves might be better.

        

        If they established friendly relations with the elves, they could keep the Empire in check, whether they liked it or not, and might even be able to borrow the elves' mysterious tools.

        

        Even if not elven treasures, they might obtain something of comparable value.

        

        'The kingdom will grow stronger from now on. With all the honor focused on the kingdom right now, this is the perfect chance to make it the strongest nation.'

        

        The best plan was...

        

        To use the hero, Olivia Reinhart, as the kingdom's sword.

        

        Having witnessed her power firsthand more than anyone else, he knew there would be nothing better than having her power on their side.

        

        But conversely, he also understood how foolish it would be to face her as an enemy.

        

        So he killed her.

        

        The kingdom's enemies should never be left alive.

        

        He killed her because the fear of her becoming an enemy outweighed the reassurance of having her as an ally.

        

        "Alex."

        

        "Hmm? ...Lady Lilith, please forgive my rudeness. I never thought you would be outside."

        

        Lilith Clifford.

        

        The eldest daughter of the current king, Cromwell Clifford.

        

        Although she had sharp intuition, she had been physically weak since birth and couldn't participate properly in social activities, making it difficult for even those who had lived in noble society for a long time to see her face.

        

        Her deathly pale face revealed why she had come to ask questions, but Alex deliberately pretended not to know.

        

        "Is Olivia dead?"

        

        Alex put on a sorrowful expression.

        

        It was the face of someone deeply saddened by a comrade's death but holding back tears.

        

        "She fought bravely. She never gave up while fighting the Demon King, and she even protected us who were nothing but hindrances. ...Perhaps if we hadn't been there, she might not have died."

        

        "..."

        

        "The glory I'm receiving now rightfully belongs to the hero, Olivia Reinhart. ...I'm only frustrated by my own inadequacy."

        

        Lilith seemed slightly out of breath, suggesting she had run here despite it not suiting her.

        

        Despite her poor physical condition.

        

        Although she was a woman whose only value was maintaining the Clifford family bloodline, there was nothing to gain by appearing unpleasant to others.

        

        If you weren't going to kill someone, maintaining good relations while wearing a mask for life was what social life was all about.

        

        "Olivia couldn't have died."

        

        "Lady Lilith."

        

        To an outside observer, it might have appeared that Alex was sympathizing with Lilith, who was despairing over the loss of her friend.

        

        "The body?"

        

        "We only recovered her arm. The rest disappeared along with the Demon King."

        

        "That child wouldn't die to someone like the Demon King. Something's wrong... Alex, look at me and tell me again. Is she really dead?"

        

        "..."

        

        He disliked people with sharp intuition.

        

        They bypassed logic and achieved results that could be called stubborn, and those results were often correct.

        

        Olivia and Lilith were close, and now he understood why.

        

        Both lived by intuition alone, without logic or reason.

        

        Alex hated that.

        

        But Alex didn't show any sign of this on his face and spoke with an expression that seemed to mourn the death of his former comrade, Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "Yes, unfortunately."

        

        "..."

        

        Her already pale face turned even whiter, making it painfully difficult to look at.

        

        "Ah, Lord Alex! So this is where you were!"

      

      
        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Confirmation of a messenger from East Port! Demons are attacking East Port!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Alex and Lilith, who shared no similarities, looked at the reporting soldier with identical expressions in this moment.

        

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        

        "Demons?"

        

        Demons.

        

        A type of monster characterized by horns and wings, with a cruel appetite for eating humans alive, making them a high-threat rank monster.

        

        And most dangerously, high-ranking demons possessed intelligence and could communicate.

        

        This wasn't unique to demons, but what mattered now was why demons had suddenly attacked East Port.

        

        'With the Demon King captured, the monsters' power should have weakened.'

        

        The Demon King wasn't just the strongest monster; its very existence strengthened other monsters.

        

        Therefore, with the Demon King's death, monsters were bound to weaken, and typically, after a Demon King was defeated, monsters would behave themselves for at least a few years.

        

        But for demons to attack a town in such large numbers so soon after the Demon King's defeat was strange by any measure.

        

        Moreover, their coordinated movements suggested this wasn't just lower demons acting on their own, but that someone above was likely commanding them.

        

        "Kyaaaa!"

        

        "Oh no! ...Cough! Ugh!"

        

        When a villager was about to be attacked, the hero instinctively reached for where she always carried her holy sword and tried to rush forward, but soon she coughed violently and staggered.

        

        It was difficult to ask someone who could barely stand to fight.

        

        "..."

        

        I quickly assessed the surroundings.

        

        The demons' positions.

        

        The citizens' positions.

        

        My current position.

        

        It had been a while since I'd engaged in serious combat, so I felt somewhat tense, and my fingertips seemed to tremble. No matter how I looked at it, I wasn't cut out for combat.

        

        "Get down!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As I moved my hand, elemental flames erupted, setting all the demons ablaze.

        

        All the demons that had been about to attack the citizens were burned, but I had only burned those visible to me, and I could still see demons moving in the sky.

        

        Smoke was rising not only from the clock tower but from various places.

        

        "Livia, are you alright? Can you move?"

        

        "I'm, I'm fine... Take care of the citizens first! Idiot!"

        

        "..."

        

        When I made a slightly dazed expression, the hero seemed to recall what she had said and fidgeted with her mask before speaking.

        

        "No, I... Sorry, I said that without thinking."

        

        "Wow, it's nice to see your old personality coming out."

        

        "You like being insulted?"

        

        "No, I like your confidence."

        

        "..."

        

        I didn't dislike that her angry words were about protecting innocent citizens rather than herself.

        

        Even as she suffered from the poison's momentary excitement.

        

        "Anyway, you're just a citizen now too. First, we need to evacuate..."

        

        Boom!!

        

        A loud noise rang out, and suddenly a shadow appeared.

        

        The large shadow was massive enough to cover both me and the hero, and the magical power I could feel without even turning around told me this was no ordinary lower demon.

        

        Turning around with a tense face, I saw large black wings and a huge body.

        

        With horns that seemed to concentrate the flowing magical power, the pressure was no joke.

        

        "You."

        

        'It spoke! It's a high-ranking demon...!'

        

        I wondered if it had come to kill the hero.

        

      

      
        But the demon pointed its finger not at the hero, but at me.

        

        "You're the strongest in this East Port. I can smell it, the scent of a strong one."

        

        "..."

        

        Monsters are fundamentally based on survival of the fittest, with a strong desire for strength.

        

        It's no coincidence that the Demon King's position is passed down not by vote or bloodline, but solely to the 'strongest.'

        

        This demon had smelled my magical power and judged me worthy of fighting, coming straight here.

        

        It was probably the strongest among the demons attacking now.

        

        If I could somehow deal with this one, the lower demons would lose their leader and become disorganized. If that happened, the soldiers in East Port might be able to handle the situation.

        

        "Fight me!"

        

        Swoosh!

        

        I quickly grabbed the hero and retreated backward.

        

        A loud crash rang out, and the ground where I had been standing was completely shattered, with an unpleasant amount of debris flying.

        

        "Ugh, cough!"

        

        "Livia, listen to what I'm about to say."

        

        Whoosh, whoosh.

        

        With a sound, the hero's body glowed.

        

        I cast all the buffs I could and bestowed the spirits' blessing upon the hero.

        

        "If you keep running in that direction, you'll reach a tavern called White Angel."

        

        "Uh, okay?"

        

        "That's where you need to go. Madam Florence has considerable influence in East Port. If you mention my name, everyone there will know it, so ask for help. I'm truly sorry I can't escort you there."

        

        "What are you saying? You need to escape too! That's clearly a high-ranking demon! You can't win against it!"

        

        "I know."

        

        "..."

        

        The demon's very presence made me fear it could turn me into a piece of meat with a single blow.

        

        "But if I don't fight, other people will die. Innocent people who don't even know how to fight."

        

        "..."

        

        "It's okay. I'll fight moderately and then escape. My life is precious to me too. Besides, if I'm lucky, reinforcements might arrive."

        

        "Royce."

        

        I held the hero's shoulders and spoke.

        

        "Run to survive. That's not a bad thing. Just as the citizens who entrusted everything to you and fled aren't bad, you're not bad for entrusting this to me and fleeing."

        

        "No, that's different!"

        

        "It's not different. I'm a person just like you. ...Run, or would you rather watch me fight while protecting you?"

        

        "..."

        

        The hero wasn't stupid.

        

        She seemed to realize that her very presence here was a hindrance and a burden to me.

        

        The hero briefly looked toward the demon and trembled. The fear that had once taken root in her heart wouldn't easily disappear and was shaking her very existence.

        

        "Don't, don't die. ...Make sure you escape. Understand?"

        

        "You be careful too, Livia. Even lower demons are dangerous to you right now."

        

        The hero nodded at those words and ran off with an awkward posture.

        

        At that speed, it would take quite some time to arrive.

        

        Even if she couldn't reach White Angel, it would be best if she could get protection from soldiers.

        

        Based on the magical power I sensed, there were no demons as strong as this one, and most were lower demons. The fact that there were a few mid-ranking demons mixed in was a bit painful, but besides mentally supporting the soldiers, there was nothing else I could do right now.

        

        "Are you done now?"

        

        "I didn't expect you to wait. I thought you would ambush me like a proper demon."

        

        "I want to fight the strong. ...It wouldn't be fun if I couldn't fight you properly because you were protecting that woman."

        

        "Survival of the fittest?"

        

        "That is the very instinct of us monsters. Don't you think it's better to live simply, unlike humans?"

        

        "I dislike how barbaric it is. And your obsession with eating humans when you don't even need to."

        

        "That's unfortunate."

        

        Flames flickered at the tips of my fingers with a whoosh.

        

        "I will eat you and become stronger."

        

        'It's been so long since I've fought... This is really frustrating.'

        

        This...

        

        No matter how I look at it, this is a situation where I have to kill it, isn't it?

        

        This is truly frustrating.
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        Whoosh!

        

        Whoosh!

        

        Whoooosh!!

        

        The upper-rank demon was charging forward, striking down all the flying flames with his fists.

        

        If he were striking normally, he might have been burned by the flames, but the magical power covering his body was far from normal. Especially the amount of magical power enveloping his fists was absurd.

        

        If I allowed even a single hit, it would be no exaggeration to say I'd suffer a critical wound. In the worst case, I could lose my life instantly.

        

        This life-or-death battle sensation I hadn't felt in a long time was certainly not pleasant, but I could clearly feel my heart pounding and myself becoming calmer.

        

        "A spirit mage, huh? Interesting."

        

        'His magical power is absurd, but he's not without weaknesses.'

        

        His physical enhancement through magical power was certainly excellent, but he seemed to have almost no other techniques.

        

        I could tell just by watching him charge in directly to attack without using a single ranged attack since earlier.

        

        He probably invested everything into enhancing his body to the extreme, so he either had no ranged techniques or, even if he did, they weren't effective means of attack.

        

        In other words, if I keep my distance, I don't have to worry about dying immediately.

        

        The problem is that he's fast and strong.

        

        Befitting an upper-rank demon, he was covering his weaknesses with his ridiculous specs.

        

        If one could simply exploit weaknesses, he wouldn't be an upper-rank demon. Not just demons, but humans too, once they accumulate enough skill, develop countermeasures for when their weaknesses are targeted.

        

        I touched my chest.

        

        'In the worst case, there is a way, but...'

        

        Honestly, I didn't want to use it.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "What's wrong? There's no one stronger than you in this East Port. If you die, the others will have to taste the terror of me, an upper-rank demon, firsthand."

        

        "Demons are good at taunting too, I see."

        

        "Blood and slaughter are the laws of monsters, and survival of the fittest is instinct."

        

        "Yeah, that's right."

        

        They were simply born that way.

        

        That's why ordinary humans classify monsters as evil, but I treated them not so much as evil but as "creatures that cannot coexist."

        

        They don't care for their comrades, they're barbaric, and they truly take vicious attitudes, but that's all just human morality and ethics.

        

        Therefore, it was more appropriate to see them as incompatible life forms rather than as evil or absolute evil.

        

        If monsters attack humans, humans have no choice but to kill monsters.

        

        Even the cutest puppy must be killed if it bites people to death.

        

        That's why they were creatures that couldn't coexist.

        

        They see humans only as food, and even this fight might be closer to the concept of exercising before a meal for this upper-rank demon.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        'Mid-level spirit, double.'

        

        The flames scattered in both directions, then merged into one and engulfed the upper-rank demon. A loud crackling sound echoed.

        

        The amount of magical power concentrated in his fists was no joke, so it's true that I couldn't deal significant damage to his fists, but conversely, that meant I could deal damage to parts other than his fists.

        

        The upper-rank demon quickly escaped from the flames and extended his fist.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As it grazed my cheek, my skin split and blood splattered.

        

        "That's hot. Indeed, this is how a fight should be!!"

        

        Wiping the blood flowing from my cheek with my hand, I smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Reinforcements, please come quickly."

        

        I wonder if the Hero is safe.

        

        No, this isn't the time for me to worry about others.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "Kyaaaa!!"

        

        "Demon! It's a demon!!"

        

        "Mom! Where are you!? ......Mom! Please answer!!"

        

        Screams.

        

        Pain.

        

        I hate this.

        

        Don't let me hear it.

        

        I don't want to hear it.

        

        I have no power.

        

        I have no power to save you.

        

        Don't put cries in my ears.

        

        Don't let desperate screams flow into my ears.

        

        "Haa, haa......! *cough*! Haa, ugh!"

        

        Even running this slowly makes me out of breath and miserable.

        

        Even breathing properly wasn't working, making my head feel like it was going to explode, and my running legs felt like they had lead weights attached to them.

        

        Even when I lost a lot of blood from excessive bleeding, it wasn't this difficult, and I could tell that the poison was circulating through my body, literally killing me.

        

        The more I breathed, the more the poison circulated through my body, and the Reaper's poison was gradually trying to take my life.

        

        "Kyaa!!"

        

        "Demon...!"

        

        A demon rushed toward me while I was running.

        

        With no sword, no strength, and no magical power, I could do nothing.

        

        Just like when I met the Black Bear, that sensation of paralysis starting from the tips of my legs seemed like the fear of death preventing me from moving.

        

        At the same time, the words that had been ringing in my ears for a long time—telling me to die as a Hero—conflicted with this, scrambling my thoughts.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        An armored man pushed away the demon that was charging at me with his shield.

        

        "Go quickly! Leave this to me!"

        

        "The, there are too many. You'll die...!"

        

        "That's why I'm working here."

      

      
        

        "...!"

        

        The soldier said that and charged at the demon with his large shield and sword.

        

        One or two might be manageable, but even lower-rank demons in those numbers were beyond what a soldier could handle.

        

        "Go now! Hurry to the shelter!"

        

        "...u, ugh!"

        

        I ran with gritted teeth.

        

        The fact that I could only flee was so lamentable, and I felt pathetic.

        

        What kind of Hero am I?

        

        What does it mean to be brave?

        

        I had no courage, nothing at all.

        

        I was just a coward who mistakenly thought I was a Hero because of some innate strength I happened to have. Even ordinary soldiers were fighting like that, knowing they would die.

        

        They fight despite knowing they are powerless against the fate of death.

        

        Royce was the same.

        

        Royce was by no means weak, but his versatile abilities were closer to supporting fighters than fighting directly.

        

        With his broad perspective and good judgment, Royce matched well with those abilities, making him capable.

        

        But conversely, in a direct confrontation, those abilities were difficult to leverage effectively.

        

        In a direct fight, he might quickly dispatch a Black Bear or lower-rank demon, which are called novice hunter's prey, but there was no way he could win against an upper-rank demon in a head-on battle.

        

        Knowing that, I still ran away.

        

        The person who saved me.

        

        Even though I abandoned him, he still tried to save me, and I abandoned him again.

        

        "Ah, aah...!"

        

        My head hurts.

        

        It felt like many things were crumbling inside me.

        

        "Haa... Haa... *cough*, haa."

        

        Running until I was out of breath, I could no longer run and leaned against a wall to breathe.

        

        Smoke was rising.

        

        And screams echoed, with sounds of weapons being swung and flesh being cut coming from everywhere.

        

        "Stop...! Please...! I have no more strength, no more courage! So, please...!"

        

        I can't save you.

        

        I can't help you.

        

        I am.

        

        Powerless.

        

        "Hey! You, you're the girl who was with Royce, aren't you!?"

        

        "...! Ma, Madam Florence."

        

        "You call me Madam too? Well, it doesn't matter."

        

        I unconsciously followed the title because Royce called her that. Fortunately, she showed no signs of anger and just stared at my face.

        

        With my mask on, there was no way she could tell who I was, but her deep eyes, eyes of experience, somehow seemed to see right through me.

        

        I don't know if it's because she raised him, but Royce had eyes like that too.

        

        Eyes that seemed to know everything without saying a word, and they gave a sage-like feeling more than Alex did, somehow making me feel intimidated.

        

        "Ro, Royce told me to find you..."

        

        "Yes, if you're Royce's acquaintance, I can't ignore you. Follow me, as for weapons... you can't hold them, in that condition."

        

        "..."

        

        "Oh, I'm sorry. I can be a bit harsh with my words. As a reaction, Royce grew up to be polite... though sometimes what he says can be inconsiderate."

        

        Madam Florence smiled.

        

        "You might not understand, but don't make that face. This situation isn't your fault, nor anyone's fault. Why do you have such a face of responsibility?"

        

        "I, no, I... must protect everyone..."

        

        WHOOSH!

        

        Madam Florence used magic to create wind that blew away a lower-rank demon and said:

        

        "Even a Hero can't do that! There's no such person who can protect everything! Run quickly!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Her words overlapped with Royce's words, making my head hurt.

        

        "GRAAAAH!!"

        

        Something rushed toward us across the street, and it wasn't a lower-rank demon.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "Madam Florence! ...ugh, *cough*! *cough*! *hack*!"

        

        My mask fell to the ground as blood flowed from my mouth. Not just my mouth, but perhaps because I had run too much, the sutured wounds started to throb. I could sense that the wounds had opened and blood was flowing out, though it wasn't visible yet.

        

        I sat down on the ground, and Madam Florence, who had been injured by the mid-rank demon, frowned.

        

        'Madam Florence is certainly not weak, but she doesn't seem to have magic that can defeat a mid-rank demon...'

        

        There's a big difference between lower-rank and mid-rank demons, and even if one can dispatch lower-rank demons in one blow, there are quite a few cases where they can't defeat mid-rank demons.

        

        Especially demons tend to have strong resistance to magic, making them difficult to deal with using magic.

        

        "It's alright. If you go straight that way, there's a shelter. Can you make it?"

        

        "...why, to such an extent."

        

        Bleeding, Madam Florence smiled.

        

        "You're the child my child tried to protect, aren't you? Do I need any other reason? You don't need a grand reason to save someone, little one."

        

        "..."

        

        "Go now!"

        

        I ran at those words.

        

        My legs wouldn't move properly, and the sounds from behind echoed so cruelly.

        

        -As long as you don't say you want to die, that's enough. Just that alone is enough for a person to live.

        

        Royce's words echoed.

        

        -Live as a Hero and die as a Hero! My daughter! You are the only hope of the Reinhart family!!

        

        The words of my father, who always said he loved me while striking me, echoed simultaneously.

        

        Those seemingly conflicting words made my head feel like it was going to break, and my running speed gradually slowed until what I thought was running was barely different from walking.

        

        "Ah, ugh!"

        

        I tripped on something and fell forward.

        

        Even just falling like this was painful, agonizing, and felt like I would bleed.

        

        When I turned my head, a soldier was lying there.

        

      

      
        "H-hey. *cough*! ...H-hey."

        

        Blood was pouring out, and he wasn't moving.

        

        This person also died to protect someone.

        

        The soldier who saved me earlier might be dead too.

        

        What about Madam Florence?

        

        'What about Royce?'

        

        I'm scared.

        

        I'm scared.

        

        I'm afraid of dying.

        

        I'm afraid of dying without value.

        

        I'm afraid that everything about me will become meaningless.

        

        Above all.

        

        'I'm afraid of having my identity as a Hero denied.'

        

        -Think of it as the world returning the favor for what you've done for it.

        

        I saw a sword.

        

        It was the sword the soldier had been using, and judging by the demon blood on it, I could tell he had died fighting demons. The demon corpses visible nearby told me that.

        

        -If a Hero's role is to save many people and give hope to those in despair.

        

        "..."

        

        -When a Hero is in despair, who will save them and give them hope?

        

        Those words were hope.

        

        They brought me back not as a Hero but as Olivia Reinhart, and you made me human.

        

        Grip.

        

        "Why... am I..."

        

        I grabbed the soldier's sword.

        

        What am I going to do with it?

        

        What can I do in this condition?

        

        I'll just die a dog's death.

        

        Not just dying, but not even a death worthy of a Hero.

        

        Literally a dog's death.

        

        Nothing more, nothing less.

        

        If someone discovers who I am, even the honor of "the Hero who died with the Demon Lord" might disappear.

        

        'But.'

        

        Why.

        

        Am I.

        

        "...!!"

        

        I ran out.

        

        My body made creaking sounds, but I could return to the original place several times faster than when I was fleeing.

        

        I saw Madam Florence, and the mid-rank demon was laughing while choking her.

        

        You evil fiend, laughing while tormenting people!!

        

        This person is not someone you can torment like that!!

        

        SLASH!!

        

        "Wh-what... You!"

        

        "*cough*!"

        

        I coughed up blood.

        

        I'm dying.

        

        I am dying.

        

        But.

        

        These people could be Heroes more than me!!

        

        They are more heroic than I am!!

        

        "KIAAAAH!!"

        

        SLASH!! SLASH! SLASH!!

        

        The mid-rank demon screamed and charged, and I dove in and quickly slashed through it.

        

        There was a cracking sound throughout my body, and at the same time, the mid-rank demon was cut down and fell forward, no longer moving.

        

        "You."

        

        I took off the mask I was wearing and removed the hood part of my cloak.

        

        As my facial skin was exposed, along with bandages and my deteriorated skin, Madam Florence's eyes widened.

        

        "Stop, are you trying to fight in that condition? Anyone can see you're going to your death."

        

        "There were Heroes."

        

        "What?"

        

        "People braver than me."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't like seeing them die."

        

        There was no other reason.

        

        That was the only reason.

        

        The reason my body moved was solely that.

        

        In the moment I jumped in and cut down the mid-rank demon, I was able to forget everything in my mind—my father, being a Hero, the world, everything.

        

        I don't know what meaning that holds.

        

        I don't even know if it's a good meaning or a bad one, but I knew what I had to do now.

        

        "..."

        

        As I raised the sword, blood dripped down.

        

        My body was saying, 'This is too much now.'

        

        It's okay.

        

        Somehow managing despite that was what it meant to be a Hero.

        

        "I am."

        

        No thoughts come to mind.

        

        Right now, just.

        

        "Doing what needs to be done."

        

        For people who are much more heroic than cowardly me.
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        Swoosh!!

        

        Slashing, slashing, slashing through.

        

        My vision trembles and turns red.

        

        Even my remaining half-vision became unstable, but strangely, my mind grew calmer.

        

        Slash!!

        

        "You're the one from earlier...!"

        

        "..."

        

        It was the soldier who had saved me earlier.

        

        Thankfully, he was still alive.

        

        But I couldn't speak.

        

        With my mouth full of blood, I simply bowed my head and continued forward. Slash! Slash! Slash!! I kept cutting down the lower demons without stopping.

        

        If the Reaper's poison becomes dangerous when magic nerves are activated, then I just needed to fight without activating them.

        

        'Even without using magic, the time I've spent training doesn't lie.'

        

        Born as a hero, raised as a hero, and fighting as a hero—my body had been trained without a single day of rest.

        

        I had trained to the point where an ordinary person's body would break down, but my physique possessed the strength to endure such training and grow even stronger.

        

        A body born with natural talent.

        

        That's all I was born with.

        

        I didn't have a hero's heart at all.

        

        A fake hero who became one simply because I happened to be there.

        

        The goddess must truly have no eye for people.

        

        There was no anguish in my swinging strength, no sense of duty to protect, no responsibility in my fighting.

        

        My holy sword was far too light, and even without the goddess's orb, I was a hero unworthy of wielding a holy sword.

        

        "Cough! Keh... Ah, damn it. ...There should be a limit to being weak."

        

        I coughed up blood.

        

        Seriously, how little movement did it take for me to cough up blood?

        

        "L-Loyce..."

        

        If I could somehow deal with the higher demon that Loyce was facing, we might be able to resolve this chaos.

        

        You saved me.

        

        Not me as a hero, but me as a person.

        

        You always see me as a person.

        

        In the past, I hated that so much and found it repulsive. I thought I had to be a hero, and I couldn't accept you for refusing to see me as one.

        

        But.

        

        You're a good person.

        

        Someone who knows how to believe in human goodwill, who knows how to rely on human virtue, who wants human kindness to be properly rewarded.

        

        'But I'm neither as great nor as noble as you think I am.'

        

        I just gripped the sword because I had no choice but to become what I am.

        

        Even if I saved countless people, even if I captured the Demon Lord and saved the world, there's no weight to it. It's so light that it would disappear with the slightest breeze.

        

        How can someone who doesn't know the weight of their weapon be called a hero?

        

        Perhaps I never wanted to save people as a hero, but rather wanted to die quickly as one. My journey wasn't about living, but about ending everything through death—a roundabout suicide wish disguised as heroism.

        

        "Kaaah!!"

        

        "Kaaah!!"

        

        Slash! Slash!!

        

        Your words and actions became a mirror for me.

        

        A mirror where I could see my own face.

        

        Through that mirror, this foolish woman who had never removed her hero's mask could finally see Olivia Reinhart.

        

        And what I saw was a truly vulgar, stupid, self-righteous, and arrogant woman.

        

        Yet you still call me noble.

        

        Is it because I've saved more people than I've hurt with my harsh words?

        

        I think it's a bit different.

        

        "Th-thank you..."

        

        "Thank you. Thank you."

        

        When people thanked me, I could manage a small smile through the pain.

        

        In this sensation where even my face felt numb, I couldn't tell if I had given them a reassuring smile. I might have shown them a face that only caused more anxiety.

        

        - I hope Olivia Reinhart can be kind to herself.

        

        Did your goodwill reach me?

        

        I hope it did.

        

        I hope it's your goodwill that allows me to hold this sword now as Olivia, not as a hero.

        

        I hope that this fake hero, who once saw nothing through her blackened vision, has been stained even slightly white by your goodwill.

        

        "Cough."

        

        I coughed up blood.

        

        My vision was not just shaking—I could barely see anything.

        

        Fighting by instinct was one option, but I might end up cutting down civilians.

        

        Soon I would reach where Loyce was.

      

      
        

        "At the very least."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "I'll repay my debt to you, Loyce."

        

        I owe you my life.

        

        So I'll repay it with my life.

        

        Isn't that right?

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Ah, seriously... This is impossible."

        

        I muttered as I rolled on the ground and lay there.

        

        Ah, really.

        

        I felt like I was being slow-cooked over a low flame. At this rate, I'd die first.

        

        "What, giving up already? ...Well, it was quite fun. I'll just kill you now."

        

        "..."

        

        My injuries weren't severe, and I hadn't taken a direct hit, but if I had, it would have been the end of me.

        

        I couldn't see anyone around, but someone would surely witness this eventually.

        

        It would be annoying to make excuses later, but becoming slightly inconvenienced was better than dying here. With a bit of luck, Madam Florence might somehow resolve this situation.

        

        Swoosh.

        

        "...!!"

        

        The higher demon suddenly backed away and took a defensive stance.

        

        As expected, his instincts were sharp despite his age.

        

        I didn't particularly want to use it, and using it wouldn't benefit me at all, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

        

        If I continued fighting without using it, I'd die of old age before this guy took any damage from burns.

        

        I gripped my chest tightly.

        

        I can't use it for long.

        

        I need to end this quickly.

        

        "Spirit fusion...!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Suddenly, a loud noise erupted as someone leaped into this ruined park.

        

        Reinforcements?

        

        I could tell they had arrived at incredible speed, and it didn't take long to recognize who it was.

        

        "Livia!"

        

        She was covered in blood.

        

        But those weren't wounds from being attacked.

        

        They were injuries from swinging her sword and pushing her body beyond its limits.

        

        Blood was flowing from her eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, possibly from using magic as well.

        

        Her transformed skin pulsed strangely, as if it belonged to a different life form than the Hero, making her look like she could be mistaken for an undead. In this ghastly state, the Hero spoke.

        

        "I'm going to fight."

        

        "No, how can you say that in your condition?!"

        

        "You said it yourself—you'll save someone who's being murdered, but not someone committing suicide! This is my life to spend as I choose!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Well, I did say something like that, but...

        

        That was meant as persuasion, hoping she would choose to live.

        

        "A dying corpse interfering changes nothing!!"

        

        "Livia!"

        

        The higher demon quickly lunged toward the Hero and threw a punch.

        

        Slash!! The Hero dove inside his guard and cut deeply. When the higher demon found himself wounded, he backed away in surprise and readjusted his stance.

        

        "You... cut my body?"

        

        "First time seeing a sword? Of course it cuts, idiot. ...Haa, haa. Come quickly. Or would you rather claim a shameful victory by watching me die?"

        

        I've thought this since our party days, but she has a talent for provocation.

        

        Trash talk, you might call it.

        

        "Kuhah! Hahahahaha!! Finally, I've found a worthy opponent! My name is Saja!! By killing and devouring you, I shall!! Join the Seven Great Demons!!"

        

        "You have a name?"

        

        "So you're a named one, how troublesome."

        

        Named.

        

        Monsters typically don't have names and are called by their species, but those that grow sufficiently powerful give themselves names.

        

        For reasons unknown, monsters that acquire names become completely different beings, with their strength reaching a different dimension.

        

        There's a hypothesis that names are the attachment of souls, but the exact reason remains unclear.

        

        All we know is that a monster with a name, even a lower one, is not to be underestimated.

        

        Saja, having revealed his name, drew up more magical power and charged forward, while the Hero readied her stance.

        

      

      
        "Ku, huh!"

        

        The Hero's condition rapidly deteriorated as she coughed up blood, and Saja, not missing the opportunity, leaped in.

        

        They only talk about martial pride when it's to their advantage! Really! This is why monsters are...!

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I quickly dashed forward through flames and grabbed the Hero.

        

        Crack!! When she blocked Saja's attack with her arm, it bent in a direction arms shouldn't bend, and before I could even scream, we both tumbled to the ground.

        

        "Loyce!"

        

        "...If you're going to do this, could you do it properly? Is dying together your wish?"

        

        "...!"

        

        Her arm was completely broken.

        

        Actually, considering Saja's strength, it was miraculous that her arm was still attached at all.

        

        "I'm sorry... My body, can't..."

        

        "You're the Hero, aren't you?"

        

        "No, I was a fake. I..."

        

        "Want to test that?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Save me."

        

        "...!"

        

        This was my only option now.

        

        Fighting a named higher demon was suicide. I did have a trump card, but I wanted to do what needed to be done first.

        

        If this didn't work, I could just wipe him out myself.

        

        But.

        

        You came to me.

        

        With those same legs that were trembling with fear, you found courage and returned here.

        

        If that isn't what makes a hero, then what does?

        

        If the will of the world truly exists, and if the goddess really watches over everything, then she must respond in this moment.

        

        'If you really exist, you have a duty to answer this woman's courage and all her noble actions. Don't just look down from above with pride—acknowledge her nobility and praise what she has done until now!'

        

        Even if no one else will, the goddess who watches over everything should, shouldn't she?

        

        Dream or not, she should appear and say something like, "Well done, my hero."

        

        If you truly are a benevolent goddess.

        

        Choose this woman once more.

        

        "I don't want to die. Hero, please save me."

        

        "..."

        

        The Hero's eyes widened.

        

        If this doesn't work, I'll just kill that demon myself.

        

        I don't know what face the Hero would make at me then.

        

        But this wasn't the time to worry about such things.

        

        "Whether as a hero or as Olivia Reinhart...! You've saved people! Being a fake hero or whatever—none of that matters!"

        

        "I am."

        

        Boom!!

        

        Saja leaped up.

        

        "You save people because you're a hero? Wrong! Completely wrong!! Everyone calls you a hero because you've saved countless people!! Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        "Even as a fake hero."

        

        The Hero smiled at me.

        

        "I'll protect you."

        

        "...!"

        

        There's no response.

        

        It didn't work?

        

        I have no choice!

        

        I'll...!

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "What?!"

        

        Suddenly, an explosion-like blast of wind erupted, sending both Saja and me flying.

        

        I finally stopped after crashing into a tree in the park, and quickly raised my head to look ahead.

        

        "Wow."

        

        A golden light was shooting up into the sky, seeming to touch the heavens.

        

        A hole opened in the gloomy gray sky, revealing blue beyond.

        

        And.

        

        "..."

        

        Before the Hero floated a holy sword.

        

        That holy sword was more familiar to the Hero than anyone else, and it shone as if telling her to grasp it once more.

        

        I watched the scene and smiled through the pain of my broken arm.

        

        "I can't believe this actually worked."
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        "You must become a hero."

        

        My father would say that, wielding violence whenever I made a mistake.

        

        Having grown up at home without experiencing society, I couldn't understand that it was "wrong." I simply wanted it because as I grew as a hero, my father smiled, and in those moments, he was kind.

        

        And until the moment of his death...

        

        "Become a hero. Even my death will be good nourishment for a hero's story."

        

        He left me with that curse.

        

        In truth, I knew.

        

        I was foolish, but not that insensitive.

        

        I knew that what I possessed was something closer to an obsession rather than a sense of justice.

        

        But it was about saving people, and because no one told me it was wrong, because no one told me to stop, I simply kept moving.

        

        Saving people felt good.

        

        Being thanked by someone wasn't a bad feeling.

        

        But I felt suffocated.

        

        'I clearly wasn't a hero.'

        

        The goddess chose the wrong person. If it was just about "someone who could defeat the Demon Lord," it wouldn't be strange for me to be chosen, but I wasn't suited for the title of hero.

        

        I have no ideals.

        

        No convictions.

        

        No pride.

        

        All I had in my heart was the obsessive thought that "I must become a hero," like the ghost of my dead father clinging to me, ringing in my ears. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that saving people, becoming hope, even killing the Demon Lord—all of it was because of that ghostly, curse-like whisper.

        

        But.

        

        "Whether you're a hero or Olivia Reinhart...! You saved people!"

        

        You were always like that.

        

        You saw me not as the hero who had to be hope, but as Olivia Reinhart.

        

        You force me back to being Olivia Reinhart, making it impossible for me to endure the numerous pains and sufferings of the past that I could only bear by being a hero, as well as the pain I must endure now.

        

        How ironic.

        

        You, whom I selfishly abandoned for my own reasons.

        

        You stand beside me who was abandoned.

        

        That the person who cares for me, looks at me, and acknowledges me as a human more than anyone else is the person I abandoned.

        

        In the end, I was a fake hero, and perhaps not a hero in the true sense that people wanted.

        

        Everything was fake.

        

        The ideals.

        

        The convictions.

        

        The pride.

        

        Even if a heroic death is not permitted for me, for whom everything is fake, isn't it okay to wish for a death that saves you?

        

        But you.

        

        "Whether you're a fake hero or not, I don't care about any of that!!"

        

        Ringing.

        

        Your words echo in my head.

        

        You don't care if I'm a fake who can't become a hero? What does that mean?

        

        For someone like me who can't become a hero, the only value I have is to save someone and throw away my life. With this body that's already dying, isn't that enough for a good death?

        

        It might be considered too good a death for someone who has been so arrogant until now, but isn't it okay to be a little greedy?

        

        "You save people because you're a hero!? Wrong! Completely wrong!!"

        

        Wrong?

        

        "Everyone calls you a hero because you saved so many people!! Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        I thought I had no right to call myself a hero because I was a coward without courage.

        

        But a hero is neither something you become nor something you're made into.

        

        Many people were grateful.

        

        And they were smiling.

        

        That was certainly beautiful.

        

        For me, genuine goodwill from the heart was something incomprehensible, and I couldn't understand people who saved others without any sense of duty. I was surely far from those who were good and saintly to the bone, and I was probably a selfish child who could only live virtuously because of mental issues.

        

        But.

        

        You.

        

        Call me a hero.

        

        No matter how much I deny it, you call me a hero.

        

      

      
        You see me as Olivia Reinhart and don't deny calling me a hero.

        

        Even though you know my ugliness better than anyone.

        

        Even though you know my weakness better than anyone.

        

        More than anyone...

        

        "Even if I'm a fake hero."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "I'll protect you."

        

        My heart beat rapidly.

        

        It burned hot inside, and then.

        

        Light spread.

        

        ***

        

        "Holy Sword."

        

        The Holy Sword was before my eyes, and I was startled.

        

        Why is it in front of me?

        

        Looking at the sword that seemed to be telling me to grasp it, I muttered in a tearful voice.

        

        "Are you... giving me another chance?"

        

        A broken contract.

        

        I am no longer a hero or anything else.

        

        I couldn't accept that myself.

        

        I've already defeated the Demon Lord, so there's no need for me to wield it anymore.

        

        There was no guarantee that I would only swing this sword for righteous causes.

        

        There were many people more suitable to hold you than me, and I was just a fragile child who couldn't escape the trauma of my parents—if we were to rank people suitable to wield the Holy Sword, I would be in the lower ranks.

        

        Are you giving another chance to me, who is like a child with just a grown body?

        

        Can I hold you once more?

        

        "..."

        

        Silently, I grasped the sword.

        

        "It's heavy."

        

        As the light of the Holy Sword gradually faded, the mark of the hero was engraved on the back of my only remaining hand.

        

        I feel the weight of the Holy Sword.

        

        "Until now, I never felt your weight at all."

        

        I just swung the sword, without understanding the meaning of wielding it.

        

        I may not be worthy to wield you, and I might not be suited to be a hero at all.

        

        But if you give me one more chance to hold you.

        

        I'll try a little harder.

        

        Even if I can't acknowledge myself as a hero, if many people still call me a hero and believe in me as "humanity's hope," I'll put on a brave face.

        

        "Now I know."

        

        No, I might still not know well.

        

        The energy of the Holy Sword was spreading through my body, making my breathing easier.

        

        It was a strange feeling.

        

        Even though the Holy Sword shouldn't have the function to neutralize poison, it felt as if the Reaper's poison was being pushed away by the Holy Sword, and my wavering vision was becoming clearer.

        

        In my clear vision, I could see Royce with his broken arm and the high-ranking demon—I can't remember his name.

        

        Anyway, the muscular high-ranking demon was glaring at me.

        

        "The Holy Sword!! A hero...!! Hahaha!! What's with that appearance!? I can't believe this is the hero who even killed the Demon Lord!! But you're lucky! If I eat a hero!! I can surely become one of the Seven Great Demons!! No, beyond that, I might even become the new Demon Lord!!"

        

        "..."

        

        Blood was still flowing, and my physical condition wasn't very positive.

        

        I probably shouldn't let this turn into a prolonged battle.

        

        But it's okay.

        

        It might seem arrogant, like I'm looking down on someone, but I didn't think I needed much time for the high-ranking demon in front of me.

        

        "I may not be suited to be a hero, but there's one thing I'm better at than the previous heroes."

        

        "Oh? What's that?"

        

        "Cutting."

        

        I may not have courage, but I have strength.

        

        So, all you brave people fighting in this village.

        

        And Royce.

        

      

      
        Lend me a little of that courage.

        

        So that I can resemble even a bit of your nobility and goodness.

        

        "Oh, do you think you can cut me with that body!! This fist...!!"

        

        "Hmm, I cut you."

        

        "...!"

        

        There was no sound.

        

        There was nothing.

        

        There was only the result that he was cut.

        

        The attack of the swung Holy Sword had already split the high-ranking demon's body, and the demon who was about to punch me opened his eyes wide.

        

        With his upper body completely severed, the high-ranking demon's life ended without him properly understanding what had happened.

        

        "Amazing, to think you'd take out a named high-ranking demon in one blow."

        

        "It's the only thing I'm good at. I'm glad I did it properly, though I think it would have been better if I'd done it earlier. Is it too selfish to think that?"

        

        "Well, they say human greed has no end."

        

        "Ah, kugh."

        

        "Livia!"

        

        Blood flowed out, and I collapsed.

        

        'Oh no, I've lost too much blood... And the poison, it's spreading through my body. Did I move too much?'

        

        Plus, I even made a somewhat energy-consuming contract, so it's no wonder I collapsed.

        

        "Look over there, Livia."

        

        "..."

        

        I couldn't see clearly, but I could see demons fleeing through the sky.

        

        I was worried that someone might be sacrificed even though only lower demons remained, but it seemed that the high-ranking demon, or their boss, had been defeated, and they were immediately running away with their tails between their legs.

        

        That's fortunate, if anything.

        

        It was hard to breathe, and my thoughts weren't organizing properly.

        

        But I didn't feel that bad.

        

        The sky was clear, and somehow it felt like it had been a really long time since I'd seen the sun like this.

        

        "You saved everyone again, you're amazing."

        

        "Ah, it's you."

        

        "..."

        

        "People saved me."

        

        "..."

        

        The goodwill of many people allowed me to move once more.

        

        Their courage influenced me.

        

        I'm pathetic, cowardly, and insignificant, but their courage gave me a little strength. It became the power that helped me take a step forward when I couldn't move.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "For what?"

        

        "I only have things to be grateful for with you. ...Though I must be a burden."

        

        "...Well, these things happen."

        

        I couldn't tell if he had a big heart or a small one.

        

        I looked at Royce quietly.

        

        "Then can I ask for one more favor?"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        I grabbed Royce's shoulder and said through my fading consciousness.

        

        "Don't tell anyone... that I'm a hero... Okay... Please..."

        

        In the end.

        

        I can only make childish requests of you.

        

        I'm sorry.

        

        But I'm really sorry.

        

        This doesn't feel so bad.

        

        "Livia! Livia! ...I have a broken arm and you're fainting now!? Livia!"

        

        With that voice as the last thing I heard.

        

        I lost consciousness.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.17[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 01]

      
        "What's going on here?"

        

        I wondered purely out of curiosity.

        

        While checking the Hero's physical condition, I discovered something strange.

        

        I had thought that after using so much magical power, her body would be in even worse shape.

        

        Even so, I had no intention of abandoning our journey, but I planned to honestly inform the Hero about her condition, and I felt sorry that this would be tragic news for her.

        

        'What's this? Her body is stabilized.'

        

        The skin deterioration caused by the Death God's poison hadn't completely disappeared, but it had actually decreased somewhat, and the progression of the poison seemed to be reversed and somewhat suppressed.

        

        'Is the Holy Sword's power suppressing the Death God's poison?'

        

        That was the conclusion I reached from this incomprehensible sight.

        

        However.

        

        While the Holy Sword certainly possesses powerful strength and was created by the Goddess's power for humanity, I had never heard that it had any detoxifying effects against poison.

        

        The Hero doesn't flinch at most poisons, but that's simply because she has an inhuman resistance to poison.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The Holy Sword doesn't have the ability to suppress poison.

        

        But it does have the ability to 'suppress curses.'

        

        Curses themselves are said to be created by the Death God, who stands opposite to the Goddess, and perhaps due to some repelling effect, the Holy Sword's power can't completely remove curses but can significantly reduce their symptoms.

        

        In fact, there were stories of past Heroes who had defeated enemies because curses cast on them had no effect at all.

        

        "So it's not poison but a curse."

        

        The Death God's poison was also known as the Death God's curse.

        

        That's because its characteristics were closer to a curse than a poison.

        

        However, curses are caused by magical formulas, not by ingestion. Is this some kind of special curse?

        

        'In other words, the Hero isn't poisoned but cursed. Normally, the poison should have progressed enough to kill her after this battle, but it's actually been somewhat alleviated because it wasn't poison but a curse, which the Holy Sword could suppress.'

        

        That explanation makes sense.

        

        But this raises even more questions about how Alex obtained something like the Death God's curse.

        

        If it's a special curse that defies the normal rules of curses, then it must be extremely difficult to obtain, and I couldn't understand why Alex would have it.

        

        Just where.

        

        How.

        

        Various thoughts swirled in my head, but no answers emerged.

        

        I couldn't tell whether he created the curse himself or temporarily borrowed it from someone, but at least it seemed this journey wouldn't simply be a healing trip for a betrayed Hero.

        

        'Let's not think like that. Let's try to be a bit more positive.'

        

        Thanks to the Holy Sword, the Hero's lifespan had been considerably extended.

        

        Even the Holy Sword couldn't completely remove the curse from her already damaged body, but it was suppressing it, so it seemed we could reach Elven Heim with plenty of time to spare.

        

        Of course, we couldn't let our guard down, and there was always the possibility of a sudden attack that could worsen her condition, but if the curse continued at its current pace, things would be fine.

        

        The Hero would still be in pain, so it wasn't exactly "fine," but at least the possibility of her dying before we reached Elven Heim had significantly decreased.

        

        "Is she alive?"

        

        "Madam Florence. I am alive."

        

        "Not you."

        

        "Livia is also alive."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "It's the Holy Sword."

        

        "Yes, it's the Holy Sword."

        

        "Sigh, I won't ask why the Hero, who was said to have died with the Demon Lord, is in this condition. But this condition is clearly not normal."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Madam Florence didn't inquire any further.

        

        "Are you alright?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        My broken arm had already healed and was moving without any problems.

        

        In fact, a broken bone would normally take some time to heal unless one had extraordinary healing powers like a Saint, but my arm was completely fine even though less than 24 hours had passed.

        

        I was always surprised by my inhuman recovery ability.

        

        "Your body is a bit special. Be careful, you never know when something might go wrong."

        

        "I'll be cautious."

        

        "Well, at least you speak well... So with someone in this condition, you're heading to the Eastern Continent, to Elven Heim, I presume?"

        

        "Yes, the World Tree's sap has absolute effectiveness against all poisons and curses. There are also records of the Death God's poison being cured by the World Tree's sap in the past."

        

        At that time, I had thought it was truly a powerful poison.

      

      
        

        The reason I didn't realize it was a curse even then was probably because the World Tree's sap works on both poisons and curses.

        

        "As I expected, my eyes weren't wrong."

        

        "About what?"

        

        "That you would choose a woman with big breasts."

        

        "Madam Florence... It's not like that."

        

        "Hehehe! Well then, I'll go down first. Not to be rude, but if she doesn't wake up, it would be best to just take her on the ship as she is."

        

        "Yes."

        

        With those words, Madam Florence left the room.

        

        I understood what she meant.

        

        I would wait a few more hours, and if the Hero still didn't wake up, I'd have to take her sleeping form to the Eastern Continent on the next ship.

        

        Now that the terminal illness issue had been somewhat alleviated, there might not be such a rush, but perhaps an even more troublesome problem might follow.

        

        The presence of the Holy Sword here was evidence of that.

        

        "..."

        

        Because of what Madam Florence had said, my gaze briefly wandered in that direction.

        

        I tapped my forehead, chiding myself for what I was thinking.

        

        What was I thinking about someone who was ill?

        

        "Hm?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        I was momentarily flustered.

        

        Our eyes met, and after about three seconds of silence, my expression briefly froze before I quickly smiled.

        

        "You're awake, Livia. How long have you been up?"

        

        "Since Madam Florence said she knew you would choose a woman with big breasts."

        

        "Why did you have to wake up at that moment? Let me clarify, that's a misunderstanding."

        

        "It's okay."

        

        The Hero slowly sat up and said:

        

        "I hear all men like that."

        

        "...I won't deny it, but sigh. What are we even talking about?"

        

        "Anyway, I feel better. What happened?"

        

        "I'll explain that on the ship. I'm sorry to rush you right after you've woken up, but we should prepare to leave immediately."

        

        "Alright."

        

        The Hero got up immediately without questioning my words.

        

        "It seems you don't need an explanation."

        

        "My Holy Sword is here... And Alex probably took my Holy Sword. Unless he just left it on the ground."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Then unless he's a fool, he'll immediately suspect I'm alive when the Holy Sword disappears. Not only that, but the sword didn't just come here—it came with a brilliant golden light that pierced the sky. He'll be suspicious, almost certainly."

        

        "..."

        

        As expected, this person might be emotional, but she's not stupid.

        

        It's like intuition.

        

        She has an excellent ability to understand things intuitively.

        

        "Let's go right away, time is precious... Royce."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "...Before we go, can I ask you one thing?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        The Hero looked straight at me.

        

        That gaze was shining differently from the Hero I had seen until now.

        

        But unlike the somewhat cloudy light I had seen when I was in the Hero's party in the past, those softly shining eyes seemed to reflect determination rather than obsession.

        

        "Do you like me?"

        

        "What? Look, if it's about earlier, that's really a misunderstanding."

        

        "Right? To be honest, I've said many harsh things to you and don't remember treating you well. Rather than 'treatment,' it would be no exaggeration to say I 'used' you."

        

        "Well, yes... that's true."

        

        "In other words, you would have saved whoever was in that position, not just me."

        

        "Well, I suppose so."

        

        I shrugged as I answered.

        

      

      
        I wasn't sure what the Hero was trying to say, but she nodded to herself as if she understood something.

        

        "I've lived only as a Hero until now, and far from cherishing Olivia Reinhart's emotions, I never even gave them time. How I think, how I feel, that wasn't important. I only saved people as a Hero."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's why everything is confusing, and I think human emotions are quite troublesome."

        

        "Yes, that's true... Livia, what exactly are you trying to say?"

        

        The Hero looked straight at me and said:

        

        "You'll stay with me until you cure this thing, whether it's poison or a curse, right?"

        

        "Yes, of course."

        

        "Yes, I thought you would answer like that... So I have plenty of time, I can take it slow. But I'm not good at that sort of thing."

        

        I was even more confused.

        

        I couldn't understand what she was trying to say.

        

        "Even after this journey is over... stay by my side."

        

        "Huh? What are you saying?"

        

        "You're surprisingly dense."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'm saying I like you."

        

        "Uh, what? Wait, what is this? Are you suddenly teasing me? If so, you've succeeded, but what on earth are you saying right after waking up? Are you not in your right mind, still half-asleep?"

        

        "I suppose so. I understand why you'd react that way."

        

        The Hero nodded.

        

        "I'm the one who treated you like a fool more than anyone else, so it's understandable that you wouldn't get it if I suddenly act like this... But think about it."

        

        "About what?"

        

        "I've been betrayed and my heart is weakened, but you stayed by my side, affirmed me, treated me, and helped me stand again as a Hero, albeit an incomplete one."

        

        The Hero looked up at me with an indifferent face.

        

        "Let me ask the opposite—why do you think I wouldn't fall for you? Think about it with that handsome face of yours."

        

        She looked at me as if I was the one being ridiculous, while I was the one who felt dumbfounded.

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent as she fired off her words.

        

        "In this world, there are people who deserve kindness and those who don't, Royce. I'm sorry to say this after being saved by your kindness and gentleness, but you'll attract strange women that way."

        

        "It seems I already have."

        

        "Correct. I'm a bit strange... But don't worry."

        

        The Hero smiled.

        

        That smile somehow felt completely different from the smiles she had shown in the past, and I found myself staring blankly at her face.

        

        "As I said, you probably don't have good feelings toward me. You might have viewed me favorably as a Hero, but you probably don't like me as a person... I understand, I was quite harsh, wasn't I? If I were you, I wouldn't like someone like me either, and you probably have more bad memories of me than good ones."

        

        "..."

        

        "I wonder if there were any good memories at all."

        

        Well, it was a short journey of about half a year, so there wasn't anything too serious, but since she acted selfishly and often ignored me, it wouldn't be entirely wrong to say there were no good memories, only bad ones, if we were being extreme.

        

        "So I'll make sure to create only good memories during this journey."

        

        "...You're quite confident."

        

        "When you think of 'Olivia Reinhart,' I want you to remember not the past ruffian, but a woman who was at least decent. I'll work hard for that."

        

        She was as headstrong now as she was in the past.

        

        When she wants to do something, she tries to do it no matter what, and she doesn't even try to negotiate.

        

        That was a flaw, but conversely, I thought it was also a strength that allowed her to grow straight and true, and at the same time, to become a Hero.

        

        "Fortunately, I have two things that you might like."

        

        "Ahem! W-wait a minute. There's a big misunderstanding here!"

        

        "What? Don't you like big ones?"

        

        "..."

        

        "...Heh."

        

        "Ah, that smug face is a bit irritating."

        

        The Hero laughed and said:

        

        "Then let's go. This is the beginning of Hero Olivia Reinhart's new journey... It seems like it will be fun."

        

        Saying that, the Hero opened the door and walked out, and I watched her for a moment before letting out a small sigh.

        

        I was silent for a moment, then rubbed my head and said:

        

        "What did I just hear...?"

        

        Coming straight at me without beating around the bush—this level of directness was almost pathological.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.18[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 02]

      
        "……."

        

        "……."

        

        Alex and Belita were maintaining silence.

        

        I'm not sure if something bad happened at the last moment, but despite becoming heroes and being admired by everyone, Alex and Belita's expressions couldn't be darker.

        

        However, the reasons for their gloomy faces were surely different.

        

        "Do you think the Hero is alive?"

        

        Belita spoke first.

        

        The Hero, Olivia Reinhart, was dead.

        

        That's what everyone had been told, but suddenly the holy sword disappeared.

        

        And there were reports of seeing a golden light at East Port.

        

        "How could...."

        

        Belita muttered, covering her mouth.

        

        The moment of her defeat remained vividly clear in her mind, appearing in her nightmares every day.

        

        Her eye was gone, her heart pierced, and one arm severed.

        

        With her skin deteriorated from the Reaper's poison, she fell from that high cliff.

        

        Yet not only did she survive, but she also managed to reach East Port—a journey that would take days even by carriage—and successfully formed a contract with the holy sword again?

        

        "This is a serious matter, Ms. Belita."

        

        "Yes...."

        

        "You don't seem to understand the situation. You, Reina, and I attempted to assassinate the Hero and actually carried it out. And not only did we fail spectacularly, we announced to the world that we had succeeded."

        

        "....."

        

        "If Olivia manages to cure herself of the Reaper's poison, there will be no turning back. We'll be ruined."

        

        "She might have already cured the Reaper's poison."

        

        "No, she couldn't have cured it yet."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        Alex inwardly considered Belita a fool for not understanding such a simple matter, but since he couldn't openly insult someone in the position of a Saint, he kept those thoughts to himself.

        

        "Her presence at East Port means she's trying to go to the eastern continent."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "If so, her objective becomes clear. ...Elven Heim. She's trying to go there."

        

        "Elven Heim... The World Tree's sap!"

        

        "Exactly. It's said to be able to cure any poison or curse."

        

        And there were actual records of it having cured people.

        

        If that was the case, Olivia must have moved from East Port to the eastern continent, intending to somehow obtain the World Tree's sap in Elven Heim to heal her body.

        

        'Surprising. I thought she wouldn't know about such information.'

        

        She had seemed to lack common knowledge due to her sole interest in fighting, but perhaps she knew this much?

        

        No, that wasn't important right now.

        

        What mattered was that Olivia knew about the World Tree's sap and had actually reached East Port to pursue it.

        

        While he never underestimated the Hero's vitality, he hadn't expected her to survive after suffering such injuries.

        

        He had felt uneasy about not finding her corpse, but he thought she would at most be lying on the ground barely alive—not moving all the way to East Port in her condition.

        

        'What a monster.'

        

        Alex sighed softly, recalling what he had thought many times during his journey.

        

        "So, what should I do?"

        

        "First, we contact Ms. Reina. She wanted to return to Elven Heim."

        

        Well, perhaps she just wanted to escape from Alex.

        

        Having deceived the innocent girl, Alex had placed a contract like a collar around her neck, forcing her to follow him whether she liked it or not.

        

        As long as she acted obediently, he had no intention of treating her badly and wanted to use her to maintain good relations with the elves.

        

        He had made the covenant merely as a precaution.

        

        Moreover, considering the current state of Elven Heim, the elven homeland, she had no choice but to bow her head to Alex.

        

        "Listen carefully, Ms. Belita."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Even if the Hero is alive, what we need to do hasn't changed. We simply need to kill her again. No matter that she's obtained the holy sword, the Reaper's poison will surely be killing her."

        

        The time limit was until Olivia, the Hero, could detoxify the Reaper's poison.

        

        She must never be allowed to obtain the World Tree's sap.

        

        Even if the elves weren't positive toward Olivia and wouldn't cooperate, in the worst case, if she took it by force and managed to neutralize the Reaper's poison, that would be their downfall.

      

      
        

        "We must kill her before she's freed from the Reaper's poison."

        

        "....."

        

        "Ms. Belita, do you perhaps feel guilty?"

        

        "I..."

        

        Alex approached Belita and said:

        

        "You don't have the Saint's mark."

        

        "...!"

        

        "What do you think would happen if people found out that you, a Saint, lack the 'qualification of a Saint'?"

        

        It was admirable.

        

        Belita, who wielded power comparable to a Saint without actually being one, was truly a genius.

        

        The Hero Olivia was so extraordinary that Belita didn't stand out in comparison, but everyone in the Hero's party was skilled in their respective fields, and Belita in particular maintained the position of Saint without having the Saint's mark.

        

        That was admirable, but in this kingdom, nothing was more important than legitimacy.

        

        "Especially for your family, the Bright House, which you're practically protecting alone—what would happen if it was revealed that the Saint actually lacks the Saint's mark?"

        

        "....."

        

        "You should do your best for your family's sake, right, Ms. Belita?"

        

        "...I understand."

        

        "Good."

        

        Next was contacting Reina.

        

        Reina seemed to be in worse condition than Belita, but if she wanted to protect Elven Heim, she would surely need Alex's help.

        

        "Let's go now. We need to tell Ms. Reina to prevent Olivia Reinhart from entering Elven Heim first."

        

        ***

        

        "Royce, it's only been a day since I fell asleep."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "But your arm has healed."

        

        "I think it was a lighter injury than expected."

        

        "....."

        

        "....."

        

        Silence followed.

        

        Was my lie too obvious?

        

        It seemed like too transparent a lie for someone who had spent their life in combat. The Hero, who had been quietly looking at me, eventually turned her head and said:

        

        "It's fine if you don't want to tell me."

        

        "...Are you okay with that?"

        

        "I don't intend to force it out of you. Just tell me when, with time, I become someone you feel comfortable sharing secrets with."

        

        "...Do you really intend to stay with me forever?"

        

        "Of course. In my life, only my father has influenced me as much as you have. Considering that my father's influence was mostly negative, it's no exaggeration to say you're the first person who has positively influenced me."

        

        It was a bit embarrassing when she put it so directly.

        

        Does this person not understand the concept of indirect expression?

        

        She probably wouldn't be good at politics.

        

        "I don't plan to live in the royal capital."

        

        "Huh? Neither do I."

        

        "...Eh? Aren't you from the Reinhart family of the kingdom?"

        

        "I don't need any of that. Regardless of the justification, why should I live in a kingdom that reduced me to this state? I don't want to go to the royal capital."

        

        "....."

        

        Her reason was more plausible than I expected.

        

        Indeed, regardless of the reason, she had been thoroughly betrayed, and without me, she would have died on the spot—no joke. Her words carried weight. In many ways, since regaining the holy sword, she seemed to have let go of many things.

        

        Her eyes, which had been clouded, had cleared somewhat, giving her a more human-like appearance as her obsessions faded.

        

        Above all, she made no attempt to hide her affection for me, and moreover, she seemed to feel no embarrassment at all.

        

        She had the face of someone who thought, "Why should I be embarrassed about saying I like what I like?" and I didn't know what to say to that.

        

        "Personally, I think traveling with you would be enjoyable."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "But that's my selfish desire, so it's okay if I haven't heard a positive answer from you yet. ...I'll definitely make you want to continue traveling with me."

        

        "That confidence of yours hasn't changed. If you become arrogant with such confidence, things won't work out. That's how you were betrayed, after all."

        

      

      
        "....."

        

        Oh dear.

        

        Was that too rude?

        

        The Hero looked at me for a moment, then smiled.

        

        "You're right."

        

        "....."

        

        "So I'll do my best. To make this confidence, not arrogance."

        

        "...Couldn't you refrain from rushing into confessions like this?"

        

        The Hero, sitting in her chair, smiled playfully at me.

        

        "Look at that handsome face."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Listen to that nice voice."

        

        "....."

        

        "Kind attitude, a rare profession as a spirit mage that can earn a living anywhere, and you're tall too. Overall, you're a good man."

        

        "What does that have to do with anything?"

        

        When I asked, the Hero said:

        

        "If you had saved me because you liked me, I would have thought it was okay to take my time. If you had saved me because I was 'Olivia Reinhart,' I could have been more relaxed..."

        

        The Hero looked at me.

        

        "But that's not it, is it? You would have saved anyone who collapsed like that, and you would have done your best to help them."

        

        "I heard that earlier."

        

        "Yes, and if I could be saved by anyone, it seems impossible to receive a confession. If I hesitate, another woman might recognize the value of a good man like you, and I wouldn't stand a chance, would I?"

        

        Her face, seemingly making a logical argument, somehow irritated me, but I listened quietly.

        

        More than that, I couldn't understand why she was so certain I was a good man. Well, I don't think I'm that bad, but it seemed like the Hero's personal feelings were heavily influencing her judgment.

        

        "Why wouldn't you stand a chance? You're quite attractive if we can just deal with the poison."

        

        "It's the past."

        

        "The past?"

        

        "I apologize for all the rudeness I showed you during my time with the Hero's party. Thinking about it, I should have apologized as soon as I saw you. ...No matter how much I've changed my heart, the past doesn't disappear. In your mind, I'm probably someone with only bad memories, a woman you could never like."

        

        "....."

        

        "That past doesn't go away. So even if I'm somewhat more attractive, I'm at quite a disadvantage. Understand?"

        

        It was a strange feeling to hear someone else describe my psychology.

        

        And what was more irritating was that she was quite close to the truth.

        

        "But I do have some advantages."

        

        "Let's hear them."

        

        I was curious why I had to listen to this, but since she would talk anyway, I just gave up.

        

        "Despite how I look now, I've had quite a few men approach me. That means I'm objectively not bad-looking. If I can somehow get the World Tree's sap and elixir to restore my appearance, I won't lose to anyone."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "And along with beautiful looks, I have two fat lumps that most women don't have."

        

        "...Please step away from there? I was wrong."

        

        The Hero smiled and said:

        

        "I never thought these flesh lumps were convenient during my time as a Hero, but they might be quite useful from now on."

        

        "....."

        

        "....."

        

        After a moment of silence, the Hero looked up at me and said:

        

        "Want to touch them?"

        

        "No thanks."

        

        "A direct rejection hurts a bit, so could you hesitate a little before answering?"

        

        "What a troublesome woman..."

        

        "You picked me up knowing that."

        

        I certainly expected the journey to be troublesome and taking care of the Hero to be a hassle, but the trouble I had in mind wasn't in this direction.

        

        I checked my pocket watch.

        

        "It's almost time for the ship. Let's go."

        

        "So ships still sail even when demons attack."

        

        "Those people need to make a living too."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.19[Hero and I, Together - 03]

      
        There haven't been many times in my life when "I" existed.

        

        Born as a hero, raised as a hero, fighting as a hero, and dying as a hero.

        

        That was the fate of someone who was a hero before being Olivia Reinhart, and I accepted it.

        

        There was nothing but pain, and though I became numb to it, I didn't dislike it, so I wanted to end it quickly. That's why I fought, and rather than risking my life, I lived by throwing it away.

        

        Royce once understood me perfectly.

        

        My fighting wasn't about risking my life to protect people, but more like a suicidal person who wanted to die while protecting others by throwing away my life.

        

        Unfortunately, I had talent, and no one around me ever pointed out what I was doing.

        

        Rather, the more I pushed myself, the more they praised me as "befitting a hero," and no one told me I was on the wrong path. They became tools that blinded my eyes and deafened my ears.

        

        That's how I developed monstrous strength that could defeat even the Demon Lord almost single-handedly, and I realized that dying wasn't easy no matter where I went.

        

        Still, I was planning to continue being a suicidal fighter thinking that an opportunity might come someday, but everything fell apart, and for the first time, I could see Olivia Reinhart behind the mask of the suicidal hero.

        

        'It feels strange.'

        

        It felt strange that I didn't need to die for others.

        

        Above all, it felt strange that I had such a desire to live.

        

        This life that had always been about rushing toward death was now changing to one about rushing to live—it was the complete opposite and seemed to force me to do things I had never done before.

        

        "Can you drink this?"

        

        "Royce... it's lukewarm. I prefer cold water."

        

        "The holy sword is somehow blocking the curse itself, but your physical condition is still not good. You should avoid cold water if possible."

        

        "I see."

        

        There was some churning in my stomach, but it wasn't unbearable.

        

        Royce had said that the power of the holy sword was suppressing the death god's poison, and therefore it should be considered a curse rather than poison.

        

        My limbs were still trembling awkwardly, and using power was still difficult, but it was better than when I could barely use magic properly.

        

        At least I wasn't in excruciating pain just from breathing.

        

        "Since we still have time before the ship leaves, I wanted to ask."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Why didn't you continue working as an adventurer?"

        

        "...You might not know this, Livia, but being expelled from a party rather than leaving voluntarily is quite dishonorable in the adventurer world."

        

        "Oh."

        

        "Moreover, the fact that I was expelled from the famous hero's party is nothing but a negative for me. The fact that 'I was expelled from the hero's party' is much more serious than 'I worked with the hero's party.'"

        

        "B-but if the party wasn't a good fit, then..."

        

        "People would leave voluntarily. 'Leaving on your own' and 'being forced out' have different meanings."

        

        "...I'm sorry."

        

        My past self was truly thoughtless.

        

        I expelled him just because he was a commoner, and not only that, but I put Royce in a difficult position because of my own circumstances.

        

        Perhaps at that point, I was nothing more than a stubborn tyrant with too narrow a perspective to be called a hero.

        

        I had thought that my companions, including Alex, acted hastily by betraying me without requesting any dialogue, but perhaps that was the image I normally projected.

        

        They probably had a negative kind of trust that I would act first and think later, and that I would commit cruel acts if it was for justice.

        

        It seemed like I would spend a lifetime reflecting on my past actions.

        

        "No, well... I didn't particularly want to continue being an adventurer after that anyway. I joined the hero's party because Prince Felix asked me to."

        

        "That's right, you joined the hero's party on Prince Felix's recommendation."

        

        "Because of that, my first impression wasn't good since I was seen as someone who got in through connections."

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        "Do you only have things to apologize for when we talk about the past?"

        

        "I was quite the troublemaker."

        

        "Now that you admit it, I have nothing to say."

        

        It's funny to say it myself, but I was a complete scoundrel.

        

        It seemed like no matter what was said, I would end up in a situation where I needed to apologize.

        

        "So how did you get to know Prince Felix?"

        

        "I just saved him when he was about to die. He valued me highly and wanted to invite me to the royal capital, but it wasn't particularly appealing."

        

        "Then why did you join the hero's party?"

        

        "A prince of a country bowed his head and begged me. Even if I didn't want to do it, when it goes that far, what choice did I have? It wasn't a bad thing to do; rather, it was honorable, and if successful, it would pave the way for my future life."

        

        So Felix wanted to get Royce into the hero's party by any means?

        

        In my memory, Felix didn't seem particularly competent, but having just been betrayed, my judgment regarding "reading people" might not be very meaningful.

        

        I could make fair assessments about fighting ability, but I couldn't even trust my own judgment on other matters.

        

        Anyway, why did Felix want Royce in the hero's party so badly? Was there some reason he had to be included?

        

        Or was it just a simple intuition?

        

        "Did you want honor?"

        

        "Not particularly."

        

        "Then was it because you could save people?"

        

        "Rather than that... it was because I'd earn enough money to live on for life?"

        

        "That's a surprisingly materialistic reason."

      

      
        

        "Livia, just because I saved you doesn't mean I'm some kind of saint. Money is important—what's more important than money for survival? Spiritual abundance comes from money."

        

        "Does it?"

        

        I couldn't really relate.

        

        Unfortunately, as a member of the Reinhart family, regardless of the home environment, I grew up without any financial concerns.

        

        That's not to say I ate whatever I wanted growing up.

        

        My father strictly managed my diet, saying that a hero shouldn't eat such inferior things.

        

        So I literally only ate foods that were "good for the body," which is why I honestly didn't mind getting to try all kinds of food during my travels with the hero's party.

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "May I ask you a question too?"

        

        "Sure. Should I tell you my three sizes? Ask away."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'm joking. So what are you curious about?"

        

        I was actually prepared to answer if he had really asked.

        

        Do men dislike these crude jokes?

        

        I remember Lilith saying that proactive women get good men, but then again, she was always in poor health and confined to her room, so she probably never dated either.

        

        "What will you do after you recover?"

        

        "...What do you mean?"

        

        "You were betrayed, and while you've found a way to survive, that's only the result. In the process, you experienced ruthless betrayal, which can never be considered reasonable."

        

        "..."

        

        "You are unquestionably the victim of that betrayal, and you have the right to hold them accountable... I believe someone as intelligent as you would understand what I'm getting at."

        

        Royce was asking me.

        

        If I recovered, would I seek revenge against Alex, Belita, and Reina who betrayed me?

        

        If I were my past self, I might not have even mentioned revenge as an option, citing the need to be "hero-like."

        

        I would have clearly stated "I won't seek revenge" rather than giving an ambiguous answer. But now, I stared blankly at the blue sky, thinking.

        

        "You're right."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce seemed to be waiting for my answer.

        

        Lying would be easy.

        

        Hiding the truth would be even easier.

        

        But I didn't want to do that.

        

        I didn't want to hide my feelings from you, who gave Olivia back to me.

        

        Even if you're hiding something from me, that's fine because I'm not yet worthy enough or precious enough to you.

        

        But I didn't want to hide anything from you.

        

        I didn't want to lie if possible.

        

        You might think it was nothing special, but everything you did for me was salvation. Saving my life, breaking the curse—all of that could have gone either way.

        

        It was the first time I had been given the name Olivia Reinhart in my own hands.

        

        "I don't know."

        

        So I decided to answer honestly.

        

        "'I don't know,' is it."

        

        "First, I want to know the reason."

        

        "You mean the reason they betrayed you and left you in that state? I doubt any reason would be satisfactory."

        

        "True, unless it was something like... the world could only be saved if I died... well, I could accept a reason like that, couldn't I?"

        

        "If it's a world that can only be saved by your death, then it's a flawed world."

        

        "...Are you flirting with me?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You flirt as naturally as breathing, it's troubling."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        Is he really not aware?

        

        Seriously, flirting like that.

        

        I wondered why he hadn't had any relationships with women until now. Perhaps he only thought he hadn't, while there were actually quite a few women interested in him.

        

        "Anyway, I think I'll have to meet them to know. ...Will I get excited like some berserker and try to kill them? Or will I be indifferent?"

        

        "You don't know?"

        

        "No, the idea that I should take revenge or be angry about what happened to me feels strange."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Hey, Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "If I do meet them."

        

        I looked up at Royce and said:

        

      

      
        "Stay by my side."

        

        "..."

        

        I was a little scared.

        

        How would I react when I met those people who killed the hero in me?

        

        I wasn't afraid of dying.

        

        It might be arrogant, but even if all three of them attacked me, I was confident I could win, and even in my current condition, I wouldn't just lose.

        

        What scared me was not knowing whether I would react as Olivia or as the hero when I faced them.

        

        But if you were by my side, I thought I could feel at ease.

        

        "Well, that's not a difficult task."

        

        "As expected of Royce. I wish that kindness would turn into affection."

        

        "Why not hide your feelings a little?"

        

        "Why?"

        

        "..."

        

        Why should I hide something good?

        

        Wouldn't I risk losing the opportunity to connect if something goes wrong?

        

        "No, never mind."

        

        "You're really bland."

        

        "My, my, so this is what they call youth."

        

        As we were conversing, someone appeared.

        

        I stood up from where I was sitting and bowed my head.

        

        "Madam Florence."

        

        "It's alright, you don't need to be so formal. ...The ship is about to depart. Considering your achievements, we should hold a grand party, but..."

        

        I smiled and said:

        

        "Use that money to rebuild the village. Please forgive me for leaving without being able to help with the reconstruction."

        

        This person, and the soldier who saved me too.

        

        I realized that humans are respectable beings capable of prioritizing goodwill.

        

        Everyone values their own life, treats their possessions well, and doesn't want to suffer losses.

        

        ...I know that's not wrong either, and that it's one aspect of reality.

        

        But even so, the sight of someone willing to risk their life to protect something, even at their own expense, shone so brightly that it was almost too beautiful to look at directly.

        

        "..."

        

        Madam Florence looked at me for a moment and then said:

        

        "Rumors can't be trusted, can they? You're a good child."

        

        "I don't know what rumors you've heard, but they probably weren't wrong... weren't wrong."

        

        "Haha, you don't need to force yourself."

        

        "..."

        

        I wasn't used to speaking formally yet.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Take good care of her. If she comes back alone, you'll be in trouble for the first time in a while."

        

        Royce smiled.

        

        "I'll be careful."

        

        "Um, excuse me!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        I looked at Madam Florence.

        

        Madam Florence looked at me with a kind face, and that gaze was somehow embarrassing.

        

        It might have been close to the way a parent looks at a child, but I had never received such a gaze from my parents, so I couldn't be sure.

        

        "I'll definitely come back with Royce... Thank you for everything."

        

        "Alright, I'll be waiting."

        

        "Then let's go... Madam Florence, I'll see you again later."

        

        "I'd prefer if you were my granddaughter."

        

        "..."

        

        "...!"

        

        Royce looked at Madam Florence as if in disbelief, and I opened my one eye wide.

        

        Countless fantasies flashed through my mind, including some that shouldn't be shown to good children.

        

        Turning to Royce, I said:

        

        "It might be nice if there were three of us when we return, not just two!"

        

        "No, it wouldn't."

        

        An immediate response.

        

        It seemed my likability rating was still too low.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.20[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 04]

      
        It takes three days to travel from East Port to the eastern continent.

        

        Whether I like it or not, I have to spend three days on this sea, and I could tell that Madam Florence had spent quite a bit of money on the reservation, as it was quite luxurious.

        

        A normal room would have been fine, but I never thought she would reserve such an expensive place.

        

        It felt like my debt had grown again.

        

        "There's a bed, Royce."

        

        "So there is."

        

        "Only one."

        

        "Indeed, I wonder why."

        

        Madam Florence...!

        

        I could almost see the imaginary Madam Florence wiping her nose and giving a thumbs up.

        

        It seemed she was worried because I, who was practically like a son to her, hadn't properly dated anyone, let alone gotten married.

        

        Though it was more likely just her own desire to see grandchildren.

        

        The Hero walked over with heavy steps and sat on the bed.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "What?"

        

        Stop making that face.

        

        That expression that says you've had a good idea, because I'm pretty sure whatever you're thinking isn't going to be good for me.

        

        "From the looks of it, one shower, one bed—doesn't this essentially mean Madam Florence has acknowledged me?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You said Madam Florence is like a mother to you, right? It seems I've scored quite high with that mother figure. ...Not a bad start, is it?"

        

        She was seriously trying to win me over.

        

        Honestly, having a woman interested in me wasn't such a bad feeling, and while it was true that I didn't particularly like the Hero, I didn't really hate her either.

        

        But I was concerned whether this was okay.

        

        I sat on the sofa and looked at the Hero.

        

        "Let me ask you one thing."

        

        "Is it finally about my three sizes?"

        

        "Could you stop with the mentally exhausting thoughts?"

        

        "Fine, so what is it?"

        

        "I should say I'm asking... Well, this might be a bit rude. Is that okay?"

        

        Just to check, I asked first. The Hero, lying on the bed, nodded.

        

        "It's fine. The rudeness I showed you in the past was probably more and worse."

        

        That's some impressive pessimistic confidence.

        

        "Do you... really like me?"

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Miss Livia, you've never been exposed to such emotions before. So... well, how do I put this. You feel indebted to me."

        

        As I was speaking, I realized that from the Hero's perspective, this might sound like I was questioning her value as a woman.

        

        It wasn't so much rude as perhaps insensitive.

        

        But the Hero didn't seem particularly angry or flustered; she just listened to me and then said:

        

        "You're asking if I'm mistaking gratitude for love? ...Is that what you wanted to know?"

        

        "To be honest, yes."

        

        "It's true that I'm grateful to you."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "But beyond that, I want you by my side."

      

      
        

        The Hero looked straight at me, and it was the same straightforwardness she had shown in the past.

        

        No matter how much being a hero was due to her compulsion and complicated death wish, she had always wanted to save people, and there was nothing wrong with that.

        

        "We hardly know anything about each other."

        

        "That's also true. We don't know much about each other."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's why I want to know."

        

        The Hero smiled.

        

        "Tell me about yourself."

        

        "I've been thinking this since before, but your directness is almost pathological at this point."

        

        "People have certain innate qualities that can't be changed."

        

        She sparkled.

        

        She was sparkling, and she was so bright.

        

        The black sun had disappeared, and she could now smile with a pleasant, warm expression that truly made her worthy of being called the sun's maiden.

        

        It was truly fortunate, but it was a bit too dazzling for me to face head-on.

        

        Just as I had intruded into her domain at will, she was trying to enter mine.

        

        "There are certainly things I don't want to talk about."

        

        "Really? It's not like you're actually a woman or something, right?"

        

        "No, nothing like that."

        

        "Then it's fine."

        

        I'm not sure what's fine about that.

        

        "But I don't want to talk about it now."

        

        "I understand."

        

        The Hero approached me.

        

        "As time passes, as we spend more time together, when you can naturally call me by my name, and when you can trust me, you can tell me then."

        

        "It's not that I think you're a bad person."

        

        "I know, this is about trust. Don't worry."

        

        That innocent face, smiling even while looking at something she couldn't have, seemed like a completely different person from the one who had been depressed until recently.

        

        I thought she had grown through various experiences, but it couldn't be expressed by the simple word "growth."

        

        Perhaps rather than saying she had grown, it would be more accurate to say she had been reborn.

        

        "In that sense, would you mind not watching when I shower or change clothes?"

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        "There are parts I don't want to show you."

        

        I didn't really need to say it.

        

        Spirit arts were quite convenient, and if I wanted to, I could hide things.

        

        But seeing her pure-hearted sincerity, I felt it was okay to tell her this much.

        

        "Ah, I understand. ...By the way, I think it's fine if you come in while I'm showering, or suddenly open the door while I'm changing. Romance needs those kinds of incidents where we recognize each other as the opposite sex, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I'm fine with it anytime."

        

        Now I was starting to get a bit scared.

        

        She was like a beast that only knew how to charge ahead.

        

        "Come to think of it, before I picked up Miss Livia, I heard rumors that the Hero had died? Rumors that you had fallen off a cliff."

        

        My instinct screamed that it would be good to change the subject, so I immediately did so.

        

      

      
        Fortunately, the Hero didn't seem to mind much.

        

        "Hm? Why? Is there a problem?"

        

        "No, it's just that the rumors spread so widely that they reached the small village where I was, and Miss Livia was attacked after those rumors had spread."

        

        "Ah, that. ...Hmm."

        

        The Hero thought for a moment and then said:

        

        "To quickly reach the royal capital and report, I cut through the forest without entering any villages. At that time, I slew a rather strong monster that had just entered human territory."

        

        A "rather strong monster" by the Hero's standards would have been a creature that would require people to gather serious adventurers for a thorough attack.

        

        "I was just going to continue on my way, but Alex was insistent that I should report a monster of that caliber. So I told him I would wait there while he went to report. I stayed alone to guard the spot while all three of them went to report."

        

        Leaving the Hero alone didn't seem particularly wise, but considering the balance of power, it wasn't necessarily unwise either.

        

        Besides, the Hero probably didn't mind much and was just training or doing something while the three were gone.

        

        "If rumors were spread, it might have been then."

        

        "I see... Alex spread rumors, you mean."

        

        "It's just a guess. After defeating the Demon Lord, I didn't show myself and headed straight for the royal capital without stopping at any villages or even contacting anyone outside my party members. It might just be a coincidence. Rumors tend to spread quickly when they're sensational, right?"

        

        "Well... I suppose that's true."

        

        When did Alex start wanting to kill the Hero?

        

        I had a feeling it was around the time he realized the Hero had no intention of living in the kingdom.

        

        If so, did he immediately spread rumors in the village, prepare the assassin's poison, and make various other preparations in advance?

        

        That was the rumor.

        

        It was a rumor that would have disappeared immediately if the Hero had appeared in person, but the incomplete rumor that spread through hearsay almost became truth.

        

        Moreover, if it was someone from the royal capital, like Alex, spreading rumors would have been easier than one might imagine.

        

        Not only that, but someone like Alex could easily possess royal treasures. If my memory serves me correctly, among the kingdom's treasures was a device that could communicate from anywhere. Normally, such communication technology only works at short distances in monster territory, but with that treasure, long-distance communication wouldn't be impossible.

        

        If the assassination plan had already been formulated in the Demon Lord's castle, and if he had already reported to the king and spread rumors by that time, it would explain the discrepancy between when the Hero actually fell and when the rumors spread.

        

        And.

        

        If that's the case.

        

        From the beginning, discarding the Hero like a used tool might have been included as a "possibility."

        

        In other words, they were prepared to assassinate her at any time if necessary.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Miss Livia!"

        

        "I'm, I'm fine. ...It just hurt a little."

        

        "Take this."

        

        I poured water and handed the Hero a painkiller.

        

        "So, in that sense, would you like to lie down here with me?"

        

        "I'll sleep on the sofa."

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero suddenly nodded as if she understood.

        

        "Indeed, no matter what, we're not in that kind of relationship, so sleeping in the same bed would be a bit inappropriate as a man and woman, right?"

        

        "I'm glad you understand."

        

        "For example, if Royce were to be pounced on while sleeping, you wouldn't be able to do anything, right?"

        

        "Oh, I'm the one getting pounced on?"

        

        Certainly, apart from the curse, seeing how she could split an upper-level demon in one strike, I had no confidence in winning.

        

        Wait.

        

        Is it me, not the Hero, who should be worried about my chastity?

      

    

  
    
      Ch.21[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 05]

      
        "Miss Livia, as you know, I think we should also be concerned about being tracked."

        

        "I suppose so. With the holy sword coming to me, Alex isn't stupid—he would have first considered the possibility that I'm alive. And if you add the rumors about seeing a golden light in East Port, he'll easily figure out that I'm heading to Elven Heim, the land of elves."

        

        "Yes, whether Alex comes himself or sends assassins, we should be careful."

        

        Though obtaining the holy sword had improved the Hero's physical condition, it was merely an "improvement," and she was undoubtedly weaker than in her prime.

        

        Moreover, we couldn't predict when seizures from the curse might suddenly strike, and she could become incapacitated in the middle of battle.

        

        Of course, most monsters wouldn't last even seconds against the Hero, and humans even less so, but there was no harm in being cautious.

        

        It's always best to prepare for the worst-case scenario.

        

        "Alex probably sees Miss Livia being healed by the World Tree's sap in Elven Heim as his defeat condition."

        

        "I'm sure he does. He didn't have confidence in defeating me, so he resorted to poisoning... or rather, cursing? Either way, he avoided a direct confrontation."

        

        "Well, that's reasonable considering even the Demon Lord was no match for you."

        

        It seemed like it hadn't been an equal fight, but rather a one-sided thrashing.

        

        "No, the Demon Lord was strong. Well... weaker than me, certainly, but I couldn't kill him in one blow, and it took quite some time."

        

        It was hard to believe this assessment of the king of monsters.

        

        Previous Heroes had either died in battle or returned with various physical disabilities.

        

        At best, they were fortunate just to return alive, let alone unscathed. Yet this Hero not only won but achieved what could honestly be called an overwhelming victory.

        

        This must be why Alex feared the Hero.

        

        That overwhelming power.

        

        Her strength was innate, truly as if she had been chosen by the goddess in the truest sense of the word "Hero."

        

        She was simply naturally powerful.

        

        Honestly, I sometimes... no, frequently doubt whether we're even the same species.

        

        "You're really strong, Miss Livia."

        

        "I was born this way."

        

        "Could you give a more heroic answer like 'I worked hard'?"

        

        "That would just give false hope. It's not that I didn't try. I worked myself to death, but not everyone can become as strong as me just by working hard. Honestly, talent accounts for 80% of success in this world."

        

        It didn't seem like something the Hero—a symbol of all dreams—should say, but it wasn't wrong.

        

        Unfortunately, in this world, talent is highly valued, and without it, one cannot rise.

        

        That's not to deny the efforts of those without talent, but if someone wants to go beyond merely making a living and reach the pinnacle in their field, it would be an extremely difficult path.

        

        "Of course, there are also late-blooming talents. In my case, I was the type whose talent was evident from the beginning and kept growing."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "But conversely, there are those who show no talent at first, but suddenly at some point, they become powerful with a bang! The closest example would be Belita, I think."

        

        "You mean Saint Belita?"

        

        Honestly, it didn't feel right calling a woman who had tried to betray the Hero a "saint."

        

        "I don't know the details, but they say she was ordinary before suddenly becoming exponentially stronger, as if her abilities had awakened. I don't know why."

        

        "Is that so? Perhaps it was her awakening as a saint."

        

        "I wonder why I never had an awakening as a Hero."

        

        I almost said, "Weren't you practically awakened from birth?" but managed to hold my tongue.

        

        It was the second day on the ship.

        

        We could reach the eastern continent as early as tomorrow.

        

        Although the Hero's lifespan issue had been resolved, we still had the problem of pursuers, so the sooner we arrived, the better.

        

        "Anyway, it's best if we move quickly."

        

        The Hero's hand trembled.

        

        "Feed me."

        

        I looked at the mashed food awkwardly and smiled.

        

        It felt strange watching the Hero stick close to me like a baby bird, opening her mouth with an "ah," and I didn't know what to say.

      

      
        

        "You can eat by yourself now, can't you?"

        

        "My arm is numb, ugh! The death god's curse!"

        

        She was clearly acting, not even trying to hide it, but I decided not to provoke her.

        

        Sighing softly, I brought the finely mashed, porridge-like food to her mouth, and the Hero opened wide to eat it.

        

        "I thought you really hated this before."

        

        "That was then, this is now. ...To be honest, once I recover, how many romantic moments like this will we have? I want to enjoy this while it lasts."

        

        "You're being too honest."

        

        The Hero smiled.

        

        "I don't want to lie to you. I might have things I want to hide someday, but not now. I believe that when my sword wavers, you'll be there to steady me."

        

        "..."

        

        I've come to trust her quite a bit.

        

        It seemed that for the Hero, my presence had transformed into something that made her feel good just by being nearby.

        

        This is troublesome.

        

        I never expected our relationship to improve this much.

        

        At this rate, even if the Hero gets treated in Elven Heim, it would be difficult to part ways.

        

        There was no need to force a separation, but if we stayed together and she discovered my secret, that would create its own chaos.

        

        The Hero might overlook it, but I simply didn't like it.

        

        Everyone has aspects of themselves they dislike, and I'm no exception. There are parts of myself I hate so much that I want to deny they're even part of me.

        

        "It's problematic if you trust me too much."

        

        "It's fine. In return, if you're in danger, I'll protect you."

        

        "Take care of yourself first, please?"

        

        "I will. ...But before that, there's something I need to tell you."

        

        "What is it? I'm not curious about your three sizes."

        

        I could tell without looking that they were violently impressive numbers.

        

        They seemed to have grown much larger since I was exiled.

        

        "Why aren't you curious about that? No, no, that's not it... um, it's somewhat sensitive."

        

        "What is it? Are you uncomfortable with something?"

        

        After all, with a man and woman sharing a room, there were boundaries that needed to be drawn.

        

        Unfortunately, I didn't have any perversion for getting excited about patients, so I didn't have those kinds of feelings toward the Hero right now.

        

        There were brief moments when I recognized her as a woman, but my rational mind quickly reminded me, "She's a patient," and calmed me down.

        

        "Well... Elven Heim has to give us the World Tree's sap, right?"

        

        "Yes, it might be difficult, but if you're the Hero, nothing should be impossible to borrow, right? If we explain the situation properly..."

        

        "Hmm. That's where the problem lies."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        What is she talking about?

        

        "After I exiled you, I went to Elven Heim, right?"

        

        Even though she said "right?" as if seeking agreement, I hadn't gone there, so it was awkward to respond.

        

        "There was a bit of a problem there..."

        

        "...Could you elaborate?"

        

        "Well, monsters attacked, and I... kind of excessively cut down some trees."

        

        "..."

        

        Elves have a habit of cherishing trees.

        

        They're not strictly vegetarians, nor do they scorn civilization, but they live in their own way and especially value their forests. And she says she cut down their trees.

        

      

      
        "How many?"

        

        "Everything in my sight."

        

        "..."

        

        Wouldn't it be better to say she slashed through them?

        

        "And then..."

        

        "There's more?"

        

        "They blamed me, and I got a bit angry... and called them 'long-eared gnats.'"

        

        I was momentarily stunned by this unexpected racial slur.

        

        "So I was kind of driven out of Elven Heim?"

        

        "Since Elven Heim is a closed society, the rumors didn't spread, and the truth disappeared like an echo in the forest, is that right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "..."

        

        "I-I have something to say in my defense! I saved their lives! There was a monster called the Forest Fiend rampaging around, rotting and eating trees, and if I hadn't killed it immediately, it would have been dangerous!"

        

        An absorption-type monster, then.

        

        With that type, quick disposal is indeed important.

        

        Over time, the damage area increases exponentially, and the monster itself grows stronger.

        

        "So I had to cut through everything to deal with it, but the elves all cursed at me asking what I was doing!"

        

        "So you lost your temper?"

        

        "Yes. I practically saved Elven Heim, so even if they couldn't welcome me, they shouldn't have cursed at me, right?!"

        

        "Yes, that's true. But that's from our perspective, not Elven Heim's, which is what matters now."

        

        I could understand.

        

        A monster that not only rotted the forest but also absorbed the power of the trees—dealing with it quickly, as the Hero did, was the best approach.

        

        It might have been somewhat excessive, but the method itself wasn't wrong. However, her emotional response afterward was truly regrettable.

        

        The elves responded emotionally too, so it's hard to say who was at fault, but the problem is that now we need to bow our heads and ask for the World Tree's sap, while they would be giving it out of consideration.

        

        "You know that except in very special cases, only elves can receive the World Tree's sap, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "And now our relationship with them has become quite interesting, hasn't it? I thought the Hero's name would somehow make it work, but now I see that name might actually have the opposite effect?"

        

        "To summarize... yes... that's correct..."

        

        "No, hearing the story, I don't think you did anything terribly wrong, Miss Livia."

        

        "Right? I knew I wasn't wrong!"

        

        "But you weren't right either, so please sit down."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        Right and wrong aren't particularly important here.

        

        What matters is that we're in the weaker position, and they're in the stronger one.

        

        "Royce, I have a good idea."

        

        The Hero raised her hand as she spoke.

        

        "If you suggest taking it by force, I'll really get angry."

        

        The Hero quickly lowered her hand.

        

        "I don't have any good ideas."

        

        "..."

        

        My head hurt.

        

        It seems we need to find a way to persuade them somehow.

        

        One more task added to our list.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.22[Hero and I, Together - 06]

      
        The Hero is fundamentally not unintelligent.

        

        While he does rely somewhat on intuition, that was something that could be improved upon gradually.

        

        Unlike truly foolish people who lead everything to ruin without even realizing their own foolishness, the Hero properly understood his own shortcomings.

        

        He would express his opinions candidly, but when I pointed something out, he was quite receptive.

        

        In that sense, while I can't deny that he tends to be short-sighted, he isn't actually unintelligent.

        

        After all, someone who has lived their entire life focused on killing enemies can't be expected to suddenly become thoughtful. For someone who was practically half-suicidal, it might be good to learn how to think properly if he wants to continue living.

        

        Olivia Reinhart wasn't part of his life until now, but considering that he has more days ahead to live, perhaps the situation isn't as dire as it seems.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "I was thinking you really like books. Where did that come from?"

        

        "This ship is quite luxurious. They've prepared plenty of books so passengers don't get bored. I just borrowed it to pass the time, that's all."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Would you like to read it?"

        

        "I don't like reading..."

        

        "Books contain people's thoughts. That might be exactly what Livia needs right now. To understand that people can think in extremely different ways from one another."

        

        "Is that so? Then tell me your story instead."

        

        I was truly puzzled how her thoughts had gone in that direction.

        

        Could my words be interpreted as suggesting it's good to see and hear various stories?

        

        Is that how we progressed to her wanting to hear my story?

        

        "I come from the slums."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "You didn't know?"

        

        "No! The s-slums? You grew up in that lawless area?"

        

        Of course, there are laws there too.

        

        The problem was that they weren't well enforced, and fists or knives were more prevalent than the law.

        

        "Yes. Unfortunately, I don't even know who my parents are. Eventually, I realized I couldn't continue like that, so I escaped from the slums."

        

        "I see."

        

        "But what could a young boy do? I struggled and my condition worsened until I collapsed on the ground. That's when Madam Florence rescued me."

        

        I omitted some details, but I wasn't exactly lying.

        

        "After being taken in, I worked at Madam Florence's shop. Then, as I mentioned before, Madam Florence noticed my talent as a spirit mage and recommended that path for me."

        

        Saying it like this, my life can really be summarized quite briefly.

        

        Well, a person's life doesn't necessarily need to be long and elaborate.

        

        The Hero listened to my story, thought for a moment with an "Hmm," and then spoke.

        

        "What about relationships?"

        

        "Relationships?"

        

        "For example, women, women, and women."

        

        Ah, so that was the goal from the beginning.

        

        "You seem quite interested."

        

        "It's actually my biggest interest right now."

        

        Has she forgotten that her life is currently on a time limit?

        

        Come to think of it, she was always like this.

        

        She's just become a bit more optimistic.

        

        "I haven't had any significant relationships. Unfortunately, I've never become deeply involved with anyone. I mostly kept appropriate distances, did my work adequately, and lived moderately."

        

        "You're surprisingly dry. I thought you'd be the type who's loved by everyone because you're so likable."

        

        "Usually when I draw a line, people don't cross it. There might have been people who wanted to be friends with me, but I rejected them."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "I wonder... why did I do that? I was just a bit scared, I guess."

        

        "Of people?"

        

        "Maybe so."

        

        Because of Madam Florence, I'm living like a proper person.

      

      
        

        If she hadn't been there, even if I had somehow survived until now, I would probably have become someone completely different from who I am today.

        

        Human kindness, through various twists and turns, made me who I am.

        

        But I still sometimes get scared, so I tend to keep my distance from people.

        

        It's like maintaining boundaries, I suppose. Living that way, no one had ever crossed that line and entered my inner world.

        

        But then.

        

        "...Why?"

        

        "Nothing."

        

        This straightforward fool just walked right in.

        

        Just as I arbitrarily entered her inner world, she arbitrarily entered mine, and that's probably not a bad thing.

        

        I thought I'd be lucky if she just saw me as a good person, but suddenly she confessed out of nowhere, charging forward with her emotions at high speed, which was incredibly bewildering.

        

        Even now, just looking at her face full of goodwill seemed to stimulate my mind as if a sweet fragrance was entering through my nostrils.

        

        Such an illusion formed in my head.

        

        No, maybe it's not an illusion.

        

        Anyway, I need to think carefully.

        

        Right now, it's not the Hero's chastity that's in danger, but mine. If the Hero decides she can't hold back anymore and pounces on me, what could I do? I probably couldn't do anything except stare at the patterns on the ceiling while my chastity is taken.

        

        "Aren't you afraid of me?"

        

        "Well, actually, no one has ever crossed that line, so I wouldn't know."

        

        "What about Madam Florence?"

        

        "She was by my side before I became like this. I'm not so clueless as to tell a parent to maintain boundaries."

        

        "I see, so family is fine?"

        

        "...What are you thinking?"

        

        "Nothing much. I just thought I should become your family."

        

        Then what exactly is "nothing much"?

        

        "Somehow, Royce's life seems boring."

        

        "Could you not call someone else's life boring? That's rude. You should learn to be more considerate of people's feelings when you speak."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "You've been in a position where social skills weren't necessary, so honestly, you probably don't need them in the future either. You have the title of Hero, you have strength, and you can obtain anything. So honestly, lacking social skills isn't really a problem."

        

        "Right?"

        

        "But I'm not interested in that kind of woman."

        

        "What should I do first? Formal speech?"

        

        Her attitude changes very quickly.

        

        Faster than an ostrich, I think.

        

        "Your speech pattern, well, let's work on that later... First of all, you've had quite a few arguments during conversations, right?"

        

        "I just spoke without thinking, but sometimes people got angry."

        

        "Don't speak without thinking. That's why you ended up in that kind of relationship with Elven Heim."

        

        "B-but...! It wasn't just my fault! It was the truth!"

        

        I took a sip of tea beside me and spoke to the Hero who was protesting from the bed.

        

        "In this world, not everything that's true should be said. Society, to put it somewhat negatively, is built on falsehoods, and even courtesy, when you think about it, is a kind of falsehood. A world where everyone only speaks the truth would truly be terrible."

        

        "Isn't it good to have no lies?"

        

        "Truth and fact are not necessarily the same, and they don't always lead to good results. You've put your heart into everything you've done, but what's the result now?"

        

        "I've been betrayed."

        

        "Yes, exactly."

        

        Well, I'm not saying that being truthful is wrong.

        

        But the world is full of people who deceive and mistreat those who live purely and truthfully. If even the Hero is in this state, it goes without saying how it would be for ordinary people.

        

        "So what are we going to do about Elven Heim? Should I bow my head and apologize?"

        

        "That's a must, and we have no choice but to approach them humbly. ...But there might be a way."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "I know someone among the elves."

        

      

      
        "Reina?"

        

        "Ah, not her."

        

        I've gained various experiences, so I do know some elves.

        

        The problem is that the connection isn't deep enough to know if they'll become our allies. It's good to have some insurance in place, so it might be worth at least talking to them. With luck, they might become allies and advocate for the Hero.

        

        "Then I'll leave that to you. I'll think about how I should apologize."

        

        "Would you like me to write a script for you?"

        

        "No, I want to apologize myself. ...I've been relying on you a lot, and I'll continue to do so. I want to say sorry and thank you in advance. I'll cause you a lot of trouble. I already am."

        

        "..."

        

        "But this is something I need to do myself. ...Well, I might consult with you if things get difficult."

        

        "I see."

        

        I was worried.

        

        For the Hero, I seemed to have a special image in various ways, and having been rescued in that situation, I thought she might become obsessed with me or show various broken aspects. After all, there are people who tend to dedicate everything to and become obsessed with those who rescue them from broken situations.

        

        It would be an unhealthy relationship.

        

        But she was strong.

        

        While she might rely on me, her face showed that she instinctively knew she shouldn't become dependent.

        

        She was strong and energetic, truly deserving of being compared to the sun.

        

        That much hadn't changed from before until now.

        

        She shines even brighter now, I'd say.

        

        "Ugh, I've been lying down too much. Let's walk around a bit."

        

        "I'll go with you."

        

        "You're overprotective."

        

        "Your condition warrants it."

        

        "Alright."

        

        So the Hero and I left the room and were about to walk up the corridor when it happened.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Suddenly, the entire ship shook, and people could be heard falling over in surprise.

        

        The Hero and I instinctively became alert.

        

        'This is the most expensive ship in East Port. The hull almost never shakes. The fact that it did means there was an external factor.'

        

        Monsters?

        

        Or maybe pirates?

        

        "P-pirates!"

        

        It seemed to be pirates.

        

        "Pirates?"

        

        "..."

        

        I looked at the Hero for a moment.

        

        Watching as her hand naturally moved to the holy sword, I nodded.

        

        This would truly be a quick way to commit suicide, no joke.

        

        "Livia, the holy sword is too conspicuous. Let's use this sword instead."

        

        "It's a wooden sword."

        

        Killing would make things a bit troublesome.

        

        I wasn't sympathizing with pirates who indulge in deviation and slaughter, but using the holy sword in the current situation carried more risks than benefits.

        

        "Alright, I'll use this. I'll show you that I didn't become a Hero just because of the holy sword. This is a perfect opportunity to demonstrate that."

        

        "..."

        

        As the Hero smiled, I frowned and said:

        

        "I said subdue them. I'm not asking you to show me the magic of cutting with that."

        

        "Ah, um... I knew that!"

        

        Surely she wasn't planning to cut everyone down with a wooden sword?

        

        But it seems like she could, which is a bit scary.

        

        What's a wooden sword to her? She could probably do it with bare hands or a tree branch.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.23[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 07]

      
        Hero Olivia Reinhart.

        

        She was strong.

        

        Absurdly strong.

        

        Strong beyond words.

        

        Despite monsters having far superior physical abilities, Olivia possessed the power to beat them all single-handedly.

        

        Even the Demon Lord was no match for her, and she was so strong that one might wonder if she could face even goddesses or death gods said to have existed since the beginning of time.

        

        Her strength was beyond reason.

        

        That's why I wanted to make her an ally somehow, but she was a hero in both the good and bad sense of the word.

        

        There was an unapproachable aura about her, and one could feel her obsession with never forgiving evil, even if it meant cutting off her own head.

        

        That's why Alex had no choice but to choose his method.

        

        As powerful a weapon as she was, he wanted to make her an ally of the kingdom somehow, but she could never become a weapon solely for the kingdom.

        

        Someday she might recognize the kingdom's flaws, and eventually her sword might judge the kingdom as evil that needed to be punished.

        

        That was something to fear above all else.

        

        "Come to think of it, it's strange."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "No matter how amazing the Hero is, with injuries that severe, could she have made it to East Port? Wouldn't it be better to assume someone helped her?"

        

        "..."

        

        Alex pondered Belita's words for a moment.

        

        She certainly had a point.

        

        He had been viewing Olivia as such a deified powerful figure that he simply hadn't considered she might have received help from someone.

        

        As Belita suggested, if someone had helped her, it might have been possible for her to reach East Port quickly.

        

        No.

        

        Even so, surviving with the Reaper's curse on top of her physical condition was abnormal, but for Olivia, it might not be impossible.

        

        For Olivia, it might be possible.

        

        That thought wouldn't leave Alex's mind.

        

        "Indeed, then it must be someone with medical skills. There's no way she could have survived with that bleeding and curse. At minimum, they must possess medical knowledge to preserve life and be a good person who couldn't leave someone dying."

        

        "I see."

        

        "This might actually be fortunate. While she might manage alone, with companions, the Hero wouldn't abandon them—they'll surely become her weakness."

        

        "..."

        

        "Any contact with Reina yet?"

        

        "The signal is still unstable. The eastern continent is particularly difficult for communications. It might be possible if she were near a village, but it seems Reina isn't close to any village right now."

        

        "Tsk."

        

        Alex clicked his tongue.

        

        He wanted to contact her immediately, but it seemed impossible at the moment.

        

        There was no need to be overly anxious.

        

        If Olivia's physical condition was poor and she had companions, she wouldn't try to travel quickly like when she went to Elven Heim before, and would likely choose normal routes.

        

        If so, it would take quite some time, so there was plenty of leeway until then.

        

        No reason to be impatient right now.

        

        With a sigh, Alex exhaled as if calming himself.

        

        "Can't be helped. I have some business to attend to, so please keep trying to make contact. If you succeed, just call for me."

        

        "Where are you going?"

        

        "I'm going to have an audience with His Majesty. He has a right to know about this matter."

        

        Cromwell Clifford was someone who, like Alex, cared for the kingdom more than anyone else.

        

        In that sense, he and Alex got along well, and it was thanks to Cromwell's help that they had been able to obtain the Goddess's Orb.

        

        But making a mockery of breaking the contract, not long after, Olivia called the holy sword back to herself and formed a contract again.

        

        'A hero is a hero, I suppose.'

        

        No, in some sense, there might not have been a hero more heroic than Olivia among the previous heroes.

        

        It might lack persuasiveness coming from someone who betrayed her, but Alex had held Olivia in high regard.

      

      
        

        That's why he wanted to make her an ally somehow, but in the end, he failed and had to kill her, which left him with regret.

        

        She was beautiful.

        

        She was strong.

        

        Above all, she was good.

        

        She wasn't without somewhat dogmatic aspects, and her shortsightedness was a weakness, but even so, she seemed to instinctively know what needed to be done.

        

        She didn't care about politics and such, only focusing on right and wrong, and if something was wrong, she would try to beat up the perpetrator regardless of whether they were nobility or not.

        

        At least if the opponent was human, she wouldn't kill them unless the crime was particularly severe.

        

        But if someone had committed "murder," they would probably cease to be human in Olivia's eyes.

        

        She showed some leniency, but only for self-defense and similar situations; she never forgave malicious murder.

        

        Not forgiving evil and showing no flexibility—she was the very embodiment of a hero.

        

        'Fortunately, hardly anyone recognized that golden light as the holy sword. Even those who know that the holy sword that should be in this castle has disappeared are few. If we control the information well, somehow...'

        

        "Alex!"

        

        At the rough voice, Alex turned his head to see Lilith panting for breath.

        

        Somehow it felt like he had been caught like this before, but unlike last time, Lilith's expression clearly contained hostility toward Alex.

        

        She was a person with sharp intuition, and being a princess, she would have access to certain information.

        

        "You need to explain."

        

        "Explain what?"

        

        "Don't think I don't know anything."

        

        "I mean, I don't know what you want me to explain."

        

        "The light at East Port was the light of the holy sword. And the holy sword in the castle has disappeared. Do you think I wouldn't know that?"

        

        "..."

        

        After a moment of silence, Alex spoke.

        

        "I don't know exactly what's happening either. I'll have to investigate from now on."

        

        "It must be Olivia. If Olivia is alive, then your hero party's claim becomes contradictory... I'm having a terrible thought right now, what do you think?"

        

        "I can't even guess what terrible thought you're having. But well, it would be nice if it were Lady Olivia, but it might not be her. There's also the possibility that a new hero has been born, isn't there?"

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith fell silent.

        

        After all, Lilith didn't know the truth and lacked information.

        

        Moreover, with her poor health, she was incapable of proper activity.

        

        "Alex."

        

        "Yes, I'm listening."

        

        "Let me ask one more time. The hero... Olivia Reinhart died along with the Demon Lord. Is that certain?"

        

        "At least at that time, that's what we determined. That she couldn't have survived in that explosion."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        After hearing that answer, Lilith turned away without a word.

        

        "I believe there is a heaven."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        What's this all of a sudden?

        

        "Because then I can believe there is salvation for those who have done right."

        

        "..."

        

        "And."

        

        Lilith turned her head and glared at Alex.

        

        That gaze was not the eyes of a sickly princess who worried every day.

        

        "I also believe there is a hell."

        

        "..."

        

        With those words, Lilith walked away.

        

      

      
        Alex watched her go and smiled.

        

        'Hell, is it?'

        

        Alex muttered.

        

        "I hope there is one."

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        The Hero is quite strong indeed.

        

        To be honest, I thought she would subdue them in a few seconds.

        

        But.

        

        "Fortunately, no one was hurt."

        

        "What exactly did you do?"

        

        "Huh? Well, it would be troublesome if we were noticed... so I moved at a speed difficult for ordinary people to see and struck the back of everyone's necks."

        

        She spoke of something outrageous as if it were nothing.

        

        "Want to learn it, Royce? It's a movement technique I developed. If you use a bit of magical power, you can gain explosive speed for a moment. But if you're not used to it, it's too fast even for me to control."

        

        "When did you learn this?"

        

        "When I was about ten... I thought I needed something to move quickly, but I couldn't be satisfied with common movement techniques. So I developed it. Amazing, right?"

        

        "It is amazing."

        

        As I thought before, the Hero isn't stupid.

        

        She just has shortsightedness.

        

        She learns quickly in many ways, and especially in combat, it would be hard to find someone more genius than her.

        

        If she had tremendous physical abilities, she should at least lack technique, but her technique was also tremendous, so everything in her hands was no different from a holy sword.

        

        At this point, she might even be capable of something like the formless sword, said to be the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

        

        The holy sword might as well just serve to suppress the Hero's curse.

        

        "I was thinking of not getting caught, and I actually subdued the pirates without being detected, so would you say I thought it through pretty well?"

        

        "Well, it's impossible for an ordinary person, but I suppose it's fine for someone capable like you."

        

        "Come to think of it, pirates on a ship in East Port—that's rare."

        

        "Yes... the naval guard patrols this area frequently, so pirates don't often come here."

        

        But because of that, wealthy people often use this route, so they might have come seeking a windfall.

        

        Some might think it's stupid and high-risk, but if they had the brains to think that through, they probably wouldn't be wasting their lives as pirates.

        

        "Let's head back, it's not good to attract attention..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia?"

        

        The Hero was silent for a moment, then came closer to me.

        

        "Someone is watching us."

        

        "...Have we been discovered?"

        

        "It's amazing. Not only did they notice what I did, but I can't even pinpoint their location. Quite skilled—might be stronger than Royce."

        

        "Please don't use me as a measuring stick."

        

        "But Royce, you're right at that, you know, the middle line between the strong and the weak."

        

        I wish she wouldn't talk about me like I'm someone who can only handle minor enemies but gets destroyed by named ones.

        

        "So, is there any hostility?"

        

        "Doesn't seem like it..."

        

        "Phew."

        

        It's unfortunate that we have nothing to judge by except the Hero's intuition, but it can't be helped.

        

        "Let's leave them be. If there's no hostility, there's no reason for us to approach."

        

        "Alright."

        

        Our goal was to reach Alven Heim quickly.

        

        I hope no unnecessary problems arise.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.24[Hero and I, Together - 08]

      
        Sebastian, Lilith's butler, had been taking care of her since childhood. Though there were concerns she wouldn't live long due to her illness, she fortunately grew up safely into adulthood. Her father, King Cromwell, seemed curious whether Lilith's body was capable of bearing children.

        

        While the function itself might not be problematic, childbirth posed some risk to mothers, and it wasn't certain if Lilith's body could handle that risk.

        

        It would have been better if they at least knew the nature of her illness, but they didn't—she was simply frail.

        

        Nevertheless, she grew up well, becoming someone who knew how to be considerate of others.

        

        As someone who admired the hero Olivia Reinhart, the news of her death must have left a deep wound in Lilith's heart. Sebastian hoped it wouldn't worsen her health.

        

        'Yes, I'll prepare her favorite food,' he thought, stroking his beard as he decided to prepare something Lilith would enjoy.

        

        But then.

        

        Suddenly, the door burst open with a loud bang!

        

        Wondering who would enter Princess Lilith's room so rudely, Sebastian looked up to find it was Lilith herself.

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        "Sebastian! Prepare a warp orb immediately!"

        

        "What? Where are you going?"

        

        "East Port!"

        

        "East Port?"

        

        Lilith's expression was feverish with excitement.

        

        Whatever had happened and whoever she had met, her face—unable to contain her emotions—reminded Sebastian of the mischievous Lilith from childhood.

        

        "The hero, Olivia Reinhart, might still be alive!"

        

        "Uh, what? ...Are we going now? Shouldn't we report to His Majesty..."

        

        "That's unnecessary! Honestly, at this point, I don't know if Father can be trusted. He loves the kingdom exceptionally, but that means he places no value on anything outside it. I'm having terrible thoughts right now, and if those thoughts are correct, this is a serious problem."

        

        "..."

        

        Sebastian gazed out the window for a moment.

        

        The weather was bright, and the blue sky seemed to stretch endlessly.

        

        "What are you doing! Sebastian!! Prepare it now!"

        

        "Lady Lilith, well..."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "Do I really have to go?"

        

        "...Do you want to be punished for offending the princess?"

        

        There was no such law.

        

        But if the princess said so, he could be punished with something similar enough.

        

        "No, I was just joking."

        

        Sebastian had been a butler for quite some time.

        

        By now, he could handle most situations without panic, but dealing with this princess always gave him a headache.

        

        'That place was attacked by demons... Does she really have to go herself... As a princess, she should send someone else...'

        

        Ah.

        

        That someone else is me.

        

        Sebastian had his realization.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm, so you were close with Princess Lilith?"

        

        "Well, it's a bit complicated to call us friends. She would approach me when I was alone at social gatherings. But it was mostly one-sided with her doing all the talking, so I wasn't particularly friendly."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Look at me, Royce."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Do you think I could naturally fit in at social gatherings? Can't you see? I was always tense, thinking I shouldn't cross any lines. I got through countless social events with formal smiles and saying 'I see.'"

        

        "That's nothing to be proud of."

        

        Besides, she probably saw right through it.

        

        Having lived her entire life wielding only a sword, this person seemed to have developed no social intelligence whatsoever.

        

        In the early days of their journey, she spoke informally to both commoners and nobles alike, and according to Alex, she even spoke informally to the king.

        

        She was truly a beast with absolutely no social awareness.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was a hero who knew nothing but charging straight ahead.

        

        "Still, I learned that some people deserve polite speech."

        

        "I'm glad you finally realized that."

        

      

      
        "It's good to use formal speech with older people and those worthy of respect, right? And apparently with strangers too, though I don't understand why that's necessary."

        

        Being formal with strangers wasn't strictly necessary, to be honest.

        

        "Try to be polite to people of high status as well."

        

        "I won't do that for people who were just born that way and waste tax money."

        

        "You didn't even use formal speech with the king?"

        

        "That man... there was something about the way he looked down at me. It was like... well, he had the face of someone desperate to control me."

        

        "..."

        

        I felt something similar.

        

        I had the chance to meet Cromwell Clifford once, and immediately sensed he was someone who disliked "exceptions." He didn't like variables and seemed satisfied only when everything was under his control—a control freak.

        

        While he did have some genuine affection for his country, he seemed to want to control everything that happened within it.

        

        It was the smell of a broken person, you could say.

        

        That's the kind of impression he gave.

        

        "Livia, your power reached inhuman levels, beyond even what the Demon King could handle. Perhaps King Cromwell saw your potential and wanted to put a leash on you somehow?"

        

        "At this point, I'm starting to think the kingdom did something."

        

        "Why do you say that?"

        

        "Despite how I look, I'm kind to civilians."

        

        "I was a civilian too."

        

        "Sorry, I mean uninvolved civilians."

        

        "Yes, yes... so what's your point?"

        

        "Well, if they're being overly cautious of me like this, doesn't it mean they're hiding something? Something that would make me consider the kingdom an enemy if I found out."

        

        "..."

        

        I touched my chest area for a moment.

        

        I could roughly predict how the hero would react if she found out. I had some idea of what face she might make toward me too, though I couldn't be certain.

        

        The current hero might react differently, but the hero of the past might have turned against the kingdom without a second thought if she had learned about this matter.

        

        The hero who executed justice felt no guilt. During that time when she had few such worries or concerns, being judged as evil by her would have been terrifying.

        

        Even so, she had been too extreme.

        

        "Well, when building and maintaining a country, there might be actions that appear evil to uninvolved third parties. I'm not praising such actions, of course."

        

        "Alex said something similar."

        

        "...Did he?"

        

        About Alex.

        

        I had always believed that despite his personality, he was fundamentally good at heart.

        

        But what he did to the hero went beyond any justifiable bounds—it couldn't be called good by any measure.

        

        No matter what he was trying to protect, it was clearly evil, and I couldn't accept it.

        

        The fact that you did such a thing too.

        

        But it really happened, and there was nothing to be done about it.

        

        The you from the slums is now dead.

        

        "We should be arriving soon."

        

        "Oh, so that's the eastern continent!"

        

        "Haven't you been here before?"

        

        "I didn't have time to enjoy the scenery."

        

        "You're terminally ill and you have time to enjoy it now?"

        

        "Somehow, yes, I do."

        

        The novice hunter Black Bear, who made this person understand fear, was truly remarkable.

        

        He accomplished what even the Demon King couldn't.

        

        That bear might as well be the Demon King.

        

        ***

        

        "Having no arm is inconvenient."

        

        "You said you liked me feeding you at every meal."

        

        "Well, yes, but... I'm right-handed. So using a sword with my left hand feels a bit awkward."

        

        So she's this skilled even with her non-dominant hand?

        

        Ah, why is she human?

        

      

      
        "Of course, I trained to use both hands, so it's not a problem. But you know how it feels? There's just this sense that I can grip better with my right hand."

        

        I see, so she can use both hands but still feels more comfortable with her right.

        

        People do have such preferences.

        

        "The eastern continent is more beautiful than I thought. Why didn't I notice last time?"

        

        "After you're healed, it might be nice to wander around leisurely."

        

        "True, and it would be perfect if you were by my side."

        

        "I could introduce you to some good restaurants I know."

        

        "Huh? You've been to the eastern continent before?"

        

        I nodded.

        

        "I came here before, before joining the hero's party. Because of that connection, I know an elf, but... I'm not sure if he'll help us. He's uncharacteristically calculating for an elf, so he'll help depending on what conditions we offer."

        

        "So he's a merchant?"

        

        "Something similar."

        

        "He doesn't sound very trustworthy..."

        

        "He's surprisingly principled for an elf. Once he agrees to something, you can trust him."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "If all else fails, trust me."

        

        "Alright."

        

        The hero nodded as if satisfied.

        

        Her social skills had improved compared to before, but they were still almost non-existent, so developing them would be necessary. However, that could wait until after saving her life—it wasn't urgent.

        

        "Actually, maybe it's better for Livia to stay as she is."

        

        "Are you confessing to me right now?"

        

        "Though that tendency to charge ahead without knowing when to stop might need fixing."

        

        "Ehh..."

        

        But in some ways, that's a strength too, isn't it?

        

        If that personality saved the world, wouldn't it be considered a good trait?

        

        It's confusing.

        

        "I'm hungry..."

        

        "I'll find us lodging nearby and prepare a meal."

        

        "I'd like to eat proper food soon."

        

        "Judging by your recovery speed, you'll be fine soon, but please bear with it for a few more days just in case."

        

        "Understood."

        

        At least she listens well.

        

        "Excuse me!"

        

        "Hm?"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        The hero and I turned around simultaneously to see someone standing behind us.

        

        No, they had long ears.

        

        But shorter than an elf's.

        

        A half-elf?

        

        That's rare.

        

        "I apologize for approaching strangers! Could you please hear me out?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The trembling voice filled with desperation and the bowed head truly made them look like someone in need of help.

        

        The hero and I stared at the half-elf for a moment, then looked at each other as if by agreement.

        

        The hero made a gesture with her chin as if trying to communicate something to me.

        

        Could this person have been watching when the hero defeated those pirates on the ship earlier?

        

        "Well, you see... um, so..."

        

        The hero scratched her head as she spoke.

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        It was certainly a fundamental question.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.25[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 09]

      
        "Oh, it seems like the weather is nice today."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        A leisurely afternoon.

        

        Perhaps due to the warm weather, even the people passing by on the streets seemed relaxed—an illusion, of course. On such an afternoon, we had planned to have a meal at a restaurant.

        

        The Hero wasn't in a physical condition to eat regular food yet, and the somewhat spicy dishes served at restaurants wouldn't be good for her either.

        

        Considering the Hero's strength and resilience, eating wouldn't kill her or suddenly worsen her condition, but it would undoubtedly delay her recovery.

        

        So only the half-elf sitting across from me was going to eat. We had ordered and finished the meal, and now the Hero and I were waiting for the half-elf to speak, but her first words were about how nice the weather was today.

        

        "Hey, you said you had something to tell us...!!"

        

        The Hero spoke in a low voice, seemingly a bit angry.

        

        It was deeply moving to see her trying so hard to control herself.

        

        In the past, she might have already shouted loudly and grabbed the half-elf by the collar.

        

        Moreover, this journey was to save the Hero's life, and no matter how strong a person is, it's natural to feel anxious when facing one's own death.

        

        Honestly, we didn't need to hear the story, but the Hero had suggested that we might as well listen while we were having a meal.

        

        If the Hero said so, I had no intention of refusing.

        

        After all, this journey wasn't to save my life, but to save the Hero's.

        

        "I'm sorry, I'm nervous. I'm Sylphy. I don't have a family name, just Sylphy."

        

        "Right, Sylphy. I'm Livia, and this is Royce. Why did you call us? What do you want to talk about?"

        

        "I know it's rude, but I saw you fighting on the ship earlier."

        

        "So it was you. You're quite skilled."

        

        "No, I've just always been good at hiding."

        

        She must have concealment skills.

        

        As I mentioned before, in this world, to become first-class, one with talent must work hard, and those without talent are usually not even given the opportunity to become first-class.

        

        That's generally the case—it's not completely impossible, but for most people, it is.

        

        Among skills where talent has a significant impact, spirit arts is one such skill, and concealment is another.

        

        It's a kind of barrier that surrounds oneself, making one invisible to others and hiding one's presence to the extreme, which is why assassins often learn it.

        

        Naturally, since it requires innate qualities, not all assassins necessarily possess it.

        

        It's just that having it makes one very suitable for the job of an assassin.

        

        Some people also use it to hide from dangerous magical beasts when gathering dangerous herbs.

        

        It can be used for good if one chooses to, but in today's world, it's known as a skill well-suited for assassins, so it doesn't have a very good reputation.

        

        That's why she's hesitating.

        

        She doesn't know how she'll be treated if she speaks up.

        

        "That's amazing! Concealment skills! Very few people can use them!"

        

        "...Ah, yes! I haven't seen anyone else who can use them besides myself!"

        

        "Right! I've only seen a handful of people who can use them in all my travels!"

        

        Pure admiration.

        

        For Olivia Reinhart, the good or evil of power wasn't important.

        

        To her, even the power of death could be good if used for righteous purposes.

        

        To her, even the power of a goddess could be evil if used for evil deeds.

        

        She believed that it wasn't power that was bad, but the person using it, and the Hero had no reason to harbor negative feelings toward Sylphy, who hadn't done anything wrong yet.

        

        Well, we don't know for sure if she really hasn't used her powers for bad things.

        

        "Ah, sorry. Please continue."

        

        "Yes... I'm from a half village."

        

        "A half village?"

        

        "Literally a village where halfs live together. Discrimination against halfs has been severe since the past, especially against half-elves... No, um."

        

        Can I talk about this?

        

        "Especially, half-elves... What about them?"

        

        When the Hero looked at me, I glanced briefly at Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy seemed to judge from my face that I was someone knowledgeable about history and smiled awkwardly.

        

        "You seem to like history."

        

        "Most people live without knowing."

        

        "You may speak."

        

        "Alright."

        

        Elves are known for their longevity, having the longest lifespan among humanity.

        

        So Sylphy, being a half-elf, would also have a considerably long life.

        

        Though she appears to be around my age or younger, she's probably older than the Hero and I combined.

      

      
        

        "You know there was a war between humans and elves in the past, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "The exact cause hasn't been clearly established. Human records say it was the elves' fault, while elven records say it was the humans' fault."

        

        "......"

        

        "After a major war, a cold war continued under the name of temporary ceasefire, and all the elves who lived during the war era have died by now, except for one. In any case, elves were outnumbered, and eventually they had no choice but to join hands for peace, beyond just a ceasefire."

        

        "Yes. That's when elves officially began to integrate into human society. Before that, some people even treated elves as magical beasts."

        

        "I see. But what does that have to do with discrimination against half-elves?"

        

        It felt a bit uncomfortable discussing this in front of a half-elf, but at least it was better than making her talk about it herself.

        

        "There was a war, and then a ceasefire, right? And it took time before they joined hands for peace."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Around that time, elven slaves were common."

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero's eyes widened.

        

        Now, slavery has been completely abolished, but in the past, it was common sense, and even humans enslaving other humans was an everyday occurrence.

        

        "Elves in particular, regardless of gender, maintained their youth for a long time and fit the human standards of beauty."

        

        "Don't tell me."

        

        "They were made into slaves, raped, and forced to bear children, resulting in the birth of many half-elves."

        

        "But, but the conditions were terrible, right? I mean, it's not suitable for childbirth. Considering the harsh environment of slavery...!"

        

        "Elves have strong vitality. That applies to their babies too. And even slaves shouldn't be treated too harshly."

        

        You might think, "They're my slaves, why can't I treat them harshly?" but slaves were basically property.

        

        Don't you get a bad impression of someone who treats their property roughly?

        

        So at least in public, they might appear like people in a normal hierarchical relationship. Only the cold iron chains around their necks would reveal that they were slaves.

        

        Moreover, by law, they had to be provided with food, clothing, and shelter.

        

        The treatment was better than what is commonly conceptualized. Still, it was slave treatment, so naturally it wasn't good.

        

        "That's how half-elves were mass-produced at one time. Among humans, they were persecuted as inferiors, and among elves, they were bullied as symbols of hatred."

        

        Crack!

        

        "Ah, um...!"

        

        Sylphy stopped speaking and closed her mouth.

        

        It was the sound of the Hero breaking the spoon she was holding.

        

        I wondered why she was holding it when she wasn't even eating, and more importantly, I'd have to pay for that.

        

        But I didn't feel like complaining.

        

        The Hero's expression was grim.

        

        "Livia, you're not angry at her, are you?"

        

        "No! ...No, I'm sorry. ...I've just been swinging my sword, so I didn't know much about these things."

        

        "It's okay. I'm actually glad you're angry on our behalf."

        

        "Humans are bad enough, but elves too...! Even if the child was born against their will, the child has done nothing wrong! And they hated you? Are all elves like that!?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        "...!"

        

        Her voice was too loud, so I put my index finger to my lips, and the Hero hunched down again, lowering her head.

        

        Fortunately, it was a quiet time with no one around, and there was nobody on the second floor, but her voice probably echoed down to the first floor.

        

        "But, but the war ended quite a while ago, right? Wouldn't elves accept them now?"

        

        "That would be difficult."

        

        "Why?"

        

        When the Hero looked at me, I took a sip of water and spoke.

        

        "I mentioned earlier that by the time of the peace treaty, only one elf who knew about the war era remained, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "That elf is the current Titania, that is... the Elven Queen. I've never met her personally, but I hear she's at the center of the hostility toward half-elves. She said, 'I won't throw stones at you directly, so don't appear before me.'"

        

        "You know a lot. That's something you'd only find in elven history books."

        

        "I like books a bit."

        

        It's a mystery why that Titania is still alive.

        

        She should have reached the end of an elf's lifespan long ago, yet somehow she's still alive.

        

        It's as if time has stopped for her alone.

        

        "How... How... Not only born without blessing, but to be hated by people for the crime of being born... Is this right?"

        

        The Hero seemed to be speaking honestly, but Sylphy could clearly see the goodwill in her eyes.

        

        The frightened look from earlier was probably due to seeing the Hero's power, but as they talked, she seemed convinced that despite being somewhat hot-tempered, the Hero wasn't a bad person.

        

      

      
        "That old hag..."

        

        "Old hag?"

        

        "No, haha! Nothing!"

        

        By the way, the Hero has been to Elven Heim before, and since she went as the Hero, she must have met Titania.

        

        Judging by her calling her an "old hag," she didn't have a good impression of her?

        

        Or maybe she did, but it's gone now?

        

        "Still, I can't accept it... The child born has done nothing wrong, right?"

        

        "People don't always make rational choices."

        

        "......"

        

        "Some due to trauma, some due to greed, some due to emotions... Everyone makes wrong choices. Everyone makes mistakes and has things they regret. Even you, Livia, have some, right?"

        

        "...Yes."

        

        "In that case, people choose whether to acknowledge their mistakes and try not to repeat them, or to fall into self-justification saying they did nothing wrong... or somewhere in between."

        

        "I see... Is Titania also making a wrong choice? Is she regretting it? Is she looking for a chance to make it right?"

        

        "I don't know. That's something we can't know unless we meet her in person."

        

        I think I've heard rumors that she's a strict but not bad queen, but indeed, such things can't be answered without meeting her in person.

        

        I could only hope that her wisdom remained intact.

        

        "I had a new chance with you. But I wonder about her... I guess I'll have to meet her and talk to her."

        

        "I'm glad. That you didn't draw your sword calling her a villain just from hearing the story."

        

        "When did I... Well, I have done things that would warrant such a reaction."

        

        "But I'm glad Livia is still Livia."

        

        "I am me, who else would I be?"

        

        "Good question."

        

        "Huh? Did our conversation just flow? Are we talking now?"

        

        Despite everything she had been through, she was still human, and after overcoming it, she seemed to shine even brighter.

        

        That's not an easy thing.

        

        That level of betrayal.

        

        Having her entire life denied, yet she could still be angry about others' circumstances, empathize with Sylphy whom she had just met, and shout about the unfairness of it all.

        

        "...Ah, I'm sorry. We were talking among ourselves."

        

        "It's, it's okay! ...Um, are you two perhaps lovers?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "...!"

        

        A new emotion entered the Hero's eyes, which had been rippling with anger.

        

        "That's right!"

        

        "No, we're not."

        

        "We're going to be!"

        

        "......"

        

        "Ah, hahaha... You seem to have a long history together. It's nice to see."

        

        "...You have good eyes, don't you?"

        

        It was hard to believe this was the same person who had been grinding her teeth in anger just moments ago.

        

        Her emotions still changed in an instant, but looking at the positive side, she was someone who could quickly forget her anger and enjoy what came next.

        

        "Ahem, so you mentioned a half village? Is that a village for half-elves?"

        

        "Basically, there are many half-elves. But there are other halfs too. Like half-beastkin, half-dwarves, and so on."

        

        "Recently, discrimination against halfs has decreased a lot, but there are still people who discriminate. It's undeniably a difficult world for halfs, especially since they tend to face discrimination from both sides, not just one."

        

        "That's true..."

        

        Of course, outwardly, more people have the moral sense that such discrimination is wrong.

        

        But the voice of one person without moral sense is louder than a hundred people with it.

        

        There are many who spew one-sided hatred, seemingly enjoying their superiority as they insult others, and even if there are many good people around, it's common to receive wounds that won't disappear from just one bad person's words.

        

        There's nothing more heartbreaking than being discriminated against for one's race, something one cannot change.

        

        "So what's the problem there?"

        

        "The Death Cult."

        

        "Wow, those dog-like fanatics. They're still around?"

        

        "Livia. Please phrase that more delicately."

        

        The Hero thought for a moment and changed her words.

        

        "Wow, those magnificent people who commit evil acts while borrowing the name of a god! I wonder why they haven't gone to the Death God's side yet?"

        

        Just using polite speech doesn't make it better.

        

        Well, they do deserve such treatment.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.26[Hero and I, Together - 10]

      
        # Death God Cult.

        

        As the name suggests, a religion that worships, blindly follows, and seeks to resurrect death gods.

        

        Naturally, it's not an officially recognized religion, but strangely enough, it keeps spreading, and crimes committed by its followers appear from time to time.

        

        Even during my travels with the Hero, we encountered crimes committed by the Death God Cult, and the Hero literally beat the perpetrator to a pulp.

        

        The reason? "This guy doesn't deserve the mercy of a quick death by holy sword."

        

        They were conducting human experiments on children, and countless children had been sacrificed. So even though I usually tried to stop the Hero from using excessive force, this time I said nothing.

        

        It may be strange to say this, but that moment was the first time I truly shared the Hero's feelings.

        

        "What is the Death God Cult doing in the Harp Village?"

        

        "I'm not sure if I should say they're doing something or something is being done to them."

        

        "Is it happening right now? If so, there must be evidence, so you should report it to the guard. No matter how much discrimination there is against Harps, officials won't ignore your concerns."

        

        Moreover, since there are quite a few Harps in the Eastern Continent, most people who come here are either friendly toward Harps or indifferent to them.

        

        Of course, people come in all varieties, so there are some who come all the way here just to spew hatred toward Harps.

        

        Perhaps they voice their hatred precisely because there are many Harps here.

        

        Anyway, they would at least listen, and if the Death God Cult is involved, they would likely dispatch soldiers to investigate the Harp Village.

        

        "There's no direct harm yet. It's difficult to explain, but followers of the Death God Cult are being created in the Harp Village."

        

        "...What did you say?"

        

        "Please listen! These people aren't the type to fall for strange religions like the Death God Cult! Something is wrong!"

        

        "...Royce? What do you think?"

        

        "Mental manipulation isn't impossible, but it's hard to say without seeing it firsthand."

        

        "People changed overnight. And their numbers are growing. Now there are fewer people in the Harp Village who aren't part of the Death God Cult."

        

        "......"

        

        Mental manipulation is a possibility.

        

        Is there anything that would make someone become deeply religious overnight?

        

        It's not impossible, but for it to spread like an infection to many people makes it unlikely. The possibility of mental manipulation seems higher.

        

        "And they seem to be becoming more, how should I put it, violent. Our Harp Village respects religious freedom to some extent, but this seems too extreme..."

        

        "Blind faith, obsession... Typical behavior of fanatics and those under mental manipulation."

        

        "This is something we need to see firsthand to confirm."

        

        "My friend helped me escape. I wanted to seek help somehow, but I couldn't go to the guards."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "As I mentioned, Harps face some discrimination. Even if it's less common in the Eastern Continent, it still exists. If they're said to be obsessed with the Death God Cult... they might become targets for eradication."

        

        "......"

        

        If mental manipulation is proven, there might be room for leniency, but if they're found to have been active as Death God Cult members, that alone could easily brand them as criminals.

        

        So far, no one has been tried simply for being part of the Death God Cult, but most cult members are caught after causing problems.

        

        Therefore, if someone is said to be obsessed with the Death God Cult, they might not be arrested as criminals, but the public would view them the same as criminals.

        

        Moreover, if Harps are said to be obsessed with the Death God Cult, depending on the discretion of those in command, the possibility of them becoming targets for eradication on the spot isn't zero.

        

        "So that's why you couldn't tell the guards."

        

        "You two seem strong. I know I'm being a nuisance. But I have nowhere else to turn...! Please help me!"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        The Hero and I fell silent simultaneously, and the Hero looked at me.

        

        What should I say?

        

        After pondering for a moment, I opened my mouth.

        

        "This is your journey."

      

      
        

        "That's right."

        

        "Fortunately, the Harp Village is on the way to Elven Heim, so we don't need to backtrack, but we don't know how long it will take to solve this problem. And the time spent could be critically important."

        

        "......"

        

        "And if the Elven Heim discovers that you helped Half-Elves, I don't know how they'll take it. In the worst case, their already poor impression might worsen."

        

        They might not take such a discriminatory attitude.

        

        But I couldn't guarantee that.

        

        I looked at the Hero and said:

        

        "I've explained the risks as I see them. ...Now please answer, what will you do?"

        

        After all, this journey belonged to the Hero, and it was a journey to save their life.

        

        The choice was the Hero's to make.

        

        "What if."

        

        "......"

        

        The Hero, who had been dazed, smiled slightly and said:

        

        "What if I refuse this request here, prioritize my life, and as a result, I save my life?"

        

        "Yes, that would be fortunate."

        

        "Right? But then I go to the Harp Village and find many people dead. Or injured, literally blown apart."

        

        "It wouldn't be your fault."

        

        "True, even if I refuse here, no one would blame me. Someone might even praise me for making a wise choice."

        

        The Hero was smiling.

        

        People have certain innate qualities that can't be changed no matter what.

        

        I have them.

        

        And so does the Hero.

        

        "Even at this moment, someone might be suffering, maybe even dying. If I hadn't heard Sylphy's story, I could have just moved on, not knowing anything about it. ...But I've heard it now, and it's right in front of me."

        

        "......"

        

        "My future self wouldn't forgive me for abandoning this."

        

        "......"

        

        "If there's a tragedy that could happen, if there's a tragedy I could prevent by going... I want to go."

        

        I just kept my mouth shut and listened to the Hero's words.

        

        When I was in the Hero's party, I didn't particularly like the Hero, but I didn't dislike them either.

        

        I think I'm seeing the reason for that again right now.

        

        "Am I speaking out of some obsessive compulsion right now? Or am I truly speaking my own mind?"

        

        "That's not for me to judge. Do you want to base your values on my assessment?"

        

        "...I don't like that. I don't want to be such a weak woman."

        

        "I'm glad to hear that."

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        "What are you sorry for?"

        

        The Hero hesitated slightly before speaking.

        

        "You have no reason to follow me on my journey. You're helping me purely out of kindness... For your sake, I should quickly go to Elven Heim and finish what needs to be done."

        

        "That's correct. I just don't want you to die."

        

        "Yeah... sorry."

        

        "Then let's go quickly."

        

        "Huh?"

        

      

      
        "Solving the Harp Village's problem and then going is the quickest path, isn't it? So let's go."

        

        "......"

        

        The Hero looked at me with slight surprise, then eventually said:

        

        "I-I should be raising your affection level...! Why do you keep raising mine!?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Um..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        I just realized I had forgotten about Sylphy's presence and had been focused on our conversation.

        

        But there was no direct mention of "Hero," and the Hero's appearance is different from what's commonly known, so she probably wouldn't make that connection.

        

        "From what I've heard, it seems you have business in Elven Heim."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Are you ill? No, you do look unwell..."

        

        "Dea—"

        

        I covered the Hero's mouth.

        

        "Their health isn't good, and they need medicine that can be found in Elven Heim."

        

        "I see. Do you perhaps need sap from the World Tree?"

        

        At Sylphy's question, I thought for a moment, then sighed softly and said:

        

        "Yes, that's what we need."

        

        "Perhaps... I might be able to help you."

        

        "What?"

        

        "No, you shouldn't get your hopes up too much..."

        

        Sylphy looked very troubled.

        

        Is it a sensitive issue to talk about?

        

        "If you help save my village... you're risking your lives for me, someone you just met. Right?"

        

        "In extreme terms, yes."

        

        "Then I'll help too. I don't know if I can be of assistance, but I have an idea. I'll risk my life to help you obtain sap from the World Tree."

        

        Hmm.

        

        From the way she's speaking, she's not certain, but it seems she has a method that might work.

        

        I'm not sure if it's a legal method, though.

        

        But right now, obtaining it legally from the elves' country is difficult. Plus, we lack information, and we'd be lucky not to be turned away at the door with insults.

        

        In this situation, Sylphy says she has a way to obtain the World Tree's sap.

        

        I don't know what it is or how likely it is to succeed, but it might be wiser than going there and begging.

        

        "Alright."

        

        Having more options is good.

        

        Even if we don't choose the option Sylphy has prepared, at least having the choice provides psychological comfort.

        

        "We don't have time to waste. Let's go."

        

        "By the way, Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I broke the dishes earlier..."

        

        "...I know."

        

        I'll have to compensate for that, won't I?

        

        I'll need to work hard after this journey is over.

        

        Money was rapidly disappearing from my pocket.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.27[Hero and I, Together - 11]

      
        "Is that a wooden sword?"

        

        Sylphy's fundamental question.

        

        No matter what, I couldn't pull out the holy sword to fight, so the Hero was now fighting with the wooden sword I had given her, tearing apart the monsters that charged at us.

        

        Watching this scene, Sylphy couldn't help but ask.

        

        She wondered if it was right for a single being to possess power that transcended humanity.

        

        All previous heroes had abilities beyond human limits, but I thought that the current hero, Olivia Reinhart, was the strongest.

        

        It wasn't that the other heroes were weak; it was just that the hero standing before us now was exceptionally powerful.

        

        She was so strong that I even thought she might be able to cut down goddesses and death gods if the conditions were right.

        

        Beloved by all weapons including swords.

        

        Beloved by combat.

        

        Beloved by battle.

        

        She was truly born with every talent needed for fighting.

        

        No joke, the fact that this person isn't evil is fortunate for humanity.

        

        Many of the things she experienced were enough to turn anyone evil, and it would have been understandable if she had blamed the world and fallen down a dark path.

        

        However, as if proving the goddess's eye was not wrong, she tried to choose the right path and never fall into darkness.

        

        She was someone who would rather take her own life than point her sword at an innocent person.

        

        Though she might point it at someone she mistakenly thought was evil.

        

        "It's an ordinary wooden sword."

        

        "Ugh... I never doubted you were strong, but this is so extreme it makes me suspicious. What do you do? And in that physical condition, which can't possibly be normal."

        

        "The world is vast, and there are many strong people."

        

        "This seems beyond that level..."

        

        Actually, revealing that she's the Hero might not be a big problem, but I still wasn't sure if Sylphy was truly trustworthy.

        

        So I thought that if he really intended to help us after finishing the business in the Half-Elf village, we could discuss with the Hero about revealing her identity.

        

        "Somehow..."

        

        The wooden sword came between me and Sylphy.

        

        "You're too close."

        

        It was such an obvious "this man is mine" declaration.

        

        For the Hero, love must be an emotion she's experiencing for the first time in her life.

        

        "No, no, don't misunderstand, Livia-nim."

        

        "..."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I'd prefer if you didn't call me that."

        

        "Huh? But your name is Livia..."

        

        The Hero made an expression that was difficult to put into words.

        

        "I am Olivia."

        

        "Wait, hold on...!"

        

        I was surprised without realizing it.

        

        I hadn't expected her to reveal her real name.

        

        Did she forget how famous Hero Olivia Reinhart is?

        

        Indeed, Sylphy's eyes widened in surprise upon hearing the name.

        

        No matter how oblivious one might be, with such powerful strength and the name Olivia, there was a hypothesis that could be drawn, and it would undoubtedly be very close to the truth.

        

        Sylphy immediately said in an excited voice:

        

        "Amazing! You have the same name as that Hero!"

        

        'So he's going with the coincidence angle.'

        

        Could this guy be similar to the Hero in some way?

        

        The fact that he could use stealth techniques meant he had innate talent, and considering that, he was likely an intuitive type.

        

        It might be prejudice, but people who fight or train intuitively often tend to have somewhat simple personalities.

        

        "So, is Livia a nickname?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "I see... I apologize for not knowing the circumstances, Olivia-nim."

        

        "It's fine now."

        

        I carefully approached the Hero and spoke quietly.

        

        "It shouldn't matter if people know your name."

        

        "..."

        

        The Hero looked up at me with a slightly pouty expression.

        

        "I don't like it when people other than you call me that."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        Well, this is troublesome.

        

        I hadn't realized she was so particular about how she's addressed.

        

        At this rate, there seemed little point in hiding her name and going by Livia instead of Olivia.

        

        "Anyway, don't stand so close."

        

        "You don't need to worry about that."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Well... it's not that I'm dismissing such things, but I don't have that kind of preference."

        

        The Hero and I both tilted our heads at Sylphy's words.

        

        What?

        

        Is he trying to say I have flaws in my appearance that would require someone to have unusual tastes to be attracted to me?

        

        I'm not bragging, but I've often been told my appearance is above average wherever I go, and the Hero herself has said my appearance and voice are good.

        

        Someone as honest and straightforward as the Hero wouldn't lie about such things.

        

        I got the feeling that if she fell for someone with poor looks, she'd just say something like, "Your looks are bad? That's good because other women won't look at you."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Huh? What do I mean... I'm just saying I normally like women."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "What?"

        

        Confusion filled the space simultaneously.

        

        The Hero seemed momentarily blank before quickly reaching the same conclusion as I did.

        

        "Wait... Sylphy? You're a man?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "With that face, you're a man!?"

        

        "I didn't choose to be born with such a feminine face!"

        

        "This is gender dereliction of duty!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy looked slightly shocked, and I put my hand on the Hero's shoulder and said:

        

        "Livia-san."

        

        "Ah! ...Um, sorry. That was a bit inconsiderate."

        

        "Please show some restraint."

        

        As I said that, I thought to myself:

        

        So he's a man.

        

        I had no idea.

        

        I really thought he was a woman.

        

        From his shoulders to his skeletal structure, anyone would have thought he was female. I didn't want to support the Hero's statement, but it did seem like his male gender was neglecting its duties.

        

        Elves, regardless of gender, often have slender builds, so many male elves lack traditionally masculine features. This is relatively speaking, of course, but it's true on average.

        

        But it was rare to see an elf with so few masculine traits.

        

        Especially considering he's only half-elf, with only half elven blood flowing through him. Was the elven blood working overtime or something?

        

        "It's okay, I'm used to being misunderstood when I think about it."

        

        "Just out of curiosity, Royce."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Do you have that kind of preference?"

        

        "..."

        

        She was looking at me like she might search for a masculinity potion if I said yes.

        

        "I also normally prefer women."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        She looked very pleased.

        

        ***

        

        Several days passed as we traveled by carriage.

        

        We would soon be able to reach the Half-Elf village, but since approaching directly wouldn't be wise, we decided to leave the carriage at a distance and proceed on foot.

        

        According to Sylphy, many people in the Half-Elf village had already fallen under the Death Cult's influence, and they were preventing people from leaving the village. Sylphy had barely escaped with a friend's help.

        

        If that was true, it would be better to sneak in and assess the situation rather than revealing ourselves.

        

        "So there's a hidden passage like this."

        

        The Half-Elf village was entirely surrounded by wooden walls, but there was a hidden passage.

        

        "I made it a while ago."

        

        "Why would you do that?"

        

      

      
        "Well... think of it as a childish prank. You know, sometimes you want to sneak out at night."

        

        "I don't know about that."

        

        "Ah, is that so? It seems Olivia-nim was diligent even as a child."

        

        Diligent, I'm not sure that's the right word.

        

        She probably just received an education that didn't allow for anything else.

        

        From what I've heard, she grew up being beaten by her father in the name of education, so the very idea of doing something secretly might never have occurred to her.

        

        "Come in."

        

        "Alright."

        

        As soon as we entered, the Hero and I opened our eyes wide.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "What's wrong with you two?"

        

        "The magical energy is overwhelming. It's an absurd amount of magic. We don't even need to investigate further. This is mental magic. And quite advanced at that."

        

        "You're right."

        

        Weak monsters sometimes use mental manipulation or mental erosion to survive, but this was too professional.

        

        A high-ranking monster.

        

        Or if humans from the Death Cult were doing this, it would have to be at least executive-level work. If they were spreading this throughout the entire village, it might not be one person but several conducting a ritual.

        

        But still.

        

        "Sylphy, is there a wide-open place in this village where the sky is clearly visible?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "This level of mental magic isn't something one person can do alone. But if many people were lurking nearby, the villagers would have noticed."

        

        "..."

        

        "If that's the case, then someone is conducting the ritual alone. If the sky is clearly visible, it's possible to perform a ritual that draws yin and yang energy from the heavens."

        

        "But I'm not sure what you mean by 'clearly visible sky.' The sky is visible from here too, isn't it?"

        

        Hmm.

        

        It's not easy to explain this to someone without knowledge.

        

        "Let me rephrase. Is there a place that's rarely used where the sky is visible?"

        

        If someone was sustaining many things through a ritual, they wouldn't operate far from this Half-Elf village.

        

        Even with a ritual, the process of gathering magical energy in one place means that the efficiency of that gathered magic naturally decreases the further one moves from that spot.

        

        The best approach would be to do what you intend to do at the very spot where the ritual was performed.

        

        That way, you can proceed with maximum efficiency, and even magic with a large area of effect that would normally be impossible for one person becomes possible.

        

        "Before that... is this really mental manipulation caused by someone's intervention rather than the villagers' own will?"

        

        "That's highly likely. I'd need to see the actual formula to know exactly what kind it is."

        

        "It's probably the most troublesome kind."

        

        "The most troublesome kind?"

        

        "Most mental manipulations lose effectiveness over time, and repeated use builds resistance. So consecutive use isn't recommended. The efficiency is poor, though if you wait some time between uses, the resistance weakens."

        

        As the Hero said, such mental manipulations become less efficient with consecutive use.

        

        And as time passes, the person under mental manipulation is more likely to feel a sense of dissonance, increasing the chance of breaking free from the manipulation.

        

        "However, there are rare exceptions where this doesn't apply."

        

        "Exceptions?"

        

        "Yes, mental manipulation that makes you believe your controlled thoughts are your own true feelings rather than recognizing you're being controlled. In this case... um, Royce?"

        

        "In this case, it's classified as mental erosion."

        

        "Right, with this erosion, it's hard to realize you've been manipulated. Unlike manipulation, you don't feel dissonance even as time passes, and instead believe it's your true feelings."

        

        If it's mental erosion, we need to rescue them quickly.

        

        If we're too late, even after the mental erosion is lifted, they'll completely remember their time under its influence, and in the worst case, their mindset might remain the same as when they were under erosion.

        

        For example, with mental manipulation, people return to normal once the spell is broken.

        

        But with mental erosion, if too much time passes, people mistake their eroded self for their true self.

        

        In this village's case, even if we rescue the people, they might still remain believers of the Death Cult.

        

        "Someone can use mental erosion? I once met a Demon Lord's Army executive who could use that. He tried to use it on me."

        

        The Hero whispered to me.

        

        She seemed to be conscious of Sylphy and wanted to speak only to me.

        

        It was touching to see her growing as a person.

        

        "By the way, how did you counter that monster's mental erosion?"

        

        "Huh? I just cut it down. It tried to use mental erosion on me, but it didn't seem to work on me."

        

        Occasionally, people with strong mental fortitude are resistant to mental magic.

        

        Plus, the Hero has the holy sword.

        

        Perhaps it's best to consider her as having almost absolute immunity to mental effects.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.28[Hero and I, Together - 12]

      
        "You two, there is a place that meets your requirements."

        

        "There is?"

        

        "There's an unused training ground a bit away from the village. It was frequently used before, but when the damage from monsters increased, we moved the training ground inside. That training ground should still be there as it was."

        

        "I see, how far is it?"

        

        "About a 10-minute walk at a leisurely pace."

        

        "That's close. Good, let's head there."

        

        Just as we were about to move.

        

        Suddenly, the light illuminating us began turning red.

        

        "What's this?"

        

        "...!"

        

        I quickly looked up at the sky and saw the full moon dyed red.

        

        I unconsciously opened my mouth.

        

        "What the hell...!"

        

        "It's the Red Moon!"

        

        The Hero, with her extensive field experience, immediately understood what it meant, while Sylphy, who seemed to have lived a life far from combat, tilted her head in confusion.

        

        "Um, what does the Red Moon signify? Why have both of you turned pale...?"

        

        She seemed to intuitively understand it was something bad, but without the knowledge, she couldn't grasp what it was.

        

        If one had lived without connection to combat, they would have neither seen nor needed to know about it.

        

        The Hero frowned and explained.

        

        "The Red Moon is proof of a ritual. To those within the ritual's range, the moon appears red. It's not actually red—it just appears that way to those within the range."

        

        "Oh, so... what does that mean? What kind of ritual is this?"

        

        "While what they ultimately want may differ slightly from person to person, the process of the Red Moon ritual is singular."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        I broke into a cold sweat.

        

        "Life force conversion to magical energy. It turns people within the range into magical energy. I don't know what they plan to use that energy for."

        

        "Damn, then mental manipulation would have been enough...! What's the point of using such a difficult spell as mental erosion? Wasn't it to use the Death Cult as pawns?"

        

        "You know, Livia."

        

        I let out a small sigh.

        

        "There's no one in this cult who thinks rationally. They're not in their right minds. And if they're doing something of this scale..."

        

        "It must be one of the three high priests...!!"

        

        The Death Cult was led by three high priests.

        

        One of them had been slain by the Hero during her journey to defeat the Demon Lord, leaving only two.

        

        Well, even when their numbers temporarily decreased, they would reappear like cockroaches over time, mysteriously maintaining their count of three.

        

        "Let's hurry! If they've started the ritual, this is no joke—people's lives are in danger!"

        

        Clatter!!

        

        A loud sound echoed as the gates of Harp Village opened.

        

        Gates that shouldn't be opening at this late hour.

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero frowned.

        

        "Monsters. Monsters are coming."

        

        The Hero didn't have any special detection skills, but she seemed to sense it instinctively. The gates opening at just the right time, and monsters conveniently approaching?

        

        It seemed obvious they had noticed our infiltration.

        

        For a moment, I considered the possibility that Sylphy had deceived us and led us here, but she too looked genuinely confused, her face showing she had no idea what was happening.

        

        At least it wasn't a betrayal of goodwill.

        

        "Livia, please go to the training ground right now."

        

        "What? But...!"

        

        "If there really is a Death Cult high priest, I can't handle it. But you can win. I'll deal with the monsters here. If you finish quickly, my job will be easier too."

        

        "..."

        

        "But be careful. Don't let your guard down just because you weren't affected by mental erosion before. Your physical condition is poor right now, and in the worst case, I might have to face you. ...I don't want to die yet."

        

        As I said this with an awkward smile, the Hero smiled back.

        

        "Alright, I'll be back as soon as possible...!"

        

        With those words, the Hero literally vanished from the spot.

        

        "Sylphy, please come out now. There's no point in hiding."

        

        "I-I'm not used to fighting."

        

        "You may not have fought, but you've trained, haven't you?"

        

        "H-how did you know that?"

        

        "Your hands don't lie."

        

        "..."

        

        The calluses on her hands, which didn't match her feminine face, were evidence of her daily diligence, and the pattern of calluses clearly indicated she had been shooting a bow.

        

        Elves were also famous for their archery skills.

        

        "Kerrrr!!"

        

        "There are many."

        

        "Too many...!"

        

      

      
        Whoosh!

        

        As I moved my fingers, flames rose in sync with them, burning the monsters. But this village had more than one gate, and if monsters entered through other gates, it would be difficult for me to handle alone.

        

        "What are you doing!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Ch-Chief!"

        

        He's short.

        

        With his distinctive beard, it was easy to tell he had dwarf blood flowing in him.

        

        "How dare you interfere with the ritual for the Death God! Sylphy!"

        

        "Chief! No! You're being controlled right now!"

        

        "What nonsense!! I treated you like family, and this is how you disappoint me!"

        

        "Chief..."

        

        "It's futile. Making someone under mental erosion realize their condition is extremely difficult. The fastest way is to defeat the caster or tear apart the spell. We need to wait for good news from Livia."

        

        Trying to reason with someone under mental erosion could even risk their mind collapsing.

        

        Still, anyone who used mental erosion had already abandoned their humanity.

        

        That's why legally, the punishment levels for those who used mental manipulation and those who used mental erosion were different.

        

        "Monsters are coming!"

        

        "Ah, this is truly the blessing of the Death God..."

        

        "This life to the Death God..."

        

        "Death God..."

        

        Damn it.

        

        If the villagers would resist, it might be different, but they were truly waiting as if death was salvation. It would be difficult to protect all of them from the monsters.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Twang! Twang! Twang!

        

        As I frowned at the monsters charging toward the villagers, suddenly something flew and precisely pierced their heads.

        

        When I widened my eyes in surprise, Sylphy smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Um, there are circumstances. So... huh?"

        

        "You, that bow..."

        

        She didn't have a bow before.

        

        It suddenly appeared in her hand.

        

        A bow and arrows made of magical energy?

        

        Elves each have their own bow, and elves who can create bows from magical energy are extremely rare.

        

        And those extremely rare elves are...

        

        "Don't interfere!"

        

        "We're trying to make a dedication to the Death God! Why are you interfering, Sylphy?!"

        

        "No! You all are... Ugh! Let go! The monsters...! Lord Royce!"

        

        "Can't be helped."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Saving people comes first, right?"

        

        I placed my hand over my chest.

        

        The number of monsters was large, and the villagers, far from resisting, were actually hindering us who were trying to help.

        

        Since they believed without doubt that this was their own will, from their perspective, we were the strange ones, acting outside common sense.

        

        Since that was how it was concluded in their minds, persuading them would not be an easy task.

        

        "Spirit Union."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Flames flickered, forming not from my fingertips but from my hands, and my hands took the form of flames.

        

        Looking as if I had become the flame itself rather than borrowing its power, I burned all the monsters that had entered the village as I passed by.

        

        "Woaah...! This firepower and accuracy...! As expected of a spirit mage... Huh? Lord Royce?"

        

        Swish.

        

        As I moved my hand, water appeared around the villagers' bodies, restraining them.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "Aah!"

        

        The restrained people lost their balance and collapsed, and Sylphy looked at me with a surprised face.

        

        "Using fire and water spirit magic simultaneously... and not even low-level, this level of power at the same time? And that body..."

        

        "Just as you have your circumstances."

        

        I smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I have mine too."

        

        Pain surged from my chest.

        

        I can't hold out for long.

        

        All I can do is hope the Hero defeats the caster and returns before then.

        

        If this drags on too long, I might be consumed by the power.

        

        "Sylphy, let's close the gates first. While I deal with them, the gates..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        With a loud noise, a monster revealed itself.

        

      

      
        "Karrrr!!"

        

        "A-A high-rank monster! A basilisk!"

        

        Sylphy opened her mouth wide and trembled as if she had never seen such a thing before.

        

        "What would it take for a high-rank monster to..."

        

        The reason being simply bad luck doesn't make sense.

        

        I looked at the monster.

        

        Could they have used mental erosion on monsters too?

        

        That would make them an exceptionally skilled practitioner.

        

        At this rate, even if we close the gates, it would break through.

        

        "Alright, let's see what you've got."

        

        ***

        

        I ran through the forest.

        

        And in an instant, I was able to reach the training ground.

        

        Even with Royce and Sylphy doing their best, the villagers would be more of a hindrance than help, and someone might die.

        

        That can't happen.

        

        No matter how inadequate my mindset might be for the title of Hero, I couldn't stand by and watch people die.

        

        As soon as I arrived, I read the flow of magical energy and pinpointed the location.

        

        'Royce was right.'

        

        As expected, it was around here.

        

        I need to destroy the spell formation.

        

        I raised my wooden sword, intending to simply destroy the ground. Rather than bothering to find the center of the spell formation, I could just sweep the entire area and the formation would collapse on its own.

        

        "Oh my, that's troublesome."

        

        "...!"

        

        Clang! Clang! Clang!

        

        Just as I was about to destroy it, someone attacked, and I quickly swung my wooden sword to deflect it.

        

        "What? You blocked the attack with a wooden sword? Amazing..."

        

        "..."

        

        The mark engraved on the clothes.

        

        It's the Death Cult.

        

        That was all the confirmation I needed.

        

        "Huh."

        

        I moved quickly.

        

        The Death Cult member didn't seem to even register that I had appeared right in front of them.

        

        With a loud sound, I split their body in half. As blood spurted out, it turned black and disappeared, which surprised me a little.

        

        This is...

        

        "Quite hot-tempered, aren't you... I am the high priest of the Death Cult..."

        

        "Hah."

        

        "No, wait...!"

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut them down again, and again they turned black and disappeared.

        

        Then the Death Cult member reappeared before me, completely unharmed.

        

        "Are you some kind of beast? Cutting me down recklessly without knowing my ability..."

        

        "It's a voodoo doppelganger."

        

        "...!"

        

        It was a forbidden magic that extended one's life by absorbing the lives of others.

        

        A technique that sacrifices one person's life to add one to your own, but there's a limit to how many lives can be absorbed. Moreover, if you've faced it before, it's not easy to use voodoo doppelgangers to fake death or escape.

        

        It's effective in the initial encounter.

        

        In other words, it has a significant surprise effect against opponents facing it for the first time.

        

        "You've fought the Death Cult before? You know about voodoo doppelgangers, ugh!!"

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut them down again, and again they turned black and disappeared.

        

        "Don't you have the ability to converse?!"

        

        "No time. I'd rather save one more innocent person than listen to a villain's circumstances."

        

        Whatever the reason, they're using the Red Moon ritual and voodoo doppelgangers.

        

        How many people have they killed so far?

        

        The strategy against voodoo doppelgangers is simple.

        

        As I said, there's a limit to how many lives can be absorbed.

        

        In other words.

        

        'Keep killing them until they die for real.'

        

        The last one I dealt with died after I killed them 13 times.

        

        I gripped my wooden sword tightly.

        

        "For the sake of those you've cursed, die a meaningless death here."

        

        With those words, I charged in again.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.29[Hero and I, Together - 13]

      
        "Amazing."

        

        Sylphy murmured blankly, and I clutched my chest, gritting my teeth.

        

        The basilisk lay charred and collapsed, while other monsters were losing not only their lives on the ground but ultimately their physical forms as well.

        

        The harps couldn't break free from their water restraints, and I staggered at the center of it all.

        

        "Lord Royce, that was amazing! Maybe not as much as Lady Olivia, but..."

        

        "Wait!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Don't come closer."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        The speed of incoming monsters decreased dramatically.

        

        They had been sending monsters through mental erosion, but now they didn't have that luxury.

        

        Dealing with the Hero meant they were relatively slower in dealing with us. However, I couldn't release the restraints on the villagers because I had no idea how they might react.

        

        In the worst case, they might harm themselves or launch merciless attacks against us.

        

        Therefore, I couldn't release the spirit unity yet.

        

        My heartbeat pounded loudly, and flames were rising from my body.

        

        The instantaneous firepower was certainly powerful, but it wasn't something I could maintain for long. My body couldn't withstand this power, and maintaining it too long would lead to a runaway reaction.

        

        This power might be nothing compared to the Hero's, but for someone like me, it was beyond imagination.

        

        A power that could burn even high-ranking monsters to death.

        

        'I can't restrain all those people with just my power. Since they possess the powerful strength of harps, I must maintain this spirit unity. Some power might leak out, but I have no choice.'

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Though there were no formidable opponents like the basilisk, monsters continued to pour in.

        

        "Sylphy! I'm closing the gate now! Probably no more powerful monsters will come through! After the gate is closed, please get the villagers inside the building!"

        

        "...Ah, yes! Leave it to me!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I was eliminating every single monster that came through.

        

        There was quite a distance between the gates, but that was fine.

        

        It was within my attack range.

        

        This village was being watched by my spirits, and their positions were shared with me.

        

        Therefore, my attacks never missed, and such accuracy was a weapon of spirit artisans. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that a skilled spirit artisan had no blind spots.

        

        I was a special case, so my range was just wider.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        "..."

        

        Flames leaked from my chest, and I clutched it.

        

        'Hero, if you don't come quickly, I won't be able to hold on.'

        

        With a tearing sound, my skin split, revealing flickering flames within.

        

        Perhaps my physical condition wasn't good since the battle at East Port was the last real fight I had in a long time.

        

        My limit is approaching faster than before.

        

        To somehow contain this within my body again would take time and effort.

        

        The problem was...

        

        'Whether I like it or not, this was bound to be discovered.'

        

        Inside me, instead of blood, flames were flowing, almost like a spirit.

        

        No, it was a spirit itself.

        

        Spirit unity was that kind of technique, but it was natural to bear the burden when using a technique that shouldn't be possible.

        

        Though it wasn't a burden I sought, I found it more burdensome to tell the Hero about it.

        

        I couldn't imagine what expression she would make.

        

        I truly couldn't predict what face she would make upon seeing me with flames burning inside instead of blood, and what expression she would have upon learning why I became like this.

        

        Even if I held on until the Hero returned, it would take time to return to normal.

        

        Like it or not, she would find out.

        

        Actually, her knowing itself wasn't the problem. The problem was that if she learned how I ended up like this, the Hero might get hurt again.

        

        Or would she really?

        

        -Save me.

        

        "..."

        

        When I'm in this state, I keep remembering the past.

        

        Being only human after all, I took a deep breath.

        

        Rather than dwelling on the past, I should focus on the present.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I burned the incoming monsters.

        

        Watching my skin crack with flames flickering inside, I muttered without thinking:

        

        "This feels awful."

        

        

        ***

        

        

        Slash!

        

      

      
        Slash!

        

        Slash!!

        

        Every cut made me feel worse.

        

        I was certainly killing them, but what made me feel bad was thinking about the innocent people who might have been sacrificed for this one life.

        

        Even if they used people from the Death God Cult, life should be more respected, and death should have even more meaning.

        

        I hated the mindset of using lives so casually just because they could.

        

        There was a phrase I despised the most.

        

        Sacrificing the few for the many.

        

        It's a plausible statement, and sometimes it's the right approach.

        

        But those who say it always look down from a position where they'll never be among the few.

        

        I couldn't stand those trash who never consider themselves becoming the minority.

        

        That phrase should represent the nobility of those who become the minority, not a justification for those who survive as the majority.

        

        "Stop!! Stop killing! You beast who won't listen to reason!"

        

        "Huh."

        

        I was dumbfounded.

        

        I couldn't understand who was calling whom a beast when they were turning people into magical energy through the Red Moon ritual and using magic that played with human lives like voodoo dolls.

        

        Certainly, I might lack courage compared to many people and might not be suited for the role of a Hero.

        

        But I'm not a beast like you.

        

        'His expression has lost its composure.'

        

        I've killed him 32 times.

        

        Focusing so much on voodoo dolls might mean his actual skills aren't that special. If he had dedicated his life to increasing the limit of his dolls, I could understand the number, but it meant that apart from the voodoo dolls, he wasn't particularly special.

        

        Royce or Sylphy would probably be stronger.

        

        But his endless revival was annoying.

        

        'Wait a moment.'

        

        While I needed to end this quickly, understanding his purpose was also important.

        

        Judging by his appearance, he didn't have many lives left.

        

        With luck, this might be his last life.

        

        I pointed my wooden sword at him and said:

        

        "Let me ask you one thing."

        

        "Finally in the mood to talk? You savage."

        

        "Choose your words carefully. I'm kind to people, to people."

        

        "Huh, so you're saying I'm not a person?"

        

        "Why should I treat you like a person when you treat other people's lives like toys? Want to make a tearful confession? Then I'll behead you painlessly."

        

        "Aren't you supposed to spare me then?"

        

        The Death God Cult leader trembled as he saw my eyes grow colder.

        

        The lives you've taken can't be repaid with just your one life.

        

        Whatever your circumstances, they have nothing to do with the people who died.

        

        Even if it was revenge for something, you've already crossed the line.

        

        You're just an evil person who's gone beyond the point of stopping.

        

        'Should I just kill him?'

        

        But there was something bothering me.

        

        "Why use mental erosion specifically? If you were going to consume them this way, you could have just used mind control."

        

        "It's impure."

        

        "What?"

        

        "It's disgusting! How could I eat someone who isn't from the Death God Cult? So I made them faithful Death God Cult members..."

        

        "Ah, I see."

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut him down without another word.

        

        "Now I have no more questions. Well, I thought there might be some greater secret hidden behind this."

        

        I had thought that if this didn't end here and led to other covert operations, it might become more than just a nuisance, but from what he said, it seemed the Death God Cult was just being itself again.

        

        The actions of these evil demons made me frown just by looking at them.

        

        Beings that live on human sacrifice and blood.

        

        There were no pests worse than this.

        

        "Heh, hehehe!!"

        

        'Hmm?'

        

        As I was about to cut him again, the Death God Cult leader laughed.

        

        Clapping his hands together, he shouted:

        

        "Even like this, I was known for having a good personality among the Death God Cult!! Making me angry like this! You've got quite the personality!"

        

        I laughed in disbelief.

        

        More accurately, I sneered.

        

        "You vermin were bragging about which vermin was better? You're the king of pests."

        

        "Shut up! You ignorant fools who don't even know the truth of our Death God Cult...!"

        

        Boom!!

        

      

      
        His magical power surged greatly.

        

        I killed the previous Death God Cult leader immediately, but was this one using some special technique?

        

        I became somewhat defensive and remained vigilant.

        

        As Royce warned, I wasn't in proper condition right now, so depending on the situation, it could be dangerous.

        

        "Hand of the Death God."

        

        "...!"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        I couldn't see it.

        

        Crack!

        

        With the sound of my wooden sword breaking, I was sent flying backward and found myself hitting a tree behind me. The impact broke the tree, causing it to fall sideways, and I quietly looked at my broken wooden sword.

        

        Blood trickled from the corner of my mouth.

        

        Did something rupture inside?

        

        Royce is going to scold me.

        

        But what just happened wasn't just human strength.

        

        The black, wavering energy was impossible to imagine as human magical power, but it also felt strange to consider it monster magical power.

        

        "Hehehe! Hahaha!! Amazing! This is the power of the Death God! Finally, I too...!!"

        

        The Death God's power?

        

        So, it's the power of the Death God?

        

        Hmm.

        

        Well, fine.

        

        'If I draw it, they'll discover I'm the Hero. But that's okay.'

        

        I just need to kill him for certain.

        

        The dead don't talk, and once he's gone to the Death God's side, there's nothing he can do, right?

        

        I drew the holy sword from my back.

        

        "Oh, that sword is..."

        

        The Death God Cult leader's eyes widened when he saw a sword different from the wooden one.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I charged in quickly.

        

        "The holy sword!!"

        

        Something moved floppily.

        

        Slash!!

        

        When I cut through the empty space, I definitely felt the sensation of cutting something.

        

        Perhaps one of the effects of the Death God's Hand was to become invisible.

        

        Not only that, but it was also an incredibly powerful force, truly worthy of being called a god's power.

        

        "Carrying the holy sword means you're... No way!! ...Oh no!"

        

        Looking at me, who had already reached right in front of him, the Death God Cult leader's eyes filled with terror.

        

        A person capable of fear.

        

        A person who simply fears death.

        

        Why.

        

        Do you all.

        

        Every time.

        

        Not realize that others feel that same fear?

        

        Slash!!

        

        Boom!!

        

        "That's why I dislike everything about your Death God Cult."

        

        I cut down the Death God Cult leader along with the magic formation on the ground.

        

        "Y-you crazy! That damned bastard!! Why is the Hero here?! Why, in a place like this...!!"

        

        "..."

        

        After crawling disgustingly on the ground, he exhaled awkwardly.

        

        Slash.

        

        I beheaded him once more to be sure.

        

        You have to double-check these types who pretend to be dead with strange magic.

        

        Even monsters use such magic.

        

        "Now then..."

        

        Looking up at the sky, the red color had disappeared, and I surveyed my surroundings.

        

        Was I too excessive?

        

        But compared to people's lives, isn't this a small price?

        

        Hmm, I think I was scolded for thinking like this before.

        

        'I still don't understand the standard; from my perspective, I destroyed the minimum necessary.'

        

        I put the holy sword away and looked at the Death God Cult leader.

        

        I grabbed his corpse and moved.

        

        "Let's head back for now."

        

        I should bring the corpse since I needed to show who was responsible.
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        Alex Reynolds does not regret his choices.

        

        Whether they are cruel choices or wicked ones, it doesn't matter.

        

        The world is easier to live in when you choose to live with evil rather than die wishing for good.

        

        "Have you finished your audience with His Majesty?"

        

        "Yes, good work. Protecting His Majesty is the duty of the palace guard, so keep up the good work."

        

        "Yes, sir!"

        

        Appropriate words.

        

        Words without sincerity.

        

        It's quite comfortable to speak words that merely create a social mask.

        

        Many people, even if Alex is truly in the wrong, would say "he's not that kind of person," choosing to see only his good points and shouting it aloud. And even if that's not the case, when shown favor, they always repay it.

        

        The more naive and good-hearted a person is, the less they can ignore such favors.

        

        He had tried to bestow favors on Olivia as well, but the hero Olivia Reinhart was too strong, so there was no opportunity to do so.

        

        And that opportunity to bestow favor was taken by Royce, not Alex.

        

        While always looking at her as if she were a monster, whenever Olivia was in danger, Royce reacted faster than anyone else.

        

        Alex and others evaluated the hero Olivia Reinhart as a monster because of her strength, but only Royce seemed to evaluate her simply as a "strong person."

        

        'Royce, huh.'

        

        A nostalgic name.

        

        He was surprised when they met in the hero's party.

        

        At first, it seemed like Royce was going to acknowledge him, but when Alex ignored him, he stopped acting familiar and only communicated as a fellow member of the hero's party.

        

        Clearly, that was the reaction Alex had wanted.

        

        He could have praised such an attitude as wise, but for some inexplicable reason, a tightness remained in his chest, causing irritation.

        

        "..."

        

        No, Royce could do whatever he wanted.

        

        He was a spirit mage.

        

        He would be living well somewhere Alex didn't know about.

        

        Spirit mages were fundamentally a rare profession, so they could find work anywhere. Besides, Alex now had many important matters that made Royce's fate irrelevant.

        

        After everything was over, it might be nice to go talk to him once, but that could be years, perhaps even decades away.

        

        'I've become uncharacteristically sentimental.'

        

        Human emotions like these are unnecessary.

        

        All that was needed was to accumulate wealth and honor to survive and make the kingdom the strongest.

        

        That was the only emotion permitted to Alex Reynolds now.

        

        It would have been better if there had been some event that caused him to fall into depravity.

        

        But he grew up this way, became this way.

        

        There were no excuses.

        

        He was simply this kind of man.

        

        "Lord Alex!"

        

        "Miss Belita, what's the matter? ...Have you finally made contact with Miss Reina?"

        

        "No, that's not it..."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Lady Lilith..."

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        What about Lilith?

        

        "She used a warp orb to leave for East Port!"

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Alex frowned.

        

        So she had been suspicious after all.

        

        'This is why I've disliked her from the beginning.'

        

        She had unnecessarily good intuition and the drive to match it.

        

        If only she had used that intuition—which skipped the process and went straight to results—more wisely, it would have been better. But unfortunately, it seemed that Lilith Clifford was not the type who could live so wisely.

        

        Though somewhat different in nature, she was like Olivia.

        

        She wouldn't bow her head and die.

        

        She was the stubborn type who would die glaring defiantly at those trying to kill her.

        

        'Her weak body limited her range of action despite her drive. But to think she would suddenly move like this.'

        

        Did she go to East Port trusting only her intuition, dragging her weak body along?

        

        In the worst case, she could investigate in East Port and then travel to the eastern continent, and if by chance Olivia and Lilith were to meet, things would become troublesome.

        

        Lilith had always had such strong affection for Olivia that she could be called her follower.

        

        More precisely, it was admiration for the strong Olivia because of her own physical weakness, but in any case, it was impossible to predict how such a favorably disposed Lilith would react if she heard Olivia's story.

      

      
        

        'How annoying.'

        

        Despite rarely showing her face in public, Lilith had considerable public support because her intuition had helped solve various problems.

        

        Of course, it wasn't as much as the hero's party that defeated the Demon King, but if she announced the hero's survival and if Olivia, the hero herself, exposed the truth, the situation would be reversed instantly.

        

        "It seems we have less time than I thought. I may need to take somewhat harsh measures."

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Amazing! The red moon has disappeared! All the people seem to have fainted! It's amazing! Really!"

        

        That was Sylphy's pure praise.

        

        No matter how much she had been expecting it, she couldn't have thought the matter would be resolved so quickly.

        

        Well, even without me, the hero would have won on her own.

        

        I merely eliminated the sacrifices that would have occurred in the process.

        

        "Lord Royce?"

        

        "Don't come near!"

        

        "Ah, yes! The flames...!"

        

        This is why I didn't want to use it.

        

        I ended up using it longer than expected.

        

        I tried to suppress the flames, but they were rising from my body, burning the ground around me.

        

        This is beyond what I imagined.

        

        It seemed even more vigorous after not using it for so long.

        

        I was trying to suppress it somehow to avoid causing damage to the village, but I couldn't prevent the flames from flickering on my body.

        

        Light flickered in my chest, and the pain that made my mind go blank reminded me of the past, causing me to unconsciously frown.

        

        Just an ordinary spirit mage from the slums.

        

        Except for being a spirit mage, there was nothing special about me.

        

        But if I had to pick one special thing.

        

        I could temporarily turn my body into a spirit.

        

        That was my technique called Spirit Unity, and it wasn't something I created. It wasn't something I learned, but something I had to learn due to the environment I was forced into.

        

        No, that's not right.

        

        I needed to reconsider whether "learned" was the correct expression in the first place.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        My body had returned to human form, but the spirit flames were gradually escaping my control, leaving burns on my body.

        

        Let me calm this down quickly.

        

        I'll get some burns, but if I stay like this for a few minutes...

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "...!"

        

        The hero was there, looking at me with a surprised face.

        

        She put down what looked like a person's corpse that she had been holding and looked at me.

        

        My skin was cracked, with flames flickering from within.

        

        It certainly wasn't a pleasant sight.

        

        The flames flickering nearby rose higher, as if understanding my agitation.

        

        'It's okay, just a few more minutes...'

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Just a moment! Livia! Don't come near! You'll get burned! Just a little longer."

        

        But as if she wouldn't listen to my words, the hero approached me.

        

        I thought this before, but she really doesn't listen.

        

        But maybe that's a good thing.

        

        She didn't become a doll trying to follow my every word out of gratitude. That made her shine more, and that made her all the more attractive.

        

        She quickly approached me.

        

        Though flames were flickering, she looked at me without concern.

        

        "What is this?"

        

        "Spirit flames."

        

        "Why is your arm like this?"

        

        "My body temporarily became a spirit."

        

        "I see."

        

        Did she understand?

        

        Realistically, this isn't possible.

        

        The Spirit Unity technique itself doesn't exist in the world. I couldn't tell whether the hero knew that it couldn't be created naturally, or if she didn't know.

        

      

      
        The hero was just calm.

        

        Her eyes didn't waver, and only I was reflected in those red eyes.

        

        "Have you calmed down?"

        

        "..."

        

        The flames quickly subsided and seeped into my body.

        

        Eventually, my body, which had been like shattered glass, rapidly recovered and completely returned to a normal human body. Only then did the hero smile at me, and I stared blankly at her face.

        

        "I thought you were hiding something, but this is incredible. That's a basilisk, right? Did you burn it in one shot? Amazing!"

        

        "Aren't you going to ask anything?"

        

        "Well, I want to ask, but I also don't want to."

        

        "What does that mean?"

        

        "I have the thought to ask, but how should I put it... That secret might be a wound for you."

        

        The hero smiled awkwardly.

        

        She probably knew I was hiding something, and perhaps she even noticed that I was concealing some power.

        

        She was a person with excellent intuition, living by it alone.

        

        "But I am curious."

        

        "Do you want to hear it?"

        

        "Hmm, do I have the right to touch that wound? Are you giving me the right to touch that wound?"

        

        Innocent and single-minded, she shone like daylight even in this night.

        

        It could certainly be compared to the sun.

        

        The hero slowly placed her hand on my chest and said:

        

        "May I touch it, your wound?"

        

        "..."

        

        She looks straight at me.

        

        She never knew how to run away, not then, not now.

        

        She always faced situations properly.

        

        She never ran away from any situation.

        

        The hero said she lacked courage, but she seemed like the bravest person I knew.

        

        Having fear doesn't mean lacking courage.

        

        "It's not a pleasant story."

        

        "I still want to know."

        

        "..."

        

        "Just as you are precious to me, I want to be precious to you too. That's why I want to know you."

        

        "I might give you a bad impression, and you might be disappointed."

        

        "Why?"

        

        The hero smiled.

        

        "I'll just learn one more thing about you."

        

        "...Sigh, do as you please. It really isn't a pleasant story."

        

        "So I can touch it, that's good... I'm worthy of your trust."

        

        The trust had been there from the beginning.

        

        Trust that she would never cross the line.

        

        I always thought she was a trustworthy person.

        

        And.

        

        That face, like the sun illuminating this dark night.

        

        For some reason, I couldn't face it directly.

        

        "First, after the village handles the aftermath..."

        

        As I carefully turned my gaze away, I saw Sylphy.

        

        "Uh, um..."

        

        "Ah."

        

        "Oh, Sylphy! I'm glad you don't seem to be hurt!"

        

        Sylphy, who had been watching me and the hero, was blushing and covering her face with her hands while looking in our direction.

        

        Though she was covering her face with her hands, the gaps between her fingers were too wide, so her eyes were clearly visible.

        

        "..."

        

        I grabbed my head in embarrassment, but the hero didn't seem bothered at all.

        

        This is maddening.

        

        I ended up feeling unnecessarily embarrassed.

        

        'Being so straightforward is scarier than I thought.'
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        The world isn't fair.

        

        Innate talent determines what one can and cannot do in life.

        

        And by luck, perfectly healthy people die while those who commit evil deeds continue to live.

        

        That's why I believe in the afterlife called heaven and hell.

        

        Though I may not have had as much faith as other clergy, I still maintained a minimum level of belief and respect because I hoped such places existed.

        

        I pray that those who did right, no matter how miserable their end, find happiness in heaven.

        

        And I hope those who committed atrocities, even if they died peacefully, pay for their sins in hell.

        

        The belief that someone transcendent is watching over the good and evil we do is the beginning of religion and the reason why religion persists no matter how much time passes.

        

        And I too.

        

        Sincerely wished for that.

        

        "How are the people?"

        

        "They're fine. There are effects from the mental corruption, but everyone just says 'they don't know why they did it' and don't seem to consider themselves members of the Death God Cult."

        

        "That's a relief."

        

        The situation in Half Village was extremely stable.

        

        Mental corruption was a dangerous magic that could drive people truly insane if left untreated, but fortunately, it seemed no one was suffering severe aftereffects this time.

        

        In the worst case, there could have been people who, even after the mental corruption was lifted, still believed they were members of the Death God Cult.

        

        I wrote down several precautions on a small piece of paper and handed it to Sylphy.

        

        "What's this?"

        

        "Even though the villagers seem fine now, as time passes, they might become anxious as their memories gain a sense of reality. Memories occupy an especially important part of a person's identity. The knowledge that they acted that way and had those feelings will likely remain in their minds for quite some time."

        

        While it varies from person to person, in the worst cases, there have been instances where people who committed murder under mental corruption couldn't bear the guilt and took their own lives.

        

        They harbored murderous intent toward innocent people.

        

        And acted on it.

        

        Even if they were under mental corruption, not many people could easily cope with the fact that they felt such emotions and had such intentions.

        

        No matter how much one consoles themselves with "it couldn't be helped," the sensation left on their hands and the emotions from that time won't be erased.

        

        "The herbs listed here should help calm them down. Though it's not a complete solution."

        

        From here on, it was up to the individual.

        

        Completely separating those memories, emotions, and intentions from oneself is quite difficult.

        

        The fortunate thing was that there were no casualties.

        

        If blood had been spilled, it would have been no laughing matter, and no joke—several people would have experienced extreme mental deterioration with serious symptoms.

        

        "I've distinguished between herbs that can be steeped like tea leaves and those that cannot, so please use them exactly as written."

        

        "Th-thank you. Lord Royce, you know so many things. I'm much older than you, but I know so little compared to you... how should I put it, I feel ashamed."

        

        "I simply enjoyed reading books and learning more than others. While ignorance doesn't necessarily absolve one of guilt, if you find ignorance shameful, this might be a good opportunity to learn slowly."

        

        "Do you think I can learn?"

        

        "You have more time than a human like me. As time passes, you might even surpass me in knowledge."

        

        "...Haha, I can't imagine that."

        

        Well, in Sylphy's case, it wasn't so much that she lacked intelligence as she lacked will.

        

        When long-lived races fight against short-lived ones, the long-lived should become stronger over time, yet strangely, the strongest individuals often emerge from the short-lived races.

        

        Even looking at heroes, they're always chosen from humans, never from elves, dwarves, or dragonkin.

        

        Humans have relatively short lifespans among humanoid races, yet throughout history, those who left their names as the strongest were often humans, despite others being older and having trained for longer periods.

        

        I don't know the reason.

        

        Perhaps it's something akin to obsession due to their short lifespans.

        

        "Then I'll go tell everyone!"

      

      
        

        Sylphy, seemingly in good spirits, ran off waving the paper I had given her.

        

        It was fortunate that the village was peacefully saved.

        

        If things had gone slightly wrong, blood would have flowed in large quantities, and no matter how you looked at it, that would have been far from a happy ending.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Silence fell in the room where only the hero and I remained.

        

        Slowly.

        

        The hero noticeably approached me.

        

        Little by little.

        

        But definitely moving toward me.

        

        "You're too close."

        

        "Ah, sorry."

        

        Only then did the hero step back a bit and look at me.

        

        "Since I got permission to touch you, well... Will you tell me now?"

        

        "You seem to have been quite patient."

        

        "Well, no matter what, I couldn't leisurely talk while the village was in chaos, so I focused on the aftermath and waited despite my curiosity. If you were to say 'I don't want to tell you after all' now that we've come this far..."

        

        "If I did?"

        

        "I'd be disappointed, that's all."

        

        "...Is that enough? I lied to you, after all."

        

        The hero smiled.

        

        "You're a wise person, Royce. You know how painful your wounds are. If you judge that you can handle them alone, you won't say anything. But you're also human, and there are things you can't handle by yourself."

        

        "......"

        

        "Just as I'm receiving your help now. So when your wounds are too painful and bitter, I hope you'll reach for my hand right beside you. Though it might not seem reliable since I only have one left."

        

        With that one hand, she could probably take down everyone around us.

        

        It seemed inappropriate for someone who had overwhelmingly defeated the Death God Cult's leader to say such things.

        

        Regardless, she truly lived up to her reputation as the strongest hero since the first one.

        

        In fact, some even evaluated her as possibly the strongest hero in history, and I agreed with that assessment.

        

        Though I've never met the first hero, so I wouldn't know.

        

        "At the very least."

        

        The hero smiled warmly.

        

        "When the moment comes that you think you can't endure and tears flow, I want to be by your side."

        

        "......"

        

        "Regrettably, I might not have that right, but I'll try. To earn that right within you. When you're wounded and tired inside, I want to be among those reaching out to take your hand. That's all I'm hoping for right now."

        

        "...I don't think what I did for you was that significant. I just did what any decent person would naturally do."

        

        Saving the hero and being with her was simply what any decent person would do.

        

        "Maybe so. But... no one has ever done that for me before."

        

        "......"

        

        "You did."

        

        "......"

        

        "It was you, not someone else. You allowed the arrogant, blind, self-righteous hero to see others. For you, it might have been just a simple act of kindness or a small good deed, like helping a passerby."

        

        The hero approached me.

        

      

      
        "But for someone, it can be salvation. So you have meaning to me. More than anyone else. Because you're the one who brought Olivia Reinhart into a life that only had 'the hero' in it."

        

        "I think you're overestimating me."

        

        "No."

        

        "Well, I'll let Livia decide that part... I don't mind talking about it, but as I said yesterday, it's not exactly a pleasant story."

        

        "I figured as much, somehow."

        

        Rather, I had decided not to think about it myself.

        

        I didn't use Spirit Unity partly because of the burden it causes, and partly because there were no enemies worth using it against, but also because it wasn't a power associated with pleasant memories.

        

        This might sound arrogant to those who died without obtaining such power, but I too had abilities I absolutely couldn't bring myself to like.

        

        I could use it to save someone, or if my life were in danger, I'd have no choice but to use it, but I genuinely preferred not to if possible.

        

        As I said, beyond the burden, I simply didn't want to use it.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Are you still debating whether to tell me or not?"

        

        "No, honestly it's not really something I'd call a secret, so I don't mind. The problem is I'm not sure where to begin explaining. Some stories make you relive the past when you tell them."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Well then, first..."

        

        I quickly removed my upper garments.

        

        "Wait, hold on!!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I'm fine with this! Yes! I think it's good! But this is too fast!! Is this what you want? If we're going to do it anyway, I prefer to do it quickly. There's nothing better for giving the psychological reward of becoming each other's than that! But isn't this too abrupt?"

        

        "......"

        

        Hmm, was I too vague?

        

        Rather, I didn't explain at all.

        

        "I wanted to do this properly after getting the elixir, but! Okay, I'm ready anytime! Still, since it's the first time, maybe a little more gently..."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Y-yes? ...Huh? What's that?"

        

        The hero, who had been lost in her own fantasy, realized I had only removed my upper garments, and then noticed what was on my upper body.

        

        Specifically, there were two jewel-like objects embedded in my chest area, which had completely fused with my body and were already as much a part of "Royce" as anything else.

        

        They couldn't be removed, and even if they were, they would regenerate over time, so they were comparable to fingernails or toenails.

        

        "......"

        

        The hero's eyes widened, and then she seemed to intuitively realize what they were.

        

        "Could these be... spirit cores?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        I recalled past memories as I spoke to the hero.

        

        "How should I put this... Simply put, I was captured as a subject for an experiment. That experiment was the artificial spirit project."

        

        "......"

        

        Do I need to say this much?

        

        I considered that, but somehow I didn't want to lie, so I sighed softly and continued.

        

        "The experiment was conducted by the kingdom."

        

        I'm not sure how she'll take this.

        

        To be honest.

        

        I don't even know how I'm taking it myself.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.32[Hero and I, Just the Two of Us - 16]

      
        I was born in the slums.

        

        I don't know how I survived my childhood.

        

        Did I have parents?

        

        Or was it someone who took pity on a child and protected me?

        

        I'm not sure, but at least from the time I began to have memories, I had no choice but to live alone.

        

        It was on one such day.

        

        A friend who worked with me in the slums was suddenly dragged away to the royal city. I roughly knew the reason, but his expression as he was being taken away looked genuinely unwilling, which worried me.

        

        Even though we had stayed together for mutual benefit, we had shared life and death for years, so I couldn't help but care about him.

        

        Eventually, I went to the royal city.

        

        There was no special reason.

        

        At least at that moment, he was the only person I could call a friend, and I thought he would surely suffer in the suffocating royal city.

        

        So for the first time, I left the slums and headed for the royal city, showing people the typical appearance of a country bumpkin who was amazed at everything new.

        

        I was lucky.

        

        It was truly a miracle that I arrived at the royal city alive.

        

        And luck struck again.

        

        I was able to find my friend quickly.

        

        But he looked happy.

        

        He seemed well-fed, wore expensive clothes, and appeared to be doing fine.

        

        'Well, that's good then.'

        

        That was the only thought that crossed my mind at that moment.

        

        As soon as I saw him, I thought he would be alright.

        

        If he had been forcibly taken to the royal city and was suffering, I would have tried to rescue him, but if he was genuinely smiling and enjoying himself, there seemed no need for me to save him.

        

        He had money.

        

        He had food.

        

        He had clothes.

        

        I was a little envious of a life with everything provided, but it wasn't mine, so it was fine.

        

        Let's go back to the slums.

        

        No, do I need to go back?

        

        Should I just live outside?

        

        I was in the middle of such thoughts.

        

        "Huh? What's this?"

        

        It was the moment I was wondering what to do now in the royal city.

        

        Suddenly my body went numb and I couldn't move.

        

        And then.

        

        "This child isn't from the royal city. Perfect, let's take him."

        

        I was dragged away without knowing what was happening.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        Artificial Spirit Experiment.

        

        The talent of a spirit mage is something one must be born with.

        

        Without an innate ability to communicate with spirits, it's impossible, but spirit magic was a versatile power that could handle various situations.

        

        That's why people thought:

        

        Could we artificially create this talent?

        

        If the ability to communicate is important, couldn't we forcibly enhance this ability after birth?

        

        That seemed to be the purpose.

        

        "Kuh, huk! Ugh!"

        

        And so, a core was embedded in my chest.

        

        At first, I thought someone would come to rescue me. I believed people wouldn't allow such unethical experiments targeting young children.

        

        But that was my misconception, and the experiment was conducted with the permission of high-ranking nobles.

        

        Perhaps even the king knew about it.

        

        At least, it wasn't a situation where I could expect help from anyone.

        

        "......"

        

        Living in the slums, I thought I understood human malice well. But I felt that the malice in the slums and the malice here were different kinds.

        

        The malice I felt in the slums came from a kind of fear—will this person harm me?

        

        It was closer to people who, struggling to survive day by day, hardened their hearts to protect their interests because they had no peace of mind.

        

        But this malice was malice in the truest sense.

        

        They rejoiced at obtaining experimental data even as we suffered in pain.

        

        'How many people have died?'

        

      

      
        During the experiment, others besides me were brought in.

        

        There were children like me.

        

        They brought in elderly people, women, and strong men indiscriminately, and then they disappeared.

        

        I seemed to have some talent.

        

        Only I and another boy survived having two spirit cores embedded in our chests; everyone else couldn't endure even one and died.

        

        On a day when I wondered if I would just die like this:

        

        "The spirit communication ability has increased astonishingly! This is a success!"

        

        "But the reactions vary too much between individuals. Except for those two children, no one can withstand the cores. Orders have come from above. They say this seems to be a failure after all, and the experiment is to be stopped."

        

        "Fools! If we just continue a little longer..."

        

        "These are orders, they say. If you disobey..."

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        Though they had conducted all sorts of experiments on us, they too seemed to be mere pawns.

        

        Where was the mastermind and what was he doing?

        

        I felt resentment, but I was too dazed to know where to even begin.

        

        I had no motivation.

        

        I just wanted these days of pain to end quickly.

        

        "I can't stop! Soon, an era will come when anyone can use spirit magic!"

        

        "Oh? Are you defying my orders?"

        

        "...Ah! Duke! You've arrived!"

        

        Duke.

        

        A high-ranking person.

        

        Is this the one who led this inhumane experiment?

        

        He's older than I expected.

        

        Judging by his face alone, I couldn't believe he was the one behind such experiments.

        

        Human physiognomy truly couldn't be trusted.

        

        "It's that bastard."

        

        "......"

        

        I turned in surprise to look beside me.

        

        The child chained next to me had blood flowing from his eyes. In the beginning, he would talk with me, but at some point, he stopped speaking entirely.

        

        I occasionally tried to talk to him, trying to help him maintain his sanity, but it seemed he couldn't hold on.

        

        He no longer responded to anything I said, only looking at people with eyes that seemed to beg for death.

        

        As blood flowed from the eyes of this boy whose name I didn't even know, it seemed like light returned to his eyes for the first time in a long while.

        

        "I'm very interested in the profession of spirit mage, which is why I sponsored this, but it's meaningless. The returns don't justify the risks, do they?"

        

        "Duke, please calm down. There have been results."

        

        "If it's not a technique applicable to everyone, it's just luck. Only two children survived? Is that a result? I'm sorry, but suspicions might arise soon. The risk is too great, but the results are too meager. Enough, this experiment ends here."

        

        The experiment is over?

        

        Freedom?

        

        But what kind of freedom would it be?

        

        We are proof of their evil deeds.

        

        They won't let us live.

        

        That's what I thought, but the boy next to me seemed to think differently.

        

        "Huh? ...Will you let us go? Can we leave?"

        

        That was hope.

        

        Hope emerged in emotions that had been close to anger and hatred. It wasn't that I didn't feel it too, but I thought the possibility was low.

        

        I thought I was in better condition than him, but I had simply lost all will to live.

        

        Just a worthless life from the slums.

        

        I didn't care if I died, that's how I had always thought.

        

        After enduring all sorts of unethical experiments, my mind was already broken, and I had little desire to live.

        

        "Those are the children."

        

        "Yes, that's right..."

        

        "Dispose of them. Not even their bodies should remain."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        The boy next to me widened his eyes at those words.

        

        The hope that they might spare us vanished, and he seemed to tremble at the thought of being killed again.

        

        A flame.

        

        It flickered.

        

        "W-what is this!"

        

        The flame was visible to everyone.

        

        "Fools! They should be wearing magic-sealing handcuffs to prevent them from using spirit magic!"

        

      

      
        Magic-sealing handcuffs certainly block all kinds of magic generated from within.

        

        But spirits themselves were beings of magic.

        

        The magic-sealing handcuffs prevented the circulation of magic, not its production.

        

        Moreover, they were made for human criminals, so naturally, they didn't work on him who had essentially become a spirit himself.

        

        And then.

        

        Finally.

        

        WHOOSH!!!

        

        The flames spread widely throughout the place.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "Ugh, guh! Kuhuh!"

        

        In a space where something was burning with a whoosh, I raised my body. In the space where everything had burned black, I had burns but was still alive.

        

        Whether it was something close to a survival instinct that made me merge with a spirit too, or whether I had developed resistance to fire even without that, the injuries I sustained were minimal compared to other areas.

        

        Perhaps that rampaging child didn't want to kill at least me.

        

        "......"

        

        The prison door had burned away, as had the handcuffs.

        

        The same went for the people.

        

        Amidst everything that had burned, someone was on top of one corpse.

        

        Thud.

        

        Thud.

        

        He was punching the already dead body of the Duke.

        

        He too had severe burns.

        

        His injuries were worse than mine, with serious black burn marks, far from the appearance of him that I knew.

        

        When I got up, he seemed to notice my presence and turned his head, smiling awkwardly.

        

        That smile, characteristic of a broken person, was impossible to return.

        

        Slowly.

        

        He approached me.

        

        "You're... alive."

        

        Thud.

        

        That was his last word.

        

        I couldn't understand the meaning of those words.

        

        Was it relief that I was alive?

        

        Was it shock that I was alive in such a situation?

        

        Or was it regret, thinking we would have been happier dying together?

        

        I couldn't know the true feelings of someone whose name I didn't even know.

        

        "Huk."

        

        I got up and moved.

        

        I didn't know what emotions I had.

        

        I didn't know what face to make.

        

        I just went outside and realized that place was in a dense forest.

        

        It was raining.

        

        I ran from that place as if escaping.

        

        It seems my survival instinct hadn't diminished; rather, I ran to live.

        

        It was just that I had been in so much pain that I had abandoned "the hope of being able to live." When that hope returned, my heart raced.

        

        There was no one in this world who could truly accept death.

        

        There were only people for whom dying was easier than living.

        

        They chose death only because living was more frightening than dying.

        

        "Ugh, kugh. ...Urgh."

        

        The burns were severe, and there was nothing I, still a child, could do.

        

        With all my strength gone, I collapsed on the ground, awkwardly breathing.

        

        Time passed.

        

        As the rain poured down, it got colder.

        

        "Oh my, it's a child."

        

        "......"

        

        Looking up, I saw an adult woman who looked like she might work in a tavern.

        

        "Are you alive, little one?"

        

        That was.

        

        The moment I met Madam Florence.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.33[Hero and I, Together - 17]

      
        "It's over."

        

        "..."

        

        "I went back to that place afterward, but there was nothing there."

        

        After treating my wounds and preparing myself mentally, it took too long in many ways, but at the very least, I thought I should take care of the bodies. But when I went, the kingdom's people had already been there.

        

        Madam Florence said there wasn't some hidden mastermind; they just couldn't publicly announce such inhumane experiments, so they were trying to bury it all.

        

        I thought so too.

        

        The people who led the experiments were all dead, and I survived.

        

        No.

        

        Only I survived.

        

        Everyone died painfully, and I completed my revenge without getting blood on my hands.

        

        I had no reason to live, but Madam Florence raised me and tried her best to raise me with moral values.

        

        Looking back now, I wonder if making me read suspiciously religious texts and books about morality and ethics was to restore my twisted sense of ethics.

        

        In reality, during that time, I couldn't believe in human goodwill.

        

        It was only when I grew a bit older that I naturally realized that Madam Florence saving me was, quite literally, an act of human goodwill.

        

        "This feels a bit awkward. I'll get dressed."

        

        I fumbled around and put my clothes back on.

        

        "Livia, say something... No, are you crying!? Wait, Livia?"

        

        I'm not crying, so why are you?

        

        "Because you're not crying."

        

        "..."

        

        It was as if she was responding to my inner thoughts.

        

        "How did you feel when the hero's party was praising the kingdom?"

        

        "..."

        

        "How did you feel when kingdom people said they were grateful for being saved?"

        

        "..."

        

        "How could you work for the kingdom that caused you so much pain as a child?"

        

        "Sigh."

        

        I exhaled.

        

        "The kingdom itself isn't bad. More people live peacefully under its protection. I just happened to encounter evil people; the kingdom itself wasn't bad. And the mastermind and everyone involved died in the explosion right there. Every single one of them."

        

        "But those who knew about the experiment and turned a blind eye must still be alive. They're probably sleeping soundly with their legs stretched out, laughing it off as if nothing happened!!"

        

        The hero's excited voice was certainly not something to be praised, and perhaps I should caution her for getting too worked up, but for some reason, I found myself smiling.

        

        It didn't feel bad to have someone get angry purely on my behalf after hearing my story.

        

        For me, it had become just a thing of the past, but for her, it seemed that wasn't the case.

        

        "The mastermind of that incident died, and so did the executors. Certainly, there must have been people who covered it up, and that is truly regrettable, but..."

        

        "Regrettable, you say?"

        

        "Isn't it a waste to spend your life searching for those who covered it up?"

        

        "..."

        

        I slowly approached the hero and wiped away her flowing tears.

        

        "I'm fine. But it doesn't feel bad to have you cry and get angry after hearing my story."

        

        Perhaps since that day.

        

        I might have been thinking about it continuously.

        

        What I saw from the side was a monster, and the moment of the rampaging spirit union was truly the embodiment of terror.

        

        That's why I didn't use this power.

        

        Because what I saw appeared that way, I feared that in others' eyes, someone in spirit union might also look like a monster.

        

        "Life is too short for us humans to live consumed by anger and hatred. Let's live a bit happier."

        

        "...We might find them by chance, you know."

        

        "Well then, shall we beat them up a bit when that time comes?"

        

        "Good, I'll do the beating."

        

        "I'd prefer if you'd at least leave that role to me. Though, in terms of punishment intensity, yours might be worse."

        

        Besides, I wasn't really working for the kingdom.

        

        I was merely participating in a journey to save the world.

        

        "After experiencing something like that, do you trust people?"

        

        "What about you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia trusts people, so why can't I?"

        

      

      
        "It seems different somehow."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Royce, you."

        

        The hero looked at me and said:

        

        "You've made an effort to believe in human goodwill."

        

        "..."

        

        This time, I looked at the hero in surprise.

        

        That assessment was unexpected.

        

        "Why do you think so?"

        

        "Painful experiences hurt everyone, and distressing things cause suffering for everyone. You were exposed to pure malice, yet you live virtuously. You don't calculate the gains and losses of helping others, and you consider reaching out to someone as natural, not as something noble."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's the result of tremendous effort. After that, you spent your entire life trying to believe in human goodwill. Believing that people have goodwill, and that is what makes them truly human."

        

        I was slightly dazed.

        

        Even Madam Florence didn't understand that far.

        

        Perhaps because she educated me hoping that's what I would become, she couldn't see it.

        

        I made an effort.

        

        Having been exposed to malice, born and raised in it, it was difficult to believe otherwise.

        

        But still, I tried.

        

        Why?

        

        Of course, there was a reason.

        

        Because I wanted it to be that way.

        

        I wanted to believe that a world where human goodwill circulates is the original state the world should have, and that while people can hurt others without reason, they can also help and save others.

        

        "I..."

        

        Slowly, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Maybe I saved you because I wanted to believe in that goodwill."

        

        "Well, it doesn't matter."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "You said it yourself, that I'm a noble person. You said it doesn't matter what thoughts or feelings I had when I saved people; what remains is the result that I saved countless people and the world."

        

        "..."

        

        "The same goes for you. Whatever the reason, it doesn't matter. Despite your past, you didn't succumb to malice, you believed in goodwill, and now you believe in me."

        

        Blankly.

        

        I just stared blankly at the hero.

        

        "You're an amazing person. I'll tell you that you're noble for using that power, which is like a badge of shame to you, to protect people."

        

        "..."

        

        "You know, Royce said I'm noble, right? So as the noble hero acknowledged by you, I'll recognize you as noble. What's the big deal? Saving people and believing in them—that's nobility."

        

        She laughs with a "hehe."

        

        At that sun-like smile, I found myself smiling back without realizing it.

        

        Her changed appearance was both moving and at the same time, I thought she was someone I couldn't reach.

        

        Yet such a person listened to my story and called me noble.

        

        That didn't feel bad at all.

        

        "I might have indeed made an effort."

        

        Because after that, I continued to distrust others.

        

        I hated everything.

        

        I disliked it all.

        

        I even disliked Madam Florence who saved me.

        

        Because she didn't even give me a reason to die.

        

        Above all, I hated myself for pretending to have given up and accepted everything, yet when the opportunity arose, I struggled to live and couldn't escape this hellish life.

        

        But at some point, I felt empty.

        

        I had already survived.

        

        I wondered what meaning there was in wasting my life in such emptiness.

        

        Those who made me suffer, and those behind them, were all dead.

        

        So why should I be the only one suffering?

        

        That's why I decided to believe.

        

        I made an effort to become that way.

        

        Pretending to believe, gritting my teeth, trying to see the good side as much as possible.

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Pretending to believe, pretending to expect, wearing a mask as if human goodwill circulates.

        

        Then a woman came and took off that mask.

        

        I was afraid that the ugliness that no one could believe in would remain on that face.

        

        But.

        

        That woman says:

        

        "What? You look the same."

        

        She laughs so lightly.

        

        That...

        

        "...Livia."

        

        "Huh? What? ...Eh!? What did you just say!?"

        

        Livia, who always responded confidently, went "Huh?" and "What?" and after thinking about it again in her head, quickly blushed.

        

        That reaction was as expected, and since I personally didn't find it bad, I smiled.

        

        "Livia. What's wrong?"

        

        "Ah, um... Until now, you've been calling me 'Miss Livia'."

        

        "Was it disrespectful? I wanted to show it as a sign that I've opened my heart to you. If you don't like it, I can go back to calling you Miss Livia..."

        

        "No!"

        

        She approached me.

        

        Her face, red up to her ears, seemed embarrassed, but her straightforward approach was still very much like Livia.

        

        "Livia is fine. Only you can call me that."

        

        "..."

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Madam Florence used to have a dog, and I think it smiled sheepishly like this.

        

        I smiled back at Livia.

        

        "Have you fallen for me? Want to officially become that kind of relationship? I'm ready anytime."

        

        "Well, it's a bit ambiguous."

        

        "This man is difficult...!!"

        

        "Haha."

        

        I laughed.

        

        It's not that I didn't feel my heart racing.

        

        It's not that there weren't things that bothered me somehow.

        

        But if asked if it was love, it was still a bit ambiguous.

        

        "But you know."

        

        "..."

        

        "I think I can imagine such a future now."

        

        "...!"

        

        As I slowly stood up, Livia also stood up and smiled.

        

        "Great! Next, it won't be imagination but reality! Let's go! Go! To Elven Heim!"

        

        "Yes, we should. This is a journey for the two of us, right?"

        

        "Yes, thank you."

        

        "For what?"

        

        "It's no longer 'Olivia Reinhart's journey' but now 'Olivia Reinhart and Royce's journey'."

        

        "..."

        

        Come to think of it, I did mention before that this was Livia's journey.

        

        Was she concerned about that?

        

        I didn't say it to draw a line, though.

        

        "It's a journey for the two of us."

        

        "I see. By the way, what would you like to do if you become my lover?"

        

        "Marriage."

        

        "Ah, so after achieving one goal, a new one emerges."

        

        I decided not to ask what comes after marriage.

        

        I need to maintain an appropriate distance with Livia, who has virtually no social skills.

        

        Otherwise, I might get devoured before we even become lovers, let alone get married.

        

        In a sexual sense.

        

        I've considered what I could do if the historically strongest hero were to pounce on me, but the conclusion was that there's nothing I could do.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.34In the Land of Elves - 01

      
        "Where should I move this? No, no, I mean, where should I move this, please?"

        

        "You don't need to be so concerned about your speech style. If you're more comfortable speaking casually, please do so."

        

        "R-really? Sorry, I'm not used to this kind of thing."

        

        "That item should be moved over there, but you currently have one hand..."

        

        "Phew, over there, right?"

        

        Livia effortlessly lifted the logs with one hand and walked leisurely.

        

        The people of Harp Village didn't seem to know that Livia was a hero, and just had the impression that she was a meddlesome but strong person.

        

        Even so, they wouldn't scrutinize someone who had saved them, so people were generally favorable toward her.

        

        Well, revealing that she was a hero probably wouldn't make them hostile, but depending on the circumstances, it might involve her in dangerous situations.

        

        Quite some time had passed since the incident at East Port, so the royal capital might have assessed the situation and dispatched people to this eastern continent.

        

        Fortunately, Harp Village wasn't a well-known village and was located in a remote area, so it seemed unlikely that anyone would come here to inquire.

        

        They would more likely visit other larger villages on the eastern continent to gather information, or if not, they would use port villages.

        

        Either way, her journey to Alven Heim had probably already been discovered, so they might have done something there as well.

        

        Especially Reina.

        

        Reina Forest.

        

        'Reina is none other than Titania's child. Considering her significant influence, in the worst case, I might not be able to enter Elven Heim, let alone reach the World Tree.'

        

        The forest was protected by a barrier, and if Titania didn't accept them, they couldn't enter at all.

        

        Of course, as with any barrier, it could be destroyed by force, but in that case, the situation couldn't be laughed off, and there would be no way to end the conversation peacefully.

        

        Though Livia now had plenty of time regarding her life span, the issue of pursuers and such interference was dangerous.

        

        If Reina had openly incited others and deceived even Titania to become hostile, things could get troublesome.

        

        However.

        

        "..."

        

        In card games, there was always a card that could turn the tables.

        

        A joker-like card that could flip everything with just one card.

        

        And right now, in this Harp Village, there was a person who was no different from a joker.

        

        More precisely, a person who might be the joker.

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Why are you so tense? Did I say I was going to eat you or something?"

        

        "No! That's not it... Ahem, thank you sincerely for saving our village. Our Harp Village isn't financially well-off, but we've prepared a small token of our appreciation!"

        

        "Please keep the money for now. It doesn't feel right to take anything from a village that's already struggling to survive. Instead, I was thinking of receiving something else."

        

        "Something else, you say?"

        

        Her pretense of ignorance was noticeable.

        

        She's not good at lying.

        

        It happens occasionally.

        

        People whose pupils tremble with tension from the very fact that they're hiding something. Sylphy was exactly that type, someone unsuited for politics or such positions.

        

        "Information."

        

        "Information? Haha, what kind of information would a half-elf raised in Harp Village have! I'm just like any civilian who's lived here for a long time! Haha, hahaha... ha."

        

        Despite her awkward laughter, I silently stared at Sylphy, who trembled under my gaze before letting out a small sigh.

        

        She seemed to have finally given up on hiding it, though in truth, the stage where she could hide it had already passed.

        

        "You really do know a lot about elves."

        

        "I read books indiscriminately. Some of them happened to be about elves, that's all."

        

        "..."

        

        "You drew a bow during the recent attack, didn't you? A bow made of magical power—that's quite special."

        

        Even in the current world, which could be called a great magical world where all kinds of magic were being developed, there were certain abilities that required specific bloodlines or talents—like materializing magical power directly.

        

        Like turning magical power into flames.

        

      

      
        Or enhancing physical abilities with magical power.

        

        Or producing substances with magical power.

        

        These were possible.

        

        But the materialization of magical power itself was impossible.

        

        "Creating a bow with magical power isn't impossible. If you have basic knowledge and skill in shaping magic, it's possible to make a bow with magical power."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "But that's making a bow with magical power, not magical power becoming a bow. That ability, where magical power itself takes the form of a bow, exists only in elves, but not just any elf can use it—only chosen elves can."

        

        Magical power was truly mysterious; creating a sword with magical power was possible, but making magical power itself into a sword was impossible.

        

        The same applied to bows, but there were beings who could do it.

        

        "Those chosen elves..."

        

        "Haah."

        

        Sylphy sighed, louder than before, and said:

        

        "High elves. In other words, unless you have the blood of high elves—a rare lineage even among elves—flowing in your body, it's impossible to create a bow and arrows with magical power alone. Yes, you're right."

        

        It was a privilege exclusive to high elves, and the same power manifested in descendants who inherited that blood.

        

        In other words, Sylphy, who was right beside me, could have obtained a status so high that it wouldn't have been strange to hold her legally accountable if she raised her head and acted disrespectfully. Yet she was living here in Harp Village because she was a half-elf, not a pure-blooded elf.

        

        "A half-high elf—extremely rare indeed."

        

        No joke, there might only be enough to count on one's fingers.

        

        Moreover, in Sylphy's case, she was likely a first-generation half-elf born between a high elf and a human, so her blood would be quite potent, and there might not be another half-high elf with such potent blood besides Sylphy.

        

        "Well, they say I have a noble body, but I've never been treated nobly, so I wouldn't know. This is really a secret, but I think it would be wrong to keep it from Lord Royce and Lady Olivia, who are the saviors of this village."

        

        "..."

        

        "You risked your lives to save this village. ...I should tell you in advance that I don't have a surname. My mother hates half-elves."

        

        "...A high elf who hates half-elves. ...Wait, then Sylphy's mother is..."

        

        "She's the current Titania's daughter. That makes me Titania's grandchild."

        

        "..."

        

        I closed my mouth.

        

        No history book had ever mentioned such a story.

        

        Was the current Titania of slave origin?

        

        "Hmm, Titania was married twice, and she lost her first husband during the war. And that husband had a child, who must be your mother."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "This is the first I've heard of it."

        

        I knew that Titania had a previous husband and a child, but the records only mentioned that they died young from illness, with no details.

        

        But that child of Titania had another child, and that was Sylphy?

        

        So it wasn't that Titania was of human slave origin, but that Titania's daughter was a human slave.

        

        Whether "died young" meant she died from injuries sustained at that time, or couldn't bear the trauma and took her own life, I don't know, but it probably wasn't a proper death.

        

        "Her daughter was raped by humans, broken, and ended her life shortly—short even for an elf."

        

        Sylphy fidgeted with her fingers as she spoke.

        

        "I can understand why she doesn't look favorably upon me."

        

        "Well, I have a different opinion, but if the person directly involved says so, I have nothing to say."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy awkwardly rubbed the back of her neck.

        

        "Still, as a minimum guidance, she taught me a bit of archery before banishing me. I consider it her way of saying I shouldn't die to lower-level monsters at least."

        

        "..."

        

        "So I don't think she completely dislikes me. It's just that seeing me probably reminds her of her dead daughter. I hate to admit it, but I look quite feminine, so I must remind her even more of her dead daughter."

        

        "But she discriminates against not just you, but other half-elves as well."

        

        "I think that's worthy of criticism. I overlook it because I understand Grandmother's pain, but I have no right to stop other half-elves from hating or resenting her."

        

        Indeed.

        

      

      
        I smiled.

        

        "You have a big heart."

        

        "Suddenly?"

        

        "I find it hard to accept."

        

        "Whoa! O-Olivia! How long have you been here?"

        

        "I've been here the whole time?"

        

        Apparently, she had quickly finished her tasks and returned, listening to the entire conversation.

        

        "So what will you do?"

        

        "About what?"

        

        "While Titania might have some feelings for Sylphy, Sylphy, like other half-elves, was unilaterally hated and banished."

        

        "Yes, that's right. If I go, Grandmother might show some flexibility, but conversely, she might close her heart even more because I'm a half-elf."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Taking Sylphy along would be a kind of gamble.

        

        If, luckily, Titania still had some lingering attachment or love-hate feelings for Sylphy, she might be the key to resolving things easily. But conversely, she might become the lock that firmly shuts the door.

        

        "To be honest, I think the risk of bringing her along is greater."

        

        "I see."

        

        I wasn't expressing my opinion or my true feelings so much as stating an objective fact.

        

        Even probability-wise, it was more likely that Sylphy would cause greater confusion than that Titania would make a flexible judgment because of her.

        

        "What about you, Sylphy? Do you want to meet Titania?"

        

        "Grandmother... Well, she's a sensitive person. I think she doesn't really want to be Titania. She always seems calm on the outside, but I feel like she's screaming inside. I want to help her, but when I'm around, it seems like she screams even louder."

        

        "No, who asked about that?"

        

        Livia looked at Sylphy, tilting her head.

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "I asked if you want to meet her."

        

        "...If you mean if I want to talk to her, yes. Apart from sympathizing with Grandmother, there are things I need to say to her. But I lack the courage, so I've been spending my time like this."

        

        "Then let's go."

        

        "What? Huh? Wait a moment!"

        

        "If you're torn between doing it or not, just do it! Life goes on, and people regret their choices no matter what they choose in moments of decision. To the point where they say there's no choice without regret. So at least let's do it and then regret it."

        

        She's so tough, I'm speechless.

        

        Sylphy smiled awkwardly and said:

        

        "As expected of a hero. You're really tough."

        

        "I'm too inexperienced to bear that name... Huh? What!? You knew!?"

        

        "Um... I'm sorry, I already figured it out when I heard the name Olivia. I thought I shouldn't pretend to know."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        So she had noticed after all.

        

        At first, I thought like Livia that she might be oblivious in that regard, but as we talked and time passed, she didn't seem like that type at all.

        

        She was perceptive, rather observant, and because others found it hard to notice that she was "being observant," I thought she would be good at reconnaissance or eavesdropping.

        

        Thinking that far, I figured she would have identified Livia's identity with room to spare.

        

        "A-anyway! Royce!"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I want to apologize to Titania. Honestly, I don't really want to, but since we're the ones asking for a favor..."

        

        "Sure, whatever."

        

        "If it looks like I'm about to cross a line, will you stop me from the side?"

        

        She's not confident either, huh?

        

        Well, whatever.

        

        I'll be there beside her, I suppose.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.35[Elves' Country - 02]

      
        Reina Forest stared blankly at the sky.

        

        The sensation wouldn't fade away.

        

        The feeling of shooting an arrow that pierced through the head and heart of Olivia, who had been a hero.

        

        Unlike a sword, once an arrow is shot, it's beyond Reina's influence, and blood rarely physically stains her hands.

        

        But in that moment.

        

        It felt as if something indelible had stained her hands.

        

        'What would Mother say if she knew?'

        

        She believed it was a decision for Elven Heim.

        

        The kingdom might help Elven Heim and might save them from the crisis they now faced.

        

        She tried to convince herself that committing evil deeds for the sake of her country, while not pleasant, was necessary, but the fundamental guilt simply wouldn't disappear.

        

        "..."

        

        Reina had been afraid of Olivia the hero.

        

        Not that she was a bad person, but because she had a strong self-righteous streak.

        

        Especially her attitude toward people or monsters with moral or ethical flaws was truly cold-blooded.

        

        While that wasn't necessarily wrong, even fellow humans who crossed the line were nothing more than targets for elimination in her eyes.

        

        The cold-hearted woman wouldn't listen to the circumstances of evildoers, preferring to save as many innocent people as possible rather than waste time hearing excuses.

        

        A prime example was when a nobleman had collaborated with a criminal organization, causing people to suffer.

        

        Though he hadn't directly murdered anyone, many died because of his influence, so he could rightfully be called a murderer in the true sense.

        

        While others would have hushed up the matter, she immediately rushed in and killed the nobleman.

        

        People dying.

        

        People crying and begging for help.

        

        Seeing countless people starving to death, dying painfully, and living hellish days because of the criminal organization, she killed not only the criminal organization but the nobleman himself.

        

        Without listening to excuses.

        

        Without hearing circumstances.

        

        For her, once someone committed a crime that crossed the line, they were simply targets to be eliminated.

        

        "..."

        

        That wasn't wrong.

        

        But every time Reina watched from the sidelines, there was something chilling about it.

        

        She was a good person, but frightening.

        

        Those eyes.

        

        Reina even feared that those eyes might one day turn toward her.

        

        The thought that she might be cut down if she acted in a way that didn't meet Olivia's standards terrified her.

        

        "...Alex, if you don't keep your promise, I'll kill you. Without fail."

        

        Reina muttered, fidgeting with her neck.

        

        She had been so ignorant of the world.

        

        So stupid.

        

        She thought that kindness shouldn't be judged by appearances alone.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        The communication stone glowed.

        

        It was difficult to use in the Eastern Continent.

        

        The magical energy was unstable there, making communication very challenging.

        

        "Alex, is it."

        

        He was the only one who would contact her now.

        

        He must have something to say.

        

        She could have stayed longer in the royal capital out of courtesy, but she didn't want to see Alex's face. Just seeing that detestable face made her feel bad, and the more praise he received in the royal capital, the more she was reminded of the person who should have been receiving that praise, making her want to die.

        

        So she decided to return home quickly.

        

        There were various reasons, but the biggest was that she wanted to escape from Alex.

        

        Sighing, she activated the communication stone.

        

        "What is it? Do you have something to say?"

        

        -Finally, you answered. I thought you were dead since you weren't responding.

        

        "You must know that Elven Heim is in the Eastern Continent, and that magical energy is rough there, making communication difficult."

        

        -Yes, I know. That should tell you how anxious I am right now.

        

        What was this?

        

        It didn't seem like he was just calling to tease Reina for frowning and getting irritated.

        

        "What's the matter?"

        

        A slight chill ran down her spine, and her heart beat faster.

        

        An inexplicable sense of foreboding and something close to fear seemed to press down on Reina's shoulders.

        

        Despite not having heard anything yet, Reina was tense, and Alex, whether aware of her feelings or not, spoke.

        

        -The hero, Olivia Reinhart, is alive.

        

        "What?"

      

      
        

        -And in that state, she's probably heading to Elven Heim.

        

        "..."

        

        Reina's hands trembled.

        

        She's alive?

        

        A third of her head was blown off, her heart was pierced.

        

        One arm was also blown off, and she was fed with a deadly poison, possibly Death's Poison, and fell from a cliff of that height, yet she's alive?

        

        And not only that, but in that state, she moved and came all the way to the Eastern Continent?

        

        'She really is a monster. That person.'

        

        Her breathing became irregular.

        

        Every time she watched Olivia the hero fight, she couldn't shake that thought, and now she was certain.

        

        That person is a monster.

        

        Not human.

        

        "She's coming to Elven Heim? ...D-Don't tell me she's coming to kill me?"

        

        -...She is a complete hero. I doubt she would harbor personal grudges, but.

        

        "...Heh, heheh. So what? What do you want me to do?"

        

        -It's obvious. You need to kill her again. We are people who cannot allow the hero Olivia Reinhart to live. We need to kill her again, and since she's poisoned with Death's Poison, it's not entirely impossible.

        

        "I-Impossible...! How on earth are we supposed to kill her?"

        

        -There is a way.

        

        That combat ability.

        

        That strength.

        

        The goddess bestowed upon Olivia Reinhart all the talents needed for battle.

        

        Even without a sword, she could grab a branch and cut someone down, or even just use her bare hands. While she was best with a sword, Olivia could handle most weapons regardless of type, including bows, spears, and daggers.

        

        How could one kill such a person?

        

        Poisoning her when she was off guard had been the best option.

        

        -It's simple, isn't it?

        

        "Simple? What do you...!"

        

        -No matter how remarkable Olivia Reinhart is, she's still just a terminal patient poisoned with Death's Poison. Certainly, if she obtains the sap of the World Tree in Elven Heim, she might be able to cure herself, but.

        

        "The World Tree's sap, you say..."

        

        It wasn't an impossible story, but the timing was questionable.

        

        She couldn't predict how Titina would react.

        

        Titania didn't have good feelings toward Olivia the hero because of past events, but she was still the person who saved the world, so if Olivia told her the truth, there was a possibility she might cooperate.

        

        -In the end, as long as she doesn't get the sap, time is our ally.

        

        "What if she becomes desperate and attacks the elves? No matter how poisoned she is, a hero is still a hero!"

        

        -Are you serious?

        

        "What?"

        

        -Even if there are people who vilify and see the hero Olivia Reinhart as an enemy due to instigation, she won't kill them. Not if those civilians haven't committed any crimes.

        

        "..."

        

        -Because before being a person, she is a hero. Wasn't our journey always like that? She's not a person; she's a hero.

        

        "Yes, that person is a hero."

        

        Reina said self-deprecatingly.

        

        "And we're trying to kill such a person."

        

        -Sigh, how sentimental of you.

        

        "Shut up...!"

        

        Reina clutched her head.

        

        Again.

        

        She's asking her to do it again.

        

        Neither moral nor ethical.

        

        Another evil deed driven by selfishness.

        

        Is this really what a hero party that's supposed to save the world should be doing?

        

        Absolutely not.

        

        -So what will you do?

        

        "...Fine, I'll do it. What do I need to do?"

        

        Fidgeting with her neck, Reina frowned.

        

        She had already committed the deed.

        

        Reina had no choice.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Are you sure we shouldn't inform the guard?"

        

        "Yes, Half Village is already a poorly treated village. It's best if this ends with no one getting hurt."

        

      

      
        "But if the guard investigates, they might find something."

        

        "Rois, you said you investigated but found nothing, right? Then there's probably nothing to find."

        

        "No, while I'm flattered by your trust in my investigative abilities, I'm no match for professionals."

        

        "You can use spirits, so aren't you more capable than most guards?"

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        Despite investigating the Death Cult leader's corpse and various other things, I couldn't obtain any significant information. The Death Cult leader's body had a seal engraved on it, which was all I could discover.

        

        It was designed to erase all physical evidence upon death, so there was almost no evidence left on the body.

        

        If he had been alive, we might have obtained information, but generally, Death Cult members don't communicate, and those who use mental infiltration are often stubborn individuals immune to torture or persuasion.

        

        Moreover, according to Livia, he used a voodoo doppelgänger, so we didn't know when his last life would be. Even if we had restrained him, it wouldn't have been difficult for him to escape through suicide.

        

        "Are you really going? Elven Heim won't welcome you."

        

        "I know, Chief. ...But the opportunity has come, and I want to be brave. There's something I really want to tell Grandmother."

        

        "I see... Travelers, please take good care of this child."

        

        The village chief bowed to us and said:

        

        "Thanks to you, we've regained peace. I shudder to think what might have happened without you. I apologize for showing such a shameful side."

        

        Livia smiled beside me and said:

        

        "It's okay. It's only natural that those who used mental infiltration are at fault. No need to apologize."

        

        "Haha, thank you. ...Well then, Sylphy, be careful."

        

        "Yes, I'll be back."

        

        And so we decided to leave Half Village and head toward Elven Heim.

        

        Livia carefully approached Sylphy and asked:

        

        "Is that village chief like a parent to Sylphy?"

        

        "Ah, um."

        

        Sylphy scratched her cheek awkwardly.

        

        "I'm actually older."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia and I froze simultaneously.

        

        It seemed impossible to determine any information about this elf from appearances.

        

        Age, gender—all were indiscernible.

        

        "...Rois, I just thought of something."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Do you prefer older women or younger women?"

        

        "If I answer 'older' here, is there something you can do about it?"

        

        "I've heard there are potions in this world that can age you. I'll give it a try."

        

        "Please don't. Age isn't a big factor in my ideal type. Older, same age, younger—as long as we get along, it's fine."

        

        "I see!"

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        Feeling somewhat mischievous, I smiled back and said:

        

        "Though I'm not sure if we ever got along well."

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "You've always been angry at whatever I did."

        

        "...Heh, hehe."

        

        "Why are you laughing?"

        

        Livia, looking like a slightly hurt puppy, laughed.

        

        "It means we're close enough to joke around! Right!?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Right!?"

        

        Her face, desperately pleading for confirmation, was almost poignant.

        

        Feeling a bit sorry for her and finding her cute, I said:

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "...!"

        

        Livia smiled as if she had never been upset.

        

        "I knew it!"

        

        "...Livia sometimes reminds me of a puppy."

        

        "Ah, I just felt the same."

        

        As Sylphy and I nodded in agreement, Livia tilted her head.

        

        "Huh? Me? Why?"

        

        She seemed unaware of it.

        

        She was still oblivious in that regard.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.36In the Land of Elves - 03

      
        "Lord Royce. May I ask you something?"

        

        It had been ten days since Sylphy joined as a travel companion.

        

        We were smoothly heading toward Elven Heim, but there was still some distance to go.

        

        After finishing dinner, I heated some water lightly and drank the warm liquid.

        

        I found that drinking warm water before bed helped me sleep better. Somehow, I felt the warmth spreading throughout my body as it went down. This sensation was especially noticeable when sleeping outdoors.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Lady Olivia only has one arm now, right?"

        

        "You can see that plainly, can't you?"

        

        "Judging by the severe bandaging, it must be a serious injury?"

        

        "Honestly, I don't even know how I'm still alive."

        

        I truly couldn't understand how a person could survive after being shot through the head and heart with arrows.

        

        Because of this, I didn't feel like calling Alex foolish for not confirming the kill.

        

        Who would think someone could survive that?

        

        No joke—if you left the Demon Lord in such a state, you'd assume they were dead and just walk away.

        

        "Yet this person is now doing one-armed push-ups while in a handstand?"

        

        "Sometimes I refer to people who should rightfully be dead but are still alive as 'mysteries of life.' And that over there is a mystery. ...If you judge people by that standard, you'll see some truly horrifying things."

        

        "Whew! I'm finally getting used to moving like this."

        

        "Please take it easy. Are you aware that the curse is actively eating away at your life right now?"

        

        "This doesn't even qualify as intense exercise. It's just light training."

        

        "I couldn't do that."

        

        "Me neither."

        

        "You both need to work on your strength and stamina."

        

        No, I think we're above average.

        

        It was already impressive doing one-armed handstand push-ups, but she was balancing on just one finger atop a small pile of pebbles. I questioned whether she was actually human.

        

        I think I could probably do a regular handstand push-up with both hands.

        

        I took a sip of warm water and naturally handed some to Livia with my other hand.

        

        "Oh, thanks."

        

        "You're not even breaking a sweat."

        

        "It's just light exercise. Someone once said light exercise is good for sleeping."

        

        We've agreed to call what you're doing intense exercise.

        

        She wasn't even using magic to enhance her body—just the mana naturally circulating through her system.

        

        Those who push their physical abilities to the limit enhance their bodies with circulating mana, which eventually becomes their natural physical ability.

        

        That's why masters of physical enhancement can react extremely quickly to surprise attacks.

        

        In Livia's case, even while sleeping, her circulating mana greatly heightened her physical abilities and senses, making it impossible to ambush her while she slept unless you had stealth skills like Sylphy.

        

        "Hmm, that's interesting."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "If Sylphy used her stealth skills to ambush Livia while she's sleeping, would she react?"

        

        "No, I'd die."

        

        "I would have reacted before this happened to me. But now, I'm not sure. Sylphy, want to try?"

        

        "No! What about my life after the ambush? This experiment seems like I'm the only one who loses!"

        

        "I'm joking, just joking."

        

        "By the way, how old are you, Sylphy?"

        

        "...Lord Royce."

        

        A shadow seemed to pass over Sylphy's face momentarily.

        

        "Is there really a need to know that?"

        

        "...Ah, no."

        

        Elves are the longest-living among humanity.

        

        Among them, High Elves have the longest average lifespan.

        

        Sylphy, being half High Elf, could be considered one of the longest-living races outside of pure elves.

        

        Certainly, half-elves emerged in large numbers after the major war between humans and elves began and a long war ended in a truce. Then, after another considerable period, peace was made with the elves, allowing them to enter human territories.

        

        And elves became part of humanity 300 years ago.

        

        In other words, Sylphy must be at least 300 years old.

      

      
        

        "I don't think I've ever seen an elderly elf. Royce? Is there a reason for that?"

        

        "They are always hunting, always living in forests where they might become prey, and they receive the blessing of the World Tree, which could be called the god of the forest. In other words, their youth lasts extremely long."

        

        "I see, I didn't know that. ...But then, what about that old hag?"

        

        I think it's a bit much to call Titania an old hag, but Livia's opinion of Titania is probably very low right now, and since no one else is listening, it should be fine.

        

        I just hoped she wouldn't say that once we entered Elven Heim.

        

        "She's been alive since the war between humans and elves? That was 1,000 years ago. The average elf lifespan is 500 to 600 years—isn't she living too long even for a High Elf?"

        

        "Indeed, that is puzzling."

        

        "Moreover, the Titania I saw when I was in the hero's party looked young."

        

        "How old would you say she appeared in human terms?"

        

        "Um, let's see... mid-twenties?"

        

        "That's definitely strange."

        

        She has far exceeded the average lifespan of elves.

        

        But if you look through elven books, not all previous Titanias lived so long.

        

        Perhaps it's not the position of Titania that's significant, but the current Titania herself who holds some meaning.

        

        "Come to think of it, I've heard of a 'curse of agelessness' that prevents aging..."

        

        "Sylphy, you know most people dream of immortality, right?"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "And curses are typically defined by humans—why would agelessness be called a curse?"

        

        "Hmm... because you have to watch your loved ones die?"

        

        "That's quite a romantic answer."

        

        People who truly live long lives might become depressed or shocked when they grow close to other races and watch them die first, but that varies by long-lived species.

        

        Depending on the species, many accept that others died according to their fate, having lived as long as their race was meant to.

        

        "With the curse of agelessness, once humans exceed their natural lifespan, pain overwhelms them. Their body and soul already know when they should die, but they're forcibly maintained by the curse."

        

        "Yes, I've heard about that. ...The leading cause of death for those cursed with agelessness is suicide, wasn't it? And they don't even live that long—just about a normal human lifespan."

        

        "That's why it's best to lift curses quickly. The curse of agelessness is relatively easy to lift even after a few years, but if decades have passed, lifting it becomes difficult."

        

        The longer a curse infects the body, the harder it is to remove.

        

        Usually, one year is the critical threshold.

        

        If removed within a year, it can be done simply, but beyond that, it becomes complicated and can't be removed all at once. As time passes, it gets increasingly complex until eventually it becomes impossible to lift.

        

        Some people keep holy water on hand specifically to lift curses immediately.

        

        While the curse of agelessness might not have much immediate impact in battle, other curses could create significant burdens in combat.

        

        "You know, Royce, I've never been cursed before... but this Reaper's Curse is my first."

        

        "That makes sense. Curses often don't affect people with powerful mana."

        

        That's why when a strong person falls victim to a curse, they're likely already exhausted.

        

        "Why did I..."

        

        "In your case, you literally swallowed the curse. In that situation, resistance doesn't matter. It's like opening the city walls and saying 'Please come in!' That's the level of welcome you gave it."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Especially with a legendary-level curse like the Reaper's Curse.

        

        It's actually strange that Livia is cursed but not dead.

        

        "I can't accept this without at least cutting off Alex's arm! I just can't!"

        

        "Haha, I've heard Lady Olivia's story, but it's truly incredible."

        

        By the way, I told Sylphy everything.

        

        There was no point in hiding it, and Livia gave permission, saying that if we're going to Elven Heim together to settle things, we might as well be comrades.

        

        It's characteristic of Livia to be quite generous to those she opens her heart to.

        

        She's really like a dog.

        

        "Wow! You're my comrade too! Pant, pant!" That kind of feeling.

        

        She probably got caught by the Reaper's Curse because she let her guard down due to being generous to someone she had opened her heart to.

        

        Conversely, she tends to treat people she hasn't opened up to, especially those with ulterior motives, so coldly that you might doubt they're the same person.

        

        For reference, having experienced both sides, I felt quite ambivalent.

        

        "Royce, is it still far to Elven Heim?"

        

        "It will take a bit more time. Though it's a closed-off place, they at least maintain communication with the royal capital. They might have heard about the Demon Lord's defeat or the hero's death."

        

        "Reina might have gone back already, depending on the situation."

        

      

      
        "Why? She could have stayed in the royal capital a bit longer."

        

        "Hmm? Just a hunch, but Reina always seemed uncomfortable around Alex. I'm not sure why, but she tried to minimize their time together. She probably returned as quickly as possible after finishing her report."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The Reina Forest I remember was certainly somewhat neurotic, like Livia.

        

        But she was someone who could risk her life for a fallen child out of kindness.

        

        So I was honestly surprised.

        

        I could believe it of Alex.

        

        I knew he was someone who didn't care about good or evil in pursuit of his goals.

        

        But for Reina and Bellita... especially Reina, it was unexpected.

        

        I thought I had a decent eye for people, and I didn't think she was someone who would assassinate and discard Livia, who hadn't done anything particularly wrong.

        

        'Perhaps there are circumstances I don't know about.'

        

        Either way, it was a matter for Livia to decide.

        

        Since Livia said she wanted to meet them and judge for herself, it would be best for me to say nothing until then.

        

        "Excuse me, but..."

        

        "What?"

        

        "This feeding ritual at every meal, like a bird feeding its chick... I'm sorry, but could you please tone it down! It's so embarrassing I can't watch!"

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I have no choice."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "For some reason, when mealtime comes, my arm doesn't move well because of the Reaper's Curse. I'd like Royce to feed me."

        

        "Most choices belong to the strong. Or would you prefer to feed her, Sylphy?"

        

        "R-Royce! Is it okay for me to do such a thing to another man?!"

        

        I took a sip of warm water and said:

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "That's such a lukewarm reaction!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, please don't put Royce in such a difficult position..."

        

        "No, I think Sylphy would be fine."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Livia looked at Sylphy, thinking the same as me.

        

        A face more feminine than most women.

        

        Even her bone structure was so feminine that she was the very embodiment of femininity.

        

        Her hair was on the shorter side, but it was impossible to erase the feminine impression. Sometimes there are people with androgynous appearances, but this was so blatantly female that there was nothing to say.

        

        Livia nodded.

        

        "Ah, I think I understand now."

        

        "...I didn't choose to be born with this face."

        

        "Isn't it fine? Some people will like your appearance. There's nothing wrong with how you look—I think there are women who would enthusiastically approach you!"

        

        "That's... comforting."

        

        "For reference, I like eyes that look half-closed."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        That's my face.

        

        Sylphy laughed awkwardly.

        

        "Lady Olivia, you're quite bold in expressing affection."

        

        "I've learned that no one knows how human relationships will turn out. If I hesitate to express what I like, I might regret it later. I want to do my best for the people I care about now."

        

        Being straightforward as a hero, she was equally straightforward with her affection.

        

        "Let's go to sleep. We need to get up early tomorrow."

        

        "Your response is so dry..."

        

        "Lord Royce, you have your own challenges, I see."

        

        There are various reasons, but the decisive issue is that Livia is currently in pain.

        

        The flutter one feels for a patient is often different from rational attraction.
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        "So this is the Eastern Continent."

        

        "I can't believe you actually came..."

        

        Sebastian was stroking his beard, looking troubled, while Lilith herself seemed to be in a good mood.

        

        It wasn't a lie that her health was poor, so Lilith had generally avoided going out and had never even experienced riding on a ship before, but now she had done it and didn't find it unpleasant.

        

        She thought that when it came to life experiences, there was nothing to lose by trying them.

        

        "Lady Lilith, if His Majesty finds out about this, he won't let it slide."

        

        "Well, if my terrible suspicions are correct, which side won't let things slide? I've had some complaints about the kingdom for a while now."

        

        "That doesn't seem like something a princess should say."

        

        "You're right, I've benefited a lot as a noble. If I had been a commoner, I would have died long ago, right? I survived because I was a noble, even the king's daughter. I'm grateful for that, but this is a separate issue."

        

        If someone who saved your life said, "Now you're my slave," would you become their slave?

        

        She was grateful for being raised well, and she loved the kingdom too.

        

        But that was that, and this was this.

        

        One shouldn't confuse what needs to be done.

        

        "Sigh, I worry whether you'll ever be able to get married at this rate."

        

        "Hmm, since I won't become the ruler and have no intention to, do I really need to get married?"

        

        "Isn't it a noble's duty?"

        

        "That's true... but I'm waiting for a fateful encounter."

        

        "You've been reading romance novels and daydreaming again, haven't you?"

        

        "Sebastian, how do you see me?"

        

        "I treat you like an overgrown child."

        

        "Do you really want to get fired?"

        

        Lilith let out a small sigh.

        

        Fortunately, her physical condition hadn't been bad lately, so she should be fine.

        

        "Sebastian, prepare the fastest carriage in the city. We're going to Elven Heim right away."

        

        "For a kingdom's princess to go to Elven Heim without any notification—it could cause an international incident."

        

        Lilith crossed her arms as she spoke.

        

        "If Olivia has truly been betrayed in such a miserable way, that's a global issue! Hurry!"

        

        "Understood."

        

        Although they had come as quickly as possible, it would probably be difficult to make it in time.

        

        Lilith's actions might be somewhat distant from "actions for the kingdom." This was also why Lilith herself thought she wasn't suited to be a ruler.

        

        Her father, King Cromwell, highly valued Lilith's abilities, but Lilith had always tried not to receive any expectations.

        

        If she were told to become the ruler, she would have been troubled to death.

        

        Above all, Lilith, who couldn't prioritize the kingdom above everything else, clearly wasn't someone suited to be a ruler.

        

        "The throne can go to my damn brother."

        

        "Please stop calling Prince Felix your 'damn brother'..."

        

        "Everyone's fooled by Felix's good-boy face. Do you know what a mischievous devil he really is?"

        

        "He's only like that with you, Lady Lilith."

        

        "Am I that easy to pick on?"

        

        "Probably."

        

        I'll kick him when we get back, she thought.

        

        With that in mind, Lilith said:

        

        "Alright, let's go straight to Elven Heim."

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        

        I was breathing heavily.

        

        "Livia, are you okay?"

        

        "I'm fine. Just a little short of breath..."

        

        It had been nearly a month since we set out for Elven Heim after resolving the incident in the Harp Village.

        

        It was about time we arrived, and indeed, dense forests surrounded us, with the piercing scent of the forest similar to when I first visited Elven Heim.

        

        But instead, my physical condition had been deteriorating.

        

        Now even the holy sword couldn't completely block my reaper's curse, and it was leaking out.

        

      

      
        No, from the beginning, Royce thought that the holy sword only suppressed it and didn't stop its progression.

        

        I would probably be able to hold out until we reached Elven Heim, but the problem was that I could feel my fighting power diminishing.

        

        Death was definitely approaching.

        

        I'm scared.

        

        Hmm.

        

        I'm scared.

        

        No matter what I do, I'm scared.

        

        No matter how I look at it, I'm scared.

        

        'It's okay.'

        

        I calm myself down.

        

        My fear is natural and not wrong.

        

        This could be proof that I am Olivia Reinhart.

        

        I could no longer be a hero before being Olivia, and above all, I didn't want to live that way anymore.

        

        Recently, I've been thinking.

        

        About a future where I could obtain happiness as a person, not as a hero.

        

        Since I like cooking, I dreamed of opening a restaurant and running it with Royce, living a normal married life like ordinary people.

        

        Even if not that specifically, I wanted to live like a human being in some form.

        

        In my short life of about 22 years, there was never a time when I wasn't a hero, and Olivia Reinhart never had a chance to step forward. But finally, that opportunity had come, and I didn't want to miss it.

        

        "Are you okay?"

        

        "Huh, what?"

        

        "You're sweating profusely."

        

        "What, are you worried about me?"

        

        "Shouldn't I be?"

        

        "...Yeah. I guess so."

        

        I played with my hair, using it to hide my embarrassment by covering my mouth.

        

        "You're always worried about me."

        

        "It's natural for a person to worry about another person."

        

        "I'd prefer if you said you're worried because I'm your woman."

        

        "That's still a bit delicate."

        

        "This man is really difficult."

        

        Fortunately, I still had enough energy to joke around.

        

        My condition had deteriorated suddenly, but I was still okay for now.

        

        I could probably make it to Elven Heim, but if they refused to help, all I could do was bow my head.

        

        I had considered taking it by force or stealing it secretly, but somehow that didn't seem right.

        

        "Are Royce and Sylphy okay? The forest path is rough."

        

        "I lived in the forest."

        

        "Elven bloodlines are somewhat stronger in forests. It's not a problem."

        

        Ah.

        

        Come to think of it, that's right.

        

        There's something called the World Tree's blessing, where people with elven blood become somewhat stronger in forests.

        

        From their senses to physical abilities and stamina, they become stronger to some extent, which is why it's said that fighting elves in a forest isn't very wise. This is also why Elven Heim was able to wage war against humans for a long time despite their smaller numbers.

        

        Especially in Elven Heim, the blessing is so strong that the forest supposedly doesn't burn.

        

        I'm not sure if it really doesn't burn, though.

        

        And also, the regeneration speed of the trees is quite fast, so the trees I cut down are probably starting to recover, if not fully regenerate.

        

        I cut down quite a lot, so expecting complete recovery would be unconscionable even by my own standards.

        

        "Titania probably already knows we've entered."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Grandmother... Titania has a stronger connection to the World Tree than other elves, so she can manage this entire forest. In other words, we've already been detected at this point. And once we enter the deeper part, that's Titania's attack zone."

        

        "Attack zone? You mean she can shoot arrows?"

        

        "No, literally Titania can borrow the power of the World Tree to use something close to omnipotent abilities, though not quite."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "But Livia is stronger."

        

      

      
        "You think so?"

        

        With my current physical condition, I'm not sure.

        

        Since my condition is poor, I might actually be weaker than Titania.

        

        If she attacks me using those abilities as soon as we enter, rather than waiting until I'm within sight, it could be quite dangerous.

        

        "Royce, I'm nervous right now."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Until now, I've always resolved things with power, and I thought that wasn't a bad method, but now that I can't solve everything with power alone, and I don't have enough strength anymore, it's troubling."

        

        "Honestly, personally, I think you don't need it."

        

        "You do?"

        

        "You saved the world, so no one should complain if you receive that level of treatment. No, more precisely, they shouldn't complain. Even if you do nothing from now on and just live off others, people of the world shouldn't criticize you."

        

        "Even so, that's a bit..."

        

        "People don't seem to properly understand what it means to have saved the world. No one guaranteed that tomorrow would be the same as today, and people quickly forget those who protected that and don't properly appreciate their grace."

        

        It's not surprising, though.

        

        It seemed Royce was angry that I hadn't received proper treatment.

        

        Even when Royce found me, he was furious that I had been betrayed after defeating the Demon Lord.

        

        Despite having his own miserable past.

        

        He knew how to be angry at others' misery.

        

        You could have easily become a villain, and it would have been understandable if you lived that way, but you still try to live virtuously.

        

        Helping people.

        

        Wanting to believe in goodwill.

        

        I loved that about you so much.

        

        To exaggerate a bit, I could say you were the ideal person I had been hoping for. Even beyond romantic aspects, I was happy that such a good person existed in the world I had protected.

        

        Not just people who do good deeds without thinking, but even if their inner motives are somewhat twisted, if they show kindness, I would call that goodness.

        

        For example, if someone does good deeds because they want to meet women, as long as they don't half-heartedly perform those good deeds, I would view it positively.

        

        Whether it's ulterior motives or whatever, as long as they don't do it carelessly, it's good.

        

        Unfortunately, people with ulterior motives who do good deeds often focus on those ulterior motives and tend to be careless with the good deeds themselves.

        

        "..."

        

        "What? Is something worrying you?"

        

        "I expected to fight pursuers at least once on our way here. But it's surprisingly quiet."

        

        "It is quiet, indeed."

        

        Since Alex would have known about my survival, I expected him to act accordingly.

        

        One of those actions would be sending assassins after me again or coming himself, but surprisingly, everything passed quietly as if nothing had happened.

        

        In a way, it was a good thing, but Alex wasn't the type of man who wouldn't prepare, so I couldn't simply be happy about this.

        

        "...!"

        

        Thwack, whoosh!!

        

        A flame ignited, accurately burning the incoming arrow as it passed by.

        

        "Thanks."

        

        I smiled at Royce.

        

        And immediately grabbed the sword at my waist.

        

        It was the sword I received from Harp Village.

        

        It wasn't a particularly good sword, but I thought it would be better than a wooden one, and I accepted it thinking of it as compensation.

        

        "Elves."

        

        "Have they already surrounded us?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia? ...Ah, I see."

        

        When I stood there blankly, Royce was momentarily surprised, but soon nodded in understanding as he saw the person I was looking at.

        

        "Hello, Reina. ...It's been a while, hasn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        The archer of the hero's party.

        

        The elven princess, daughter of Titania.

        

        Reina Forest stood there.
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        Reina Forest.

        

        I remembered her.

        

        She was skilled with a bow, and she always disliked excessive and extreme choices. That's why I couldn't understand her choice, nor could I accept it.

        

        Among the hero's party members, I thought Reina was the most similar to me.

        

        When she wanted to accomplish something, she would see it through to the end, and that determination to somehow finish what she started definitely made me feel something familiar in her. Since we had similar personality traits, I thought we were close.

        

        In the end, I was betrayed, so perhaps that sense of closeness was one-sided.

        

        "Reina."

        

        "You really are alive... And I didn't expect you to be here too, Royce."

        

        "I'm surprised you remember me."

        

        "..."

        

        The surrounding elves adjusted their postures with bowstrings drawn, ready to shoot at any moment. From their gazes, I could tell they were looking at someone other than me.

        

        While Reina was looking at me, the rest of the elves were looking not at me but at Sylphy who stood behind me.

        

        There was clear hostility on their faces, probably because Sylphy was a half-elf.

        

        I wasn't surprised since I had heard from Royce that half-elves were despised in Elven Heim, but seeing the hatred directly felt different.

        

        They truly hate someone for something they cannot change from birth.

        

        But I had no right to criticize them.

        

        I had also banished Royce for being a commoner.

        

        I who had exiled Royce for something he could never change shouldn't unilaterally pour hatred and anger toward those who discriminate based on race.

        

        "To even bring a half-elf here, what are you thinking?"

        

        "What am I thinking... Livia?"

        

        "Royce, I'm sorry. Let me handle this."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce looked at me for a moment.

        

        Perhaps it would be better if Royce spoke. It might make the conversation flow more easily, clear up misunderstandings, and possibly end more peacefully, but I felt this was something I had to do myself.

        

        Royce's half-closed eyes gave off a strangely calm impression.

        

        I wished I had some of that calmness.

        

        They say that when you love someone, you start to resemble them.

        

        If that's true, I wished I could have even a little of Royce's composure.

        

        "Alright. I'll leave this to you."

        

        "Thank you. I feel like I keep accumulating debts to you."

        

        I smiled slightly and stepped forward a few paces, when an elf other than Reina spoke.

        

        "Don't come any closer!"

        

        Whoosh! As an arrow flew toward me, I casually caught it with one hand.

        

        "What."

        

        "...I didn't come here to fight."

        

        I said as I dropped the arrow I had caught.

        

        Cold sweat was running down my body, and I was aware that my physical condition was deteriorating due to the Reaper's curse.

        

        Until just a moment ago, it hadn't been this bad, but suddenly it worsened, and pain seemed to seep into my body. It was by no means a pleasant sensation.

        

        It felt as if my body was sprinting toward death, which made it all the worse.

        

        "Don't be ridiculous! Bringing a half-elf here, what are you plotting!? Wasn't ruining our forest enough for you, Hero!"

        

        "Reina."

        

        "..."

        

        Ignoring the surrounding voices, I looked at Reina.

        

        Reina's eyes didn't avoid mine, but her pupils were trembling.

        

        She had prepared herself and steeled her resolve, but her face showed shame for her actions. It was very much like the Reina I knew, and I realized that the Reina I had known until now wasn't wearing a mask.

        

        "I thought I'd be furious when I saw you, and I even prepared ways to calm myself down, but I don't feel much. I suppose I'm broken as a human no matter how hard I try."

        

        Royce had told me.

        

        That I fundamentally lack the talent to hate people.

        

        He was right.

        

        Olivia Reinhart had forgotten how to feel great anger even when someone wronged her. Clearly, after all this is over, I'll need to train myself to revive that ability first.

        

        I forgive without distinguishing between sins that should be tolerated with consideration and a broad mind, and sins that should not be forgiven.

        

      

      
        As if I were some kind of saint.

        

        Even I found it absurd.

        

        But I think it might be a more selfish feeling.

        

        Anyway, the hero's party had been companions within my boundaries, and I am weak toward people I've opened my heart to.

        

        I knew myself well enough to recognize that I had a habit of being somewhat devoted to people I considered my own.

        

        So that habit, combined with my distorted way of life, seemed to have led me to the conclusion of not feeling anger toward Reina now.

        

        However, like touching a single thread in a complex web of emotions could destroy everything, such feelings were swirling inside me now.

        

        My chest grew hot, and I wanted to determine whether it was anger or not.

        

        I still hadn't identified the name of the emotion I was feeling.

        

        "Reina, I want to talk to you."

        

        "Nonsense."

        

        "Why is it nonsense? I just want to talk to you."

        

        "You're too strong."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        After thinking for a moment, I dropped the sword at my waist.

        

        "What are you doing?"

        

        Reina was surprised, but I remained silent as I also placed the holy sword down, sticking it into the ground.

        

        Then I slowly approached Reina, who was up in the tree.

        

        "How about now? I have no weapons, I've lost an arm and an eye, and I'm dying from something that might be poison or a curse. Can you see the cold sweat? Can you see my arm trembling?"

        

        In reality, my physical condition was no joke—it was terrible.

        

        My body, which had deteriorated suddenly, was practically half-dead.

        

        "Do you feel like talking now? I didn't come here to fight."

        

        "..."

        

        Reina, who had wavered just a little, closed her eyes briefly before opening them and saying:

        

        "You're a monster even unarmed, Olivia."

        

        "...I see. So that's how frightening I am."

        

        "..."

        

        "When we were traveling together, I never thought you all harbored such fear toward me. My stubbornness and insistence, my belief that I had to be the righteous hero—none of it was wrong, and I actually saved many people."

        

        That's why I don't regret it.

        

        Even if it wasn't truly me but rather the heroism that was instilled in me, I saved countless people with it.

        

        There's no way that could have been the wrong choice.

        

        So even if I could go back to the past, I would still save people just the same, and I would defeat the Demon Lord as expected.

        

        Because there's no way that saving people could be wrong.

        

        "But in your eyes, I wasn't a hero but a monster."

        

        "No!"

        

        Reina shouted without thinking, then started fidgeting with her neck.

        

        Now that I think about it, I'm not sure when it started, but Reina had developed a habit of touching her neck.

        

        "No, that's not... Ugh! Anyway, bringing a half-elf and having ruined our forest, we have nothing to discuss with you!"

        

        "I have something to say. I want to talk one-on-one. ...I'm fine talking here, but it might not be good for you, Reina."

        

        "..."

        

        The reason these elves were hostile to me was because I "destroyed the forest and brought a half-elf back with me."

        

        There was no reason beyond that, and they probably hadn't mentioned anything about assassinating the hero.

        

        If they had spoken about it, they likely only told Titania.

        

        After all, if something like the hero's assassination was shared with all elves, it would become a problem for the entire elven race, and to avoid the entire race being held responsible in a worst-case scenario, it was best not to tell anyone.

        

        Regardless of her character or morality, the fact that she deeply cared for her country was certainly not a lie.

        

        So I gambled on that.

        

        As expected, Reina's expression changed rapidly.

        

        "Even unarmed, it would be easy for you to rush at me and strangle me. The journey is over, and I have nothing to discuss with you."

        

        "What are you so afraid of? I haven't done anything."

        

        "..."

        

        Was I really such an object of fear to my companions during our travels?

        

      

      
        I was unaware of this and thought of them as comrades.

        

        But to them, I was a monster who might turn the sword of justice on them at any moment if I found fault.

        

        That's something I should reflect on and work to correct throughout my life, but that doesn't erase their sins.

        

        "I want to meet Titania. I need the World Tree's sap."

        

        "Nonsense! Nonsense! Nonsense!! The World Tree's sap is a treasure of the elves, given only to a select few exceptional elves! Do you think we would give such a thing to you?!"

        

        "That's right! After ruining our forest and bringing a half-elf, there's nothing we'll give to someone like you! Go back!"

        

        "...That's what they say, Reina."

        

        "..."

        

        "Will you decide here? Should I say everything myself and embrace the chaos that follows? Or will you talk with me alone? Either way is fine with me, but I don't have much time, so decide quickly."

        

        "Nonsense... Why should I talk to you alone? As I said, you could kill me even unarmed."

        

        "I won't kill you. ...Do I look like someone that flexible? If I were, I wouldn't be in this state."

        

        "..."

        

        Reina's expression became even more pained.

        

        She fidgeted with her neck again.

        

        Her anxious, trembling eyes were looking at something I couldn't identify.

        

        But eventually, she tightened her grip on her bow.

        

        So that's her choice.

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I was surprised.

        

        Royce had called out Sylphy's name loudly.

        

        At the same time, Sylphy shot an arrow that pierced through the branch where Reina was standing, causing her to fall from the tree.

        

        As I had approached the tree quite closely to get near Reina, she fell almost right in front of me.

        

        Simultaneously, Royce jumped in and said:

        

        "Spirit Barrier."

        

        Water swirled around us, creating a barrier like a water prison surrounding me, Reina, Royce, and Sylphy.

        

        This barrier, which uses the power of nature, becomes stronger the more abundant natural power is, and this forest of Elven Heim, protected by the World Tree, was nature itself.

        

        Moreover, the barrier made from water spirits had resistance to physical attacks.

        

        It would take some time for the elves, who specialized in arrows, to break through it.

        

        "I can't hold it for long."

        

        "Haa, haa... My heart feels like it's going to burst."

        

        "Well done, Sylphy. You hit the target precisely on cue."

        

        "Please don't make me do things like this... I'm not suited for combat."

        

        Sylphy had a startled expression from the sudden combat situation, but from what I could see, her reflexes and accuracy were no less than Reina's.

        

        Royce seemed to think the same, as he smiled and said:

        

        "No, you have talent."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Thank you both."

        

        I thanked them and turned my head.

        

        Still sitting on the ground, Reina's gaze as she looked at me was trembling.

        

        Anxiety.

        

        Fear.

        

        With her eyes mixed with all sorts of emotions, I didn't know how to respond.

        

        "Now, Reina. You have no choice left."

        

        "..."

        

        Frowning, Reina fidgeted with her neck.

        

        "Let's talk. This conversation will determine it."

        

        "Determine what?"

        

        I sat down in front of Reina, as if matching her position, and said:

        

        "How I'll judge what you all did... More specifically, the punishment for it."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.39[Elves' Country - 06]

      
        When Reina Forest first saw the Hero, her impression was that of a young girl.

        

        Though an adult in age, she was young.

        

        Emotional and impulsive in everything she did, her logic for her actions was always eccentric, and she never considered the aftermath of her deeds.

        

        Frivolous.

        

        Undignified, Reina thought.

        

        But she had an absolute hatred for evil, which sometimes seemed like a curse choking her throat.

        

        At first, Reina pitied Olivia.

        

        But then.

        

        'Is that human power?'

        

        She had grown uncontrollably strong.

        

        Evil must be slain.

        

        To her, evil people were not human.

        

        To her, there was no such thing as an evil person with circumstances.

        

        Whether the opponent was nobility, a nation, or even the world, she was like a grim reaper who executed justice without question.

        

        Guardian of justice.

        

        It suited the name of Hero, but she was extreme and terrifying.

        

        Her power could make her childish ideals a reality, and she would execute someone she had laughed and talked with just yesterday for being a criminal.

        

        That transformation was so chilling, and Reina thought she too could die like that if she didn't meet Olivia's standards.

        

        But that was barely it.

        

        There was fear, but barely that much.

        

        She was somewhat frightening, but still a righteous person and not completely inflexible.

        

        At least, that's what Reina judged.

        

        For example, despite her "evil must be slain" motto, she showed some flexibility with minor crimes that didn't involve murder. For instance, when a child stole food because they had no money, she would scold them but also share her own money.

        

        Honestly, it was surprising.

        

        Reina had thought she might report the child as a thief and turn them into a criminal.

        

        Therefore.

        

        Despite being scary, Reina didn't dislike Olivia.

        

        Surprisingly, when they became close, her guard would drop significantly, and they could have normal conversations.

        

        She was somewhat neurotic, and it was annoying to have to respond differently depending on her mood, but it was at a level that could be dismissed as a person's individuality and a flaw everyone has.

        

        However.

        

        "Well then, Reina, would you like to play an interesting game with me?"

        

        The world.

        

        Ah.

        

        The world.

        

        Ignorance was a sin.

        

        Punishment falls upon the ignorant, and Reina's judgment was surely approaching.

        

        Perhaps she had sensed it the moment she betrayed Olivia.

        

        She had never believed in karma.

        

        But in that moment, she had a premonition that there would be no proper ending for her.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "You want to talk?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "What kind of talk? What could you possibly have to say to me?! I betrayed you!! You came for revenge! What conversation do we need when I'm standing shamelessly before you, trying to kill you again?!"

        

        "......"

        

        She's right.

        

        She deserves punishment.

        

        But I needed to consider whether it should be revenge by my hand or proper legal punishment.

        

        I was contemplating this now, and I intended to find the answer through conversation with Reina.

        

        What would the past me have thought?

        

        Would the Hero in me have killed her as an evil person? Or would I have accepted and resigned myself to the current situation where my comrades decided I was unnecessary to the world and tried to kill me?

        

        What answer would my past self have given?

        

        I couldn't know, and it didn't seem particularly meaningful to the current me.

        

        What mattered now were only the opinions and feelings of the current Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "You're right."

        

        "...!"

        

        "You... No, not just you, but Alex, Belita, and even the kingdom committed crimes. You all must be punished. Even if I now look too pathetic to be called a Hero, that much hasn't changed."

        

        No, it shouldn't change.

        

        My tone must have been a bit cold, as Reina's body trembled momentarily.

        

        Perhaps I was emitting killing intent?

        

        I didn't intend to, but maybe some deep-seated killing intent within me had surfaced.

        

        Unconscious killing intent was quite common in those who had fought many battles.

        

        "Why did you do it?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Were you that afraid of me? Did you think I might... beyond that... kill elves, and that's why you did this?"

        

        "......"

        

        She didn't answer.

        

      

      
        Reina just kept touching her neck.

        

        "I can't say."

        

        "...Since when did you target me?"

        

        "I can't say."

        

        "Where did Alex, who led this, get something like the poison of death?"

        

        "I don't know that."

        

        Hmm.

        

        What's this?

        

        There's a subtle difference in her answers.

        

        Why are the responses different rather than the same?

        

        No.

        

        Never mind.

        

        It didn't seem like an important issue anyway.

        

        "You said earlier that I came for revenge."

        

        "Y-yes. So what?"

        

        "That means you understand the weight of what you've done. Reina, I held you in high regard and didn't think you were foolish enough to do something like this because of some delusion that might happen."

        

        "......"

        

        "Alex is loyal enough to the kingdom to abandon everything else for it."

        

        While that doesn't justify his actions, Alex at least had a motive and a personality that was understandable.

        

        "Belita, though it's not nice to say, is weak-willed. She's accustomed to living according to someone else's orders and has a weak spirit. ...Honestly, she's easily deceived and can become dependent on others."

        

        It's me saying this, of all people.

        

        Belita was fundamentally weak-spirited, so if she had been swept up in the atmosphere or threatened for some reason, she would naturally have cooperated.

        

        Her life was passive, and she seemed to seek someone to depend on, whether they were good or evil.

        

        So I could understand Belita's actions.

        

        But Reina should have been different.

        

        In the past, when Reina was isolated, she had caught a fairly powerful monster on her own.

        

        Even with broken limbs, she had swung her broken arm to beat the monster, truly living up to the image of a berserker.

        

        That was probably when I started to hold Reina in high regard.

        

        "But you, despite having lived only in Elven Heim and not knowing much about the world, were never weak-spirited. You wouldn't have fallen for Alex's persuasion, would you?"

        

        "......"

        

        "You wouldn't have accepted a plan to betray the Hero who saved the world, not for something trivial."

        

        "It's a misunderstanding."

        

        "A misunderstanding?"

        

        Trembling voice.

        

        Unstable breathing.

        

        Her condition was clearly abnormal.

        

        Like me, she was trembling as if she were in pain somewhere.

        

        The sight of her showing fear—the same Reina who had once struck down monsters with broken limbs—made me frown in confusion.

        

        "I was just that kind of person. Olivia, you simply misjudged me again."

        

        "......"

        

        "Do you want to die by my hand?"

        

        "......"

        

        Reina seemed to think for a moment, then with a complex expression, finally spoke.

        

        "If you kill me, you won't be able to get the World Tree's sap, right? So instead of killing me..."

        

        "Not everything can be solved with power."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Don't you find it strange that I'm not killing you, or even attacking you? If I attacked you, it would make my already bad image even worse. Even if I somehow resolved this with force and obtained the sap to survive, how would that be different from before?"

        

        I don't like it.

        

        They did wrong.

        

        So I kill them with power.

        

        Between fellow humans.

        

        Without question.

        

        Evil must be slain.

        

        I thought knowing the circumstances of the other party was meaningless.

        

        That thought hasn't changed, but I now know that dealing with an individual and dealing with a nation are completely different matters.

        

        There might be innocent people in that nation, and perhaps there are those who haven't done anything bad enough to die in the chaos.

        

        "I told you, I came to talk."

        

        "......"

        

        Reina opened her eyes wide, then lowered her head and said:

        

        "You've changed, Olivia."

        

        "...I thought a Hero existed to protect unchanging values. ...But the person who saved me was someone I had judged to be worthless."

        

        Following me, Reina briefly glanced at Royce, but soon turned her gaze away.

        

        "This is the last chance. If I punish you personally and tell the elves everything, many things will change. ...I'd prefer if you spoke directly and went to a place where you could receive punishment yourself."

        

        "......"

        

        "But that might be my selfish desire. If you have reasons you can't overcome, then I'll deliver that judgment instead of you."

        

        "That part of you hasn't changed."

        

        "Of course not. If people who do wrong don't get punished, wouldn't that be too unfair to those who live properly? If there are circumstances, there might be grounds for leniency, but we can't pretend it never happened."

        

        That was fundamental to me.

        

      

      
        If you do wrong, you get punished.

        

        Especially crimes that cross the line of murder should never be forgiven.

        

        "Now, I'll ask you one last time."

        

        I didn't know how long Royce's barrier would hold.

        

        "Why did you do this? My choice will depend on your answer. Will I be the one to punish you, or will it be the law?"

        

        "...I can't say."

        

        "I see."

        

        It was regrettable.

        

        Truly regrettable.

        

        If only she had said she would properly accept punishment.

        

        Killing a former comrade certainly wouldn't leave a good memory.

        

        I wish she had been the kind of person who would be pleased by my revenge.

        

        Just as I slowly rose, Royce approached.

        

        "Just a moment, I have something to ask."

        

        "Royce? ...Right, this opportunity was created by you."

        

        This time, as Royce stood before Reina, she looked up at him and said:

        

        "Of all people, you helping Olivia? Why did you save her?"

        

        "Wh-why would there need to be a reason to save someone?"

        

        "...You're right. If you had stayed in the Hero's party instead of me, things might have been different. So what do you want to ask me? The elves aren't weak; don't think your barrier will hold forever."

        

        Royce stared at Reina for a moment, then said:

        

        "Your neck."

        

        "...!"

        

        "When I was expelled from the party, you weren't wearing clothes that covered your neck like that. You said you disliked hot places and would dress like that even in the dead of winter."

        

        "......"

        

        Reina's expression changed instantly.

        

        "And since earlier."

        

        "Stop."

        

        "You've been touching your neck frequently. This is another habit you didn't have when I was expelled. Livia, do you know anything about this?"

        

        Oh, suddenly the question comes to me.

        

        Um.

        

        Uh.

        

        "I'm not sure when it started, but she suddenly began doing it."

        

        "So it's not an aftereffect from fighting monsters. ...Then there's one thing that comes to mind."

        

        "......"

        

        "Can you show me your neck?"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Royce's barrier began to collapse.

        

        "Reina, you couldn't have."

        

        "...Kugh!!"

        

        Reina moved quickly and grabbed the sword I had discarded.

        

        Before I could react, Reina stabbed her own shoulder, then pulled it out and threw it to the ground.

        

        Blood splattered, and in that moment, the barrier collapsed completely.

        

        "Lady Reina!"

        

        "Lady Reina has been attacked!"

        

        "What conversation? I knew humans couldn't be trusted! We should have known when they brought a half-elf!"

        

        "Reina."

        

        Reina, wounded, met my eyes.

        

        Emotions were exploding.

        

        Even if I told the truth here, they wouldn't believe me.

        

        The fact that Reina stabbed herself might be revealed with a detailed investigation, but there was no reason to investigate that thoroughly.

        

        When the topic of her neck came up, Reina instantly became unstable and showed abnormal behavior.

        

        What could it be?

        

        But the excited elves would not engage in dialogue.

        

        'I have no choice.'

        

        It might be a rough method, but as long as I didn't kill anyone, there would still be room for conversation.

        

        "Stop."

        

        Just as I had made up my mind to fight, a familiar voice was heard.

        

        Everyone immediately stopped moving and looked in the direction of the voice.

        

        I did the same.

        

        All the elves widened their eyes, then knelt on one knee, showing a posture of loyalty to that person.

        

        "T-Titania! How did you come to such a place...!"

        

        "......"

        

        Titania briefly glanced at Sylphy, then turned her head and looked at me.

        

        That wasn't exactly an attitude I appreciated.

        

        "I understand the situation."

        

        Titania continued to look at me.

        

        It seemed like she was focusing on me, but to my eyes, it looked like she was trying not to give any attention to a certain "half-elf."

        

        "Come in. Let's talk as you wish."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.40In the Land of Elves - 07

      
        The sins committed do not disappear.

        

        The deeds done do not vanish.

        

        For those who sin, punishment.

        

        It's only natural.

        

        I intended to talk with Reina, but I had no plans to set her free.

        

        No matter how close we once were... No, precisely because I thought we were close, I wanted her to receive punishment fitting her crimes.

        

        My dilemma was whether to kill her personally or bring her before the law for judgment.

        

        If she had admitted her crimes and turned herself in, things might have been simpler, but someone who chose betrayal—using others and discarding them when no longer needed—wouldn't easily change her mind.

        

        Perhaps I still don't understand the world.

        

        No matter how much I agonize and think, the struggle between good and evil isn't easily resolved.

        

        If someone else had suffered what I did, I would never forgive the perpetrator.

        

        But because I was the victim, I wanted them to confess their sins and face proper punishment.

        

        Olivia Reinhart the Hero wouldn't have hesitated.

        

        Anguish.

        

        Worry.

        

        It's truly complicated.

        

        No, for now, let's put Reina's matter aside.

        

        "It's been a while, Hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Yes, it has."

        

        "Only in that form do you use honorifics."

        

        "I'm still not used to it, so please forgive me if my speech suddenly changes."

        

        The person before me is Titania.

        

        Though she appears as a young elf, she has actually lived far beyond the normal elven lifespan.

        

        I don't know why she has lived so long, but even for an elf, she has spent an extraordinary amount of time as Titania, the Elven Queen, wielding absolute power over the elves.

        

        "Livia, how would you like to proceed? Shall I speak?"

        

        That was consideration.

        

        But I shook my head.

        

        "I'll do it, Royce. Feel free to jump in if you think I'm going about this wrong."

        

        "Understood."

        

        Royce always asks for my opinion.

        

        Perhaps he was the one most suited to be the leader in our hero party?

        

        Regardless, he was much better suited for leadership than I was, being forceful and self-righteous.

        

        The more I think about it, how foolish was Olivia Reinhart the Hero?

        

        "You look terrible."

        

        "Please have the elves around us step back first."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "You're asking us to leave Titania alone?! With someone like you who might harm her, who isn't even a proper person!"

        

        "Silence."

        

        With a thud, a dignified-looking elf struck the ground with his sword.

        

        It wasn't common to see an elf wielding a sword.

        

        I couldn't remember who this elf was, but I felt certain he must be the second strongest elf here after Titania.

        

        The dignified elf looked at me briefly, then turned to Titania and spoke.

        

        "What would you like to do, Titania?"

        

        "It doesn't matter. Step back."

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "It's an order. Step back."

        

        Other elves tried to speak, but when the knight elf spoke firmly to everyone, they all retreated despite their obvious displeasure. Soon, only my companions and Titania remained in the room.

        

        I hadn't expected her to accept without questioning.

        

        Does she have some ulterior motive?

        

        It was extremely difficult to read her intentions.

        

        I was never good at it to begin with.

        

        "There's a curse on you."

        

        "Can you tell?"

        

        "I don't know the details. I only know that you have a curse on your body and you've come to Elvenhome. I don't know what information can be gleaned from this process, but the truth must be that you're cursed and have come to lift it."

        

        "That's right. I've been afflicted with the Reaper's Curse."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania's previously indifferent face momentarily contorted.

        

        "What madman used such a curse? Did they know the price? ...No, never mind. It's not my concern."

        

        Price?

        

        Come to think of it, curses often come with a price for the caster.

        

        Is the Reaper's Curse one that exacts a price?

        

        I wanted to ask, but that wasn't the most important matter right now, and besides, she wasn't the type to kindly explain everything even if I did ask.

        

        "I would like to borrow sap from the World Tree."

      

      
        

        "'Borrow' is a word used when you intend to return something. More accurately, you should say 'give me sap from the World Tree.'"

        

        "Yeah, that's ri... That's right, yes."

        

        I could see Royce smiling slightly.

        

        Ah, how humiliating.

        

        Sylphy seemed so tense she could barely breathe.

        

        "So, can you give it to me?"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Titania thought for a moment, then said:

        

        "No."

        

        "...Is it because I destroyed part of the forest?"

        

        "That was certainly annoying, but there were circumstances, and it's not something to greatly reproach. Besides, I wouldn't persecute the hero who defeated the Demon Lord and saved the world for such a reason."

        

        Titania spoke indifferently, as if discussing something of little consequence.

        

        "The initial attack was Reina's doing anyway. After that, you were surely treated as honored guests all the way here."

        

        "...Then why? May I ask?"

        

        Titania looked at me in response to my question.

        

        Those eyes still seemed to see through everything, which honestly made me uncomfortable.

        

        "I cannot tell you the reason. You are not an elf, and you're positive toward half-elves. There's even less reason to tell you."

        

        "Setting aside that I'm not an elf, what does my positive attitude toward half-elves have to do with anything?"

        

        "Can you be certain you're not harmful to Elvenhome? Even if you're the hero who saved the world, groups don't always exist solely within goodwill."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'll have rooms prepared for you. Feel free to rest if you wish. As befits the hero who saved the world, I'll arrange for your meals and accommodate reasonable requests. However, I cannot give you sap from the World Tree."

        

        She had no intention of explaining her reasons.

        

        I could feel that strong will.

        

        Hostility.

        

        She doesn't trust me.

        

        It didn't seem to be because of any trouble I'd caused, but something else entirely.

        

        "I'll come again."

        

        "Even if you do, the answer will be the same. You're free to do anything in this Elvenhome."

        

        "...Would you say I'm free even if I forcibly extract sap from the World Tree?"

        

        "Olivia Reinhart, I may dislike you, but you are a hero of high pride... A person who would not do such a thing to save their own life would not become a hero."

        

        "..."

        

        This time, her gaze was slightly favorable.

        

        I don't understand.

        

        I can't read her.

        

        I wonder if Royce has figured something out?

        

        Royce was just observing Titania. Since I wasn't going to die tomorrow, it seemed best to go back and discuss with Royce about changing our approach.

        

        "Even if this curse was brought about by Titania's daughter, Reina?"

        

        "...Reina did that?"

        

        Titania was flustered for the first time.

        

        "She didn't do it directly, but she tried to kill me by putting me in this state. She said she didn't know about the Reaper's Curse, though."

        

        "...This is the first I'm hearing of it. Reina doesn't have that kind of disposition, unlike me perhaps. Strange."

        

        She harbors the same doubt I felt.

        

        Wait, did she just imply she might do such a thing herself?

        

        What a truly wretched old hag.

        

        Does she think having a young, pretty appearance excuses everything?

        

        "Fine. I've said what I came to say today."

        

        "Hmm, does someone else have something to say?"

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        "You had something to say, right?"

        

        "...!"

        

        I wasn't going to die tomorrow, so I was fine.

        

        There was no benefit in dragging things out, but I needed to find a peaceful solution somehow.

        

        Above all, while I hadn't learned anything about Elvenhome during my previous visit, I might have the opportunity this time.

        

        A new wind needs to blow through this elven prison, where they continue to live in the forest in isolation even after the world has been saved.

        

        I don't know if Sylphy can play that role, but we have to try something.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy stood beside me, looking at Titania, and Titania looked back at her.

        

        "It's been a while."

        

        "It has been a while, Titania."

        

        She called her "Grandmother" when she was with us, but now she's calling her Titania.

        

      

      
        Royce still said nothing, just watching Titania.

        

        "I apologize for not visiting for so long."

        

        "I refused you, why are you apologizing?"

        

        "..."

        

        "If you hadn't come as the hero's companion, you wouldn't have been able to enter Elvenhome in the first place."

        

        "Do you dislike me that much?"

        

        "..."

        

        Titania was silent.

        

        For the first time, she couldn't answer a question.

        

        Is it my imagination?

        

        Right now, Titania seemed very troubled, responding emotionally like a person, unlike before.

        

        "I can understand why you dislike me. I understand that I myself, as the very embodiment of the slave mark your daughter bore, am a disgrace to elves. Especially for the royal family, for Titania's bloodline, you cannot accept such an existence."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's why I don't resent you, Titania. Those feelings are extremely human and not wrong. Not seeing each other doesn't kill us, and for those of us with elven blood, time is quite abundant, isn't it?"

        

        Titania looked at Sylphy.

        

        Her pupils seemed to tremble, just a little.

        

        "But! Couldn't you show mercy to other half-elves, if not to me? They are innocent of any crime."

        

        Her pupils trembled, but she didn't look away from Sylphy.

        

        "I may be guilty of tainting royal blood, but the others are not! Titania!"

        

        "...Do you truly mean that?"

        

        Titania's confused tone came through clearly.

        

        Clutching her head with one hand, her trembling eyes made her seem like a completely different person from the one who had spoken with me.

        

        "That's not what you should be saying."

        

        "No! This must be said! Please show mercy to the other half-elves! You must know how half-elves are treated outside, even as we speak!"

        

        It was a plea.

        

        A pure plea from someone with affection for their kind.

        

        "I wasn't weak because I have royal blood! I was fortunate to meet good people!"

        

        The reason Sylphy decided to follow me was solely for the sake of other half-elves.

        

        She didn't mention any of the suffering she had endured, speaking only for other half-elves.

        

        She was an admirable person.

        

        "But other half-elves are suffering. Some have already died, and others continue to bear emotional wounds amid hatred. Who will accept them if not their fellow elves?"

        

        "..."

        

        "So I beg you! Change your thinking about half-elves! Titania, respected by all elves! If you speak, many elves might change their minds! No, it's because you continue to despise half-elves that even elves who think differently dare not speak!"

        

        Sylphy bowed her head.

        

        "So please... Let me believe that my grandmother was just a victim with a troubled heart. If you continue such one-sided hatred, you'll become a bad person."

        

        It might already be too late, but change now.

        

        Elves have plenty of time, so start making amends now.

        

        Though she spoke politely with honorifics, what she was saying was incredibly bold for addressing a queen.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        After an awkward silence, Titania opened her mouth.

        

        "Leave."

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "Leave."

        

        She repeated the same word, closing her eyes as if refusing to continue the conversation.

        

        I grabbed Sylphy's shoulder and said:

        

        "Let's go back for now. We have time. ...I'll come again!"

        

        "..."

        

        As I led Sylphy out of the audience chamber, I muttered:

        

        "What a truly wretched old hag..."

        

        "Lady Olivia, please. Elves have good hearing."

        

        "It's fine. This time I meant for her to hear."

        

        "..."

        

        "Let's go! Royce!"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I left the audience chamber, concerned about Sylphy.

        

        Anyway.

        

        What should I do now?

        

        Neither my words nor Sylphy's reached her.

        

        At this rate, I'm really going to die.

        

        Should I really sneak into the World Tree like a thief and extract the sap?
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        People are easily swayed by emotions.

        

        And as we age and gain experience, we become better at hiding them.

        

        While some people are naturally good at this from the start, I've always thought that reason and social awareness are skills learned in the whirlwind of countless human relationships that make up society.

        

        And Titania knew how to hide herself well; her behavior was consistent with an attitude of treating the Hero as an honored guest, but refusing to give the sap of the World Tree.

        

        "......"

        

        "What is it? You should leave now too."

        

        "I also have something to say."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, to be precise, something came to mind."

        

        Titania showed signs of discomfort, but I continued to look up at her with an indifferent expression.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Do you have no thoughts on this matter?"

        

        "I mean, what are you talking about?"

        

        "Livia... ahem, the Hero could have easily gone on a rampage in Elvenhome if she wanted to. She could have lashed out to squeeze the last bit of life from her remaining time, or even threatened you by bringing up Reina who tried to assassinate her. That wouldn't have been impossible."

        

        "......"

        

        "She chose none of those options, instead making a request to you and conveying only the objective truth. Does that not stir any thoughts in you?"

        

        "What are you trying to say?"

        

        "Well, I've heard rumors that Titania works solely for the elves, and while she maintains minimal courtesy toward outsiders, she's not particularly friendly to them."

        

        No matter how closed off Elvenhome might be, since elves lived among humanity, there was interaction with humans, and naturally, there were elves who traveled outside as well.

        

        "You are a wise person. You must sense that the Hero is somehow different from before."

        

        "That sword that once cut through good and evil has dulled. Negatively speaking, she's lost her qualification as a Hero; positively speaking, she's become more human."

        

        The Livia of the past would never have forgiven evil deeds and would have cut them down without hesitation.

        

        But now, Livia has developed inner conflict.

        

        As a Hero, she used to declare "evil must be eliminated" and judge her opponents as wicked demons. This was because she believed that being a Hero granted her that authority.

        

        However, Livia no longer has that certainty.

        

        She can't move to punish others personally unless it's something as severe as the Cult of Death's leader playing with people's lives.

        

        And if it's directed at herself, her blade has dulled even more.

        

        All this did was return a woman obsessed with being a Hero back to an ordinary person, but if that person was the Hero, the ripple effects were significant.

        

        But Livia is fine with it.

        

        Her humanity now says, "I'll give you every chance possible, but if you still refuse, there's nothing I can do."

        

        After all, when talking with Reina, she reached for her holy sword when Reina ultimately refused to speak.

        

        "The Hero has legitimate grievances, and there are many aspects that could be disputed, but she didn't mention any of that and simply made her request. If you treat the Hero who saved the world this way, you have no right to be surprised by Reina Forest's actions."

        

        "......"

        

        "I understand that sitting in your position requires you to set aside some morality and ethics. However, there's something I find difficult to comprehend."

        

        After pausing briefly, I looked at Titania and continued.

        

        "Is refusing the Hero's request, rejecting Sylphy, and your current behavior truly in Elvenhome's best interest?"

        

        Titania frowned, seemingly surrounded by intense emotions.

        

        How frightening.

        

        As expected of Titania, she must be strong—probably stronger than me.

        

        "And you're running away not just from the Hero, but from Sylphy as well. Are you truly acting as Titania should in your position? Can you honestly tell yourself that everything said in this conversation was for Elvenhome's benefit?"

        

        "...You're quite bold. Your rudeness has crossed the line."

        

        "I'm aware of that. But please don't misunderstand. It's not my role to persuade you. I'm merely walking this path to help."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "......"

        

        Why, she asks.

        

        I've heard that quite often.

        

        Why do people keep asking for reasons?

        

        Why do they need a reason when one person helps another?

        

        "Why do people forgive, hate sin but try not to hate the sinner?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Because no one is perfect, and people inevitably make mistakes. The day will surely come when I make a mistake, and in that moment, I hope to be forgiven."

        

        "That's selfishness."

        

        "Didn't you know? Whether human, elf, beastkin, dwarf, demi-human... even monsters must value themselves above all else. Hoping for reciprocation someday, hoping the world will change for the better, even if just a little."

        

        I looked straight at Titania as I spoke.

        

        "Everything stems from such selfish desires and needs. ...Titania, what was your initial desire when you first took that seat?"

        

        "I..."

        

        "I wonder if that desire is consistent with your current actions. ...We will come again. I want the Hero to live. In this harsh world, filled with hatred and anger, wouldn't it be good to have at least one person like her?"

        

        "......"

        

        "If there's a reason you're refusing, and if you share that reason, she would gladly help you. ...Despite appearances, she's quite concerned about what she did during her previous visit."

        

        No matter how much someone might say, "Come on, she saved your life, that's too harsh!" the fact that she keeps mentioning it and grumbling suggests that deep down, she might think she went too far.

        

        Or perhaps she's more concerned about making racially discriminatory remarks toward elves than cutting down trees.

        

        In the past, there was Reina.

        

        Now, with Sylphy as a companion, she might be worried about having made remarks that seemed to insult elves.

        

        While she often appears dignified, broad-minded, and masculine, she could occasionally be sensitive.

        

        Well, that's what makes her human, I suppose.

      

      
        

        "I apologize for my rudeness."

        

        Ah, this is tiring.

        

        That's why conversations with high-ranking people are exhausting.

        

        And I'm not joking—I really mean it.

        

        Ah.

        

        Right.

        

        Before leaving the corridor, I turned my head.

        

        "By the way."

        

        "......"

        

        Titania's eyes glared at me as if to say "what now," but I didn't mind.

        

        I believe that in life, there are people who love you without you doing anything, and people who hate you without you doing anything. If you don't accept this, life becomes exhausting.

        

        Basically, I don't worry about people who dislike me.

        

        I'm busy enough caring about those who like me.

        

        "Check Reina's neck."

        

        "Reina's neck?"

        

        "I'm not entirely certain, but there should be something there. Of course, you're free to ignore my words. ...Now I truly take my leave."

        

        After bowing my head in farewell, I left the audience chamber.

        

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        

        "They've prepared a larger room than I expected."

        

        Livia looked around with wide eyes.

        

        It was more like a mansion than a room—they had lent us an entire building.

        

        We had been granted permission to stay here during our time in Elvenhome, which was surprisingly generous hospitality.

        

        This gesture alone made it clear that Titania held no direct grudge against Livia.

        

        In other words, not giving the World Tree's sap might be less about unwillingness and more about inability.

        

        "So what now?"

        

        As soon as she sat down, Livia crossed her arms and spoke with concern.

        

        "What should we do!? She's even less willing to listen than I thought!"

        

        "Yes, I didn't expect her to not even meet my eyes..."

        

        Livia and Sylphy seemed disappointed for their respective reasons.

        

        Well, this first attempt at conversation could be considered a failure.

        

        I naturally used the prepared tools to make coffee and said:

        

        "Calm down. We learned several things from the conversation... most importantly, there's a possibility."

        

        "A possibility?"

        

        "Based on the conversation, Titania herself doesn't seem to have any particular feelings toward Livia, unlike the elves we saw when we first entered Elvenhome."

        

        "Really? She was glaring pretty intensely."

        

        "That's just her natural expression. Livia used to look similar."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        She must have looked like she was in a bad mood every day.

        

        "But why won't she give us the World Tree's sap?"

        

        "Yeah! It wouldn't hurt to give us some!"

        

        Sylphy voiced her question, and Livia nodded vigorously in agreement.

        

        "May I share what I felt?"

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Sylphy and I can't do anything without you. Give us your analysis quickly."

        

        "Please don't drag me into this."

        

        "Then would you like to go talk to Titania alone again?"

        

        "I'll make the coffee, Lord Royce."

        

        What shameless people.

        

        But it's good to recognize one's limitations and entrust tasks to others. People can't live alone, after all.

        

        Even the most extraordinary individuals will inevitably face problems in some area.

        

        "To get straight to the point, though this is just a possibility, it might not be that she doesn't want to give the World Tree's sap, but that she can't give it."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Why did you reach that conclusion?"

        

        "Actually, I felt something off since we arrived. As a spirit mage, I'm sensitive to nature, and I felt a sense of dissonance from the moment we entered Elvenhome. Titania's attitude just now further confirmed my suspicion."

        

        "What attitude?"

        

        "The fact that she doesn't resent Livia, yet refuses to explain anything while denying the sap."

        

        If she openly disliked Livia, we could think, "Ah, she's not giving it because she dislikes Livia."

        

        But showing no resentment or such emotions while maintaining that attitude suggests there's a reason she can't give it, rather than not wanting to.

        

        "Well, this is still just a hypothesis. We need to gather more evidence."

        

        "If there's a reason she can't give it, could something be wrong with the World Tree? Surely not?"

        

      

      
        "No way! It's practically a divine miracle bestowed by the goddess."

        

        "Even the hardest rock will erode after thousands of years of water droplets falling on it. If a problem has occurred with the World Tree that has been blessing forests for ages, Titania's attitude would make sense."

        

        "How so?"

        

        I took a sip of the coffee Sylphy had made for me and continued.

        

        "The World Tree is practically worshipped among elves. In other words, it's a state secret. ...Discussing problems related to it with outsiders isn't easy. Especially when, despite lowered guard, they're not particularly friendly toward us."

        

        "Alright, let's go back tomorrow."

        

        "Are you planning to go every day?"

        

        "I'll keep going until my life runs out. Maybe she'll get tired and give in. If I keep looking pitiful, maybe she'll feel some compassion?"

        

        "It's good that you've become more human, but these sudden changes can be surprising sometimes, Livia."

        

        Livia seemed slightly disgruntled that she only had water while others had coffee, but then she smiled at me.

        

        "I like who I am now better."

        

        "So do I."

        

        "Uh, huh?"

        

        When I agreed, Livia blushed in embarrassment, then approached me and said:

        

        "I like houses with yards, seeing children and dogs playing there would be healing."

        

        "Lady Olivia has drifted off again. Lord Royce, you occasionally say things that stir women's hearts."

        

        "To be precise, things that stir Livia's heart."

        

        I'm not sure if such words would affect other women.

        

        I hope they suited Livia's taste.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        Having returned to reality, Livia quickly drank her water and stood up.

        

        "Alright, let's go."

        

        "Where to?"

        

        "You're not suggesting we go back to Titania, are you? I, I, I've already used up all my courage for today...!"

        

        I didn't know courage was a consumable resource.

        

        Sylphy was trembling, but Livia smiled.

        

        "To explore Elvenhome."

        

        "Explore Elvenhome?"

        

        "When I came here before, I only handled official business without any real interaction. That's why, despite having been to Elvenhome, I knew less than Royce."

        

        I remained silent for a moment.

        

        "So this time, I want to learn about Elvenhome. We can make judgments after we understand."

        

        "You might end up with painful memories."

        

        Though I hope not, there might be people foolish enough to insult Livia to her face.

        

        Like idiots who believe Livia wouldn't attack them even though she's standing right there, the possibility of such remarks wasn't zero.

        

        But Livia smiled.

        

        "If so, that's my responsibility for not trying to understand until now."

        

        "......"

        

        "I'm moving forward now to learn even those things."

        

        Sigh.

        

        I don't know.

        

        "Alright, let's go together. What about you, Sylphy?"

        

        "I... I'd just be a burden if I came along."

        

        "That doesn't matter."

        

        Livia declared confidently.

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        "You're trying to create a place for half-elves in Elvenhome, right? Then you should be the first to do it. If you're not accepted, there's no way other half-elves can be accepted and live well."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, um. That might have sounded wrong."

        

        Livia laughed awkwardly.

        

        "This isn't a test for you."

        

        "Then what is it?"

        

        "It's a test for Elvenhome. I need to see whether they choose kindness or malice. ...I hope the world is still worth living in."

        

        "Um, you're not using me as an experiment, are you?"

        

        "......"

        

        Livia fell silent.

        

        Apparently, that thought hadn't occurred to her.

        

        "Um, well."

        

        Livia carefully scratched her head and said:

        

        "I can see how you might feel that way. I didn't think of that. I'm sorry. ...Would you prefer to stay here?"

        

        Both Sylphy and I looked at Livia incredulously.

        

        Eventually, Sylphy sighed softly and said:

        

        "I'll come too. I want to test Elvenhome as well."

        

        It's more like field research than an experiment, really.

        

        Well, I should go with them too.

        

        Honestly, if I let those two go alone, they might impulsively cause some trouble.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.42In the Land of Elves - 09

      
        "....."

        

        Reina sat in silence, quietly at home.

        

        It was unexpected that Olivia would enter Elvenhain in the first place, and it was also unexpected that her mother, Titania, didn't strongly object to it.

        

        Moreover, it was surprising that she allowed entry to the half-elf she so despised, though there was nothing that could be done about it.

        

        Now, without the World Tree's sap, Olivia would die.

        

        In her current state, she moved around so well that one might question whether she was truly under Death's curse, but Reina, who knew her previous movements, could instantly tell she had weakened.

        

        Though still fast, the fact that Reina could see her movements and react to them meant she had already weakened.

        

        When Olivia fought the Demon Lord, her movements were not only impossible to react to but impossible to even see.

        

        Truly swift.

        

        Truly rapid.

        

        She was so fast it defied description, and there was no hesitation in her actions.

        

        Olivia, who never questioned evil before, was now asking for reasons.

        

        Reina could tell that the hero's binding spell, which had been choking Olivia all this time, was gradually loosening. Though she couldn't know the exact reason, it was highly likely that Royce was involved.

        

        'He's been looking after her all this time.'

        

        It was Royce who cared for Olivia, who was no different from a monster, and tried to make her rest somehow. He was also probably the only one who could stop Olivia's actions.

        

        That's why when she heard Royce had been banished, she thought it couldn't be helped and felt regretful.

        

        He was capable, and the only one with the courage to say "no" to Olivia, the hero, right to her face.

        

        'What should I do now?'

        

        If left alone, Olivia would die on her own.

        

        Perhaps there was no need to do anything unnecessary.

        

        But.

        

        Reina touched her neck again.

        

        'I think Royce has noticed.'

        

        She mustn't be discovered.

        

        If discovered, things might become irreversible.

        

        Reina let out a small sigh, breaking into a cold sweat.

        

        Knock, knock.

        

        "W-who is it?"

        

        Suddenly someone knocked on the door, and it slowly opened.

        

        They knocked, but she hadn't given permission.

        

        The fact that they entered despite not being given permission meant the knock was more of a courtesy. At that point, she could immediately tell who had come.

        

        "Mother."

        

        "....."

        

        The current Titania, Reina's mother, stood there, looking at Reina with somewhat cold eyes.

        

        ***

        

        "The green country, Elvenhain."

        

        I muttered while looking around.

        

        There were quite a few buildings, and the trees were tall. There seemed to be various modes of transportation, like houses built on trees, bridge-like structures between trees, and wire-like things.

        

        Generally speaking, all the trees were large.

        

        They only appeared relatively small because of the enormous World Tree.

        

        "Elvenhain was once called the Forest of Giants in the past," said Silphy.

        

        "No need to ask why. Every tree is huge. The World Tree is so big that you might get confused when looking from a distance."

        

        I intuitively felt that this wasn't a highly socialized village, but looking around, everything from restaurants to bakeries, tailors, vegetable shops, meat shops—everything was prepared just like in human villages.

        

        In human villages, unless it was an exceptionally small one, there would typically be at least one of each, and even though elves might be fewer in number than humans, they had a properly functioning society.

        

        Not everyone carried a bow and fought, it seemed.

        

        The fact that there were far more people living ordinary lives was exactly the same as with humans.

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        Royce placed his hand on a tree and stared at it blankly.

        

        Well, I couldn't tell if he was truly blank-minded, but Royce was carefully observing the tree.

        

        Was there something there?

        

        "Royce, is something wrong?"

        

        "...No, may I tell you when I'm more certain?"

        

      

      
        "Sure, if you think you don't need to say it now, that's fine. Is it something really troublesome?"

        

        "If it's true, it's beyond just troublesome. ...But this is all in the realm of speculation unless we hear directly from Titania."

        

        "Then we should hear it."

        

        Whatever it was, Royce seemed to have discovered something concerning.

        

        Unfortunately, I'm not that wise, so I couldn't understand what Royce was thinking or what he had realized.

        

        Royce often told me, "You're not unintelligent, just short-sighted."

        

        But thinking about various things with a mind that had only thought about swords until now was too complicated.

        

        To be honest, the past when I simply distinguished between what to cut with my sword and what not to cut was easier and more pleasant to live in.

        

        Because it wasn't complicated and I didn't have to carry emotional burdens.

        

        But now I know.

        

        That was just giving up on thinking and running away.

        

        "Lady Olivia."

        

        "Hmm? Why are you calling me?"

        

        "Do you forgive Lady Reina?"

        

        "Huh? No?"

        

        "Oh, is that so?"

        

        "Why did you think that?"

        

        Silphy scratched her cheek, seemingly a bit flustered.

        

        "Well, Lady Olivia, you don't seem particularly angry."

        

        "That's also true."

        

        "....."

        

        Silphy looked at me with a confused expression that seemed to say, "What does that mean?"

        

        Hmm.

        

        I can't explain this feeling accurately either.

        

        "The reason I haven't killed Reina right away, unlike the Death Cult leader, is because she's not caught in the act."

        

        "Caught in the act?"

        

        "Yes, if someone is in immediate danger and I don't kill them right away, there's no time to ask questions, right? I have to kill them immediately. That person might have their own reasons, but if I stop to listen, many people could die regardless of how justified those reasons might be."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "So I killed the Death Cult leader immediately."

        

        "....."

        

        "If Reina had... um, for example, taken Silphy hostage or done something like that, I would have drawn my holy sword, but that wasn't the case, right? Since there wasn't an immediate problem, I wanted to ask for her reasons."

        

        If I could find out the reason, it might be possible to prevent similar problems from happening again.

        

        In fact, if the situation wasn't urgent, I planned to question Alex and Belita as well.

        

        Following Reina, I felt that with the answers from those two, I could choose my path.

        

        Well, that's just my selfish desire, and if the situation becomes too dire and immediate action is needed, I might end up fighting those two right away, but I need to understand the circumstances before doing anything, don't I?

        

        "If there's no immediate danger, I must lead criminals to fair judgment."

        

        "...You're strong."

        

        "Not at all. In the past, I just cut them down without any of that. Haha, my mind was at ease."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, it was too easy. I had the invincible shield of 'they were bad people anyway.' My actions had justice, goodness, and the goddess's blessing. I was the judge who judged evil."

        

        Arrogance.

        

        But I believed that was the role of a hero.

        

        I also believed that was the perfect, true form of a hero.

        

        "How truly self-centered."

        

        "But you saved the world."

        

        "Saving the world doesn't mean I can do whatever I want. I was probably too dogmatic. I couldn't even trust my companions."

        

        They might have thought I would define them as evil.

        

        By my own rules.

        

        Certainly, I had no intention of overlooking evil just because someone was a companion, but that wasn't the problem.

        

        The problem was that they didn't see me as reliable or heroic, but as something "frightening."

        

        If even Alex felt fear towards me, perhaps in the eyes of others, I appeared not as hope but as a monster.

        

        That's what I thought.

        

      

      
        "Personally, I don't think Livia has any reason to be tormented by that."

        

        "Royce, are you done investigating?"

        

        "Let's look around a bit more. We came out just for local investigation, but I think we need to examine things more carefully."

        

        "Alright."

        

        "Anyway, to get back to the topic, I personally don't think Livia has any reason to be so tormented."

        

        "That's true too. This is who I am."

        

        "....."

        

        Royce closed his mouth for a moment and then smiled at me.

        

        That gentle smile.

        

        It tickles my heart.

        

        I had faith that he would definitely stop me with his body if I were about to cross the line.

        

        Throughout my life, I never thought I would want someone.

        

        I want this person by my side.

        

        I want this person to walk with me.

        

        I want him to be within reach when I extend my hand.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "No, I just thought it was nice."

        

        "Livia, you remember you're dying, right?"

        

        "Lady Olivia is so full of energy that I forget she's a terminal patient."

        

        "I forget sometimes too."

        

        "Please remember..."

        

        I was starting to get used to having one eye and one arm missing.

        

        Elixirs aren't as rare as the World Tree's sap, but they're still rare and expensive.

        

        I'm slowly healing, but it seems like the completely lost parts won't be restored.

        

        "Sh-shall we t-talk to people now?"

        

        Royce laughed as I spoke, trembling.

        

        "A nervous Livia is quite refreshing."

        

        "I-I get nervous too! Will the elves accept us?"

        

        I could tolerate and not care much about bad things said about me, but if someone said something bad to Silphy, I might unconsciously get upset.

        

        "What happened to the person who was so confident, saying this was an experiment by the elves?"

        

        "Royce, there are many people in the world who just talk big."

        

        "You captured the Demon Lord with that big talk, do you think that's convincing?"

        

        "Can't you just go along with it?"

        

        "Well... let's start with somewhere easy. Shall we go to a restaurant and have a meal?"

        

        Even though I still couldn't eat proper food.

        

        It was time for Royce and Silphy to eat.

        

        "Alright, then..."

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        We all turned our heads together, and there stood an elf in armor.

        

        An elf carrying a sword, not a bow.

        

        This elf was definitely.

        

        The elf who was beside Titania earlier.

        

        An elf who gave the impression of being Titania's right hand, and who felt like a considerably strong warrior.

        

        He was quite large for an elf.

        

        No, he gave the impression of being large even by human standards, this male elf.

        

        "Hero, Olivia Reinhart. And Silphy, Royce... would you please talk with me for a moment? I will treat you to a meal."

        

        There was no hostility.

        

        His eyes were deep, and my intuition told me he could be trusted, but I didn't know what Royce and Silphy would think.

        

        When I turned my head, Royce nodded, indicating it seemed fine, and Silphy did the same.

        

        I answered on behalf of both of them.

        

        "Alright, let's go."
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        "I apologize for approaching you so rudely without introducing myself first."

        

        "No, please don't worry about it."

        

        Though Livia should have been the one to respond, both she and Sylphy were visibly tense, so I decided to speak as the mediator.

        

        I could tell Livia was about to insist she hadn't done anything wrong, even as she was clearly reading the room.

        

        "So... Ah, I apologize. May I ask your name?"

        

        "I am Res, the captain of the Elvenheim Guard. We met earlier in the audience chamber."

        

        Res said this while reaching for water before the meal arrived.

        

        Well-trained hands.

        

        Elves were naturally gifted with bows, so those who wielded swords were uncommon.

        

        While they weren't exactly discriminated against for it, it was common knowledge that bow-wielding elves were generally stronger than sword-wielding ones in terms of actual ability.

        

        For an elf to take up the sword and rise to the high position of Guard Captain meant that he had not only natural talent but had also continued to work tirelessly to improve.

        

        That effort was clearly visible in Res's physique.

        

        "So what brings you here?" Livia asked with a slightly awkward tremor in her voice.

        

        Res closed his eyes briefly as if in thought, then spoke directly.

        

        "First, although I may not be qualified to represent Elvenheim, I've come to apologize."

        

        "Apologize? To me?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "When you visited last time, I was away dealing with monsters nearby, so I don't know the exact situation. But I heard that our elves were disrespectful to you."

        

        "Disrespectful?"

        

        Livia looked at Res with a genuinely confused expression, which seemed to catch Res off guard.

        

        I sighed softly and leaned closer to Livia, whispering in her ear.

        

        "About when you cut down the forest to kill monsters. They're referring to how they practically expelled you afterward."

        

        "Oh, that."

        

        Livia took a sip of water before responding.

        

        "There's no need to worry about it. At that time, I believed nothing was more important than 'life' itself. Specifically, I believed that nothing should take priority over life unless something was irreparably damaged."

        

        Of course, this varies from person to person.

        

        Survival instinct is certainly among the strongest of our instincts.

        

        However, there are people who ignore that instinct and risk their lives for what they want to do. Or perhaps I should say, people who are willing to sacrifice their lives?

        

        "I simply failed to respect Elvenheim. If I had been more humble there, the elves probably wouldn't have gotten so angry."

        

        In an already emotionally charged situation, making racially discriminatory remarks had caused the elves to become agitated and unable to act rationally.

        

        While that didn't necessarily justify their actions, it seemed that Livia at least thought, "I can understand to that extent."

        

        "..."

        

        Res was silent for a moment.

        

        Then he immediately bowed his head.

        

        "Huh? What, what are you doing? Why are you bowing?"

        

        Fortunately, we were in a private room, but if this had been a regular restaurant, the sight of Res, the Guard Captain, bowing his head would have been quite shocking.

        

        "I offer my thanks to you, who saved the world."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know why you've become as you are now, but you deserved better treatment. Though I only saw your past self from a distance, I can still tell that you now and you then are the same person."

        

        "How?"

        

        "It's in your eyes."

        

        "My eyes?"

        

        "Back then, there was something in your eyes—a kind of intensity, something different from goodness. It felt not like you were using good to destroy evil, but rather that you were good for the purpose of destroying evil."

        

        His insight was impressive.

        

        Livia made an "ugh" face that clearly said, "You hit the nail on the head!"

        

        As I've said repeatedly, she would make a terrible politician.

        

        Fortunately, she had no interest in that field.

        

        "So I assume you didn't arrange this meeting simply to apologize and express gratitude."

        

        "...You are perceptive, Lord Royce."

        

        Res exhaled briefly and said:

        

        "Titania is hiding something."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Unfortunately, being naturally insensitive, I cannot discern what it is. Sadly, my loyalty alone is not enough to make me a knight worthy of Titania's trust."

        

        Loyalty.

        

        Devotion.

        

        These qualities were clearly evident in him.

        

        His awareness that the current Titania was hiding something was, in fact, self-criticism.

        

        It must have troubled Res that his queen was worried and anguished, yet he could do nothing about it, and she wouldn't confide in him.

        

        "Insensitive? But Res, you're a knight that all elves admire..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Ah, no. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have interrupted."

        

        Sylphy spoke up but quickly bowed her head and trembled when Res looked at her.

        

        "That's not true, Lady Sylphy."

        

        "P-please, you don't need to address me as 'Lady.' I'm an elf who has tainted royal blood."

      

      
        

        "...Being insensitive, I find it difficult not only to read Titania's thoughts but also the hearts of elves. I am merely a warrior who picked up a sword and swung it. Even that skill is like child's play compared to the Hero's abilities."

        

        Res carefully averted his gaze from Sylphy before looking at her again.

        

        "You've grown a lot. Do you remember me?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Perhaps it's because of your mixed human blood, but you've grown considerably. Titania's feelings toward you are surely more complex than words can explain."

        

        "..."

        

        "Hmm, I'm not sure if I should ask this question."

        

        "It's fine."

        

        Livia looked at Res as she spoke.

        

        "Don't elves dislike half-elves?"

        

        "...That's common among younger elves. But it's less prevalent among older elves. We understand Titania's pain, but at the same time, we understand that what she did was a sin that shouldn't have been committed."

        

        "..."

        

        "Titania is a war hero who has endured much suffering. After becoming Titania through her overwhelming charisma and power, she became the eternal queen of the elves."

        

        Res shook his head regretfully.

        

        "That's why we believed she needed to remain on the throne. Even if she made wrong choices, she was still a queen who protected the elves above all else."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia listened in silence.

        

        "Is this the morality and ethics that must be sacrificed to maintain a nation?"

        

        "I regret that I don't know the answer to such difficult questions. But I can stake everything on affirming that Titania's entire life has been devoted to protecting Elvenheim and the elves."

        

        "...Don't stake everything on such things."

        

        "I apologize, I lack finesse."

        

        Res bowed his head and continued.

        

        "To return to the topic, older elves often don't have strong feelings about half-elves. Sympathy is much more common. ...That is our sin."

        

        "Sin?"

        

        "Our sin of placing Titania on a lonely throne and, out of sympathy, failing to correct her wrong choices."

        

        "..."

        

        I observed Livia and Sylphy's reactions.

        

        They looked like they wanted to say something but didn't know how.

        

        "Sir Res, then what you want from us... No, more precisely, what you want from Livia and Sylphy is..."

        

        "...You are correct in your assumption."

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        "Neither do I."

        

        They were being too straightforward.

        

        Well, it doesn't matter.

        

        I glanced at Res, who nodded as if giving permission to explain, so I did.

        

        "He wants Livia to address whatever Titania is currently worried about, and he wants Sylphy to help clear away the sin that Titania and the elves are committing."

        

        "...Indeed, excellent. ...I know this request seems foolish, and I'm aware of how rude it is."

        

        It was certainly rude to make such a request of Livia, who had unpleasant memories of Elvenheim, and Sylphy, whose very existence was not viewed positively in Elvenheim.

        

        But Res had already seen Livia and Sylphy in the audience chamber and thought this was worth trying.

        

        Though somewhat of a gamble, he had determined that Elvenheim needed to change.

        

        "I don't need an answer right away. ...And what Titania is likely worried about probably relates to the World Tree. I dare say it might be necessary for you to obtain what you seek, Hero."

        

        "I see."

        

        "What will you do?"

        

        When I asked, both Livia and Sylphy fell silent.

        

        "First."

        

        "First?"

        

        "Let's eat and think about it?"

        

        "I suppose you can handle some porridge now."

        

        "That's why I ordered porridge..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A sudden noise made us look outside through the window.

        

        What was that?

        

        "Kyaaaa!!"

        

        "The buildings are suddenly collapsing!"

        

        "The children! The children!!"

        

        I assessed the situation.

        

        Suddenly, a house in the trees was collapsing, and children nearby were falling with it.

        

        "Livia..."

        

        CRASH!!

        

        Livia flew through the window.

        

        She quickly caught the children, but seemed to have forgotten she only had one hand.

        

        "Tch!"

        

        Livia clicked her tongue and tried to catch another child with her foot.

        

        If they fell like this, Livia would take most of the impact, but the young elves wouldn't be spared either.

        

      

      
        Moreover, the problem wasn't just hitting the ground—debris from the building was still falling from above.

        

        Sylphy quickly created a bow with magic and began shooting through all the building debris falling toward the children.

        

        "Lady Olivia! Hurry!!"

        

        "Ngh! ...Royce!!"

        

        "I'm on it."

        

        There was time.

        

        This was Elvenheim.

        

        The nation of nature.

        

        That's enough.

        

        "Hm."

        

        With a wave of my hand, water materialized instantly, blocking the falling debris. Not stopping there, wind began to blow around Livia and the children she was holding, rapidly slowing their descent.

        

        "Great!! I love you!"

        

        "...Please don't say such embarrassing things so loudly and come out safely."

        

        "Okay! Let's go!"

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        "Th-thank you!"

        

        Only after the children were safe did I slowly lower the water, allowing the building debris to land safely. As the water quickly dispersed, I exhaled deeply.

        

        For emergency responses like this, nothing is as convenient as my abilities.

        

        Livia's movements had slowed midway.

        

        She probably unconsciously used too much magic, causing the curse to inflict intense pain.

        

        Even now, though she's smiling, she must be in terrible pain.

        

        "Phew, that sudden collapse startled me."

        

        "Thank you for saving us!"

        

        "Huh? Me?"

        

        When the young elves thanked Sylphy, he momentarily didn't understand and looked blank.

        

        "Big sister! You're amazing! You just shot through that rock that was about to fall on my head! Incredible!"

        

        "Um, I'm not your big sister..."

        

        "Oh! Is it because I'm an elf and older than you? Elves mature slowly!"

        

        "No, that's not it... I'm a man."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "I thought you were a pretty big sister, but you're actually a big brother..."

        

        Sylphy wore a complicated expression, but this couldn't be helped.

        

        With that face and body, calling himself a man was, in Livia's words, like his gender was neglecting its duties.

        

        "Brother."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        What meaning did the young elf child's words hold for Sylphy?

        

        His eyes trembled greatly.

        

        For some reason, he looked like he might cry.

        

        "It was nothing. I'm glad you're safe."

        

        "..."

        

        "Res."

        

        Res briefly looked around.

        

        He saw the elves.

        

        Their gazes were troubled.

        

        The long-standing hatred toward half-elves existed, and children who didn't understand this well were thanking a half-elf. And this was clearly a situation where anyone would have to thank the half-elf.

        

        Should they go offer thanks?

        

        Amid that dilemma, with all those elves watching, Res bowed his head.

        

        "Thank you. Lady Olivia, Lord Royce... and Lord Sylphy."

        

        "R-Res! Please raise your head! In, in such a public place...!"

        

        Sylphy was flustered.

        

        The Guard Captain had thanked a half-elf.

        

        And not just that—he had even bowed his head, which could certainly become the seed of a small conflict.

        

        Nevertheless, Res had bowed his head.

        

        Or rather, in this case, he had bowed his head precisely because of that.

        

        "Thank you! Brother!"

        

        "Isn't it still more likely you're a big sister?"

        

        "We won't know until we pull down your pants, right?"

        

        "I-I'm really a man..."

        

        Sometimes children's innocence can be frightening.

        

        "I've never actually seen to confirm, have I, Royce?"

        

        "Livia..."

        

        There was one more childlike person here.
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        "Are you really okay with just eating porridge?"

        

        "No, it's because of my body. I have a hole in my heart."

        

        "How are you still alive?"

        

        "I wonder that myself, Lady Olivia."

        

        Sometimes Lois would look at me with eyes that seemed to ask, 'Are you really human?'

        

        I am rather resilient.

        

        It would be wise to assume that as long as my human form remains, I won't die.

        

        In truth, if someone asked me how I was still alive, all I could say was that I just was.

        

        While traveling with Lois, I could at least eat easily digestible porridge after recovering somewhat. Before, Lois would grind suitable food to an almost drinkable consistency for me.

        

        To be honest, I felt no satisfaction from eating, but having spent time in monster territories where going hungry was sometimes inevitable, I had developed a mindset that anything going in was better than nothing.

        

        Above all, since Lois prepared everything with such care each time, I thought it would be ungracious to complain.

        

        "Will Lois be alright alone?"

        

        "She'll be fine. Besides, it's right next to the restaurant."

        

        Lois had said she would investigate the collapsed area.

        

        She explained that if we didn't understand why something that had been perfectly fine suddenly collapsed, it might happen again, but I suspected her real reason was something else.

        

        Whatever it was, she would tell me when the time came.

        

        I generally just ask, "Is there something I need to know right now?" If she says no, I don't pry, and if she says yes, I make sure to remember it properly.

        

        What's the point of having a smart person by your side otherwise?

        

        In return, I trust Lois's judgment. Not blindly, but I believe she'll give me something convincing after I hear the reasoning behind her decisions.

        

        Surprisingly, despite our different levels of assertiveness, Lois and I had similar feelings about where to draw the line.

        

        Hehe.

        

        Our personalities might differ, but our tendencies are similar—isn't that worth quite a few points?

        

        "Lois seems wise. Knowledgeable, I should say?"

        

        "She's always liked reading books. And she handled things like finding lodging and other tasks that required communication."

        

        After Lois left, Alex took over those duties, but unlike Lois who handled things smoothly, he often caused friction.

        

        Alex had something of a kingdom-first mentality.

        

        You know how it is.

        

        His speech was polite and impeccable, yet somehow irritating.

        

        For some reason, despite being polite, he often gave the impression of being sarcastic, which frequently led to confrontations.

        

        Eventually, Reina took over, saying she would handle it herself, and fortunately, she caused less friction than Alex.

        

        Alex can be kind when he wants to be, but only to people he deems worthy by his own standards.

        

        In other words, he didn't feel the need to be kind to ordinary citizens passing by.

        

        He wore only the minimum facade, thinking that if problems arose later, he could claim to be the victim.

        

        Well, that's why we switched to Reina.

        

        "Even during our party days, whenever there was free time, she was always reading. I always wondered how she managed to read those thick books."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        Les looked at me thoughtfully for a moment, and I noticed his gaze.

        

        As I put the warm porridge in my mouth, I felt a subtle elation at finally having something I could actually chew after such a long time.

        

        If my stomach gets upset after eating this, I'll have to go back to the ground food Lois prepares for me.

        

        While I'm happy Lois does that for me, I don't want to cause her unnecessary trouble.

        

        "No, I just became curious about something."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "If you think so highly of her, why did you banish her?"

        

        "..."

        

        I laughed awkwardly at his question.

        

        "I was foolish."

        

        "How could someone who saved the world be foolish?"

        

        "It happens. I lacked judgment in reading people, and things turned out that way. ...Well, that's not important now. ...They're really watching us."

        

        "Yes, they are."

      

      
        

        "I apologize. Should I warn them off?"

        

        "Don't do that. Children are naturally curious. That's a good thing."

        

        As someone who wasn't allowed to be curious while being beaten by my father, I found the pure curiosity of children both enviable and pleasing to see.

        

        Right now, elf children were peering through the window, whispering among themselves as they watched us.

        

        Since I had broken it open completely, they could see inside clearly from outside.

        

        Lois would have had to pay compensation again, but fortunately, the restaurant owner said not to worry about it since I had done it to save the children, so we avoided unnecessary expenses.

        

        And the elf restaurant owner who treated me and Sylphy normally despite us being the Hero and a half-elf was undoubtedly a good elf.

        

        "By the way, Les, are you alright? Bowing your head to a Hero and a half-elf in front of so many elves."

        

        When Sylphy spoke with concern, Les replied:

        

        "It's fine. When I bowed my head, it wasn't because you're the Hero or a half-elf. I was simply bowing to the hero who saved our young elves."

        

        "You're a good elf."

        

        "I'm embarrassed to receive such praise from you, Hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "No, it's not easy to avoid the hatred of the times. Regardless of age, many people follow along simply because everyone else does."

        

        Even when it's not right, they throw stones at a young girl just because many others are doing it.

        

        When many people do it together, there's no guilt, and they might even feel superior to others—perhaps it feels like killing two birds with one stone.

        

        It was a sensation I couldn't understand, but I saw such psychology quite often during my travels, and surprisingly, some people's voices grew louder simply because they had numbers on their side.

        

        Or there were some remarkably bold people who made me wonder how they could be so confident they wouldn't get hit when they picked fights.

        

        I'm gentle with civilians, but when I was in a bad mood and judged someone was picking a fight, I would hit them.

        

        For example, people who complained about what I would do about the collapsed building after I saved them, or that strange middle-aged swordsman who complained about me being young yet stronger than him.

        

        At the time, I thought they were just picking fights, but looking back now, I wonder what gave them such confidence.

        

        "Thank you for understanding."

        

        "Actually, I don't really understand."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yeah, I sort of know it in theory... how should I put it? I only understand it intellectually? It doesn't really sink in."

        

        "I think that's good enough for Olivia."

        

        "Really? ...That meat looks delicious."

        

        "Lois will get angry if you eat it."

        

        "Ah, I know... When I recover, there are so many foods I want to eat. I want to eat until I'm stuffed. I want to eat something delicious rather than just eating to survive."

        

        It might seem trivial, but for me, meals were merely a means of supplying nutrition.

        

        Taste didn't matter as long as I ate something and didn't get sick.

        

        After that, whether it was fighting or training, I moved around, so back then, I thought meals were a waste of time.

        

        "By the way, I wonder if there's any elixir in this Elvenhome?"

        

        "Elixir? Unfortunately, we don't have any prepared."

        

        "As expected, it's not easy to obtain. ...It would cost an astronomical amount to acquire it legitimately."

        

        "I've heard they're sometimes included as rewards for high-rank adventurer quests."

        

        "I asked Lois about that, and she said it's really rare. Plus, you can't even accept the quest unless your rank is high enough."

        

        "Would someone like you, the Hero, need such a thing? Aren't you already high-ranked by your very existence?"

        

        "R-really?"

        

        But I'm not an adventurer.

        

        I do have an adventurer rank, so wouldn't it be wrong for me to accept such quests?

        

        Should I just ask?

        

        Come to think of it, Lois said she was an adventurer, but what's her rank? Could she accept such quests?

        

        No, no, Lois seems to prefer not standing out and working moderately, so her rank is probably neither high nor low, just somewhere in the middle.

        

        "Will you be going to see Titania again tomorrow?"

        

        "I should keep going for now. As you said, if there's a problem, I'll ask if I can help."

        

        "...Perhaps rather than asking, it would be better to say, 'I'll help you, so shut up and tell me.'"

        

        "Titania is the ruler of this country, right? ...Is that what you wanted to say deep down?"

        

        "I would never think of such disrespect."

        

        Would never?

        

      

      
        "But I do think it might be necessary."

        

        Les thought for a moment with a troubled face, then continued:

        

        "...However, elves cannot say such things. The current Titania, who is almost like a savior, has been half-deified, which is certainly not good. Personally, I think it might be time for her to step down."

        

        "Is this a revolution?"

        

        "*Cough!*"

        

        Les momentarily failed to understand what I meant and spat out the water he was drinking.

        

        "N-no, a misunderstanding! ...I just meant that since she has held the position of Titania for such a long time, perhaps it would be good to pass it on to the next generation."

        

        "Are you thinking of passing it to Reina?"

        

        "Lady Reina? I'm not sure about that. The position of Titania is not hereditary, so there's no guarantee that Titania's child will become the next Oberon or Titania."

        

        For reference, if male, they're called Oberon.

        

        If female, they're called Titania, which seems to be what they call the elf ruler.

        

        "From the way you speak, it sounds like you're against it."

        

        "It's not that I'm against it... She was raised like a beautiful work of art from childhood, so she doesn't understand the ways of the world."

        

        There was certainly some truth to that, but I wasn't in a position to comment, so I decided to stay quiet.

        

        "It's not that she's unintelligent, but she's prone to having a narrow perspective, and I think she lacks somewhat in her demeanor as a queen."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Perhaps with more time, but I think it would be difficult for her to take on the role of Titania yet. I dare say the current Titania shares this opinion."

        

        I was surprised.

        

        I had thought everyone would follow Titania's words without question, and I had gone out for local reconnaissance prepared to be stoned.

        

        But the children welcomed us.

        

        The restaurant owner laughed cheerfully.

        

        And Les, standing before me now, was truly a good person.

        

        Well, in a nation with many people, not everyone would share the same ideology, tendencies, or personality.

        

        Humans are naturally the same, and most people would find it absurd if the sins committed by some humans were attributed to the entire human race.

        

        "Have you finished your meal?"

        

        "If I eat any more, my stomach will be in danger."

        

        "There's a training ground right next door."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "There should be quite a few elf soldiers there now."

        

        He seems to be hinting at something.

        

        I don't quite get it.

        

        Huh?

        

        Seeing my confused face, Les smiled slightly and continued:

        

        "How about a light sparring session there, like exercise? I'd like to learn from the Hero who saved the world."

        

        Uh, what?

        

        What's this? Isn't it sudden?

        

        I could almost hear the gears turning in my head.

        

        ...Ah.

        

        By sparring with the captain of the guards, we could show the elves there that we were building friendship, and if I defeated the captain, it would also elicit admiration for my skills.

        

        Hmm, not bad.

        

        Not bad, but...

        

        "Will you be okay? I don't fight half-heartedly in competitions. If I do this, I'll win."

        

        "It would be meaningless if you didn't. I hope this sparring, which is just to build friendship, might become... a step toward changing this Elvenhome."

        

        "..."

        

        I stood up with a smile.

        

        "Let's go then."

        

        After eating, I felt like moving around a bit anyway.

        

        And the elf guard captain.

        

        An elf who uses a sword despite belonging to a race known for archery.

        

        Very interesting.
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        "Is that the Hero?"

        

        "There's a half-elf too."

        

        "Shouldn't we say something?"

        

        "But Captain Les is here?"

        

        "It's true, it's Captain Les."

        

        The people who had been training normally in the training grounds seemed bewildered by our appearance.

        

        Elves naturally train in more than just archery.

        

        Basic training with swords and spears was included, but it felt more like they were honing fundamentals.

        

        It made sense when you thought about it—if they didn't have a bow in hand, they'd need to fight with whatever weapon they could grab.

        

        While the sword was my specialty, I could use other weapons if needed.

        

        Similarly, elves would learn how to handle other weapons too.

        

        Of course, they wouldn't be as proficient with them as with their main weapon, the bow, but whether you practice regularly or not makes a significant difference in actual combat.

        

        I liked how professional and disciplined their training was.

        

        "So, Hero. What would you like to do about the sword?"

        

        "Let's go with wooden swords. You can use a real one if you want."

        

        After saying that, I scratched my head with an "Ah."

        

        "Oh, um. I didn't mean that to sound condescending. Sorry."

        

        "Don't worry about it. It's the truth anyway."

        

        "Even so, I was being rude."

        

        I now understand that there are some things you shouldn't say even if they're true.

        

        I understood this intellectually, but it seemed I still had the habit of letting my mouth run with the mood. I swung the wooden sword I was holding.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Is it the quality of the wood?

        

        This seems much better than wooden swords from other places.

        

        Light and comfortable to grip.

        

        I threw off the cloak I was wearing.

        

        "You're in worse condition than I thought. I couldn't tell because of the cloak."

        

        "I'm certainly weaker now than when I dealt with the Demon Lord. But there's no need to worry about it. This might sound arrogant, but even like this, I'm still much stronger than most mediocre fighters."

        

        To defeat me now would probably require more than a high-ranking monster—it would take someone at the level of a Demon Lord's army executive.

        

        Well, even among the Demon Lord's executives, there are considerable differences in skill, so not all of them would be a match for me, but most would be, and some might even be stronger than I am now.

        

        In any case, I can't properly channel my magical power now, and my body is severely damaged.

        

        By my feeling, my overall combat ability has been cut in half... no, perhaps even more than that.

        

        Earlier, when the building collapsed, if it had been in the past, I would have rescued the children before the building even fell and moved them to safety already.

        

        But somehow, there was a different kind of satisfaction in working together to save people compared to doing it alone.

        

        "......"

        

        Les gripped his sword and took a deep breath.

        

        "Then, Hero Olivia Reinhart! Thank you for accepting this friendly duel!"

        

        He spoke loudly as if deliberately wanting everyone to hear, causing all the elves in the training ground to look our way.

        

        Although many didn't have a favorable view of me, as people who trained daily, they didn't seem willing to miss the opportunity to see Hero Olivia Reinhart's swordsmanship up close.

        

        It seemed that when it came to training like this, race didn't matter.

        

        This should be interesting.

        

        Well then.

        

        "You can come first."

        

        "Then I'll make the first move."

        

        The surrounding elves are watching me.

        

        I'm slightly conflicted.

        

        Is it better to win or lose here?

        

        Either could be seen positively or negatively depending on how people wanted to interpret it, which made me hesitate, but I thought it would be a bad move to produce a result contrary to my true feelings in this situation.

        

        And above all, it would be disrespectful as a warrior.

        

        "Hyup!!"

        

        Woong!!

        

        That's heavy.

        

        "She blocked Captain Les's attack with one hand!"

        

        "That's just a regular wooden sword, right? Not one specially made for the Hero?"

        

        "She just picked up whatever wooden sword was here."

      

      
        

        He has strength, and his charging speed isn't bad either.

        

        Indeed.

        

        It seemed he wasn't the captain of the guard for nothing.

        

        He was stronger than most high-ranking monsters, and his movements had little waste.

        

        He's much stronger than Reina.

        

        Tak! Tak! Tak!!

        

        Les attacked several times, and I blocked all of his attacks with ease. He was deliberately targeting areas that would be difficult to defend, but unfortunately, I hadn't trained so poorly that I couldn't block attacks just because they were hard to see.

        

        Les retreated cautiously and said:

        

        "I thought there would be a difference in skill, but you also have significant disadvantages right now. I thought I could give you more of a challenge."

        

        "Don't think that way. I'm called 'the Hero blessed with divine talent for combat.' I'm so strong that people say among all the Heroes throughout history, only the First Hero might have been stronger than me."

        

        Of course, I don't know if that's really true.

        

        The First Hero was from ancient times, and other Heroes also achieved great deeds and protected the world. They were all great people.

        

        I couldn't diminish their greatness based on individual strength, and besides, I couldn't know if I was truly stronger than them without fighting them directly.

        

        Unfortunately, since they were all human, I never had the chance to face them.

        

        There couldn't be two Heroes in one era, after all.

        

        "Fighting is the one thing I'm good at—it's how I qualify as a Hero."

        

        "You're being modest. You used to have more confidence."

        

        "I just couldn't distinguish between confidence and arrogance back then."

        

        "I see. Then I'll come at you more strongly this time."

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        Woong!!

        

        He's faster than before.

        

        This time he's coming straight at me, not targeting a difficult area to react to.

        

        Is he provoking me?

        

        I like it.

        

        Then I should respond in kind.

        

        Tang!!

        

        "Kugh."

        

        He recovers his stance quickly too.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Before I knew it, the elves around us had naturally stopped their training and were watching the duel between Les and me.

        

        I could have ended it with one strike, but I thought I needed to gather everyone's attention, so I deliberately held back, defending against Les's attacks.

        

        I was only defending against Les's attacks without launching any of my own.

        

        Les was not weak.

        

        I could understand why he chose swordsmanship despite being an elf, a race known for archery.

        

        An elf with more talent for the sword than the bow was truly rare. You'd expect them to be better at wielding a bow like a club than handling a sword.

        

        His continuous attacks gradually increased in speed, but I stood still, blocking all of Les's attacks.

        

        "Hyaah!!"

        

        Les put strength into both hands and brought his sword down.

        

        Kang!!

        

        A loud sound rang out as the full-force attack cracked the ground and seemed to vibrate the surrounding air.

        

        It was an attack infused with magical power, strong enough to cleave most monsters in half with a single blow. He did it because he was confident I could block it without issue.

        

        It also had the flashiness that was good to use when all eyes were on you.

        

        Woong! Hwoong!!

        

        Simultaneously, I moved to the side, struck Les's wrist hard, and aimed for his neck.

        

        Hwoong!!

        

        The sword fell from Les's hand, and my wooden sword was already at his neck.

        

        "...I've lost."

        

        "Amazing! To be so strong with a sword while being an elf!"

        

        "I simply happened to be born with more talent for the sword than the bow."

        

        "That's not what I'm talking about."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

      

      
        "You might not know now, but when you were young, that was hundreds of years ago, right?"

        

        "That's correct."

        

        "Royce told me that unlike now, in the past, views toward using weapons other than bows weren't favorable."

        

        "That's right. Until Titania herself began using other weapons and mastering them, everyone had an aversion to weapons other than bows. Including myself."

        

        I didn't know that.

        

        So Titania resolved it by learning to use other weapons herself?

        

        She seemed rigid, but she has some flexibility after all.

        

        It would be nice if she applied that to half-elves too.

        

        "Those unreasonable prejudices must have wounded you, yet you endured and silently wielded your sword until you reached this level. The unfairness you couldn't change must have caused you pain. That's impressive."

        

        "......"

        

        Les looked at me with a surprised face, and suddenly the surroundings went quiet.

        

        Oh.

        

        Did I make another verbal mistake?

        

        I went over what I said.

        

        I don't think I made any obvious mistakes, but this silence gave me the feeling that I had committed some major faux pas again.

        

        "Hero."

        

        "Huh? What? Why are you calling me?"

        

        What did I do wrong?

        

        I can't think of anything to apologize for, but there must be something.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Until just now, I was only thinking of you as a new step toward changing Elvenhome."

        

        I somehow intuitively knew that.

        

        "To put it more extremely, I wanted to use your existence. I just wanted to create an opportunity for new water to flow into this stagnant pool that Elvenhome has become."

        

        "I see."

        

        That's not necessarily bad, is it?

        

        Everyone has the inclination to use others sometimes, and as long as the intention isn't too malicious, it's okay, right?

        

        Well, I suppose some people might get angry about it.

        

        I might get angry depending on the situation, but so far Les has shown a pretty good attitude as a warrior and treated us like guests, so I wasn't particularly offended by what he just said.

        

        "But at this moment, I sincerely bow my head in admiration. Thank you."

        

        "No, no. If you do that, it makes me uncomfortable."

        

        "So... what will you do now?"

        

        "......"

        

        I looked around and saw the elves still watching us in silence.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Their eyes are burning.

        

        Those are the eyes of warriors saying "I want to duel too."

        

        The desire to fight against the strong and find one's weaknesses is an unavoidable warrior's instinct.

        

        Whether wielding a sword.

        

        Or holding a bow.

        

        All who grip weapons and fight enemies could rightly be called warriors.

        

        My physical condition isn't bad.

        

        I'm still okay.

        

        "Alright, is there anyone who wants to duel with me? Sword, bow, spear, axe—anything is fine."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Come at me with whatever weapon you want. My body is in this state now, and I don't know when I'll come back or when my condition might worsen. Fortune favors those who come quickly."

        

        "Me, me!"

        

        "Me too!"

        

        "Can we fight with bows? Then I'll join too!"

        

        Everyone responded enthusiastically, and I looked at Les and said:

        

        "Is this what you were aiming for?"

        

        "It would be a lie to say I wasn't."

        

        Les smiled.

        

        "This is beyond what I imagined."
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        The hero is one chosen by the goddess.

        

        Therefore, there was no guarantee anywhere that the hero would necessarily be the strongest.

        

        They were merely knights of the goddess chosen by her, and that alone wasn't proof of being the strongest. That's why there were a few people who might have been stronger than the hero in the same era.

        

        However.

        

        People occasionally create monstrous exceptions.

        

        "I just realized something scary."

        

        "What could be scarier than this sight?"

        

        The elven soldiers muttered awkwardly.

        

        From the beginning, Olivia had been winning effortlessly, easily blocking her opponents' attacks before immediately counterattacking and explaining what they had done wrong.

        

        The most impressive thing was that after just one clash, Olivia understood her opponent's weaknesses. Her absurd observational skills seemed to confirm the saying that in battle, she truly had received the goddess's blessing.

        

        "That person hasn't moved a single step from that spot while sparring with us."

        

        "What? Wait... So we've all been defeated by someone who didn't even move from her position?"

        

        "More than that, look at her condition. She's clearly not in normal shape. How strong must she be when she's at full strength?"

        

        Sylphy nodded in agreement.

        

        When traveling with Olivia, most monsters were defeated in a single blow. It was questionable whether there were any monsters that couldn't be killed in one strike by her—that's how strong she was.

        

        Olivia had said that she was weakened and currently only about as strong as a Demon Lord's executive, but if that was the case, how strong were the Demon Lord's executives, and how powerful was Olivia at full strength?

        

        When Sylphy had heard that the hero party members feared Olivia, she wondered what that meant. But now, witnessing this endless strength, she understood why they might be afraid.

        

        Well, no matter what, they had crossed a line they shouldn't have.

        

        Olivia was considerate and kind, but she didn't overlook those who committed crimes.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, she might act to lighten the punishment, but she wouldn't deny the punishment itself.

        

        No, perhaps for the sake of the victims, she might even make the punishment heavier.

        

        Sylphy didn't find that particularly frightening now, but if that ideology became extreme, it would be terrifying.

        

        "Don't be ridiculous! We elven guards have our pride! We should at least make her move from that spot!"

        

        "Pride or not, everyone's getting knocked down in one hit."

        

        "I think my form has improved. The hero is skilled not just with a sword but with a bow as well."

        

        "She can shoot better than me even while holding the bowstring with her mouth or feet."

        

        "Argh! This isn't sparring anymore—it's training!! Anyway!! I'll at least make her move from that spot!!"

        

        "Sounds good! She said we can keep challenging her until she says it's too much, so let's get back in line."

        

        "I-I'm going to try with a different weapon."

        

        The elves had forgotten the bad rumors about the hero and were enthusiastically sparring with Olivia.

        

        Well, it certainly looked more like training than sparring, and Olivia properly pointed out each person's flaws after defeating them.

        

        It seemed she hadn't been boasting when she confidently claimed she could handle any weapon.

        

        "Aren't you going to try, Lady Sylphy?"

        

        "I... well... I might ruin the good atmosphere."

        

        When Res approached and spoke to Sylphy, she replied somewhat hesitantly.

        

        The training ground had a very positive atmosphere, and at this moment, there was no difference between humans and elves as races.

        

        But if a half-elf, considered an impurity, joined in, the good atmosphere might instantly be ruined and end badly.

        

        If the mood was burning so brightly, wouldn't it be better to let it end well?

        

        "Your skill in creating a bow with magic and shooting quickly was impressive."

        

        "No, well..."

        

        Res looked at Sylphy's hands.

        

        "Those calluses weren't formed from just a day or two of practice."

        

        "The same goes for you, Sir Res."

        

        "For me, it's an obligation. Not because I'm the captain of the guard, but as a soldier protecting Elvenhome, I couldn't neglect my training. But you trained hard despite not having such obligations."

        

        "...Maybe I just didn't want to forget."

        

        "What do you mean?"

      

      
        

        Sylphy smiled awkwardly at Res's question.

        

        "That I'm an elf."

        

        "..."

        

        "Maybe I'm doing this because I don't want to forget that I too have elven blood flowing through me. When I shoot a bow, I can feel that I'm an elf, can't I?"

        

        Especially when she shot and intuitively knew she would hit the target, and then actually did hit it, she could feel the blood of the skilled elven archers flowing within her.

        

        For Sylphy, who ultimately craved belonging, the existence of elves was particularly important.

        

        Moreover, since Titania had taught Sylphy how to shoot a bow, she considered it her only connection and trained every day.

        

        Though she hadn't gained much practical experience, she had never skipped her daily target practice, and had developed the instinct to quickly draw her bow.

        

        "In that brief moment, you created a bow with magic and shot to save the children. Your skill was excellent. Better than many elves."

        

        "You flatter me."

        

        "No, I'm not just saying that. Your skill is considerable. As expected of Titania's bloodline."

        

        "Does it seem that way? I've only tainted the royal bloodline."

        

        "..."

        

        Res fell silent for a moment as he looked at Sylphy.

        

        His eyes appeared very sad.

        

        "Your thinking like that is surely Titania's... Elvenhome's sin. Please speak with Titania again. She definitely doesn't hate you. She has lived in solitude for too long and fears too many things."

        

        "Titania, afraid?"

        

        "Yes... of loss, of betrayal... of all the pain that comes from relationships. Because of that, she committed the sin of turning away from you."

        

        "..."

        

        "And that sin eventually extended to all half-elves. Our Titania is a savior who has protected Elvenhome for a long time and an admirable person."

        

        Res carefully touched his sword as he spoke.

        

        "If she were to fall into hell, I could fall with her. She is the benefactor who changed my life."

        

        "I see."

        

        "But sometimes she goes in the wrong direction. Unfortunately, being insensitive and lacking eloquence, I can't think of a good way to correct Titania's mistakes."

        

        "...I don't have any brilliant ideas either."

        

        "Perhaps not. But new water might flow into Elvenhome, which has become stagnant to the point of rotting. ...I think you resemble Titania. In some ways, even more than Lady Reina."

        

        Sylphy swallowed hard.

        

        Reina was Titania's daughter.

        

        Sylphy was Titania's grandson.

        

        It seemed somewhat contradictory that Sylphy resembled Titania more than Reina did.

        

        Whether the so-called genetic throwback had manifested in Sylphy was unknown, but certainly in appearance, Sylphy resembled Titania more than Reina did.

        

        The issue was that he resembled her despite being male.

        

        "Have confidence in yourself. You are strong. ...It's hard to believe you have so little practical experience."

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Sylphy laughed awkwardly.

        

        Just then, Olivia waved her hand.

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

        "Yes? Are we leaving now?"

        

        "Would you like to teach archery? You're better with a bow than I am."

        

        "Oh, yes!?"

        

        As Sylphy naturally approached Olivia, she froze.

        

        The elves, who had been focused only on Olivia, all naturally turned their attention to Sylphy.

        

        After checking her ears, they all reacted.

        

        "A half-elf..."

        

        "Why is a half-elf in a place like this?"

        

      

      
        "Seems to be the hero's companion?"

        

        "A half-elf, huh."

        

        Sylphy swallowed hard.

        

        She felt overwhelmed by the atmosphere and the sheer number of people.

        

        Looking toward Res, she saw that he was simply watching her.

        

        Was she really like Titania?

        

        It was somehow embarrassing to be told she resembled someone who had accomplished so much. Though Titania had never been good to her, had she been excellent as Titania?

        

        "..."

        

        One of the elves watching Sylphy slowly approached her.

        

        "They say you created a bow with magic?"

        

        "Ah, yes... I do have royal blood flowing in me, though it's embarrassing to say."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Many elves probably didn't know about Sylphy.

        

        Her time in Elvenhome had been very brief, and due to Titania, she had little contact with other elves, so few had ever met her.

        

        Moreover, enough time had passed that some might have forgotten her.

        

        "Having royal blood doesn't necessarily make one skilled in archery."

        

        "That's right! Even Lady Reina has royal blood, but there are elves who are better archers than her!"

        

        "Don't act so proud just because you have High Elf blood, half!"

        

        Sylphy didn't remember acting proud.

        

        She wanted to ask Olivia and Res for help, but both remained silent, just watching her.

        

        It felt like she was being tested.

        

        Sylphy took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

        

        "Fine."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Then would you like to compete with me in archery?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "If you win, I'll quietly withdraw. But if I win, you'll acknowledge that your archery skills are inferior to mine and receive training from me."

        

        "Oh, ho."

        

        The elves collectively bristled with anger, the sound almost audible.

        

        Elves prided themselves on their archery skills, which meant they took great pride in that ability.

        

        When that pride was challenged, they naturally took the bait.

        

        Moreover, it was a "half-elf" who had said such things. At that point, retreat was no longer an option for them.

        

        "Hahaha! HAHAHAHA!!"

        

        Olivia laughed loudly.

        

        Then she said:

        

        "Alright, I'll be the judge. How about that?"

        

        "That's fine, Hero. ...Just you wait, half."

        

        Sylphy once again placed her hand on her chest to calm her pounding heart and said:

        

        "My name is Sylphy. ...Not 'half.'"

        

        "Nice guts. If you win, I'll remember that name... until my dying breath."

        

        "Good."

        

        From the moment she was labeled a half-elf, she was at a disadvantage, forced to overcome unfair standards.

        

        But she couldn't give up because of that.

        

        Everyone Sylphy thought was amazing told her she was amazing too.

        

        So perhaps it was time to believe in those words and try to overcome this unfair boundary?

        

        "Let's do this, then."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.47In the Land of Elves - 14

      
        How strange.

        

        Truly strange.

        

        I stared at the fallen trees of Elven Heim and thought.

        

        'The trees of Elven Heim are especially influenced by the World Tree.'

        

        Being closest to it, they receive the World Tree's protection strongly, and they shouldn't collapse just because of a little weight.

        

        The greatest characteristic of Elven Heim was that elves protect the forest, and the forest protects the elves, but now the forest wasn't fulfilling its role of protecting the elves.

        

        This wasn't a normal situation.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I picked up a broken piece of wood to examine it.

        

        I'd been wondering since entering Elven Heim.

        

        The power of nature was disturbed.

        

        Elven Heim should be the place in this world where natural power is most abundant, but that power was disrupted. That's not to say it was less than other places; it was still plentiful.

        

        It was just less and more chaotic than what the name Elven Heim would suggest.

        

        'At this point, it's no longer just a hypothesis.'

        

        Something was wrong with the World Tree.

        

        It seemed reasonable to interpret that Titania didn't give us the World Tree's sap because she couldn't, even if she wanted to. The problem is that the World Tree is considered a divine tree of nature, a gift from the goddess.

        

        If something had happened to the World Tree, it wouldn't be easy to fix.

        

        I couldn't imagine what kind of problem could affect the World Tree, where all the powers of nature converge.

        

        "......"

        

        I turned my head to look at the World Tree.

        

        The trees here are enormously large compared to other forests.

        

        Even among these trees, the World Tree reaching toward the sky gave off a sacred, holy feeling.

        

        'It doesn't look like there's a problem from the outside. But problems that can't be seen are often the most serious.'

        

        It might not be good to treat people and trees the same way, but just because something looks fine doesn't necessarily mean it is fine.

        

        Often, problems hide inside where they can't be properly identified.

        

        By the time you realize it, the situation has often already become irreversible.

        

        I took out my pocket watch to check the time.

        

        'Livia and Sylphie said they were going to the training grounds.'

        

        I was slightly worried about Livia's condition, but she wasn't stupid enough to not monitor her own physical state.

        

        She would retreat if things got too difficult, and I doubted there was anyone in Elven Heim who could make Livia sweat or feel tense.

        

        Well, there might be now, given her poor physical condition.

        

        "......"

        

        I wanted to try burning one as a test, but that wouldn't be something to laugh about.

        

        These trees under the World Tree's protection probably wouldn't burn, but if they did burn, it would prove something was wrong with the World Tree. However, that was too extreme a measure, and it would be dangerous if they didn't burn.

        

        Above all, burning the trees of elves who love the forest would create too many problems.

        

        'Going directly to the World Tree would be the fastest way, but I can't get close because of the barrier.'

        

        If there were no barrier, sneaking there at night would be an option.

        

        That would be something Livia might do, and it might work if I didn't get caught, but with the barrier in place, forcing my way through would definitely get me caught.

        

        Since the World Tree exists in the realm of faith, getting caught wouldn't be something I could laugh off.

        

        Even Sylphie, a half-elf, felt strongly enough about the World Tree to say "That's a bit..." It seemed like something innate rather than learned.

        

        "Hey, how long are you going to loiter around?"

        

        It seemed to be an elf from the guard.

        

        For an elf, his tone was somewhat impertinent, and his expression showed clear displeasure.

        

        There was no reason for him to be displeased with me, so was it about Livia or Sylphie?

        

        Still, we saved their children, so he could have spoken more kindly.

        

        Sometimes elves who live in the forest lack social skills to the point where you wonder if they really are as old as they claim.

        

        "What are you trying to do in Elven Heim, bringing the hero and a half-elf with you?"

        

        "Yeah, you're a nuisance. Get out already."

        

        "Is this the first time a tree has collapsed like this?" I asked.

        

        Their faces reddened with anger.

      

      
        

        "You bastard!"

        

        "Stop it!"

        

        A more conscientious-looking elf intervened from behind the agitated ones.

        

        "What kind of attitude is this toward someone who saved our children! And you call yourselves the guardians of Elven Heim!"

        

        "B-but...!"

        

        "Enough, continue your patrol."

        

        Though he appeared young, he exuded experience.

        

        My intuition told me he was quite an old elf.

        

        Elves barely age after a certain point and then suddenly age rapidly near death, so they spend most of their lives looking young.

        

        In other words, it was impossible to distinguish their age by appearance.

        

        Elves can apparently tell each other apart somehow, but to my human eyes, they all looked like they were in their twenties.

        

        Some elves even looked like teenagers.

        

        "I apologize for their rudeness. They're still young and don't know proper manners. Please forgive them."

        

        "......"

        

        Young ones, huh.

        

        Still, they must be much older than me.

        

        But I generally don't get very angry when children act out.

        

        I get annoyed when parents are shameless about their children's behavior, but if the parents are apologetic and seem helpless, it's fine.

        

        Children can be excused, but adults should know better.

        

        That's my way of thinking.

        

        "It's alright. If you don't mind, could I ask a few questions?"

        

        The elf thought for a moment, then said:

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        "Is this the first time a collapse like this has happened?"

        

        "Living in trees, accidents do happen occasionally. But this is the first time a building has collapsed along with a branch so dramatically."

        

        "I see. Has anything unusual been happening in the forest recently? Anything different from normal?"

        

        "Well, I'm not sure."

        

        It didn't seem like he was lying.

        

        So there haven't been any noticeable changes yet.

        

        Perhaps the changes are happening in real time right now. If something is rotting from the inside and only now showing on the outside, maybe the real danger is just beginning.

        

        "Is there any way I could see the World Tree?"

        

        "......"

        

        For a brief moment, the elf frowned.

        

        I understood it was somewhat of a rude question.

        

        The elf seemed momentarily displeased but quickly composed himself and answered with a proper attitude.

        

        "Only Titania can permit entry to the World Tree. Without her permission, the World Tree's barrier will not welcome anyone."

        

        "I see, so without Titania's permission, no one can enter."

        

        "While we appreciate you saving the village children, we would prefer if you didn't interfere too much in Elven Heim's affairs."

        

        "If these affairs only concerned Elven Heim, I wouldn't think of interfering."

        

        There seems to be a slightly closed-off atmosphere here.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Still, he wasn't someone who didn't understand propriety.

        

        Even if he personally disliked it, he maintained proper manners and answered my questions sincerely.

        

        "......"

        

        I quietly concentrated while holding the tree bark.

        

        Natural power gathered at my fingertips and responded to the bark.

        

        Abundant natural power.

        

        It truly contained the power befitting a country of nature, but it also seemed faintly disconnected.

        

        The power that was always supplied seemed to be blocked somewhere, and at that blocked moment, the branch couldn't support the weight and collapsed along with the house.

        

      

      
        'With this much information, I could try negotiating with Titania.'

        

        The problem is that I don't know what the issue is.

        

        If it's a simple problem, I might be able to handle it with my spirit arts, but if the problem is deep inside, even my powers might not be enough.

        

        Titania must have known I'm a spirit artist, so the fact that she didn't tell me directly might mean it's already a problem beyond what a spirit artist can solve.

        

        Either way, I needed to hear the details from Titania, and if I could help solve the problem in exchange for the sap, that would be the best outcome.

        

        'Saving Livia safely is the most important thing. I should avoid unnecessary risks.'

        

        Above all, it would be best not to antagonize Titania, who can use all sorts of magic.

        

        It's not for nothing that she earned the title of hero in that long war and has survived in her position until now.

        

        From the moment I met her, I instinctively felt that antagonizing Titania would bring nothing good.

        

        This might sound strange, but I sensed something close to killing intent from her, which reminded me of the past Livia.

        

        That intensity, which made even thorns seem frightening to approach, was intimidating.

        

        In my experience, such people are often broken somewhere, their minds clouded by various emotions.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        That person from earlier is already gone.

        

        Well, can't be helped.

        

        I had more questions, but I've gathered enough information.

        

        Let's try persuading Titania again tomorrow.

        

        Tomorrow, I might need to reveal some things myself.

        

        "You're diligent, and your abilities as a spirit artist are impressive."

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        I was startled for a moment.

        

        An elf who looked like a young girl was looking at me and speaking.

        

        "That body of yours doesn't look ordinary."

        

        I was surprised.

        

        This was the first person to notice immediately.

        

        Occasionally people would sense something off when they saw me fight, but no one had ever just observed me and figured it out.

        

        And that was enough for me to understand who I was dealing with.

        

        "What are you doing, Titania?"

        

        "Being a ruler can be surprisingly boring. I just came down for a walk, but everyone bows and gets tense. I understand it comes with the position."

        

        So she pretends to be a child to move around more freely?

        

        "Royce, was it?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Would you like to talk with me for a while? The hero and my grandson seem to be absent. ...I should mention that this is just an invitation. You're free to decline."

        

        I was silent for a moment at Titania's proposal.

        

        An opportunity to talk one-on-one?

        

        And she seems somehow emotional.

        

        I might be able to learn information now that I couldn't earlier.

        

        I wanted to increase the chances of healing Livia, even if only slightly.

        

        "I'd be honored to have the opportunity to speak with the head of a nation."

        

        "Have you eaten?"

        

        "No, now that you mention it, I haven't."

        

        I started investigating before eating and naturally skipped a meal.

        

        Titania made a "hmm" sound, then said:

        

        "That won't do. You're still at an age where you should be eating properly."

        

        It was disconcerting to suddenly hear her speak like a neighborhood grandmother.

        

        Besides, I think I'm past the age where I need to "eat properly."

        

        Titania thought for a moment, then smiled slightly.

        

        "Follow me, I'll show you to a good restaurant."

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        But is she planning to go like that?
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        Titania.

        

        Originally, Titania had a name.

        

        For example, even if Reina were to take the position of Titania, she would still retain the name Reina Forest.

        

        However, the current Titania has no name.

        

        According to records, she abandoned even her own name with the determination to discard all positions except that of Titania.

        

        Now, one might wonder if that was really necessary, but at that time, Elven Heim wasn't as peaceful as it is today. It was devastated by war.

        

        One had to maintain a hardened heart and was forced to make tough choices, even if they weren't entirely moral.

        

        And not just once or twice, but every single day—there was a need to abandon some of one's humanity.

        

        "A spirit mage, and one with quite a unique form at that."

        

        "You recognized it at a glance. As expected, you're impressive."

        

        "You're good at flattery. I wish my daughter had such qualities, but unfortunately, I spoiled her too much."

        

        "......"

        

        Reina had a strong personality, which matched well with Livia in many ways, but she wasn't good at adapting to others.

        

        I suspected that she deferred to Livia because she instinctively recognized Livia as overwhelmingly superior, like a beast would.

        

        I've never seen her show fear toward anyone except Livia, and even Livia, despite being torn to shreds, had the strength to pin down a demon beast's eyes and neck with broken arrows.

        

        Honestly, I didn't want to defend her, but I couldn't understand it.

        

        I thought that while the other two might act that way, Reina wouldn't.

        

        But after our last meeting, I could somewhat understand the reason.

        

        No.

        

        From now on, it was up to Livia to decide.

        

        "Can you handle high-level spirits?"

        

        "Fire and water... but it's a special form, as you might be thinking."

        

        "I see. You must have gone through a lot."

        

        She seemed to already know about my body.

        

        No, more accurately, she had "sensed" it.

        

        She didn't know before, but upon seeing me, she immediately understood.

        

        The spirit cores in my body were from high-level fire and water spirits, which is why I could handle fire and water much better than other elements.

        

        Rather than borrowing their power, I became the spirits themselves, allowing me to temporarily wield power superior to any spirit mage, though the burden was severe.

        

        I believed that this temporary firepower could match even a Demon Lord's army executive, but because of the heavy burden, I preferred to avoid fighting if possible.

        

        "Talented, thoughtful, and intelligent... You weren't present when the Hero's party visited Elven Heim."

        

        "You might have heard from Lady Reina, but I was expelled midway."

        

        "Yes, the Hero at that time critically lacked consideration for others. What truly mattered wasn't whether something was just, but rather judging everything according to conventional notions of good and evil."

        

        "......"

        

        "It was certainly righteous, but undeniably distorted. The world has many things that can't be easily categorized as good or evil. There are too many difficult situations that deserve criticism but not outright condemnation."

        

        "Especially when one is in a position to make choices, right?"

        

        Titania's eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

        

        "I apologize. I ended up sounding like I was defending myself."

        

        "No, please forgive my disrespectful words."

        

        "Come this way."

        

        "Here?"

        

        It was an empty restaurant.

        

        Partly because it wasn't mealtime, but also because it was tucked away in a corner, making it difficult for people to find.

        

        "Oh, Your Majesty? You're here again?"

        

        The fact that she immediately recognized Titania suggested that she frequented this restaurant.

        

        And in that childlike appearance, no less.

        

        This meant that the female elf before us was undoubtedly someone Titania trusted.

        

        No.

        

        The calluses on her hands.

      

      
        

        Her movements were efficient.

        

        Was this person a soldier?

        

        Her movements showed professional training, suggesting that the scent of battle had been ingrained in her body over a long period and hadn't yet faded.

        

        Perhaps she had been one of Titania's guards during her time as a soldier.

        

        "Oh? A human? Ah, you must be the visitor I heard about. Welcome."

        

        "May we eat on the second floor?"

        

        "As usual? Please come in."

        

        "Thank you. The food, as usual, please."

        

        "Of course~"

        

        So I followed Titania.

        

        We climbed the stairs to the second floor, which was empty, and Titania and I took our seats.

        

        "The steak here is delicious. You'll like it."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Do you dislike it?"

        

        "No, it's fine. I'm more concerned about why you wanted to see me."

        

        "You don't need to be so tense. Think of the person before you not as Titania, but just as an elf."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        As if that's possible.

        

        Titania looked at me, observing me carefully.

        

        "What do you know about me?"

        

        "Only what's written in books."

        

        "Oh? Let's hear it then."

        

        "......"

        

        What is this? Some kind of test?

        

        There was no reason not to comply, so I recalled the contents of the books I had read.

        

        "A war hero born during the human-elf conflict, known for never missing a shot with her bow. You protected elves in all kinds of situations, and your achievements in defensive battles were particularly remarkable."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "According to human assessment, it's widely accepted that without you, the current Titania, elves would have definitely lost the war."

        

        Being a war, Titania couldn't have handled everything alone, but there was no doubt she made numerous significant contributions.

        

        Some authors even evaluated Titania as the "Hero of the Elves," attesting to her power.

        

        "And after the war entered a ceasefire, you became the new Titania and implemented policies solely for the benefit of elves. Even the complete end of hostilities with humans was ultimately a decision made for the elves."

        

        "......"

        

        "After the war with humans completely ended, you didn't withhold cooperation as a race, and while not actively promoting exchange, you didn't strongly reject it either, living in a way that minimized friction."

        

        "You know my life well enough to make me reflect on it."

        

        "And."

        

        "And?"

        

        "Despite having far exceeded the lifespan of elves, you still maintain a youthful appearance."

        

        "......"

        

        Titania smiled.

        

        "Don't you know that some things are better left unsaid, even if you know them? Many have wondered about it, but no one has ever asked me directly."

        

        "Was I being rude?"

        

        "No, I've actually wondered why no one asks. You have a good eye for people. You spoke because you knew I wouldn't get angry, right?"

        

        "Well... yes, that's right."

        

        Titania looked at me with a calm face.

        

        Looking at her like this, she seemed to resemble Sylphy more than Reina.

        

        No, it's not that Reina didn't resemble her, but the atmosphere seemed more like Sylphy's.

        

        Sylphy was timid and often trembled, but when she focused, she became almost eerily calm.

        

      

      
        In those calm moments, her expression and eyes greatly resembled the current Titania, making me unconsciously see the overlap.

        

        "You've studied hard."

        

        "Reading books is my hobby."

        

        "I see. So it wasn't that you studied for Elven Heim, but something you've always done? No wonder it seemed so natural."

        

        "Titania, why did you want to see me?"

        

        "Among the three visitors, you seemed the most likely to understand. ...And also, it seems you've investigated the tree. I had considered the possibility since I sensed you were a spirit mage."

        

        Titania spoke while naturally pouring water into a cup.

        

        "You're more capable than I expected. That's why I wanted to talk."

        

        "What kind of conversation?"

        

        "You believe there's a problem with the World Tree, don't you?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Do I look like a puppet who just sits in the castle? But you don't have decisive evidence yet to confront me directly. Isn't that right?"

        

        "If you've predicted this far, I'll just speak frankly. The World Tree is in danger right now, isn't it?"

        

        "...Continue."

        

        It still felt like I was being tested, but I couldn't argue.

        

        I sighed briefly and continued.

        

        "The World Tree isn't refusing to give its sap; it can't give it. If it's that serious, there's likely something wrong inside. ...Isn't the World Tree dying in real time?"

        

        "...You're sharper than I expected."

        

        "Am I correct?"

        

        "There's no need for me to confirm it."

        

        The World Tree is really dying?

        

        What's the problem?

        

        Why is a tree blessed by the goddess, which has endured for thousands of years, now dying?

        

        "Do you have any idea what's happening? This is truly a serious issue."

        

        "Well, let's say, for example."

        

        "For example?"

        

        "For example, someone wielding a holy sword came and swung it greatly to deal with an absorbing-type demon beast, causing problems for the World Tree."

        

        "...Huh? What?"

        

        "In truth, such a wound wouldn't normally be a major issue. That slash merely hastened the manifestation of the problem."

        

        "......"

        

        I fell silent.

        

        This story sounds familiar.

        

        Someone who cut down a tree in sight with a single slash to deal with an absorbing-type demon beast.

        

        Someone capable of such a godlike feat.

        

        Someone with a holy sword.

        

        And this story...

        

        "Livia...!!"

        

        "The food has arrived."

        

        "Yes, here's your steak! Be careful, it's hot!"

        

        "......"

        

        As I stared at Titania with my mouth agape, she smiled with satisfaction and said:

        

        "Now then, before we continue our conversation, let's eat first. Young people need to eat. After all, we all live to eat, don't we?"

        

        My mind went blank.

        

        All the numerous hypotheses and thoughts in my head suddenly vanished.

        

        Uh, what?

        

        So...

        

        What did you say?
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        "Why didn't you confront her about it back then?"

        

        "Are you curious?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Titania elegantly cut her steak and placed it in her mouth, appearing more relaxed than I was.

        

        If she had revealed that Livia was responsible, she could have shifted the blame.

        

        Did she have something else in mind?

        

        "I didn't know."

        

        "Uh, what did you say?"

        

        "Who could have known that such a minor wound would suddenly worsen? Even if I had wanted to confront her, Hero Olivia Reinhart had already left Elven Heim."

        

        "......"

        

        "I felt dizzy when I heard that she left because of pressure from young elves, even though I hadn't said anything."

        

        I felt like I might get dizzy too.

        

        So, in other words.

        

        Titania knew about the World Tree's wound, but normally such an injury wouldn't have been serious for the World Tree, so she treated it as insignificant this time too, but it turned out to be significant, and by the time she wanted to confront Livia, she was already gone from Elven Heim.

        

        "And even if I had known, I wouldn't have been inclined to make a big issue of it."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "What Hero Olivia Reinhart did merely hastened the situation; the World Tree's problem was already about to surface."

        

        "I see......"

        

        "Rather, because I noticed it earlier, I was able to respond somehow. The fact that the World Tree appears intact now is due to my magic. It's already just bare branches with no leaves."

        

        "Is it an illusion? Your skill is impressive."

        

        "I haven't lived this long for nothing."

        

        I looked toward the World Tree, but there was no sense of incongruity at all.

        

        Moreover, the fact that even the elves guarding the World Tree hadn't noticed meant that there was no visible incongruity at the very least.

        

        Even though my ability to see through magical elements had improved since becoming one with the spirits, I couldn't sense anything wrong.

        

        It's incredible.

        

        She wasn't called the Elven Hero for nothing.

        

        "But that's not a reason not to blame Livia."

        

        "Indeed, it would be better to hold her accountable. Whether intentional or accidental, she wounded the World Tree, and its condition worsened afterward, so it would have been entirely possible to shift the blame to her."

        

        "But you didn't. Not only that, you didn't reveal this to anyone else."

        

        "There are several reasons, but..."

        

        Titania put down her utensils and said:

        

        "I believed she would save the world."

        

        "...I didn't expect you to handle matters so emotionally."

        

        "Perhaps age makes one more emotional. ...She was strong, and though somewhat clouded, she shone brightly. Even when she came to Elven Heim, she was at a level where she could defeat a Demon Lord's army executive."

        

        "......"

        

        "The more combat experience she gained, the more completely it accumulated in her body, and her combat intellect was the best I've seen among swordsmen."

        

        Elves are known for their long lives.

        

        If someone like Titania, who has lived even longer than High Elves, who themselves have longer lifespans, calls someone the best, then Livia's combat ability is no joke—it might be power that could encroach upon the divine realm.

        

        She was so strong that it seemed like she hadn't just received a goddess's power but had stolen all of it.

        

        "In combat, she showed no hesitation, and once she decided to cut something down, it seemed impossible to appeal to her emotions."

        

        "......"

        

        That's correct.

        

        Recently, Livia had been somewhat hesitant to draw her sword.

        

        Since her extreme mindset of "they did something bad, so cut them down" had changed somewhat, she naturally began to consider whether a life was truly deserving of her blade before cutting it down.

        

        But once she decided to "cut them down," she never hesitated.

        

        Especially in situations of immediate danger, she moved even faster.

        

        It was easy to see when she dealt with the Death Cult's leader.

        

        Without a hint of hesitation, she cut down the cult leader.

        

        For Livia, combat implied: "If you intended to take someone's life, did you think yours wouldn't be taken in return?"

        

        "I felt I shouldn't interfere with someone who would defeat the Demon Lord."

        

        "There is no Demon Lord now."

        

      

      
        "Having defeated the Demon Lord, she is a hero. I, of all people, cannot mistreat a hero."

        

        "......"

        

        "Why do you look like that?"

        

        "I thought you disliked Livia. Or rather, humans in general."

        

        "......"

        

        For a moment, Titania's expression froze.

        

        "I do dislike them."

        

        "......"

        

        "But that's one thing, and this is another. Objectively speaking, I'm treating you all preferentially. I've rented out the best inn entirely for you, placed no restrictions on your movements, and don't require any conditions for an audience with me."

        

        Normally, complex procedures are required to have an audience with Titania.

        

        The fact that all those procedures were waived and we could meet Titania was actually an extremely exceptional treatment.

        

        "Hero Olivia Reinhart was pitiful. But her heart seemed to shine like the sun."

        

        "Is that so."

        

        "There's no need to ask whose influence that was. People despair because of others, but they also regain hope because of others."

        

        Titania smiled.

        

        "It was none other than you who helped her find the sunlight. I don't know what your initial intentions were, but it's admirable."

        

        "Sigh, honestly, my head is spinning because you're so different from the image I had."

        

        "That image isn't wrong either."

        

        "......"

        

        Titania put meat in her mouth and chewed.

        

        I followed suit and put steak in my mouth.

        

        It was definitely delicious.

        

        It was tender, and above all, I liked that the sauce wasn't too strong.

        

        "I've made selfish choices many times for the sake of the elves. I respect the hero only because elves are also part of humanity."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Anyway, do you perhaps know why I'm telling you all this?"

        

        "The World Tree is a collection of nature, a gift from the goddess, a divine tree—it has many names. But the important point here would be that it's a 'collection of nature.'"

        

        "And?"

        

        "I'm guessing you have a request for me, as someone who possesses two high-level elemental attributes?"

        

        "Correct. ...Actually, I considered that possibility from the moment I saw you, but I thought there was no reason to go that far for you."

        

        "Then why have you decided to tell me now?"

        

        Titania took a drink of water, slowly turned her gaze toward the window, and said:

        

        "There are several reasons... but you seem wiser than I expected, so I thought we could communicate well."

        

        "To receive such an evaluation from Titania, I'm honored."

        

        "And excellent spirit mages are hard to find. There aren't many spirit mages to begin with."

        

        Probably there are only enough spirit mages to count on one's fingers, including myself?

        

        That's why if the profession disappeared, spirit mages would likely disappear.

        

        Even someone as talented as Livia couldn't learn it without the basic ability to communicate with spirits.

        

        "And."

        

        "And what?"

        

        "Men naturally want to show off in front of the women they love."

        

        "......"

        

        I couldn't deny it.

        

        "I'm not sure if that's what this feeling is yet."

        

        "You're young. But even that feeling of uncertainty about your emotions is a privilege of youth. As you age, you become more embarrassed about emotional conflicts than when you were young."

        

        "Is that so."

        

        "If you cooperate, I'll certainly give you the sap, and beyond that, I'll grant whatever you wish in the name of Titania."

        

        "...Couldn't you just tell her to clean up her own mess?"

        

        "You mean tell her to take responsibility for an accident that happened while dealing with monsters? I have pride and dignity too. A deal is one thing, but a request could be problematic."

        

        "I see."

        

        I was actually surprised at how well we were communicating.

        

      

      
        I had expected someone more stubborn and close-minded.

        

        While there was a somewhat old-fashioned feeling about her, considering how long she had lived, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she had quite an open mindset.

        

        "Livia will probably want the elixir."

        

        "The elixir? I see, she wants to fix that body. There isn't any in Elven Heim right now... but I can make inquiries. If it can be obtained, I won't spare my cooperation."

        

        "What exactly do I need to do?"

        

        "Enter the World Tree. Go inside and awaken the World Tree's spirit to form a contract."

        

        "The World Tree's spirit?"

        

        "You could say it manages the World Tree, or that it is the World Tree itself."

        

        Titania swallowed her steak and continued.

        

        "...I should normally be able to communicate with that spirit, but that's not happening now. There's definitely a problem, but without a spirit mage, it's impossible to locate a troubled spirit."

        

        Until now, spirits had approached Titania so it was fine, but now that there was a problem with the spirit, Titania, not being a spirit mage, had no way to find the World Tree's spirit.

        

        So she wants to ask me, who can find spirits.

        

        The choice of person isn't bad.

        

        "May I state my wish?"

        

        "Go ahead, I'll grant it if it's reasonable."

        

        "Please talk to Sylphy."

        

        "...!"

        

        Titania's eyes widened in surprise.

        

        It's the same.

        

        While maintaining a calm, wise elder's face, as soon as Sylphy was mentioned, her expression became emotional.

        

        "That's not something you should be involved in."

        

        "We traveled together briefly, entrusted our lives to each other, and fought against the same enemy. I think that's reason enough to care. And it would be good for you too to have that conversation."

        

        "What do you know to say such things?"

        

        "Even if I don't know everything, some things are visible. Like someone who regrets their choices but lacks the courage to turn back."

        

        "......"

        

        "Then I think it's good to give a gift of one step that could become the courage to turn back."

        

        Titania had a complicated expression.

        

        "If you just reach out your hand, Sylphy will take it. Whether it's worth it or not can be judged afterward."

        

        "......"

        

        "At least while Sylphy still admires you, take her hand."

        

        "...She said she had tainted the royal blood."

        

        Huh?

        

        Ah.

        

        Come to think of it, Sylphy did say something like that while talking to Titania.

        

        I remember her pleading that while she had sinned by tainting the royal bloodline, the other half-elves were innocent.

        

        "It was absurd. ...But it was none other than I who made that child say such unreasonable things."

        

        "...Titania."

        

        Titania stood up.

        

        "Come to the audience chamber again tomorrow."

        

        "Wait a moment."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "What about Reina? Did you check her neck?"

        

        "...For some reason, she stubbornly avoided it. It was the first time she refused my words so completely. Still, I placed a tracking spell on her. Whatever she does, she'll be within my sight."

        

        "I see."

        

        Titania briefly sighed.

        

        "Then I'll see you tomorrow."

        

        "......"

        

        With that, Titania slowly disappeared from my sight.

        

        I put the remaining steak in my mouth and thought.

        

        'Tomorrow, huh.'

        

        For some reason, it felt like it was going to be an incredibly busy day.
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        Titania definitely had a human scent about her.

        

        The rumors couldn't be entirely trusted, but they probably weren't complete lies either.

        

        Titania herself had said that her public image wasn't too far from the truth, and she admitted to having made several selfish choices for the elves in the past.

        

        She must have abandoned morals and ethics at times when necessary as a ruler.

        

        Moreover, Titania ascended to the throne right after the war ended, when Elven Heim was in its most chaotic state.

        

        To calm Elven Heim amid that chaos, she likely had to harden her heart, abandon human sentiment, and pursue only their interests to survive by any means necessary.

        

        And as time passed and peace arrived, perhaps Titania's intensity and viciousness diminished somewhat with age.

        

        She was more reasonable than I expected.

        

        That was the most important thing.

        

        'And Livia, your past is holding you back.'

        

        Of course, Livia's choice wasn't necessarily wrong, considering she needed to act quickly to capture the absorption-type demon beast.

        

        Her mindset was likely "life over trees," and had she not acted as she did, there would have been casualties even if they had ultimately won.

        

        However, her strike had reached the World Tree, delivering the final blow to an already weakened World Tree, causing the problem to emerge.

        

        Titania said this issue would have happened anyway, but not holding Livia responsible was truly a sign of respect for the one who had defeated the Demon King.

        

        'If I could speak with the World Tree's spirit, I might be able to do something.'

        

        The problem is that I don't know if the World Tree's spirit is the same as other spirits.

        

        I didn't even know the World Tree had a spirit to begin with.

        

        If it's a spirit that guards the World Tree, which is called a gift from the goddess, it's likely an extraordinary spirit that even high-ranking spirits couldn't match.

        

        While spirits vary in their characteristics, in some cases, rather than spirit masters using spirits through contracts, the opposite occurs—spirits using spirit masters.

        

        This rarely happened, and since it was like a swordsman being stabbed by their own sword, it wasn't considered particularly risky.

        

        Literally, if a spirit master who hasn't reached the appropriate level challenges a high-ranking spirit, they might end up being controlled instead.

        

        Spirits are obedient to those they consider worthy, but quite cold to those they deem unworthy.

        

        This is a characteristic of their race, regardless of whether they're high, middle, or low-ranking spirits.

        

        It's as natural as humans walking on two legs and breathing through their nose and mouth.

        

        'The question is whether the World Tree's spirit is willing to contract with me or even talk to me.'

        

        Spirits are eccentric.

        

        If they think you're not a match for them, a contract truly cannot be formed.

        

        This isn't just "I don't want to contract with you" level.

        

        Some spirits will even take their own lives if forced into a contract, and even if not, they resist violently.

        

        For them, contracting with an unworthy spirit master seems to be the ultimate humiliation.

        

        So even if I were to enter, if the World Tree's spirit didn't like me or judged me to be of low caliber, there would be little I could do.

        

        I might appeal to human emotions, but why would a spirit care about humanity?

        

        They fundamentally lack humanity and exist simply as natural entities, like nature itself.

        

        Humanity? So what if it perishes.

        

        Even if humanity falls, fire will still burn, and water will still flow.

        

        That's their mindset.

        

        'But once contracted, they're obedient and follow any order.'

        

        So if I could somehow form a contract, it would be my victory, but whether that would be easy remained uncertain.

        

        "..."

        

        My thoughts became complicated.

        

        The sun was setting, and I had much to do tomorrow.

        

        Should I go to bed early for tomorrow's sake?

        

        Livia.

        

        Titania.

        

        Sylphy.

        

        Elves.

        

        Reina.

        

        With so many concerns, trying to think about everything at once gave me a headache.

        

        I needed to consider everything regardless of what I did, and since neither Livia nor Sylphy could worry about everything, I had to do it myself.

        

        I thought it was a losing proposition for me, but good deeds are inherently sacrificial.

        

        I hoped that someday, someone would help me even if it meant taking a loss.

        

        Or at the very least, I hoped some transcendent being would witness these good deeds.

        

        Though I wasn't deeply religious enough to be called a believer, I didn't deny faith, and this was why I occasionally prayed.

        

        'In a world where all good and evil deeds come full circle, what could be more joyful than knowing someone is watching?'

        

        No one knows what comes after death.

        

        The holy scripture given by the goddess mentioned the possibility of reincarnation, so it was generally accepted, but it wasn't necessarily true.

        

        The righteous and good live happily.

        

        The wicked receive punishment and suffering.

      

      
        

        People seek faith and religion because they desire this.

        

        They want the reassurance that a transcendent being is watching over them.

        

        I didn't care either way and wasn't particularly devout, but I believed because I wanted it to be true.

        

        "Let's head back."

        

        I wonder if she's still training at the training grounds?

        

        Unless Livia had suddenly had a seizure, I could only imagine her beating everything up by herself.

        

        Even with her injuries, she would still be stronger than most Demon King's Army executives.

        

        She might struggle against the upper ranks, but she could defeat the lower ranks.

        

        I think her current full strength might be similar to mine when I use Spirit Unity at full power.

        

        And my power, with its time limit, was destined to lose in prolonged battles.

        

        'She really is incredible.'

        

        No one could underestimate that strength.

        

        Even if they wanted to, seeing her fight in person would leave them speechless.

        

        "...Hmm?"

        

        As I turned my head, I saw various food ingredients.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Since she can eat porridge now, should I add a little seasoning for flavor?

        

        Her recovery speed was much faster than I thought, so she might be getting better.

        

        Even though there's still a hole in her heart, and her head would reveal the inside if the bandages were removed.

        

        Her heart has a hole, yet it's beating properly.

        

        If the bandages were removed, you could probably see her skull, yet she's fine.

        

        What is she, really?

        

        If she were a demon beast, humanity would already be extinct from such overwhelming strength.

        

        "I'll take this, please."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As I was about to choose, someone spoke up beside me.

        

        A familiar voice.

        

        "Oh?"

        

        When I turned my head, the woman also met my eyes and naturally touched her neck.

        

        "Reina."

        

        "Royce."

        

        The archer from the hero's party.

        

        And one of the three who betrayed Livia.

        

        Reina Forest.

        

        "Today is full of unexpected encounters."

        

        ***

        

        "What did you want to talk about?"

        

        "Don't be so wary, like an alley cat."

        

        "Who are you calling a cat...?"

        

        If she disliked it so much, she could have rejected my offer, but the fact that she followed me when I suggested having coffee means Reina probably had something to say too.

        

        Reina looked gaunt, considerably more haggard than the Reina I remembered.

        

        She seemed to have been unable to sleep recently, with dark circles under her eyes, and was clearly not in a healthy state.

        

        "I had a meal with Titania."

        

        "Pfft!!"

        

        How unsightly.

        

        "What? *cough* *cough* ...You had a meal with Mother? Just the two of you?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I'm going to suffocate..."

        

        "We understood each other surprisingly well."

        

        "What."

        

        "Your neck."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        As soon as I mentioned her neck, Reina touched it and her expression changed instantly.

        

        "Reina, I believe anyone can commit sins."

        

        "..."

        

        "I believe you have at least a minimum of wisdom."

        

        Her hands trembled.

        

      

      
        "I can't be forgiven."

        

        "That's not for you to decide. Your job is to wait for judgment. If you truly feel guilty, go where you need to go and properly accept your punishment."

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia would want that too. At least if you tell the whole truth and say you'll accept proper punishment, Livia would actually be pleased. Because she wouldn't have to cut down someone who was once her comrade with her own hands."

        

        "She should be happy, getting revenge on the person who made her like that."

        

        "Does she seem like the type of person who would be happy about that?"

        

        "..."

        

        When Livia met Reina, she didn't make poor judgments due to anger and hatred; she calmly asked Reina about the situation and wanted answers.

        

        In the end, when Reina didn't answer, Livia grabbed her sword and was about to cut her down.

        

        For Livia, unless someone was actively dying, there was no reason to kill immediately under the principle of "eliminate evil immediately."

        

        She listens to the reason, and if there's guilt, punishment follows.

        

        And above all, because it was a "crime against herself," she might be even more inclined to do so.

        

        Livia was typically the type who ignored her own serious injuries while overreacting to others' minor wounds.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she would react more strongly to Sylphy falling and getting hurt than to her own arm being cut off.

        

        If the hero party's betrayal hadn't been directed at Livia, she might have cut them all down without hesitation upon seeing them.

        

        But the victim was only herself.

        

        No one else has been hurt yet besides Livia.

        

        That's why, as the victim, she wants them to face legal judgment.

        

        To receive proper punishment.

        

        To properly bear the weight of their crimes.

        

        'She still has the habit of undervaluing herself.'

        

        While this couldn't be viewed entirely positively, Livia was currently questioning her identity, and it was better to let her find her own answers rather than interfering unnecessarily.

        

        Unless Livia came to me for counseling directly.

        

        "Will Olivia forgive us?"

        

        "No."

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia doesn't forgive evil. The reason she spared you and asked about the circumstances is simply because she was the only victim. That's the kind of person she is, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "If there had been someone else there, and you had killed them too to hide the assassination attempt on Livia... And if Livia had witnessed it, your meeting earlier would have been much more brutal."

        

        If Livia had seen an innocent person being killed.

        

        They would have changed from former comrades to targets that needed to be eliminated.

        

        Crossing the line with her is fine.

        

        But taking someone else's life is absolutely unforgivable.

        

        If you kill, be prepared to die.

        

        "When Livia still calls you 'Reina' and reaches out her hand, take it."

        

        At least Livia is still giving her a chance.

        

        Apologize for everything on your own.

        

        Come before me and beg.

        

        Admit your sins.

        

        If you do just that.

        

        I will punish you as someone who made a mistake, not as a bastard.

        

        I will pray with you that your sins may be lightened by that punishment.

        

        That you will never commit such errors again.

        

        Though the punishment won't completely erase your sins, may you have another chance to stand on your own two feet.

        

        That you may live your life, even as a sinner.

        

        'You're not someone who doesn't understand this meaning, Reina.'

        

        With trembling eyes, she looked at me, hoping just a little.

        

        I hoped she would understand the meaning.

        

        But.

        

        "...What am I supposed to do?"

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Reina seemed to be already broken.

        

        Where were those unfocused eyes looking?

        

        For a moment, anger welled up inside me, but I suppressed it.

        

        'I shouldn't arbitrarily remove the last chance Livia gave her.'

        

        So then.

        

        What should I say?
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        "That thing on your neck is probably a Geass."

        

        After pondering what to say for a moment, I spoke.

        

        "..."

        

        "No need to mention who placed it on you."

        

        Geass.

        

        It was a type of contract that was imprinted on slaves during the era when slavery was still prevalent.

        

        Those bound by it could not refuse their masters no matter what, and weren't even given the right to refuse orders.

        

        However, Geass fundamentally required mutual consent through some kind of contest.

        

        Or alternatively, using a contract written with one's own blood.

        

        During the slavery era, the latter method was commonly used. The former method of contest created a more powerful Geass, but in that case, if an accident occurred, the master could end up becoming the slave.

        

        "Let me tell you in advance, it doesn't absolve you of your sins."

        

        "..."

        

        "And if your reason for cooperating was only the Geass... Hmm, do you happen to know about the World Tree?"

        

        "...!! How do you know about that?"

        

        "I see, I understand now."

        

        "I don't understand at all!"

        

        "Alex must have been quite talkative. He must also know that the World Tree is in poor condition."

        

        However, seeing that Reina wasn't particularly surprised to see Livia alive, they must have been in contact with each other.

        

        Given how wary Alex was of Livia, it seemed he knew "the World Tree's condition was bad," but probably didn't know it was so bad that it couldn't produce sap.

        

        "You..."

        

        "By the way, I might enter the World Tree tomorrow when I meet with Titania again."

        

        "What? You?"

        

        "Depending on the circumstances, I might form a contract with the World Tree's spirit."

        

        Alex probably told her that he would use the kingdom's power to find a spirit mage who could contract with the World Tree's spirit.

        

        Since she was already bound by a Geass, Reina couldn't refuse anyway, so breaking down her psychological defenses like that would allow her to create the excuse that "it was unavoidable for the sake of Elven Heim," even if she felt guilty.

        

        I stood up.

        

        "Let's end our conversation here. ...Please don't disappoint Livia. You've already betrayed her once, and that Geass puts you in a dangerous position."

        

        "..."

        

        And on the neck, no less.

        

        Even during the era of slavery, Geass was placed on the neck only for those who were truly beyond redemption.

        

        In other words, having a Geass on the neck was also evidence of living at the bottom of society.

        

        If someone deliberately placed it there, they were truly the worst of the worst.

        

        For reference, since Geass was neither a poison nor a curse, it couldn't be removed even with the World Tree's sap.

        

        "Think carefully about whether that hand that pulled the bowstring when you betrayed Livia was truly acting for the sake of Elven Heim."

        

        "Why don't you just curse and condemn me?"

        

        "Since Livia doesn't, I can't either. Think about what you should do now. From my perspective, I only see one path, but if you see multiple paths..."

        

        "..."

        

        "That just means you're not in your right mind."

        

        Bound by a Geass, and possibly having heard that the World Tree's condition was poor.

        

        Moreover, her strength, which she believed to be formidable, was completely shattered by Livia, the hero.

        

        Her mind is torn, and her self-esteem continues to plummet.

        

        While there are aspects I can understand, what she did was truly heinous.

        

        "Whether your crimes are revealed to Livia, or you confess them yourself... This is the last chance Livia is giving you. I hope you understand what that means."

        

        "It's impossible... I can't confess."

        

        "If you know who you've wronged, you should realize that statement is meaningless. You're not a stupid person."

        

        "..."

        

        "Then I'll be going now. Whatever choice you make, it's your responsibility. If you keep making excuses that you did it for something, you'll eventually forget yourself."

        

        "I..."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know."

        

        I stood up without hesitation and said:

        

        "Thinking about that is the purpose of this time."

        

        With those words, I left Reina, who was trembling.

        

        I might have been a bit cold, but considering the gravity of her crime, I think I responded rather gentlemanly.

        

        The last chance that Livia is giving.

        

        At least until that chance ends, I decided not to say much either.

        

        Livia is the victim.

        

        I should respect her choice.

        

        I hope.

        

        That she gets the ending she desires.

        

        ***

        

        "Wahaha!! I knew it, but to think no one could beat Sylphy! This is a masterpiece!!"

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        "So frustrating!! We trained hard too!!"

        

        "S-Sylphy! Please teach me archery!"

        

        "Have you no pride as an Elven Guard?!"

        

        "I have pride, so you should treat me as promised!"

        

        "Hahaha!!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, don't just laugh, please stop them."

        

        Me? Why?

        

      

      
        I was in quite a cheerful mood.

        

        Despite everything, we had traveled together and shared many casual conversations.

        

        In terms of personal chatter rather than business talk, I felt like I'd had more conversations with them than with my hero party companions.

        

        No, this makes me think I really was the only one who thought we were close.

        

        That's a bit sad.

        

        "..."

        

        I silently looked toward the training ground entrance.

        

        Would Reina not come?

        

        I'm silent now.

        

        I've only conveyed it to Titania, and I'm not doing anything else.

        

        You should know what that means.

        

        Why aren't you coming?

        

        I don't particularly want to cut you down.

        

        But if you act like this.

        

        I'll have to cut you down as a criminal.

        

        At least I'm the victim.

        

        This is the last chance I, the victim, am giving you, Reina.

        

        'If you don't come by the time I'm healed in Elven Heim, I'll have no choice but to erase you from my mind.'

        

        One can commit crimes.

        

        Everyone makes mistakes, and though this mistake is enormous, the victim is only me, so it's okay.

        

        If it had been done to someone else, I might not have forgiven it.

        

        I still had the bad habit of prioritizing others over myself, which made me somewhat softer toward actions taken against me.

        

        However, while I considered this aspect a flaw, I simultaneously regarded it as a virtue.

        

        Anyway.

        

        One can commit crimes, make mistakes, and I understand the feeling of wanting to run away from those crimes and mistakes.

        

        But you must face them.

        

        Come to me.

        

        Come and beg.

        

        Cry and say you're sorry.

        

        Apologize.

        

        Confess your crime to everyone.

        

        Promise to accept judgment.

        

        Take your punishment.

        

        Then at least I'll remember you as a comrade who went down the wrong path.

        

        But.

        

        If you don't come.

        

        I.

        

        Will simply kill you as trash.

        

        And all the truth will be revealed by my hand, not yours.

        

        Choose what you want.

        

        I hope this story begins because of you, not me.

        

        "Lady Olivia? What's wrong?"

        

        "Huh? Nothing, but everyone has such great spirit! This is how guards who protect the country should be!"

        

        "I-it's not enough to deserve praise from the hero."

        

        "Besides, we were completely defeated by you, hero..."

        

        While there were some who could somewhat keep up with Sylphy, in the end they all lost, and in my matches, no one was able to make me move even a step.

        

        If Sylphy and Les attacked together, I might have to get a bit serious.

        

        But in one-on-one matches, I didn't even need to move.

        

        To be honest, there were some whose attacks I could probably defend against just with the mana naturally circulating in my body, without even actively defending.

        

        "H-hero! How can I become as strong as you?"

        

        "Talent."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Oops.

        

        Was that too brief?

        

        But it was the truth.

        

        "Well, I should probably give you some dreams and hopes here, but you're soldiers who already know reality... To be frank, I had talent, overwhelmingly more than others."

        

        I had talent.

        

        I had aspiration.

        

        As soon as I held a weapon, I had an intuition for how to use it.

        

        For me, using weapons was less about learning and more about intuitive understanding.

        

        This way is more efficient.

        

        This way is faster.

        

        This way, the opponent can't block.

        

        That kind of intuitive something.

        

        That's why to follow my swordsmanship, one would need reflexes and physical abilities equal to mine.

        

        "That doesn't mean I didn't work hard. As if it was decided from birth that I would become a hero, I've swung weapons my entire life to become a hero. Every day, without rest, day after day."

        

        I would get beaten by my father if I didn't.

        

        The pressure from those around me was so intense that I found it mentally easier to just train.

        

        "If this world truly allowed anyone to achieve anything through effort alone, elves, who live long lives, would have conquered everything."

        

        The hero might have been born from elves too.

        

      

      
        But that wasn't the case.

        

        "I had overwhelming talent and put in overwhelming effort. ...But I'm not saying you should give up if you don't have talent. Well... I might discourage someone without talent from aiming to be the strongest."

        

        But history occasionally showed people of all races who were thought to be without talent but turned out to be late bloomers who suddenly became strong.

        

        So just because someone lacks talent today doesn't guarantee they'll lack it tomorrow.

        

        Still, this was so rare, like finding a bean during a drought, that it couldn't be stated as a general principle.

        

        "You're soldiers. Your role is to protect the country, not to be the strongest."

        

        "..."

        

        "I became the strongest because that was my role as the hero. That's all there is to it."

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        "Yes? What is it?"

        

        "For the first time, you looked like an adult to me..."

        

        "Sylphy, what does that mean?"

        

        What did I look like until now?

        

        "A-anyway! Good! From now on, if you can land an attack on me within three minutes, I'll teach you an interesting technique."

        

        "Great! Charge!!"

        

        "Huh? No, you should come one by one!!"

        

        "There was no such rule! This is a chance to learn a technique from the hero! Everyone charge!!"

        

        It seemed they had already abandoned their pride and were trying to extract any secret to becoming stronger from me.

        

        A very good attitude.

        

        I like it.

        

        I moved lightly, avoiding all attacks while lightly tapping their heads with my wooden sword just enough to cause a slight pain.

        

        "Ouch!"

        

        "Argh! Hit in the same spot again!!"

        

        "Where, where is she!?"

        

        "Ack, I tripped!"

        

        "Hero! At least move at a visible speed!!"

        

        Among the soldiers, a few could follow my movements with their eyes but their bodies couldn't keep up, while Les and Sylphy were naturally tracking my position accurately.

        

        Still, I could see a few elves among the soldiers who seemed like they could become strong.

        

        Not explosively strong, but the kind who, with time, might be revered as famous soldiers among elves.

        

        Whack!

        

        Whack!

        

        Whack!

        

        "Hahaha! How do you expect to catch me like that? Even if everyone attacks at once, it's meaningless without coordination!"

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "Hahaha! Ha ha... Huh?"

        

        I noticed someone standing at the entrance.

        

        It was Royce.

        

        Royce was standing there, smiling.

        

        "Royce?"

        

        I froze in place, and naturally, an elf who had fallen to the ground grabbed my ankle.

        

        "Got her."

        

        "Got her!!"

        

        "Wow!! We got her!"

        

        "So who's that person? A human, right?"

        

        "That's the hero's companion."

        

        "He's handsome..."

        

        "Isn't that comment a bit inappropriate as an elf?"

        

        While everyone was having their own conversations, I remained frozen, staring at the smiling Royce.

        

        I instinctively knew that smile was hiding anger.

        

        Slowly, Sylphy and Les distanced themselves from me.

        

        Why.

        

        Why are you moving away from me?

        

        The elves, sensing the atmosphere, naturally moved away, leaving me alone in the center of the training ground.

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Why don't you just remove your bandages and run wild?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You seem to have no awareness that you're a patient. Hm?"

        

        "No, I just... thought I'd be fine..."

        

        "What if you have a seizure? Didn't you say you'd only do light exercise? You're quite sweaty too."

        

        "..."

        

        I felt a different kind of sweat forming on my body than the one from exercise.

        

        "Well, um... I got caught up in the atmosphere, and everyone was enjoying it... Getting along with elves would be good in many ways... The soldiers were so passionate, and..."

        

        "Livia."

        

        I trembled at that light yet powerful voice.

        

        And then.

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        I clearly understood that I had no choice but to bow down.

        

        After this incident, a rumor spread throughout Elven Heim about a human man stronger than the hero.
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        Reina had something she regretted.

        

        The thing she regretted most in the world.

        

        That night was when the hero Olivia had performed remarkably well.

        

        After banishing Royce, Olivia grew stronger and joined the hero's party, but it was a day when Reina's inferiority complex worsened as she couldn't provide much help.

        

        Ah.

        

        How could she have been so foolish?

        

        She was drunk.

        

        She knew nothing of the world.

        

        Too many factors had aligned.

        

        At that time, Reina didn't know Alex's true nature.

        

        "Lady Reina,

        you're drinking quite a lot today."

        

        "Shut up."

        

        She drank while gossiping about Olivia.

        

        In truth, it was just an inferiority complex. Olivia had done nothing wrong; it was simply that Reina was weak.

        

        But Reina, who was drunk and quite exhausted, ended up badmouthing Olivia, and Alex listened to her words.

        

        "The hero is strong, but there are times when she doesn't value people's feelings."

        

        "You know it well,

        Alex."

        

        "Well then, perhaps

        would you like to play a game with me?"

        

        "A game?"

        

        "Yes.

        A simple game. But it would be boring without stakes, so shall we bet something?"

        

        "What should we bet?"

        

        "Let's see."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "How about the winner gets the authority to give orders to the loser?"

        

        "That's cliché, but

        not bad."

        

        Fool.

        

        Idiot.

        

        What are you doing?

        

        No.

        

        Don't do it.

        

        It was a game she was bound to lose.

        

        But her drunken mind couldn't think that far, and as a comrade, she couldn't imagine that Alex would apply a geass to that game.

        

        He placed the geass and then threatened her about the World Tree.

        

        In fact, the threat about the World Tree was meaningless since the geass had already been placed.

        

        It was probably just to eliminate any psychological resistance with the reason "for Elven Heim" when the time came, since there would be psychological resistance due to the geass.

        

        She knew.

        

        Of course she knew.

        

        And knowing, she did that despicable act.

        

        "Huh."

        

        Reina opened her eyes and instinctively touched her neck.

        

        Like a slave, Alex used the geass to torment Reina and kept whispering to her that it was for Elven Heim.

        

        At that time, she almost seriously believed it, but when she was alone and thought about it calmly, she questioned what the kingdom could do for Elven Heim.

        

        Even if they promised to find a spirit mage, it was difficult to find one since there were so few in a generation, and finding a spirit mage who could save the World Tree would be even more difficult.

        

        In fact, she knew.

        

        It was an excuse.

        

        She valued her own life, and she was deceived by Alex's words "for Elven Heim" and ended up like that.

        

        She valued her own life.

        

        That was all.

        

        Elven Heim.

        

        The hero's party.

        

        None of it mattered.

        

        She was simply afraid of dying because of Alex due to the geass.

        

        Above all, if it was discovered that she had a geass on her neck, Reina might as well be finished.

        

        Above all, she didn't want to disappoint her mother, Titania.

        

        But.

        

        "What should I do?"

        

        No, the answer was already decided.

        

        It was decided, but Reina selfishly tried not to choose that answer.

        

        Looking in the mirror, the mark of the geass on her neck looked so ugly.

        

        And Reina's face reflected in that mirror was also ugly.

        

        "What are you doing?"

        

        She speaks to herself.

        

        "What I can do..."

        

        In any case, her only options were to reveal it herself or have it revealed by Olivia.

        

        Olivia hadn't disclosed the truth to anyone except Titania.

        

      

      
        She must be waiting.

        

        Waiting for her to come with her head bowed to atone for her sins.

        

        She thought Olivia was being merciful, for Olivia.

        

        She was giving her time to choose.

        

        Had her thinking changed after being betrayed? Or was it simply because Reina was a former comrade?

        

        'No, the latter is

        impossible.'

        

        Good triumphs over evil.

        

        That was Olivia's fundamental principle that wouldn't change even if she died and came back to life.

        

        Despite everything, Olivia was a good person who hated evil.

        

        "Olivia, do you

        still believe in me? Do you believe I still have human decency left in me?"

        

        She didn't know.

        

        Reina got up.

        

        "Today... Alex

        said he had prepared something..."

        

        Whatever he had prepared, she didn't know what she could do now.

        

        Olivia might not be at her peak, but her power was comparable to that of a Demon Lord's army executive.

        

        No, she would probably defeat even the lower-ranked executives of the Demon Lord's army.

        

        'I wonder what the monsters, who have weakened after losing the Demon Lord, can do anyway.'

        

        Despite this, Olivia seemed to have planned to travel alone to save people as soon as she reported to the kingdom that monsters were a threat.

        

        Perhaps she would have entered the monster territory and exterminated them.

        

        No.

        

        Since Olivia prioritized saving innocent lives over reducing enemy casualties, she would likely prioritize saving people rather than going to the monster territory to massacre them.

        

        "..."

        

        After quickly getting ready and going outside, there were no people around, probably because it was still dawn.

        

        As she walked quietly down the street, she sensed someone walking from the opposite direction.

        

        Who could it be at such an early hour?

        

        A soldier?

        

        As she thought that, a familiar face appeared.

        

        For a moment, Reina overlapped the image with her mother, Titania.

        

        "Oh, you."

        

        "Whoa! L-Lady Reina?"

        

        Name.

        

        What was the name again?

        

        Sylphy.

        

        It was Sylphy.

        

        "What are you doing so early?"

        

        "I'm an early riser. With nothing to do and feeling a bit nervous, I was just jogging lightly. But what about you, Lady Reina, so early in the morning?"

        

        "... You don't have to use honorifics with me."

        

        I heard that half-elves resent current elves, but was that not the case?

        

        "No, I feel uncomfortable..."

        

        "I heard you can create a bow with magic? Don't you also have High Elf blood flowing in you?"

        

        "Y-Yes, I do... Um... Do you not know whose bloodline I am from?"

        

        "Huh? Well... High Elves are few in number, so I could guess if asked, but that sounds like a bloodline that has meaning to me as well."

        

        Sylphy laughed as if embarrassed.

        

        "Well, um... I'm the son of the daughter of Titania's former husband."

        

        "What?"

        

        "In other words, you and I are, though it's a bit complicated, aunt and nephew."

        

        "...!"

        

        Reina was extremely young among High Elves.

        

        Considering that, there was a possibility that Sylphy might be older than Reina.

        

        No, since the daughter of Titania's former husband died before the end of the war between humans and elves, Sylphy must have been born around that time, which almost certainly made him older than Reina.

        

        "Huh? No... Um? Son?"

        

        "Yes, son."

        

        "Son?"

        

        "Yes, son."

        

        "..."

        

        Reina grabbed her head.

        

        Gender wasn't working properly.

        

        With that face, he's really a man?

        

        He looked even more feminine than Reina.

        

        Moreover, why was even his skeletal structure so feminine despite being male?

        

        Sylphy thought for a moment with a troubled face, then looked at Reina and said:

        

        "Aunt."

        

        "Oh, please. Just call me Reina."

        

        "Then, Lady Reina."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Shall we talk for a moment?"

        

      

      
        "...What about?"

        

        Sylphy smiled at my slightly tense attitude.

        

        "Don't be afraid. Unlike Lady Olivia or Lord Royce, I'm not directly involved in that incident. I won't tell anyone either. If that incident is to be widely known, it should be done by Lady Olivia or... by your hand."

        

        "..."

        

        His slightly cold tone, like scolding a child, definitely resembled Titania.

        

        That face had inherited Titania's blood more deeply than Reina's, resembling Titania more than Reina did.

        

        For some inexplicable discomfort, Reina grabbed her neck.

        

        "What do you want from me?"

        

        "That defensive attitude is poison, Lady Reina."

        

        "..."

        

        "The stigma of being a sinner is quite hard, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You've lived righteously until now, but you hate yourself for committing evil acts due to a forcibly made contract, yet acknowledging it makes your head hurt, doesn't it?"

        

        "Don't talk as if you know everything."

        

        "I do know."

        

        "What?"

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "I'm a half-elf. I was a sinner from birth."

        

        "..."

        

        The wind blew.

        

        There was no choice.

        

        Being a symbol of hatred from birth, just surviving was worthy of praise.

        

        That's what it meant to be a half-elf.

        

        While hatred for half-breeds existed in any race, hatred for half-elves was even more severe, regardless of whether they were among humans or elves.

        

        "Still, I was relatively lucky. Being a half High Elf, I had innate talent, and I learned techniques from Titania, albeit briefly. I could say I was blessed."

        

        But that was only by half-elf standards.

        

        "I..."

        

        "You're afraid of many things and don't know what to choose. Born and raised in this Elven Heim, you didn't know the outside world and were tainted by its malice, committing evil acts. Your sin is entirely your own."

        

        "..."

        

        "No one can bear it for you; you must bear it yourself."

        

        "..."

        

        "But as family, I don't want to see you cruelly cut down by Lady Olivia. Well, if Lady Olivia had wanted to cut you down, that would have been fine too."

        

        Unfortunately, Olivia waited.

        

        She waited for Reina to open the door and come to apologize.

        

        To bow down.

        

        To apologize with tears.

        

        Olivia waited because she wanted Reina to act like a sinner confessing to God.

        

        "If the god who gives chances gives up on giving chances, you know what remains, don't you?"

        

        "...Sin doesn't disappear. It doesn't change just because you apologize. Besides, I have nothing to tell."

        

        In fact, apart from being under the geass now, Alex had restricted various information.

        

        For example, not telling her where he got the Death God's curse was a prime example.

        

        So even if asked, she couldn't answer, and even if she could, she didn't know anything.

        

        "Yes, sin doesn't disappear."

        

        "..."

        

        "But that's not a reason not to atone. Everyone commits mistakes and sins, big and small."

        

        From small sins that would disappear with a simple apology to sins that wouldn't disappear no matter how much one prostrated oneself.

        

        Depending on the person, numerous wrongs existed.

        

        "For you now, 'just letting it go' or 'ending it peacefully' no longer exists. You've done something of that magnitude, haven't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        Of course, this applied to Alex and Belita as well.

        

        "There's still a little time left. Think about it a bit more. Today will be a busy day, but once that busy day ends, there's no turning back."

        

        Saying that, Sylphy moved away from Reina.

        

        Left alone, Reina looked at her hands.

        

        The sensation of shooting Olivia still remained and appeared in her nightmares.

        

        "Mother... I..."

        

        Ah.

        

        Yes.

        

        It was all an excuse.

        

        The reason Reina was agonizing now wasn't much.

        

        It wasn't guilt.

        

        It wasn't responsibility.

        

        It wasn't for Elven Heim.

        

        Just.

        

        Just Reina.

        

        "Was I simply unwilling to admit that I committed evil acts?"

        

        The shell named excuse that had been protecting Reina since the day Alex placed the geass on her.

        

        It had finally been stripped away.
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        The morning sun was already bright, and it was time to meet Titania.

        

        "......"

        

        Livia was silent.

        

        She kept staring at the door of the lodging, as if waiting for someone.

        

        There was no need to specify who that might be.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I probably won't feel happy even if I get revenge."

        

        "I suppose not."

        

        If she were the type to feel joy from revenge, it wouldn't have been strange if she had drawn her sword in anger when they first met.

        

        Above all, she was so tolerant of attacks directed at herself that she laughed everything off.

        

        That wasn't necessarily a good trait, but it often worked to her advantage.

        

        "But the moment when I must act is approaching."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Was I expecting too much?"

        

        "...I don't think you were wrong, Livia."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "Thank you... Let's go. I need to talk with Titania once more. Somehow, I feel like our conversation will go well today."

        

        "Now that's a good sign."

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "You've come."

        

        Titania opened her closed eyes and looked at me.

        

        Royce and Sylphy were beside me, while unlike yesterday, only Les stood next to Titania.

        

        "I heard everything from Royce."

        

        "Yes, my condition is just one... Enter the World Tree and form a contract with its spirit."

        

        "And if I do that, you'll give me the sap?"

        

        "I'd have no reason not to."

        

        "And please speak properly with Sylphy as well."

        

        "...Sylphy."

        

        "Yes, Grandmother."

        

        Titania slowly rose and walked up to Sylphy.

        

        Seeing them like this, one could truly tell they were family.

        

        They really looked alike.

        

        Since Sylphy had particularly feminine features, the resemblance seemed even stronger.

        

        Except for the eye shape and hairstyle, they could almost pass for the same person.

        

        "Do you resent me?"

        

        "It would be a lie if I said I didn't."

        

        "Yes, of course you would. ...The matter of you half-elves is my sin."

        

        "Sin?"

        

        Titania briefly wore a sad expression.

        

        Royce and I stepped back, wanting to give this moment to family alone.

        

        Les seemed to understand as well and stepped back, leaving the center of the audience chamber as a space for only Titania and Sylphy.

        

        "Time and again, I've made selfish, foolish choices claiming they were for the elves. I've made irreversible decisions. The result is that Elven Heim continues to exist today, so I still believe those decisions, while not the best, were not the worst either."

        

        "I suppose so..."

        

        "One of those decisions was to banish the half-elves."

        

        "...Was there a reason?"

        

        "Are you willing to hear it?"

        

        "I am."

        

        "First, I want to say this isn't an excuse. You... no, all half-elves including you have the right to condemn me. It's a pathetic story of how I gave up because I was a coward."

        

        "......"

        

        I didn't quite understand, but Royce made a sound of comprehension, as if he grasped something.

        

        Hmm.

        

        What should I do?

        

        I decided to make a similar expression to Royce's.

        

        I had no idea what she was talking about, but since she was going to explain, I'd understand soon enough.

        

        "This is quite an old story."

        

        ***

        

        After the war ended.

        

        Elven Heim was in utter chaos.

        

        The rule of the world was that in war, winning meant breaking even at best, while losing meant complete ruin. Elven Heim hadn't lost, but they hadn't won either.

        

        Above all, the hatred toward half-elves due to the slavery that occurred before the end of the war was beyond Titania's control.

        

        Moreover, Titania, who became queen as a war hero, had a problem in that her support base was quite poor and shallow, aside from her status as a "war hero."

        

        A support base that could easily crumble.

        

        Uncontrollable hatred.

        

        Elven Heim in chaos after the war.

      

      
        

        Insufficient resources.

        

        Insufficient manpower.

        

        Relations with humans.

        

        Monsters.

        

        There were far too many concerns. At that point, Titania had a choice.

        

        Either accept the half-elves, prepared to control the chaos.

        

        Or banish the half-elves, prepared to moderate the chaos.

        

        Under the ideology of peace, Titania chose the ugly option.

        

        "......"

        

        She lacked confidence in controlling the senseless hatred toward half-elves.

        

        With too much to do and prioritizing Elven Heim, she ultimately accepted the opinion of those who hated half-elves and banished them from Elven Heim.

        

        So many had died in the war that almost no generation that had experienced actual warfare, not just a ceasefire, remained except for Titania.

        

        In the end, Titania chose to abandon them.

        

        No.

        

        It was an excuse.

        

        She didn't want to see them.

        

        Sylphy, who reminded her of her daughter.

        

        The half-elves who carried that scent.

        

        In the end, because that racial conflict existed in Titania's heart as well, she lacked the resolve to accept them.

        

        "My daughter was raped by a human and gave birth to a half-elf."

        

        "That would be Sylphy, right?"

        

        "Yes... And eventually, my daughter took her own life. I was the first to discover my daughter's suicide. ...I ended up banishing half-elves who had done nothing wrong."

        

        "......"

        

        "Especially from you, Sylphy, who reminded me of my daughter, I ran away."

        

        "......"

        

        "And I still haven't been able to fix it."

        

        Among the many mistakes she had made, Titania thought that banishing the half-elves was certainly the greatest.

        

        But what would have happened if she had accepted them in that chaos?

        

        The coldly rational Titania asked herself this, and the answer was always the same.

        

        That if the same choice came again, she might abandon them again.

        

        "So you banished us from Elven Heim because you were afraid we would be hated?"

        

        "......"

        

        Titania smiled at Sylphy's words.

        

        "You are kind."

        

        "What?"

        

        "The treatment of half-elves isn't good even among humans. Banishing you without any protection was essentially saying 'I don't care where you die.'"

        

        "......"

        

        "Well, that's the end of my story. Now let me hear yours."

        

        "My story?"

        

        "Whatever you want to say to me, or any grudges you might have. In this place, at least, you may speak as if forgetting that I am Titania."

        

        "......"

        

        There was a moment of silence.

        

        Sylphy opened her mouth.

        

        "Um, I don't really have... anything to say?"

        

        "......"

        

        It was Titania who seemed surprised instead.

        

        "But, did you hear what I said?"

        

        "Yes, I heard."

        

        "I said I abandoned you half-elves because I lacked the confidence to embrace you?"

        

        "It was a chaotic post-war nation, right? Honestly, I think that's understandable. Well, I can't speak for all half-elves, but I don't have any particular feelings about it."

        

        "......"

        

        Titania had prepared herself to be cursed, even struck.

        

        But Sylphy's reaction was very dry.

        

        Her face seemed to ask, why should I resent you that much?

        

        She did have some desire to resent Titania, but it was merely at the level of 'slightly uncomfortable.'

        

        "Rather, doesn't this mean now is the opportunity? Many half-elves would want to come to Elven Heim! Half-elves still can't get proper jobs outside!"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Now is better than before—hatred has decreased, and with the Demon Lord defeated, it's an era of peace! This is the best time!"

        

        "......"

        

        Titania smiled.

        

        "It's as if my daughter has come back to life."

        

        "Oh, um... I don't know much about my mother."

        

        "She had the same innocent goodness as you. She could see and grasp the good in others better than anyone, but she couldn't see the bad in them."

        

        Titania smiled nostalgically.

        

        "Very well."

        

        "Titania?"

        

      

      
        "I swear by my name. When this is over, I will nullify the law that forbids half-elves from entering Elven Heim. I promise to accommodate them as much as possible."

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "I may not be able to compensate for their suffering, but I will do what I can."

        

        "Is that true?"

        

        Titania smiled as she watched the delighted Sylphy.

        

        It was as if Sylphy's mother, Titania's daughter, who overlapped with Sylphy, was speaking at this moment.

        

        As if scolding her, asking how long she would remain like this.

        

        "Then first, Royce, I will grant you permission to enter the World Tree. Nothing can proceed unless you save the World Tree."

        

        "Understood. Honestly, I wish Titania would just do it herself."

        

        "As you can see, I'm old... Compared to my prime, my reaction speed and everything else about me is weakening. Do you want to make an old woman suffer so much?"

        

        "Royce! Do your best! I can't help with this one."

        

        "It's a spirit user's job. Honestly, I don't know if the World Tree's spirit will like me."

        

        Despite having abundant power and experience as a spirit user, it was unknown whether that would be enough to satisfy the World Tree's spirit.

        

        The fact that there was no mention of the World Tree's spirit in any history meant that the 'World Tree's spirit' had never come out into the world, which in turn meant there had never been a contractor.

        

        It was questionable whether such a spirit would take Royce's hand.

        

        As mentioned, spirits would rather die than accept someone they didn't like.

        

        "Good, that's all."

        

        "That was surprisingly simple."

        

        "I've merely granted permission to pass through the barrier. So hurry..."

        

        "...!"

        

        Olivia sensed something wrong first.

        

        Then Titania felt it.

        

        "Sylphy!!"

        

        *Whoosh!!*

        

        *Crack!!*

        

        Something like a spear flew through the window, aiming for Sylphy's head.

        

        A loud noise rang out, and the attack didn't reach Sylphy.

        

        The magical spear that pierced Titania's chest disappeared instantly, causing blood to pour from her wound.

        

        "Titania!!"

        

        Les approached Titania in panic, while Olivia quickly grabbed her holy sword and looked toward the window.

        

        "How absurd...! This is Elven Heim! Inside the barrier...!"

        

        Could the attack have come from outside the barrier?

        

        As Olivia raised her head, she saw numerous shadows.

        

        "Wyverns."

        

        Olivia stared blankly before frowning.

        

        "Sylphy!! Les!! There's no time!!"

        

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        "Call someone who can heal Titania right now! She's not dead yet!! And report that Elven Heim is under wyvern attack!!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Olivia frowned.

        

        'Strange, I've been thinking about this since East Port... The Demon Lord is dead, so monsters should have lost their power.'

        

        When the Demon Lord dies, all monsters weaken.

        

        And until a new Demon Lord is chosen, they rarely launch large-scale attacks.

        

        But this magical power.

        

        'Is there a Demon Lord's army executive class here?'

        

        This timing.

        

        It was strange no matter how she thought about it.

        

        Why were the monsters still so strong?

        

        Momentarily confused by the inconsistency with history, Olivia eventually dismissed her idle thoughts.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        "......"

        

        Royce briefly looked at the fallen Titania in anguish, but eventually nodded at Olivia.

        

        If they succeeded in reviving the World Tree, the elves would receive its blessing, and at the same time, they could restore Olivia's physical condition with the sap.

        

        That would at least help them avoid the worst-case scenario.

        

        The decision was quick.

        

        "Leave it to me. I'll complete the task and return as quickly as possible."

        

        Watching Royce jump out the window and run toward the World Tree, Olivia smiled and then also went out the window, but headed upward.

        

        "...Well, now."

        

        There were many wyverns.

        

        Far too many.

        

        It could be called an army.

        

        "Wasn't it your habit to become pathetic after the Demon Lord was defeated? I'm confused by your sudden change of habit... you bastards."

        

        She had questions.

        

        There were also unresolved emotions.

        

        But those were for later.

        

        Olivia's eyes sharpened as light flickered from her holy sword.

        

        "I'll kill you all."
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        I concentrate my mind.

        

        Wyverns are threatening when they attack in groups.

        

        While each individual might not pose a threat to this Elvenheim, wyverns in groups naturally display coordinated behavior like an army, even without a superior entity controlling them.

        

        However, it was manageable if you could break their formation, including taking down the vanguard wyvern.

        

        I was worried about Sylphy and Les.

        

        And Royce too.

        

        I couldn't tell if Titania would be alright.

        

        Though I was concerned about the numerous elves of Elvenheim, there was only one thing I could do right now.

        

        Kill the enemy.

        

        In this Elvenheim, excluding Titania, there was probably no one better at this task than me. However, Titania had been seriously injured after taking a surprise attack while trying to save Sylphy.

        

        Despite what I said earlier, her life was undoubtedly in danger.

        

        Therefore, I had no choice but to do what I could now.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        I leaped up and slashed through a wyvern as I passed.

        

        Before the wyvern could descend, I continued slashing with a "swoosh-swoosh-swoosh" sound in the air. Jumping high into the sky, I looked at the wyverns.

        

        'My body isn't responding properly. I only managed to cut down 21 of them in one pass.'

        

        Moreover, some of those wyverns weren't killed instantly.

        

        Though I hadn't had a seizure yet, my body could give out at any moment. I needed to conserve my strength, though dealing with wyverns didn't require that much effort.

        

        But without going all out, my extermination speed would drop considerably.

        

        In this case, I had no choice but to wish the Elvenheim soldiers good luck. Fortunately, there were many archers in Elvenheim who could snipe the flying wyverns.

        

        Speaking of sniping...

        

        Who was the one who threw that spear-like object?

        

        Additionally, while humans could only change their form with magic if they had special bloodlines or talents, powerful monsters naturally possessed this ability.

        

        That level of power reminded me only of the Demon Lord's Army executives.

        

        'The Demon Lord is dead, and I've killed more than half of the executives.'

        

        I had killed five of the Eight Divine Generals, the executives of the Demon Lord's Army.

        

        After defeating the Demon Lord, I planned to search for the remaining three while protecting people, but invasions by monsters typically ceased for decades after a Demon Lord's defeat, so I thought I could take my time.

        

        They would be weakened and struggling anyway.

        

        Not that I intended to let them go—I planned to hunt them down, but it was a lower priority compared to the immediate sacrifices happening before my eyes.

        

        But now, was an executive of the Demon Lord's Army invading Elvenheim with wyverns, without having lost any power?

        

        Strange.

        

        Very strange.

        

        Extremely strange.

        

        'I feel like I'm missing something.'

        

        Something.

        

        Something crucial.

        

        "Is that the Hero?"

        

        "...!"

        

        As I was cutting down wyverns, a voice sounded from behind me.

        

        And immediately, I saw a rapidly vibrating magical spear.

        

        The same one that had stabbed Titania. Wasn't sniping supposed to be their specialty?

        

        They deliberately showed themselves before me?

        

        No, monsters are fundamentally proud and desire to confirm their strength, living by the law of the jungle.

        

        In other words, I couldn't deny the possibility that they came wanting to crush me head-on.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Clang!!

        

        'Fast! And such strength...!'

        

        Crash!!

        

        I was pushed back by the force and fell to the ground.

        

        After collapsing, I immediately got up.

        

        Nothing was broken, and there was no major damage to my body.

        

        'An executive of the Demon Lord's Army, and a high-ranking one at that. Strange, I should have killed all the high-ranking executives.'

        

        Each time I faced one, I nearly died, but eventually grew stronger, and the last executive I killed died one-sidedly by my blade.

        

        I couldn't even remember their name.

        

        "You blocked it well."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't particularly like killing you in that state, but you killed the Demon Lord, so I must take revenge, mustn't I?"

        

        "Huh."

        

        I exhaled in disbelief, and the monster frowned.

        

        "What's so funny?"

        

        "When I went to defeat the Demon Lord, you didn't even show your tail when I was healthy, but now you appear to try killing me when I'm half-crippled, and you're acting so smug?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Wake up. You have only one thing to do."

        

        "And what might that be?"

        

        "Apologize and die. You cattle who just kill and get killed for power."

        

        "That's prejudice."

        

      

      
        "Then let me ask you, haven't you killed humans?"

        

        "I haven't."

        

        "Bullshit. The smell of blood is overwhelming! Berserk Wyvern!!"

        

        An evolved monster from a wyvern.

        

        Among monsters, there were those that gained tremendous power upon evolving into higher forms.

        

        One such creature was the wyvern—while the exact conditions for a regular wyvern to evolve into a Berserk Wyvern weren't clear, it was well established that this evolution came from killing countless lives.

        

        In other words, the Berserk Wyvern's claim was a blatant lie.

        

        "Hmph, I admit my joke went too far. My name is Garfield, current executive of the Demon Lord's Army, here to eliminate the Hero..."

        

        I charged forward immediately.

        

        Ignoring him.

        

        Words not worth listening to.

        

        Clang!!!

        

        Garfield blocked my attack and frowned.

        

        "How undignified."

        

        He seemed displeased that I had interrupted him mid-speech.

        

        "Wipe the blood from your mouth before you talk. Who are you to lecture about dignity? You're worse than beasts who only know how to live through slaughter and power."

        

        Our sword and spear clashed as we tried to overpower each other, but neither succeeded.

        

        Despite my words, this executive Garfield was strong.

        

        At least in my current state, I couldn't easily defeat him.

        

        Even if I somehow won, it would require pushing myself, and most importantly, it would take time.

        

        With so many wyverns around, casualties were likely.

        

        Damn it.

        

        This would take longer than expected.

        

        'But letting this bastard go now would be more dangerous.'

        

        With Titania taken down by a surprise attack, there was probably no one in Elvenheim who could defeat this Garfield.

        

        Even if they somehow won through numbers, it would cause national damage.

        

        By national damage, I mean human resources.

        

        Many people would die.

        

        I couldn't allow that.

        

        Even if I had to push myself, I needed to hold him here and take him down as quickly as possible.

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Garfield smiled.

        

        "As expected of a Hero, you're concerned about people."

        

        Don't fall for it.

        

        I remained silent, deliberately ignoring Garfield's words.

        

        Clang!!

        

        The sword and spear collided with a loud noise.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        When I swung my sword, the ground split and a slash flew through the air. Garfield's eyes widened as he quickly dodged to the side.

        

        "You monstrous bastard."

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh!!

        

        As multiple slashes flew simultaneously, Garfield frowned and moved quickly to avoid my attacks.

        

        "Whew."

        

        "How dizzying. This is you weakened? No wonder the Demon Lord lost."

        

        "The Demon Lord is dead, so why come out now instead of hiding pathetically? And why are you still overflowing with power when the Demon Lord has fallen? Monsters should lose their power when the Demon Lord dies."

        

        That's why in the past, there were monster extermination campaigns after defeating a Demon Lord, but they kept appearing relentlessly.

        

        Later, it was discovered that monsters naturally spawn from accumulated magical energy, and unless that fundamental spawning process was stopped, monster births wouldn't cease.

        

        Unfortunately, I wasn't smart in that area and couldn't understand the truths that might take centuries of study to reach.

        

        I just wanted to save the lives I could while I was alive.

        

        "Do I owe you an explanation?"

        

        "That's enough. I just need to know there's 'something' I don't know about."

        

        Royce can do the thinking.

        

        I just need to relay this information to Royce.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As I rushed forward, Garfield readied his spear defensively.

        

        I changed my grip on the holy sword and swung.

        

        "I can handle this much!!"

        

        "That's an afterimage."

        

        "What."

        

        Garfield's eyes widened.

        

        Slash!!

        

        What he thought he had blocked was just an afterimage I created, and the real attack had already cut through Garfield.

        

        But it was shallow.

        

        He was quickly retreating by moving his wings, but I didn't stop and charged in.

        

        'The characteristic of Berserk Wyverns is their tenacious vitality.'

        

        They regenerate from most attacks and don't die easily.

        

      

      
        Even with their heads cut off, they continue moving and attacking for a while, so unless you completely destroy the entire body, they won't die.

        

        So what's the method?

        

        Just kill them until they die.

        

        For any enemy.

        

        This is the most effective approach.

        

        Clang!!

        

        Slash!!

        

        "Ugh! Another afterimage!"

        

        As expected, this guy is someone who's relied on overwhelming physical abilities and talent.

        

        He's weak against unconventional techniques.

        

        "Using dirty tricks despite being a Hero!"

        

        "Huh."

        

        Where is there a legitimate technique for killing enemies?

        

        All techniques are meant to kill.

        

        Whether you split their head open honorably with a sword...

        

        Or sneak up and slit their throat with a dagger...

        

        They're all killing techniques.

        

        They're all the same "skill."

        

        "...!"

        

        Hearing a strange sound—whoosh—by my ear, I instinctively stepped back.

        

        A sense of unease.

        

        I looked up.

        

        What is that?

        

        'That is.'

        

        A rock.

        

        A rock surrounded by flames was falling.

        

        It was positioned to hit Elvenheim directly, and if it fell like that, it would be dangerous.

        

        Could it be a meteor?

        

        "...!"

        

        Ting!!

        

        Garfield blocked my path with his spear, and I frowned as I defended.

        

        "This bastard...!"

        

        Garfield was clearly not a mage type.

        

        Not many people could use high-level magic like Meteor.

        

        Among monsters, there were those who could use magic.

        

        And that meant...

        

        "...Don't tell me there's another one?"

        

        "Oops, sharp, aren't you?"

        

        Another executive of the Demon Lord's Army?

        

        "You're rattled."

        

        Slash!!

        

        After slightly cutting his cheek, Garfield smiled awkwardly.

        

        "You still dodged in that situation?"

        

        Titania's serious injury.

        

        The meteor.

        

        Two executives of the Demon Lord's Army.

        

        The absence of the World Tree's blessing.

        

        The situation was turning seriously dire.

        

        No, first...

        

        'That meteor...!'

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Magical spears flew at me, and I quickly deflected them.

        

        But the spears kept coming without pause, and I frowned.

        

        "I won't let you go!! Hero!! With that tattered body, can you afford to worry about anything besides me!?"

        

        I clicked my tongue in annoyance.

        

        And at that moment...

        

        "Cough...!!"

        

        "Oops, looks like the curse is acting up?"

        

        I staggered as I coughed up blood.

        

        But simultaneously, I opened my one remaining eye wide.

        

        Looking at Garfield, I muttered:

        

        "How... How do you know about my curse?"

        

        That was the fundamental question.

        

        There was no way he could know about my physical condition, yet he acted as if he knew.

        

        Something...

        

        Something felt deeply wrong.
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        "Titania! You mustn't die! Without you, Elvenheim will...!!"

        

        The healing elf shed tears as she tried desperately to heal Titania.

        

        Sylphy continued shooting arrows into the sky, trying to bring down the wyverns.

        

        After Olivia went up, their numbers had momentarily decreased, but somehow Olivia had disappeared from the sky.

        

        In other words, there was a monster strong enough to hold back even Olivia.

        

        Could there really be a Demon King's Army executive here?

        

        Olivia had once said that she herself was at the level of a Demon King's Army executive, and that she wasn't sure if she could win against those in the upper ranks among them.

        

        It seemed absurd that she could be at the level of a Demon King's Army executive with a third of her head blown off, her heart pierced, one arm gone, and her body completely ravaged by curses, but Olivia was quite objective about such evaluations of strength.

        

        In other words, Olivia was likely fighting with all her might right now.

        

        "There's no end to them! The wyverns aren't decreasing—they're increasing!"

        

        "How can there be so many wyverns...!"

        

        'The timing is too perfect.'

        

        This situation—with the World Tree in poor condition and Olivia in good condition—could only be described as having suspiciously perfect timing.

        

        "Look over there! There!!"

        

        "W-what is that?"

        

        "What on earth is that?!"

        

        Sylphy, startled by everyone's reactions, looked up and saw something enormous.

        

        A burning boulder.

        

        A magic of destruction that would incinerate the earth.

        

        "Meteor!"

        

        If a Meteor spell had appeared, there had to be a Demon King's Army executive present.

        

        What should they do?

        

        Meteor was not a spell that could be cast alone, and neither humans nor monsters could use it unless they were top-tier mages.

        

        Moreover, even for such powerful mages, the casting time was considerable, making it difficult to deal with a Meteor that had already been launched.

        

        It was often said that the best way to deal with a Meteor was to flee the moment you noticed it, escaping its impact range.

        

        'But that's too large even for a Meteor.'

        

        Abandoning Elvenheim and fleeing wasn't easy in the midst of this battlefield, and even if they did flee, how could they escape from that Meteor?

        

        What should they do?

        

        Olivia might be able to do something about it somehow.

        

        But Olivia wasn't here right now.

        

        So.

        

        What.

        

        "T-Titania!"

        

        "...Grandmother?"

        

        Titania, with a hole in her chest, staggered to her feet and stood beside Sylphy.

        

        "Are you hurt?"

        

        "Ah, no... No, Titania! Why are you standing up! You need healing!"

        

        Touching Sylphy's cheek, Titania smiled gently.

        

        "Sylphy, I am Titania."

        

        "What?"

        

        "To become the ruler of a nation means putting the country before yourself. Even if it means living a life that isn't quite human."

        

        Those words carried extra weight coming from Titania, who had experienced war and became the queen of Elvenheim during the chaotic aftermath.

        

        Abandoning her name.

        

        Abandoning her life.

        

        Abandoning everything and sitting on that throne solely as Titania.

        

        That was the covenant Titania had made with the World Tree.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Suddenly, a bow appeared in Titania's hand.

        

        "Meteor Bow."

        

        It was the legendary bow passed down only to those who bore the name Titania.

        

        The World Tree.

        

        In other words, a treasure of the elves said to have been created by the divine tree.

        

        "Titania?"

        

        With a snap of her fingers, the ceiling of the building disappeared, clearly revealing the Meteor. Looking at it, Titania, bleeding, drew the bowstring.

        

        Kuuung!!

      

      
        

        An incredible amount of magical power was gathering in that small arrow. Even Sylphy, who had lived for quite some time, had never seen such a massive amount of magical power gathered before.

        

        Titania's personal magical power, along with the magical power the Meteor Bow produced on its own, harmonized to create an even more explosive force.

        

        "Titania! You mustn't! The Meteor Bow isn't something you can use in your condition!!"

        

        The elf who had been healing Titania shouted as if sensing Titania's fate, but she could only stagger, unable to break through the strong wind caused by the magical power.

        

        Just.

        

        Titania seemed to understand her fate.

        

        "Titania is the protector of Elvenheim."

        

        "Don't do this...! Grandmother...! Grandmother!! Please don't! There must be another way... I'll pull it instead! Or I'll bring Olivia right away!!"

        

        "..."

        

        Titania smiled at Sylphy's words.

        

        She smiled as if she was overjoyed to hear those words.

        

        In that moment, she didn't look like the lonely queen who had sat alone on the throne for long years, but truly like a grandmother looking at her grandchild.

        

        She had believed that the hatred and sins accumulated over the long years would not be absolved even with her death.

        

        That.

        

        Was resolved.

        

        It was enough.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        Kwaaang!!!

        

        The arrow that flew out grew larger and larger, swelling to a size rivaling the Meteor, and collided with the falling Meteor in mid-air.

        

        For a moment.

        

        Light spread.

        

        Before the sound.

        

        And.

        

        The Meteor that had seemed to cover the sky completely disappeared, revealing the blue sky once more.

        

        'Come to think of it.'

        

        Titania thought in that moment.

        

        'I never got to have a proper conversation with Reina after all.'

        

        If she had any regrets, that would be it.

        

        As a queen, she might have been "not bad," but as family, Titania was surely the worst.

        

        However.

        

        "Grandmother!!"

        

        'Why do you look at me with such eyes?'

        

        Surely Sylphy knew that most of the pain she had experienced in her life was due to Titania's wrong choices.

        

        Sylphy had even said it would be a lie to claim she didn't resent her.

        

        And yet.

        

        That face, calling her "Grandmother" with outstretched hands.

        

        Looking like she might cry at any moment.

        

        It made her happy.

        

        "Huh... G-Grandmother. Blood... blood...! Your magical nerves have burst..."

        

        "Reina's sins."

        

        "Grandmother?"

        

        "Leave them all to Olivia..."

        

        "W-what are you saying? This isn't right... This shouldn't happen! Don't close your eyes!"

        

        Titania had devoted her entire life to Elvenheim.

        

        She had done everything for it, sacrificed everything for it.

        

        She could barely remember her own name now, and over the long years, she had made many mistakes and committed many sins.

        

        Titania, who had committed sins in the name of Elvenheim, was surely bound for hell after death.

        

        She hoped hell existed.

        

        For wouldn't it be unfair if those who committed sins and those who didn't ended up in the same place?

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Somehow, the Meteor Bow was now in Sylphy's hands.

        

        It seemed Titania had placed it there as she collapsed into Sylphy's arms.

        

        Titania's body had no strength left.

        

        She had simply closed her eyes, as if falling asleep while leaning against Sylphy's body.

        

      

      
        "Ha, ah... haah..."

        

        Her breathing became rough.

        

        Sylphy tried to suppress her emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.

        

        And she checked Titania's condition.

        

        "Not yet."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Her heart is still beating!! Hurry!!"

        

        Forgetting to use formal speech, Sylphy shouted loudly.

        

        The elf who had been using healing magic came to her senses at those words and quickly ran over to resume healing.

        

        In any case, Titania could no longer do anything in this battle.

        

        She had already destroyed the falling Meteor with the Meteor Bow while having a hole in her chest.

        

        She must have consumed excessive magical power, and there was a high possibility that her magical nerves had been damaged.

        

        'I need to stay calm.'

        

        Someone skilled enough to hold back Olivia must be a Demon King's Army executive.

        

        But they couldn't have used Meteor, which takes time to cast, while fighting Olivia.

        

        'In other words, there's another one besides the executive fighting Olivia.'

        

        A monster capable of using Meteor.

        

        That one must also be a Demon King's Army executive.

        

        Olivia Reinhart had probably killed more than half of the Demon King's Army executives during her journey.

        

        Were at least two of the remaining executives invading Elvenheim?

        

        This situation was difficult to view as normal no matter how one looked at it.

        

        'Lord Royce is with the World Tree, Lady Olivia is probably held back by a Demon King's Army executive.'

        

        And Titania was on the verge of death.

        

        Who should capture the other Demon King's Army executive in this situation?

        

        Reina and Res came to mind.

        

        Both possessed excellent skills among elves, and Reina in particular had faced several Demon King's Army executives despite Olivia's strength.

        

        Sylphy thought that the difference in experience couldn't be ignored.

        

        First, she needed to find Reina.

        

        The matter of her being a criminal could be dealt with after resolving this crisis.

        

        "Kyaaaa!!"

        

        "This is magic...!!"

        

        "Magic?"

        

        Looking down quickly, she saw elf soldiers falling one after another.

        

        A purple energy was enveloping the elves, instantly draining the life from them.

        

        "To think you could block the Meteor."

        

        Someone was walking leisurely through the center of it all.

        

        The corrupt aura emanating from them.

        

        That face like a rotting corpse revealed to everyone that it was a lich.

        

        "But you were already severely injured, so it was a foolish choice. Isn't it too stupid and meaningless for Titania's end?"

        

        "..."

        

        The veins near Sylphy's temples bulged as if about to burst.

        

        Sylphy found it funny to say it herself, but she had never thought about killing someone before.

        

        The hatred from humans.

        

        The hatred from elves.

        

        Even while receiving it, Sylphy believed that it was their sin, but she had never hated the people, only their sins.

        

        She thought living consumed by hatred and cursing others was too worthless a life.

        

        However.

        

        "Hup."

        

        Sylphy jumped down and confronted the lich.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        She felt a sensation as if the Meteor Bow in her hand was connecting with her.

        

        It felt like excessive magical power was activating within Sylphy.

        

        "Don't you dare judge her... I'll kill you...!!"

        

        For the first time in her life, Sylphy's eyes gleamed with murderous intent toward someone.
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        KABOOM!!

        

        "Lady Sylphy! That bow...!!"

        

        Les exclaimed, looking at Sylphy.

        

        The bow Sylphy held was the Meteor Bow, passed down only to Titanias.

        

        Could it be that Titania already...

        

        "Kehehehe!! That's the bow made from the World Tree! The Meteor Bow! Yet it produces nothing but feeble attacks!"

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh!!

        

        It wasn't easy fighting while shooting down all the magic spells, keeping an eye on the wyverns, and battling a Demon Lord Army executive all at once.

        

        "Who are you?!"

        

        "...Heh."

        

        The lich smiled.

        

        "Demon Lord Army executive, Bane. I came to collect some elf corpses from Elvenheim. High elves, preferably! And if possible, a Titania!!"

        

        A palpable killing intent crackled in the air around them, directed at Bane.

        

        No matter how many harsh measures had been taken, it was Titania who had protected Elvenheim for a long time.

        

        Having lived even longer than other elves while solely defending Elvenheim, Titania was seen as a guardian or even a deity-like figure to the other elves.

        

        Saying he wanted Titania's corpse was the perfect way to incite the elves' fury.

        

        Twang!!

        

        As Sylphy's arrow flew, Bane immediately blocked it with magic.

        

        "Everyone!! Listen to me!! We must each do what needs to be done! Please deal with the wyverns!! I will handle this Demon Lord Army executive named Bane...!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Suddenly, purple flames appeared before Sylphy's eyes.

        

        With a quick tug, Les pulled her away, narrowly avoiding the flames, though the tips of his fingers were singed.

        

        "Lord Les!"

        

        "Please calm yourself. This is not an opponent you can defeat by losing your composure."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy regained her senses immediately upon seeing Les's face.

        

        Consumed by anger, she had failed to properly assess the situation.

        

        The opponent was a Demon Lord Army executive.

        

        Though one might underestimate them because Hero Olivia Reinhart had defeated five executives known as the Eight Divine Generals, each was an incredibly powerful being.

        

        They were among the strongest of all monsters.

        

        "Everyone!! Listen!! From now on, focus on eliminating the wyverns!! Kill every last one of them!! For Elvenheim!!"

        

        "Yes, sir!!"

        

        "Damn that lich bastard! How dare he insult Titania!"

        

        "Let's go for now! If we don't deal with the wyverns, civilians might die!"

        

        Bane chuckled and reached out toward the retreating elves, but immediately realized an arrow had pierced through his palm with a loud thud!

        

        "Is that all you can do?"

        

        When Sylphy glared at him and spoke, Bane smiled.

        

        "You're a half-elf, aren't you? Half-elves, excellent! Much longer lifespan than humans but weaker than elves! The perfect material!"

        

        With each word Bane spoke, Sylphy felt an unfamiliar rage stirring within her.

        

        Since she couldn't understand this emotion herself, Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        She quickly halted the flow of magic circulating through her body.

        

        The moment her magic stopped, her heated mind began to cool down.

        

        "I see."

        

      

      
        "Oh? What's this? You're quite perceptive?"

        

        "Lady Sylphy?"

        

        "It's mental corruption. For a moment, I mistook the anger I just felt as my own."

        

        "Well, there was anger there~ I just made it flare up more spectacularly. Even now that you've broken free of the mental corruption, you still want to kill me, don't you?"

        

        If mental corruption was detected early enough, one could break free by momentarily cutting off the flow of magic.

        

        The problem was that the affected person had to do it themselves, making it a method that couldn't be used unless one noticed the strange feeling very early on.

        

        It was good that she had learned about this from Royce.

        

        After hearing the explanation, Les also cut off his magic flow immediately and gripped his sword.

        

        "An elf wielding a sword? Ah, you must be the famous guard captain? I want your corpse too... How about this? If you quietly surrender your body, I'll just take Titania's corpse and leave the rest of the elves alone...?"

        

        "We don't negotiate with demons."

        

        Les leaped forward and swung his sword.

        

        Clang!!

        

        Bane created a small barrier to block Les's attack.

        

        "I thought so. I don't understand why you hate us so much. You kill and eat dogs and pigs too, don't you? How are we any different?"

        

        "If dogs and pigs killed humans, they would be put down immediately. ...The same applies to you, monster."

        

        "..."

        

        Les frowned.

        

        "Are you bringing up morality while monsters kill so many humans by your own standards? We can never coexist."

        

        Les's words echoed what Royce used to say.

        

        That monsters think differently from humans, and that coexistence is impossible even if desired.

        

        But humans also kill what they consider lesser species—sometimes no different from livestock—for food, so from an objective standpoint, calling monsters "evil" might not be entirely correct.

        

        However, they were humans, and could only think from a human perspective.

        

        "Are you offended? Stop fighting, stop bloodshed, don't eat humans, don't determine everything by strength, govern with proper laws."

        

        "..."

        

        "Can you hear me? Do you understand? Don't humans seem foolish living like this? Why create such rules when everything could be decided by power, right?"

        

        "You..."

        

        "That's exactly how we feel about monsters."

        

        Twang!!

        

        The barrier cracked slightly, but Les's attack still couldn't penetrate it.

        

        Clang!!

        

        Sylphy's arrow followed, but Bane blocked it effortlessly as he stepped back.

        

        Sylphy frowned.

        

        'No, the Meteor Bow isn't exerting its proper power.'

        

        Even if it wasn't as powerful as when Titania wielded it, a legendary bow should still display considerable strength, but this was barely different from shooting with a bow Sylphy had made herself.

        

        The Meteor Bow had allowed Sylphy to hold it and fight, but it wasn't lending her its full power yet.

        

        It felt like it was merely permitting her to hold it.

        

        She was certain that at first, she had felt the bow's magic entering her body.

        

        And...

        

        'He's strong...'

        

        So this was a Demon Lord Army executive.

        

        Olivia had supposedly defeated five of them single-handedly...

        

        "A bow, is it? Should I shoot like this?"

        

        Bane created arrows of purple flame in the air, copying them until they filled the space.

        

      

      
        Sylphy and Les were momentarily startled by the countless arrows.

        

        But soon they frowned with determination.

        

        "Just so you know, my attacks contain curses... If you're hit, it might not end quickly!!"

        

        The arrows flew toward them.

        

        It would be difficult to block them all.

        

        Working together with Les, they might at least avoid fatal wounds.

        

        Twang!!

        

        "Huh? What's this?"

        

        Bane frowned.

        

        Just as he was about to enjoy himself, an arrow like the wind suddenly passed by.

        

        That arrow created a storm that deflected all the other arrows.

        

        "This arrow that creates storms..."

        

        Les's eyes widened, and Sylphy naturally looked in that direction as well.

        

        "What on earth is happening?"

        

        "Lady Reina."

        

        Reina was standing there.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Whew, this is killing me."

        

        I wiped the sweat pouring down my face and exhaled.

        

        I couldn't understand why the path to the World Tree had to be so steep.

        

        It wasn't something you could simply climb; you had to scale it almost like a wall, and it wasn't even a proper path.

        

        If Titania had guided me, I might have found a better route, but there wasn't time for that, so I had no choice but to climb.

        

        After crossing the barrier and reaching the World Tree, I could finally see the tree—devoid of even leaves—as Titania's apparition disappeared.

        

        'I'm worried about Elvenheim too, but if we consider the worst-case scenario, reviving the World Tree might be our reversal card.'

        

        If the World Tree returns, its blessing will be restored to the elves.

        

        During the war between humans and elves, the numerically disadvantaged elves survived partly thanks to the World Tree's blessing, which made them stronger in the forest.

        

        In other words, if the World Tree revives now, the elves will gain power, and those who might otherwise die could sustain their lives through the blessing until they receive treatment.

        

        And if I could quickly obtain the World Tree's sap, I could heal Livia.

        

        A Livia freed from the Reaper's Curse might be the key to resolving this crisis.

        

        "How do I get in?"

        

        Now that I'm here, I don't know how to enter.

        

        Is there some kind of hole somewhere?

        

        It didn't seem like there would be any physically accessible entrance.

        

        I carefully placed my hand on the World Tree.

        

        Light rippled, and an opening formed as if inviting me in.

        

        "...Should I take this positively, like I at least qualify for the test?"

        

        Seeing that the World Tree itself was allowing me to enter, it seemed it wasn't going to reject me outright.

        

        At least the worst possibility had been eliminated.

        

        There was a chance it wouldn't let me in at all, which seemed plausible considering the temperament of spirits.

        

        "Let's hurry, there's no time."

        

        Whether acceptance or rejection, I hoped it would be quick.

        

        And preferably, I hoped it would be acceptance.
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        They continue to clash.

        

        Sword and spear collide.

        

        And gradually.

        

        But surely.

        

        Wounds were appearing on Garfield's body.

        

        "T-this is impossible!! I'm being pushed back by a cripple with only one arm!?"

        

        "......"

        

        I observed in silence, continuing to watch.

        

        I etched every movement into my single eye.

        

        The movement of muscles.

        

        The movement of eyes.

        

        The sound of breathing.

        

        Everything was telling me his next move.

        

        'It's almost nostalgic.'

        

        Back when I was still weak.

        

        When I was still ashamed to call myself a hero, frequently suffering serious injuries, there was a way I used to fight.

        

        That was observation.

        

        Observing every single movement of the enemy from start to finish, understanding all of it.

        

        Swordsmanship, spearmanship, magic—it didn't matter.

        

        If I could find their unique rhythm, I could win decisively as long as the physical ability gap wasn't too severe.

        

        The problem was that it took time to figure it out, so I had to be prepared to sustain some injuries.

        

        That's why I stopped using it properly after gaining power.

        

        After all, I could win without resorting to such methods.

        

        But now, weakened as I was, I had no choice but to fight while enduring the seizures. I thought a prolonged battle might not be the best strategy, but finishing him off decisively was more important.

        

        The damage from my delay might be serious, but the damage that would occur if I failed to defeat this guy would be far worse.

        

        "You should have killed me."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You should have killed me with everything you had from the start."

        

        Clang! Clang! Slash!!

        

        "Kuhuk!!"

        

        Blood sprayed from Garfield's body.

        

        "You damn wench!!"

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut off Garfield's arm in one stroke.

        

        "Arghhhh!!"

        

        Garfield's only path to victory was to kill me with everything he had from the beginning.

        

        He should have done so when I hadn't yet properly analyzed the movements of the monster called Garfield, but true to his monstrous nature, he was careless and looked down on me arrogantly.

        

        He saw me as a cripple and believed that dragging out the fight would be advantageous for him.

        

        That's not wrong.

        

        As time passed, the pain in my body was increasing, and I was bleeding.

        

        To be honest, I wasn't in a normal state.

        

        But what Garfield was facing couldn't be defeated with such ordinary thinking.

        

        It's funny to say it myself, but I am the Hero.

        

        There is no one in humanity who is stronger than me in a direct confrontation.

        

        There is no monster among the current demon race who could defeat me head-on.

        

        Yet he charged at me directly?

        

        "Don't underestimate a Berserk Wyvern!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        Attack and attack collided again.

        

        A Berserk Wyvern becomes even stronger when on the verge of death, and that's exactly what was happening now.

        

        He was regenerating quickly, but this enhancement of the Berserk Wyvern would continue until the end of this battle. But I didn't need to worry too much.

        

        I had read his movements.

        

        I had read his breathing.

        

        It's not like he was a different person now, so I quickly lunged forward.

        

        After evading all of Garfield's attacks, his eyes widened.

        

        "H-how...! With that body...!!"

        

        "Do I look like an idiot who only knows brute force?"

        

        Strength.

        

        Agility.

        

        Technique.

        

        I became a "Hero" because I honed all combat-related abilities to their limits.

        

        Not leaving talent as mere talent, I got here through efforts that nearly drove me insane.

        

        Certainly, compared to my prime, I'm now incomparably weaker, and if Garfield had aimed for a short battle, I might have been the one to lose.

        

        Slash!!

        

      

      
        A clean cut.

        

        As I sliced through him, I coughed up blood.

        

        "With just this much!!"

        

        "You won't die, you're as tenacious as a cockroach!!"

        

        Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash!!

        

        After slashing him repeatedly, the completely torn Garfield fell backward.

        

        "Haa... haa... *cough* *cough* Ah, really... this damn curse... Royce will take care of it somehow, but before that... I need to somehow deal with the other Demon Lord's army executives."

        

        I immediately tried to head into Elvenheim.

        

        And at that moment, my instinct screamed.

        

        To dodge.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        Slash!!

        

        The spear that grazed my side was Garfield's.

        

        'How foolish, I tore him apart so thoroughly that not even a proper corpse should remain!!'

        

        When I turned my head, Garfield was standing with only his upper body remaining.

        

        'Is this the Berserk Wyvern's characteristic of rampaging even after death?'

        

        Berserk Wyverns have the characteristic of continuing to fight for a while even after their heads are cut off. I made a small mistake thinking about saving people, but if that's the case, it will end soon.

        

        Not dying from that surprise attack just now was enough.

        

        But.

        

        'No, something's wrong.'

        

        He was regenerating rapidly, and black energy was rippling around him.

        

        Black energy was rising like steam from Garfield's body, which had instantly regenerated to its original form.

        

        "I never thought I'd have to use this so soon... Indeed, even as a cripple, a hero is still a hero. I almost forgot that you captured the Demon Lord."

        

        "You, how...?"

        

        "This is the power received from the Death God, the pinnacle of monsters."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I didn't want to use it this quickly! But against the hero, it's worth using!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Fast.

        

        Even faster than before.

        

        This speed.

        

        This power.

        

        'Equal to the Demon Lord...!'

        

        Clang!!

        

        Though I defended, I was blown away by the force.

        

        Crash!!

        

        After rolling on the ground, I glared at Garfield.

        

        "Hahaha!! Amazing!! This is the power of the Death God!! Now I am the strongest! I will become the true Demon Lord!!"

        

        'It's not just bluster.'

        

        It was power similar to the Demon Lord's.

        

        That black steam-like thing instantly elevated Garfield's power, who was at the level of a Demon Lord's army executive, to a level comparable to the Demon Lord.

        

        And this energy.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        The holy sword is responding.

        

        'Is it really the power of the Death God?'

        

        No, that wasn't the issue.

        

        The problem was.

        

        The magician over there, another Demon Lord's army executive, likely possesses the same power.

        

        If suddenly a Demon Lord's army executive class rises to the Demon Lord level, it would be unmanageable.

        

        "This time, die, Hero. If you beg on your knees, I might consider giving you a gentle death."

        

        'Royce...'

        

        Closing my eyes and then opening them, I smiled.

        

        "A hero."

        

        I raised my holy sword.

        

        "Should never bow to monsters."

        

        "Then... die in agony!!"

        

        This is going to be really dangerous.

        

        ***

        

        "So relaxed, so very relaxed."

        

        "Tch!"

        

        Even with Reina joining in, making it a 3-on-1 situation, things weren't looking good.

        

        Bane, the lich, was casually blocking their attacks, and they were barely managing to defend against his relentless assaults.

        

        The biggest problem was that he was blocking their attacks.

        

        Maintaining a barrier constantly would consume considerable magical power, but he was minimizing consumption by temporarily blocking only the exact points of attack.

        

      

      
        Even without that, a lich would overflow with magical power, but this seemed to be an ability to control magic that he had cultivated over time.

        

        "You, that bow..."

        

        "Please don't ask now! There's no time to explain!"

        

        "Right..."

        

        "Honestly, I was kind of looking forward to this? But what a disappointment, such a disappointment. I even received power from the Death God, but I don't even need to use it? Maybe I should have fought the hero over there instead? The hero's corpse would surely be useful."

        

        "You bastard!!"

        

        Whoosh! Whoosh!!

        

        Bane laughed, attempting to subdue all three at once.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        At that moment, Reina took a breath.

        

        "Bow of the Storm."

        

        Twang!!

        

        As the attack flew directly at Bane, creating a storm, he effortlessly deployed a barrier to block it.

        

        But simultaneously, Les leaped in and thrust his sword at Bane's neck.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "Tch!"

        

        As the attack narrowly missed, Bane stepped back and laughed.

        

        "Oh! That attack was certainly dangerous!"

        

        "Demon Lord's army executive... beyond imagination..."

        

        "You're Reina Forest, right? The hero's party that never properly fought even a Demon Lord's army executive, let alone the Demon Lord, thanks to the hero! Hahaha! How amusing!"

        

        Reina remained silent.

        

        Indeed, Reina had only supported Olivia from behind as she fought, and even then, most of the time Olivia could handle things alone—Reina had merely saved her one troublesome task.

        

        No joke, Olivia didn't care who her companions were as long as they could protect themselves adequately.

        

        Most important battles couldn't have been resolved without Olivia.

        

        "You too."

        

        Sylphy spoke up in Reina's place.

        

        "As a Demon Lord's army executive, you've never faced the hero? Between Reina-sama who fought alongside her and you who didn't show your face even when the Demon Lord died, who is more pathetic?"

        

        "......"

        

        For just a brief moment, the smile disappeared from Bane's face.

        

        "Empty vessels make the most noise. What can the three of you do when you can't even defeat me alone by combining your strength? I'm not even using my full power yet. Sounds like a lie? Want to test it?"

        

        "......"

        

        Reina glanced at Sylphy for a moment.

        

        The phrase "fought alongside her" was a perspective Reina had never considered before.

        

        Reina unconsciously touched her neck.

        

        What should be done here?

        

        She already knew the answer to that.

        

        Reina looked at her bow made of magical power.

        

        "Sylphy, Les."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "What is it, ma'am?"

        

        "I have a plan. It's not certain, but it can at least guarantee our lives."

        

        "Let's hear it. We're facing annihilation at this rate anyway."

        

        "Against a Demon Lord's army executive who isn't even using full power... Well, we have to try something."

        

        Yes, they can survive.

        

        Sylphy and Les, that is.

        

        But Reina.

        

        She had survived through selfish choices.

        

        Then perhaps dying through a selfless choice was also an option.

        

        No, Reina had no right to use the word 'selfless.'

        

        Just.

        

        Reina smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Blood Bow."

        

        Crack.

        

        The bow made of magical power turned blood-red as if stained with blood, and eventually, it also stained Reina's arm red.

        

        "Reina-sama!"

        

        Les, understanding what it was, shouted loudly, but Reina smiled and said:

        

        "If we die here, this lich will go kill our other comrades."

        

        "But..."

        

        "......"

        

        Reina looked at Sylphy.

        

        Her face showed she couldn't follow the conversation.

        

        Reina smiled slightly.

        

        "Let's go."

        

        To do what should have been done long ago.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.58[Elves' Country - 25]

      
        The interior of the World Tree was more radiant than I had expected.

        

        But it was by no means a beautiful sight.

        

        It was rotting from the inside, and its condition had deteriorated to nearly the worst possible state.

        

        I didn't think there was anything I could do about this.

        

        Even if I used Spirit Unity, it would be impossible to replenish its power.

        

        In the worst-case scenario, I had planned to somehow save the World Tree even if I had to push myself to the limit, but in this state, sacrificing my life would be utterly pointless.

        

        If there had been even a slight chance, I might have tried, but I couldn't see even that much hope.

        

        Indeed, the only way was to form a contract with the spirit of the World Tree.

        

        'They say ancient spirits can speak.'

        

        Spirits born from nature cannot converse. Of course, I could understand what they were saying, but rather than actual dialogue, it was more like vaguely sensing, "Ah, so that's what they're trying to say."

        

        Even that intuitive ability to communicate with spirits was part of the empathic ability—in other words, the talent required to become a spirit mage.

        

        Without communication, one couldn't even begin the process.

        

        As I ventured deeper inside, I saw something like a pit.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I carefully touched the soil around it.

        

        I could feel the abundant power of nature.

        

        There must have been water here. As ridiculous as it sounds, there had been a lake inside what was essentially the World Tree itself, and was that lake filled with the World Tree's sap?

        

        I couldn't know for certain, but at least there had been a mind-boggling amount of natural power here, and now it was gone.

        

        Looking around, I couldn't see anything.

        

        A faint green light flickered, but it felt like it could be extinguished at any moment.

        

        "Spirit of the World Tree! I've come to speak with you! Titania sent me! Please grant me an audience!"

        

        After I shouted loudly, a brief, profound silence fell.

        

        Then.

        

        With a whooshing sound, the green light suddenly flared up intensely.

        

        And then.

        

        A green spirit with a body made of wood appeared before me.

        

        But its body didn't look good in many ways, and perhaps it was just my impression, but its expression somehow seemed unpleasant.

        

        No, considering the current state of the World Tree, it would be strange if it wasn't unpleasant.

        

        "Leave."

        

        "What?"

        

        Just telling me to get out right away.

        

        It seemed I wasn't a candidate to its liking.

        

        I had anticipated this to some extent, and if I had time, I would have returned day after day, but considering the situation outside, I simply couldn't leave now.

        

        "Those who are not elves are not even permitted to enter the World Tree. I had no intention of meeting you in the first place, but since you mentioned Titania's permission, I came out to tell you to 'leave.'"

        

        I see.

        

        Originally, it had no intention of meeting me and planned to remain silent, but since I came here on Titania's request, it came out to see my face and tell me to leave for Titania's sake?

        

        Sorry, but I couldn't just leave.

        

        "Are you aware of the current state of Elvenhome? A high-ranking demon from the Demon King's army has entered."

        

        "Yes, two high-ranking demons from the Demon King's army have invaded along with a flock of wyverns."

        

        'So it was two after all.'

        

        I thought as much.

        

        Livia had disappeared from the sky, and the fact that she wasn't showing herself afterward meant that someone capable of fighting against her existed, which could only point to a high-ranking demon from the Demon King's army.

        

        The meteor falling from the sky couldn't have been prepared while fighting Livia.

        

        So at least two of them.

        

        And I was certain one was a magic-user type.

        

        "Then we don't have time for this! What do you need from me? My lifespan? What are the contract conditions? I'll accept anything!"

        

        Even as we spoke, elves were dying, and human lives were being extinguished.

        

        But making a spirit understand this was extremely difficult.

        

        As I said, they have eccentric personalities and struggle to engrave others in their eyes—in other words, they have difficulty recognizing others.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The spirit of the World Tree, who had seemed about to leave immediately, turned its head, perhaps interested in my words.

        

        "Isn't lifespan important to humans who live such short lives? Why would you go so far for Elvenhome when you don't even know it that well?"

        

        "People!!"

        

        I couldn't help but feel irritated.

        

        "Are dying!!"

        

        "..."

        

        I don't know what price I can pay, but if I can pay it, let me do so.

        

        I'll give it, the price.

        

        I'll make a contract.

        

        Even as we speak, lives are being lost, and there are lives that could be saved if the World Tree were activated right now. That was enough, and no further reason was needed.

        

        "You would throw away your life to save people?"

        

        "I'm not throwing it away, I'm betting it."

        

        "What if I set your life as the condition here?"

        

        "A contract only has meaning if you live afterward. Your premise is wrong from the start. I'm doing this to live, not to die."

        

        "..."

        

        "Some fight risking their lives to protect their country, some to protect their family, some for honor—the reasons may differ, but everyone fights to live. No, they must fight to live."

        

        Being prepared to die in battle was one thing.

        

        There had been many situations where one had to be prepared to die.

        

        But one must never assume death as the default outcome.

        

      

      
        There's a fundamental difference between acknowledging death as the worst-case scenario and accepting it as inevitable. No matter how hopeless the situation seems, people must struggle to survive.

        

        "So I can't accept that condition. I'm going to live."

        

        "...In principle, it's impossible to contract with someone who isn't an elf."

        

        "..."

        

        "But the current situation is exceptional, a sudden deterioration that I can no longer endure. In a few days, the World Tree will be completely dead. And I will die with it."

        

        "And? You're not the type of being who would contract with me just because you fear for your life. If you don't know whether I'm suitable for you, you wouldn't contract with me even if it meant death."

        

        "You know spirits well. Yes, we are a race with a thin concept of others."

        

        Even this World Tree spirit was quite considerate of others, as physical conversation was possible.

        

        But most spirits don't care about others, and even when they do, they only care through sensations and emotions. That could be troublesome at times, but conversely, it meant that if they liked you, they would help you unconditionally.

        

        "But you're still there to protect the World Tree, aren't you?"

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "I'm saying I'll help you."

        

        "..."

        

        The spirit of the World Tree closed its eyes for a moment.

        

        "The contractor of the World Tree must be an elf. The reason is that contracting with a non-elven spirit mage is extremely dangerous due to incompatibility."

        

        "...I'm half like a spirit myself, with overwhelmingly higher empathic abilities than other humans."

        

        That's why contracting with spirits wasn't that difficult for me.

        

        Literally, I just reached out my hand and contracted with them.

        

        At first, I didn't even know what a contract was and accidentally formed one by touching a spirit.

        

        "No, it's not a matter of aptitude... Anyway, if you want it that badly, there is a way. But it would be quite dangerous."

        

        "What do I need to do?"

        

        "The contract between a spirit and a spirit mage is a contract of souls. Due to our physical incompatibility, the difficulty of such a contract is very high, whether we like it or not. Frankly speaking, it's impossible."

        

        I understood roughly.

        

        "Then there's a way to lower that difficulty, right?"

        

        "A momentary contract might be possible."

        

        "Good, can I save the World Tree with that moment?"

        

        "With that explosive magical power that emerges in that moment, we could obtain enough magic to purify the World Tree."

        

        "Purify?"

        

        Something about that word bothered me.

        

        But there was no time to worry about such details now.

        

        In this urgent situation where every second counted, I couldn't afford to engage in a lengthy Q&A.

        

        I had obtained all the necessary information, and now there was only one thing left to do.

        

        "Let me ask once more, what do I need to do?"

        

        "Though our bodies are incompatible, spirits can basically contract with any race. By connecting the essence of our souls. However, I'm a somewhat special spirit, so the physical link works well only with elves."

        

        "So you're saying we connect our souls?"

        

        "You catch on quickly. Do you know that humans become stronger when they're on the verge of death or in mortal danger?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        That was sudden.

        

        But there was such a theory.

        

        When on the verge of death or in mortal danger, a person's soul struggles to survive and manifests outside the body in a way that would normally be impossible.

        

        "If you're in mortal danger, your soul will emerge, and then we can form a contract."

        

        "Wait a minute..."

        

        "For reference, the same applies to me. We must put each other in mortal danger so that our souls respond to each other's magical power and connect."

        

        "..."

        

        "You asked to contract with me, who was made to contract only with elves. Don't you have the guts for that?"

        

        After a moment of silence, I said:

        

        "Can't we just harm ourselves? That seems more precise."

        

        "No."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "You know the answer better than I do."

        

        "..."

        

        Spirits.

        

        Spirits absolutely refuse to contract with those they deem incompatible with their status.

        

        Lower-level spirits often contract based solely on the other's qualifications, but as their rank increases, all sorts of conditions emerge regarding the contractor's words and actions.

        

        Even high-level spirits set conditions and would choose death over contracting if those conditions weren't met.

        

        They would rather die.

        

        "Being a spirit myself, I must verify whether you are worthy of contracting with me."

        

        "Do we really have to do this now? It's just a momentary contract anyway."

        

        "A contract is still a contract, and you know it, don't you?"

        

        "That spirits have eccentric personalities."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "..."

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Flames flickered at my fingertips.

        

        "You guys aren't classified as monsters only because you don't harm humans, seriously."

        

        "How could I kill humans who were created by the goddess, when my own life was bestowed by her?"

        

        The goddess created humans.

        

        The death god created monsters.

        

        A famous creation myth.

        

      

      
        "Testing my worth is fine, but we don't have time."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "Let's settle this in one go."

        

        "That would be good."

        

        There was only one thing to do.

        

        Give it everything I had.

        

        The spirit of the World Tree was an ancient spirit, above even high-level spirits.

        

        I didn't know if I could win even with all my power.

        

        Therefore.

        

        'Putting all my magic into this one attack is the best I can do right now.'

        

        Spirit Unity.

        

        My body transformed into flames, and my magical power explosively increased in an instant.

        

        Seeing this, the World Tree spirit frowned.

        

        "I thought you had a strange body, but to think it was to that extent... You must have been exposed to malice beyond imagination, poor thing."

        

        "You don't need to look at me that way. While I do think I've experienced unfortunate things, I have no intention of letting that misfortune consume my life. I'm too busy trying to live happily to waste time dwelling on my misfortunes."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        The World Tree spirit smiled, extending its hand with green light flickering above its palm.

        

        I did the same, and the blazing flames transformed, changing their nature to water.

        

        "Fire itself would be stronger in terms of raw power."

        

        "Looking at the current state, spirit flames might burn the World Tree, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        The World Tree spirit smiled.

        

        "Then, here I go."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Magic swirled as our powers were released simultaneously.

        

        My water, vibrating sharply, possessed enough power to cut through any ordinary blade, and it collided with the green light emitted by the World Tree spirit.

        

        The collision of our magic produced an incredible sound, and the green light penetrated my magic, creating wounds on my body.

        

        The sensation of magic not just colliding but piercing into my body was extremely unpleasant, causing bleeding that seemed disproportionate to the small wounds.

        

        "Guh! Urgh...!!"

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Thwack! Thwack!!

        

        As the magic pierced and burst, severe bleeding occurred from my body, dripping onto the floor.

        

        Our magic collided with increasing intensity, creating a vortex.

        

        "You would go that far to save people?"

        

        "..."

        

        At the World Tree spirit's words, I was momentarily dazed before smiling.

        

        Well.

        

        I wonder.

        

        Certainly, that was part of the reason.

        

        I often helped people with the belief that goodwill should come full circle.

        

        There were occasional betrayals or unsatisfactory outcomes.

        

        But I didn't want to despair at that malice.

        

        And I smiled, hoping for a proper ending.

        

        I believed that goodwill definitely had a hopeful light.

        

        But.

        

        Standing here now felt somewhat different.

        

        "...Ha."

        

        At that moment, I laughed.

        

        I suddenly remembered what Titania had told me.

        

        "I guess I'm a simple guy after all, being a man."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Bleeding, I said:

        

        "When a woman says she loves you, you want to look cool in front of her."

        

        "...Is that so? Not a bad answer."

        

        Boom!!

        

        The entire World Tree shook.

        

        "Haaaaaah!!"

        

        Crash!!

        

        This time I pushed forward from my side, and the World Tree spirit responded with equal force.

        

        Finally, a cracking sound echoed.

        

        Our magic pierced through each other's bodies, and a hole was torn through the abdomen of the World Tree spirit.

        

        The World Tree spirit, aware of the hole in its body, smiled.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        "Excellent."

        

        I raised my head and shouted:

        

        "Contract!! Quickly!! Activate the World Tree!! Now!!"

        

        Out of breath and feeling like I was about to die, I couldn't speak properly.

        

        Hurry!

        

        We really don't have time!!
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        # Blood Bow

        

        It was a forbidden technique.

        

        It was a skill she had been told never to use, but as a child, Reina had unknowingly sneaked into Titania's archives, studied the technique manual, and mastered it.

        

        It was childish thinking.

        

        She thought she would receive praise from Titania.

        

        But the Blood Bow was a more dangerous technique than she had imagined, and Titania had scolded her.

        

        In the end, all that remained with Reina was the fact that she had "mastered the Blood Bow."

        

        "What is that bow of blood?"

        

        Bane was surprised.

        

        Reina was satisfied with that reaction.

        

        Even a high-ranking officer in the Demon King's army seemed unaware of this forbidden elven technique that had gone unused for so long.

        

        It wasn't a technique meant for prolonged use, but it wasn't one for brief use either.

        

        Perhaps if Olivia had used this technique, she could have ended things quickly, but unfortunately, Reina didn't possess that kind of explosive potential.

        

        "Curious?"

        

        Reina drew the bowstring.

        

        Drip, drip. The blood bow continued to ripple, with blood falling downward.

        

        "Try getting hit by it."

        

        Twang!!

        

        The arrow, coated in viscous blood, flew and collided with Bane's barrier.

        

        And then.

        

        Twang!!

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        It pierced through the barrier and wounded Bane.

        

        "What is... I've studied elves quite extensively, but I've never seen anything like that. What is that?!"

        

        "I'm not going to explain it to you."

        

        Twang! Twang! Twang!!

        

        Blood arrows continued to fly, and simultaneously, Bane erased his previously relaxed expression and moved quickly. He created barrier platforms to move on.

        

        It seemed like he was utilizing barriers in a rather interesting way, but it was of no use.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Les jumped in and swung his sword.

        

        Ting!!

        

        Though Bane blocked it with a barrier, his gaze was no longer looking down on Les as he had before.

        

        Reina's attacks were rapid-fire, and the blood arrows that flew without stopping possessed enough power to pierce through Bane's barriers and even through Bane himself.

        

        He had been someone who absolutely could not be killed, but suddenly faced with an enemy who could kill him, Bane seemed flustered.

        

        "You're just an elf!"

        

        Woong!!

        

        As a blood arrow flew toward him, Bane frowned.

        

        "Don't underestimate a lich!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Purple flames took physical form, blowing Les away and then deflecting the blood arrow.

        

        Without stopping, he rushed at Reina, who was defenseless. She was caught in the flames and sent flying into a tree.

        

        Binding Reina, who had collided with the tree, with purple flames, Bane laughed.

        

        "Now you'll also be cursed..."

        

        "Heh."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You seem like the weakest of the Demon King's officers that Olivia defeated."

        

        "...!"

        

        Bane momentarily frowned but quickly sneered.

        

        "You're going to lose to this 'weak' officer."

        

        "Yeah, I'd probably lose alone, whether I use blood magic or not. Just me, that is."

        

        "...:"

        

        Woong!!

        

        "What."

        

        Bane was surprised by the attack that precisely pierced his chest.

        

        When he turned around, Sylphy was in position holding the Meteor Bow, and Bane frowned.

        

        "This isn't funny! A 'lich' won't die just because you pierced its chest once!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The purple flames rippled and struck Sylphy, Les, and Reina simultaneously, sending them flying. They could feel the curse spreading through their bodies as their skin deteriorated.

        

        But that didn't matter.

        

        'Why am I...'

        

        Sylphy looked at the Meteor Bow.

        

        It was no different from just shooting a normal bow earlier.

        

        Was it because she was a half-elf?

        

        Because she wasn't of pure blood?

        

        Or because she wasn't Titania?

        

        She didn't know why, but the Meteor Bow didn't respond and had simply remained a "weapon" all this time.

        

        'Should I give it to Lady Reina instead?'

        

        Reina was a high elf and the daughter of the current Titania.

      

      
        

        At the very least, she had a higher chance of wielding it properly than Sylphy.

        

        "Lady Reina!!"

        

        Crash!!

        

        Her arm began to rot upon contact with the flames, and arrows made of flame mixed within the fire pierced through her body. Sylphy coughed up blood and pulled Reina away.

        

        Reina, who had been in the flames for quite some time, already had significantly deteriorated skin and was in poor condition.

        

        "Why..."

        

        "Lady Reina? Are you alright? Perhaps you should take the Meteor Bow instead..."

        

        "Why did you save me?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "I'm not... worth... saving... I wasn't... a good person."

        

        "I don't care!"

        

        "..."

        

        When Reina opened her eyes wide, Sylphy shouted.

        

        "Do you need a reason to save someone?! I don't understand complicated things, but right now, we're allies!"

        

        "You're... right. That's right. You don't need a reason to save someone... I didn't know that."

        

        Reina's clothes had burned away, exposing her neck that had been hidden until now.

        

        "..."

        

        As expected, it was the mark of a Geass, and having a mark on the neck meant that her treatment was truly terrible.

        

        Even during the era of slavery, only slaves with the worst treatment had marks placed on their necks. This revealed how the person who used the Geass viewed Reina.

        

        "Die!!"

        

        "Oh no!"

        

        The purple flames surged like a wave toward Sylphy and Reina. Reina quickly tried to shoot the Blood Bow, but as the blood burrowed deeper inside her, she grimaced in pain, momentarily slowing her reaction.

        

        And then.

        

        Les jumped in.

        

        "Sacred shield, here and now!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        A shield formed around his sword.

        

        "Oh, barrier magic? That was my specialty too! Kukukuk!! My flames devour barrier magic!!"

        

        "Kugh!!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        As the barrier shattered, all of Les's armor broke as well, and he rolled on the ground with severe burns.

        

        "Lord Les!"

        

        "Les!"

        

        "Where are you looking?!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        Reina and Sylphy were also sent flying after being hit by the tentacle-like flames.

        

        "Good, good~ Now, who should I turn into a corpse first? Hahaha! Should I resurrect you immediately and make you kill your fellow elves? The wyverns should be starting to push them back by now! Hehehe! That sounds good!"

        

        "You piece of garbage."

        

        "Garbage? How are you any different from me, when you abandoned and tried to kill the hero?"

        

        "..."

        

        Reina's eyes widened.

        

        She wasn't surprised at being called out by a monster.

        

        Rather...

        

        "How do you know about that?"

        

        "Hmm, I wonder."

        

        Countless possibilities ran through Reina's mind.

        

        "You, could it be... this invasion timing..."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        The Geass on her neck glowed, forcibly silencing her.

        

        "Aagh! Aaaaaaah!! Aaaaaaaa!!"

        

        Reina clutched her neck while sprawled on the ground, but the pain showed no sign of ending and continued to torment her.

        

        She absolutely could not say anything disadvantageous about "Alex Reynolds."

        

        Due to one of the conditions set by the Geass, Reina couldn't even gossip about Alex, let alone speak ill of him. If she tried to speak negatively about Alex, expose his crimes, or even express suspicion, the Geass would activate immediately.

        

        The same applied to written communication or indirect actions.

        

        "Kuk, kuk!"

        

        "Lady Reina! Lady Reina!!"

        

        "The Geass effect is incredible! I like it!"

        

        "Kuk."

        

        Only Sylphy remained standing, glaring at Bane.

        

        Bane laughed with apparent enjoyment and said:

        

        "So, what can you do by just glaring at me?"

        

        The flames flickered in Bane's hand with a whoosh.

        

        'What should I do? What can I do? What am I supposed to do?'

        

        "Hey, half-elf. You hate elves too, don't you? Is there any need to fight? Just laugh as you watch the elves who despised you die from behind. Mock them for their karma. That elf behind you even abandoned her comrade! The comrade who saved the world!"

        

        "..."

        

        "There's no value in saving her, is there?"

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Reina remained silent, clutching her neck.

        

        She had no words to return.

        

        It was all true, nothing was false.

        

        She was a villain.

        

        She wasn't worth Sylphy saving.

        

        If anything, Sylphy was the one worthy of living.

        

        That's what she thought, but...

        

        "Shut up."

        

        The words sounded as if they were directed at Reina, causing her to open her eyes wide.

        

        But Sylphy's eyes were fixed on Bane.

        

        "Many people walk the path of criminals by choosing the wrong methods. We establish laws, rules, morals, and ethics. We judge people's crimes and determine punishments based on circumstances and stories."

        

        "..."

        

        "How could someone who acknowledges their sins, however clumsily, and tries to face them be the same as a monster like you? Not everything spoken is worth hearing—sometimes nonsense sounds better."

        

        "...Fine, then try dying while protecting that villain!!"

        

        "Sylphy! Dodge! *cough* You'll die too! Leave me and just run..."

        

        Reina could see light flickering from the Meteor Bow that Sylphy was holding.

        

        And simultaneously.

        

        Woong!

        

        With a loud sound, light burst forth from the World Tree.

        

        'This is...'

        

        Reina felt her body lighten and realized she could move again.

        

        The blessing of the World Tree was returning.

        

        The question of who had saved the World Tree crossed Reina's mind, but now was not the time to think about that.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Looking at the flames that had almost reached her face, Sylphy drew the bowstring.

        

        The Meteor Bow.

        

        It was the bow that protected Elvenhome, made from the World Tree.

        

        To receive power from it meant...

        

        To be qualified to become the king of the elves.

        

        That's why the positions of Oberon or Titania were not hereditary.

        

        Only those chosen by the World Tree could become king.

        

        Not all who were chosen became kings, but those who became kings had to be chosen.

        

        That bow.

        

        It would lend its power to those who sought to protect with a selfless heart.

        

        'Sylphy, you...'

        

        "Meteor Bow."

        

        Woong.

        

        It was a brief utterance.

        

        The arrow pierced through the purple flames as it was fired. Growing larger and larger, it eventually reached Bane's face.

        

        "What is this?!"

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

        Reina grabbed Sylphy, who was staggering and coughing up blood after firing, and rolled to the side. The arrow had definitely pierced through the flames, but the remaining flames leaped toward Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy was half-unconscious from the burden of using the Meteor Bow.

        

        The Meteor Bow was the ultimate technique passed down to elves after rigorous training. It didn't necessarily have to be used with the weapon called the Meteor Bow, but when used with it, its power was enhanced and more efficient.

        

        However, Sylphy, who had not undergone training, would have just used it without any control, and the burden would have been directly transferred to her body.

        

        That's why Reina quickly pulled the half-unconscious Sylphy away to avoid the flames.

        

        "Kuhut."

        

        Twang!!

        

        With a loud sound, Bane's body was seen being pierced through.

        

        No, not yet.

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        Reina ran quickly.

        

        And jumped.

        

        "Kugh, so this is the ultimate archery technique used by elves... Re-regeneration isn't working...!! But I'm not dead yet!! With this power I received from the Death God...!"

        

        Thump!

        

        "No!?"

        

        Before Bane could unleash the power of the Death God, Reina had already mounted his head like riding piggyback and drew her bowstring from above.

        

        Despite the awkward position, her precise aim demonstrated the hours of effort she had put in.

        

        "The lich's core is definitely somewhere between the brain and the groin, right?"

        

        "...!! W-wait a moment!!"

        

        "Go to hell first and check what kind of place it is."

        

        "M-my curse won't be resolved even if I die! You'll all die! I'll give you that curse..."

        

        Reina infused her Blood Bow with magical power.

        

        As if she couldn't hear Bane's words, Reina bled slightly and smiled.

        

        "Whether sooner or later, I'll be joining you."

        

        Twang!!!

        

        The blood arrow, shot precisely from above, pierced through the brain and continued downward, splitting in half.
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        "Huh."

        

        I opened my eyes.

        

        Did I faint?

        

        The World Tree?

        

        Elvenheim?

        

        Livia?

        

        The others?

        

        As countless questions swirled in my head, I sat up to find the World Tree's spirit looking at me from within the rippling green interior of the World Tree.

        

        "You've regained consciousness faster than expected. That special body of yours seems quite resistant to spirits after all. In the worst case, I would have had no choice but to leave you unconscious."

        

        What a terrifying thing to say.

        

        "Has it been... activated?"

        

        "You were speaking informally earlier, why the sudden formality?"

        

        "I was a bit excited earlier... I apologize for my rudeness."

        

        Ancient spirits were so noble that some people even worshipped them.

        

        In human terms, they would be like royalty... no, perhaps more like legendary heroes.

        

        Thinking about it that way, I couldn't understand what kind of nerve I had just moments ago.

        

        I must have been quite excited indeed.

        

        "So what about Elvenheim now...?"

        

        "The battle continues. But thanks to the blessing, those who haven't received immediately fatal wounds won't die right away, and with treatment, they can survive. It might be difficult to prevent all casualties, but the number will be significantly reduced."

        

        "I see. I know it's a shameless request, but could I have some sap from the World Tree right now?"

        

        "......"

        

        The fact that the battle wasn't over meant that Livia still hadn't finished fighting.

        

        In other words, either the opponent was unexpectedly powerful, or Livia was having seizures from the curse and couldn't fight properly. If I could save Livia, the number of lives she could save would be immeasurable.

        

        In this battle, saving Livia was the most important thing.

        

        Even if Elvenheim ultimately won, we couldn't afford heavy casualties.

        

        Even if a bloody victory was assured, wouldn't it be better to minimize the bloodshed?

        

        It's best if no blood is spilled at all.

        

        And if it must flow, better that it flows less.

        

        "Hmm, certainly, the hero Olivia Reinhart is in some danger right now. The seizures are severe... no, how is she even alive?"

        

        It seemed that Livia made not just humans, half-elves, and elves, but even spirits wonder, "How is that thing still alive?"

        

        "Take this."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        A jewel-like green orb.

        

        It seemed to emit a somehow sweet fragrance.

        

        "It's a fruit of the World Tree. Using sap would take time to break the curse, but this will resolve the issue immediately on the spot."

        

        "I've never seen this before."

        

        "Because I've never given it to anyone."

        

        "Then why now...?"

        

        "It's a gesture of respect for someone who was, if only for a moment, a contractor. I am a spirit, after all."

        

        "...I see."

        

        As I mentioned, spirits are eccentric and stubbornly ignore those they deem unworthy.

        

        However, they seem to have an instinct to be quite devoted and open-hearted to those they acknowledge even once.

        

        Though it was just for a moment, I had become a contractor acknowledged by the World Tree's spirit, and it seemed to have taken a liking to me.

        

        "But the distance from here to where the hero Olivia Reinhart is located is quite far. Something might happen before you arrive."

        

        "I'll have to run at full speed."

        

        "I'll send you there."

        

        "What? Is that possible?"

        

        "All of Elvenheim is within the World Tree's domain. The positioning might be slightly off, but I'll send you as close as possible."

        

        "Understood, thank you."

        

        "It's nothing. And the World Tree hasn't fully revived yet, so your visit will be needed again. Make sure to come back after this is over."

        

        "Of course."

        

        So it can't be done in one go after all.

        

        Wait.

        

        "Just a moment, does this mean I'll have to fight for my life like this every time I come—"

        

        "Do make sure to visit."

        

        "...!!"

        

        I reached out my hand.

        

        Ignoring my words, the World Tree's spirit transported me away.

        

        ***

        

        Thwang!!

        

        Ah.

        

        That hurts a bit.

        

        Hmm.

        

        It hurts a lot.

        

        "Huff, huff... huff..."

        

        "......"

        

        I got up, spitting blood.

        

        I couldn't tell how many hits I'd taken.

        

        I tried to avoid vital spots from the spear, but there was no getting around the opponent's enhanced basic abilities.

        

        With my current physical condition, I had barely managed against Garfield earlier, but now that he'd suddenly become as strong as a Demon Lord, it was difficult to respond.

        

        At least I had already analyzed his fighting style, so I was somehow managing to dodge attacks and endure, but that too was reaching its limit.

        

        I dodged as much as I could, and even when hit, I tried to avoid vital spots.

        

        My limbs trembled, and I could feel the Reaper's curse killing me from within.

        

        'How many minutes do I have left?'

        

        I felt like I would die in a few minutes.

        

        That's how bad my condition was.

        

        Bleeding, wounds, and the curse seemed to be joining forces, racing at full speed to kill me.

        

        "Y-y-you bastard."

        

        "......"

        

        Garfield frowned as he gasped for breath.

        

      

      
        Wait, I'm the one who took more hits, so why is he the one getting tired?

        

        That's ridiculous.

        

        "Why won't you die!! Just die already!!"

        

        "......"

        

        I maintained my silence as I stood up again.

        

        I'll only die when my body decides I'm dead.

        

        I won't let go of my sword until the moment I die.

        

        By doing so, I might be able to save even one more person.

        

        It might be a meaningless struggle.

        

        But if so, then I'll struggle.

        

        How could I drop my sword when there's a chance to save one more life?

        

        The value of life couldn't be measured by numbers, but striving to save even one more life could never be wrong.

        

        "Uoooooh!!"

        

        Ting!!

        

        I barely deflected the attack, and my body was torn again.

        

        Avoiding vital spots, I kicked Garfield's jaw. With a thud!! his jaw flew off, but it regenerated instantly—a sight that was becoming tiresome.

        

        It's true that Berserk Wyverns have excellent regeneration, but this is clearly excessive.

        

        Bwak!!

        

        He punched me in the abdomen and tried to stab me with his spear, but I narrowly avoided it again, keeping away from vital spots.

        

        Punches and kicks are fine.

        

        I can endure those.

        

        By reinforcing just the impact areas with mana when he attacks, I can minimize the damage, but the spear made of mana ignores my mana reinforcement. I have to either block it with my sword or dodge it, and if that's impossible, at least avoid vital spots.

        

        "That's it!! I didn't want to use this here, but you are indeed a hero!"

        

        "......"

        

        I staggered to my feet again.

        

        Mana was gathering in his spear.

        

        Hmm.

        

        That looks dangerous.

        

        It's too powerful for me to block now.

        

        I've stalled for as much time as possible.

        

        I wasn't sure if my death would have meaning, but I hoped it would.

        

        'I don't want to die.'

        

        That's what I thought in my final moment.

        

        Dying to protect someone as a hero might be glorious, but the person here wasn't the hero Olivia Reinhart—it was Olivia Reinhart, who had once been an ordinary woman.

        

        So the feeling of not wanting to die came first, and Royce's face flashed in my mind.

        

        "Die!!"

        

        "Livia!!"

        

        The voices overlapped.

        

        "Royce?"

        

        Is this a hallucination before death?

        

        Just as I thought that, Royce threw something.

        

        A green orb?

        

        No, a jewel?

        

        "Eat it!"

        

        What it was didn't matter.

        

        Royce was covered in blood.

        

        Whatever it was that he had struggled so hard to bring me, I trusted him.

        

        I ran with all my might.

        

        Through pain that felt like my legs would burst, I opened my mouth and caught the flying orb.

        

        With a gulp, I could feel something spreading inside me.

        

        "Kugh!!"

        

        Thwang!!

        

        Garfield seemed to sense something and immediately threw his spear at me. The large spear contained tremendous mana, comparable to a Demon Lord's attack.

        

        Even if I dodged, it would likely dig deep into the ground behind me, potentially harming someone in Elvenheim.

        

        But.

        

        Mana was flowing.

        

        My mana channels, which had been contaminated and unusable.

        

        It felt like everything was being activated.

        

        Thwang!!

        

        I deflected the attack upward with my holy sword.

        

        With my swinging attack, the spear flew into the sky, piercing through the clouds, and I stared at my body with wide eyes.

        

        "It's moving... it's moving, I can move..."

        

        My body, which had felt paralyzed, was now moving without issue.

        

        The other wounds remained, the serious injuries were still there, and even though the curse was broken, the damage from it hadn't disappeared.

        

        There was still damage to my mana channels, and I was weaker than during my prime when I defeated the Demon Lord, but this was enough.

        

        "M-my spear...!!"

        

        Ignoring the flustered Garfield, I looked at Royce.

        

        He was leaning against a tree, exhaling softly as he sat down, looking extremely exhausted, as if he had been through a lot.

        

        I was glad he was alive.

        

        Then.

        

        "It's my turn now."

        

        "Kugh! No matter if the curse is broken, in that physical state! You're still much weaker than when you fought the Demon Lord!!"

        

        "That's right."

        

        He's correct.

        

        My prime was when I fought the Demon Lord.

        

        My strongest period.

        

        Not because I fought the Demon Lord, but because my accumulated experience and talent shone most brilliantly at that time. The reason I became so weak was primarily due to the curse.

        

        "I'm weaker now than when I fought the Demon Lord."

        

        I raised my sword.

        

        "But that doesn't mean you can defeat me, does it?"

        

      

      
        Woong!!

        

        I lunged forward.

        

        "Huh."

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut through him as I passed.

        

        "Want to know the critical difference between the Demon Lord I killed and you?"

        

        "W-where are you!"

        

        "The Demon Lord's abilities were similar to yours. Maybe the Demon Lord had a slight edge, but not by much."

        

        Yet it took time, and I struggled quite a bit.

        

        The reason was clear.

        

        "That one knew technique, you could say it was experienced. For a monster, it had quite mastered its skills. It didn't just rely on brute force."

        

        There was no reason to praise monsters, but that much deserved acknowledgment.

        

        I had encountered many monsters before, and quite a few used weapons.

        

        But most either relied on brute force, or if they learned techniques, they stubbornly stuck to their own style. It's a kind of arrogance and pride that monsters possess.

        

        They refuse to bow their heads to anyone but the strongest and view humans as prey to be consumed.

        

        That's why they never change their approach.

        

        But the Demon Lord abandoned that pride and used every technique available, employing methods that could even be called cowardly. My companions cursed the Demon Lord for being cowardly at the time, but I didn't see it that way.

        

        What's cowardly about fighting?

        

        There's even a story of a fallen civilian who threw dirt in a trained soldier's eyes and won.

        

        Death is the end.

        

        Only the victor can continue the story.

        

        Whether it's a tale of honorable achievement or tainted sin, survival was necessary.

        

        "You're far weaker than the Demon Lord."

        

        "Y-you bastard!!"

        

        Slash! Slash!!

        

        "It's useless!! No matter how many times you cut me, I won't die! From the looks of it, you're not in any condition to unleash great firepower!!"

        

        He's right.

        

        Considering my current physical state, it was difficult to use powerful techniques.

        

        Besides, if I used a major technique here, it might damage Elvenheim too. I wanted to end this with minimal techniques if possible.

        

        Regardless of my physical condition, if my physical abilities had somewhat returned, there was a strategy I could use.

        

        Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash!!

        

        "Kugh, I told you it's impossible!"

        

        Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash!!

        

        I didn't stop.

        

        Arms, legs.

        

        Head.

        

        Chest.

        

        Stomach.

        

        Thighs.

        

        Groin.

        

        I indiscriminately cut and stabbed everywhere as I passed.

        

        His regeneration was fast, but Garfield's expression gradually contorted with pain.

        

        "You bastard!!"

        

        By luck, he read my movement and tried to block with his spear, but I ignored it, shattering the spear as I cut through it.

        

        Slash!!

        

        "M-my spear..."

        

        "A Berserk Wyvern's regeneration is excellent, but it's neither invincible nor infinite."

        

        "...!!"

        

        His regeneration speed was clearly slowing down.

        

        It consumes mana, and the more severe the wound, the more mana is consumed for regeneration. He had been regenerating at an incredible speed, and the mana consumption was substantial.

        

        He seemed to be compensating with the Reaper's power or whatever it was, but it was temporary and a power transferred from someone else.

        

        It couldn't be sustained like power built up over time.

        

        Swish! Swish!!

        

        "S-stop...! Me! To a half-cripple like you!!"

        

        Slash!!

        

        I cut him multiple times in an instant.

        

        Arms, legs, head, upper body, lower body—I cut through every part I could, reducing him to dismembered pieces.

        

        He was still twitching, but no longer regenerating.

        

        "Hup."

        

        Swish swish swish!!

        

        I sliced Garfield's dismembered body again until no flesh remained.

        

        Shaking the blood off my holy sword, I said:

        

        "All you monsters have the same kind of last words."

        

        "Livia, well done."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I'm going to faint."

        

        "What?"

        

        With those words, I collapsed backward, and Royce quickly jumped forward to catch and lift me.

        

        Damn it.

        

        Royce is finally holding me, and I can't properly feel it because my bodily sensations are vaguely blurred.

        

        'The wounds...'

        

        More importantly, though the curse on my mana channels was broken, I seemed to have used too much mana reinforcement while the damage remained unhealed.

        

        'I can't... lose consciousness...'

        

        "Livia! Are you okay!?"

        

        "Please take me to Elvenheim. I should be able to move a little until then."

        

        "......"

        

        Royce looked at me with an exasperated expression.

        

        "Alright, I'll escort you safely."

        

        "...Not bad."
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        "Ugh."

        

        Reina checked her wounds.

        

        Blood Palace was a power that allowed one to use abilities that were normally impossible, so the strain was no joke. Moreover, since she hadn't used it in a very long time, it felt like her resistance to that burden had almost disappeared.

        

        Not only that, but accidentally activating the Geass made her head feel like it was about to explode.

        

        Her wounds were severe, and she was also cursed.

        

        Though her condition was serious, the fortunate thing was that her injuries didn't appear to be fatal yet.

        

        'Actually, what matters to me starts now.'

        

        Because of the Geass, she didn't know how to convey information.

        

        She couldn't pass on any information about Alex, and even if the others somehow noticed and asked questions, she couldn't even nod her head in response.

        

        At best, if they figured it out on their own and asked questions, the Geass would activate when Reina tried to answer, and they could deduce the truth from that.

        

        But this method required the questioner to have incredible intuition, good instincts, and various non-logical abilities, plus it came with the major drawback of causing Reina extreme pain.

        

        'I suppose this is a small price to pay for betraying the person who saved the world... And this attack must be Alex's doing. How could he go this far?'

        

        She knew Alex was hiding something, but how could he control a Demon Lord Army executive?

        

        Until now, Reina had seen Alex as a "human," despite her devotion to the kingdom. But if he could manipulate a Demon Lord Army executive, that changed everything.

        

        She didn't understand what was happening.

        

        Even if she wanted to provide information, she couldn't, and even if she could, it wouldn't be proper information, which honestly frustrated Reina.

        

        But still.

        

        "Are you both alright?"

        

        "Lord Res, thank you. If you hadn't blocked that attack, we would have died."

        

        "I-I'm fine..."

        

        Among them, Res had the most severe injuries.

        

        No matter how you looked at it, blocking the attack head-on was reckless. Because of the curse, he wouldn't be able to move properly, so they would need Haju's work later.

        

        The same applied to Sylphy and Reina.

        

        Besides the curse, their wounds were also serious.

        

        If they didn't stop the bleeding, they would die all the same.

        

        "Are you okay, Sylphy?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy looked at her own body.

        

        Her wounds were quite severe, and her condition wasn't particularly positive, but she didn't feel like she was about to die.

        

        "Somehow, I don't think I'm going to die. Earlier, I really thought I was going to..."

        

        "It's the World Tree's blessing."

        

        "Blessing?"

        

        "I don't know exactly how, but the World Tree's blessing has been activated. It increases our life force, helping us survive wounds that would normally be fatal."

        

        In Sylphy's case, even though she was a half-elf, she was still an elf, so she qualified for the World Tree's blessing.

        

        "Anyway, you should get treatment. I need to help capture the wyvern right now."

        

        "I-I'll go too."

        

        "Don't push yourself... With that arm..."

        

        "No."

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        Reina also turned around following Sylphy's gaze and saw Bane disappearing while looking in their direction.

        

        Floating in the air, Bane glared at them.

        

        "This bastard...!!"

        

        "Don't worry, I'm dying... No matter what, I can't survive with my core shattered. It's frustrating to die without properly using the power of the Reaper."

        

        "So what?"

        

        "So I decided to give you all a gift."

        

        "What?"

        

        Whoosh...

        

        Hearing that ear-splitting sound that seemed familiar, Sylphy's eyes widened. Looking up at that familiar sound, she could see the form of another Meteor.

        

        "Hahaha!!"

        

        "This bastard, don't tell me he was preparing this while fighting us?!"

        

        Normally, preparing a spell like Meteor while fighting a strong opponent would be foolish.

        

        But Bane had underestimated his enemies and simultaneously prepared a contingency plan. Even if he died, he would take his enemies with him.

        

        As the dust cleared, Bane laughed until the end.

        

        "If there really is a next life, I'll see you there!! Hahahahaha!!!"

        

        Laughing wickedly until the end, Bane completely disappeared and died on the spot.

        

        "It's smaller than before, but still enough to blow up this entire area."

        

        If it had been like the previous situation, they could have issued evacuation orders to everyone.

        

        But now there were many fallen elves who, thanks to the World Tree's blessing, hadn't lost their lives despite being unconscious with severe injuries. In other words, if that Meteor fell, it would be dangerous.

        

        "I'll do it."

        

        "What?"

        

        "If I fire the Meteor Bow at maximum power..."

        

        "You'll die in your condition!"

        

        "I'll die anyway. If so, better that only I die."

        

        "Why..."

        

        Reina instinctively felt it.

        

        This man called Sylphy was fundamentally the same kind as Olivia or Titania.

        

        He would do anything to achieve his goals.

        

        From Reina's perspective, extremely good people and extremely evil people had something in common.

        

        By chance, good people chose goodness, and evil people chose evil as their method. There was something that mediocre people couldn't understand.

        

        Perhaps it was the quality of a hero.

        

        Perhaps it was the quality of a savior.

        

        A spirit difficult to express in words.

        

        '...I have nothing, but still.'

        

        If Sylphy did it now, he would definitely die.

        

        Unlike Titania, he couldn't handle it well, and using it would kill him.

        

        In that case.

        

        There was only one thing to do.

        

        Do something that Sylphy didn't know about, but Reina did.

      

      
        

        It was somewhat cowardly, but there was no choice.

        

        There was no question about who deserved to survive more.

        

        "Alright, then let's shoot together."

        

        "What? Is that possible?"

        

        "We'll divide the magical power. That way, both of our survival rates will increase. There's still a chance we might die, but at least there's a chance we'll live. It's better if everyone survives, right?"

        

        "...Understood, if that's what you want, Lady Reina. It's a relief, though. If we succeed, perhaps my sins will be a little lighter."

        

        "Well, this might be my fault too."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "No time! Let's shoot!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Naturally, Reina held the bow while Sylphy, staggering, pulled the bowstring.

        

        Holding the Meteor Bow, she looked up at the Meteor above.

        

        They had to deal with it somehow before it fell.

        

        'No more casualties can come from this cursed attack!'

        

        After shouting, Reina smiled awkwardly.

        

        This too was clearly selfishness.

        

        She was, if not directly then indirectly, the cause of this attack. No, if you traced the roots, it might not be an exaggeration to call her directly responsible.

        

        "Fill it with magical power! To the limit!!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Magical power was gathering in the Meteor Bow.

        

        The power of the Meteor Bow, released in an instant, would certainly be on a different level from what Sylphy had shot earlier.

        

        Earlier, Sylphy had fired without knowing how to use the Meteor Bow, but Reina at least knew how to use it.

        

        Therefore, while not as precise and delicate as Titania, she could use the method of gathering magical power and the power of a properly fired Meteor Bow was considerable.

        

        In fact, it was remarkable that Sylphy had managed to pierce through the body of Bane, a Demon Lord Army executive, despite not using the proper method.

        

        'Meteor Bow... So you can be held in my hands too. I may not be qualified, but let me borrow Sylphy's qualification for a moment. Just for a very short time. I'll return it soon.'

        

        "Good, enough magical power has gathered! The recoil will come as soon as we shoot! Understand?!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "We'll shoot on the count of three!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "One!"

        

        Sylphy gritted his teeth.

        

        He concentrated all his nerves solely on inputting magical power. While leaving the maintenance of that magical power to Reina, he looked up at the Meteor.

        

        Shoot on three.

        

        Shoot on three.

        

        On three.

        

        "Two!"

        

        Thwack!!

        

        "Huh."

        

        Sylphy couldn't understand the situation for a moment.

        

        Reina grabbed the bowstring that Sylphy had been pulling and simultaneously kicked him away.

        

        Rolling on the ground, Sylphy looked at Reina with an incomprehensible expression, and at the same time, magical power spread widely around Reina.

        

        It was similar to the atmosphere and feeling when Titania shot.

        

        "Lady Reina?"

        

        "Sorry, I lied."

        

        "What?"

        

        "The Meteor Bow only damages the person who fires it. One of us will take 100% of the burden."

        

        "So, what does that..."

        

        "One of us will definitely die. In that case... this is the wisest method."

        

        Sylphy's magical power was indeed necessary.

        

        And Sylphy needed Reina's technique.

        

        Above all, even if the burden was truly halved, if Sylphy, who couldn't move properly due to magical power depletion, took on the burden of the Meteor Bow, his magical nerves would all burst and he would likely die.

        

        'Well, I suppose it's not different for me either.'

        

        Someone had to die.

        

        And even a passing child could answer who should die.

        

        The good person or the evil person.

        

        Sylphy or Reina.

        

        The answer was predetermined.

        

        "Again...!! No! You're not Titania! You'll die!!"

        

        "I know. ...Still, I can protect them."

        

        The arrow mixed with Sylphy and Reina's magical power would certainly be powerful.

        

        Though perhaps not comparable to Titania's.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        The ground cracked and spread widely. It was proof of an unskilled user, as unlike Titania, the magical power flowing around wasn't completely compressed.

        

        But it was enough.

        

        The magical power was sufficient, and the rising arrow instantly grew large enough to engulf the Meteor. Considering that most of the magical power came from Sylphy, the amount was incredible.

        

        Kaboom!!

        

        With a loud noise, the Meteor in the sky exploded massively.

        

        'For a final act of a sinner, I suppose this isn't too bad.'

        

        Is there a hell?

        

        She hoped there was.

        

        At least there would be hope for atonement.

        

        But still.

        

        'In the end, I couldn't apologize.'

        

        I'm sorry.

        

        She couldn't say that one phrase to the victim in the end.

        

        Dying stubbornly and selfishly until the end.

        

      

      
        She laughed self-deprecatingly.

        

        Her magical nerves burst and blood flowed out.

        

        And then.

        

        "Reina?"

        

        "..."

        

        She turned her head at that small voice.

        

        The woman who had arrived here in Royce's arms looked like a corpse on the battlefield, a complete mess. In some ways, she seemed in a more serious condition than Reina was now.

        

        'Olivia.'

        

        Yet she was alive.

        

        As expected.

        

        She couldn't win even once against her.

        

        "Reina!"

        

        Olivia left Royce's arms and grabbed the fallen Reina.

        

        The flowing blood.

        

        The burst magical nerves seemed to foretell her fate.

        

        'Why.'

        

        Reina looked at Olivia.

        

        This wasn't a bad ending for her.

        

        One of her targets for revenge was dead, and she had saved Elvenheim.

        

        As a hero, she had protected people while one of those she needed to take revenge on died—if not the best ending, it wasn't a bad one.

        

        But.

        

        "Why are you making that face?"

        

        "Don't die!"

        

        "W-why..."

        

        "You think dying pays for your sins? Don't be ridiculous!! There's no sin that can be paid by dying!! I'm the victim, I should decide! Why are you dying on your own terms?! Whether you're punished or whatever, you need to live! You need to live and face your sins! But you're just dying on your own?!"

        

        "..."

        

        She had often seen Olivia being emotional.

        

        But this was different somehow.

        

        The direction of that "emotionality" seemed different.

        

        "You need to live and pay for your sins!! You can't die like this! You're running away! Taking the easy path of death!! Coward! Idiot! You're being selfish until the end!"

        

        "..."

        

        "Even if everyone else says you died heroically for Elvenheim, I'll say you were selfish! So don't die! Live and pay for your sins! Live carrying the cross of 'evil' that you've committed, with regret!!"

        

        That face that looked like it was about to cry—was it suffering because Reina was dying, or was it feeling resentful? She couldn't tell.

        

        Perhaps both? Or was it just Reina's self-centered perspective making her think that way?

        

        "If you die here, I'll resent you forever! So don't die!! Properly, pay for your sins... pay for the evil you've committed..."

        

        "..."

        

        She wanted to tell her everything.

        

        She wanted to share what little information she knew.

        

        But it was impossible.

        

        Even in this situation, the Geass was working properly.

        

        Still, there was one thing she had prepared.

        

        The little information Reina knew would be helpful.

        

        Dying like this would certainly fulfill that condition.

        

        Now.

        

        Just.

        

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

        

        Should she apologize?

        

        Or should she die in silence?

        

        She had been conflicted.

        

        Would this apology hurt Olivia more?

        

        But that wasn't for Reina to decide.

        

        It was Reina who needed to bow her head, apologize, and forever atone for her sins. How the victim received and responded to that was up to them.

        

        If they found it unpleasant, she should never utter an apology again.

        

        If they accepted it, she should apologize forever.

        

        "...I forgive you."

        

        Olivia murmured.

        

        "...Die well, Reina. ...Suffer the pain worthy of your sins in hell."

        

        "Y-yes."

        

        Why did she have that face that looked like it was about to cry?

        

        She didn't know.

        

        Was that the face of the hero Olivia Reinhart?

        

        Or was it just Olivia's face?

        

        In the end, Reina, who had never built a proper relationship, couldn't understand the true meaning of that expression.

        

        Just.

        

        Their clasped hands trembled.

        

        "..."

        

        That was the end of Reina Forest.

        

        She had completely stopped breathing, and it was impossible to tell where her eyes were looking, as she no longer breathed.

        

        Olivia placed Reina on the ground and looked at her for a brief moment.

        

        Eventually, she stood up.

        

        "Royce! Help me! We're going to kill the remaining wyverns now! Sylphy and Res, fall back! Get treatment and have the curse removed immediately!"

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia spoke while drawing her holy sword.

        

        "Let's go, Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce stared at Olivia silently for a moment, then nodded.

        

        "Yes, let's go."
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        Did I make the wrong choice?

        

        I thought I had done my best.

        

        This wasn't a bad ending for me.

        

        By eating what was either the World Tree's sap or fruit, the Reaper's curse disappeared from my body.

        

        Of course, my condition still wasn't perfect—with torn mana nerves and other issues from the curse—so I needed to be careful, but at least I wasn't in immediate danger of dying.

        

        But people died.

        

        Quite a few died.

        

        So this had transformed into something too ambiguous to call a happy ending.

        

        And then.

        

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

        

        Reina's words echoed in my mind.

        

        What are you sorry for?

        

        Why are you apologizing?

        

        Such a selfish, self-centered person.

        

        I would have resented you for dying regardless of whether you apologized or not. If you hadn't apologized, I would have cursed you for showing no remorse until the end. And even now that you've apologized, I want to curse you for doing it just to ease your own conscience.

        

        But I'll hate you.

        

        You died on your own terms in the end.

        

        Without properly bowing your head to me, without bearing the weight of your sins, without the cross of evil being carved into you, without facing legal punishment.

        

        You didn't face anyone's condemnation or contempt.

        

        You're a coward, Reina.

        

        You're also a weakling.

        

        How could you be so selfish until the very end?

        

        Bastard.

        

        Trash.

        

        Bitch.

        

        We never got to have a proper conversation in the end, did we?

        

        If we had talked, maybe something could have been resolved, beyond just explanations or excuses.

        

        Even if you had to be punished, something...

        

        Something might have changed.

        

        Why won't you speak?

        

        Say something.

        

        If you don't speak, I won't know.

        

        Why does everyone live with their mouths shut?

        

        Not speaking their complaints.

        

        Not speaking their fears.

        

        Not saying anything while expecting me to understand?

        

        Is your mouth just for decoration?

        

        I know you couldn't speak because of the geass.

        

        But still.

        

        I wanted to talk more.

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "..."

        

        I opened my eyes.

        

        Where am I?

        

        For a moment, my dazed mind couldn't grasp the situation, but I soon realized this was the lodging that Titania had lent us.

        

        'Right, I passed out.'

        

        After Reina died, I immediately rushed to hunt down the wyverns, and after dealing with most of them, my strength gave out and I collapsed.

        

        No matter how you look at it, the beating I took from that Demon Army executive was severe, worsening my already poor physical condition.

        

        It's no exaggeration to say I survived only because the Reaper's curse disappeared.

        

        At least the current wounds on my body would heal soon, unlike the Reaper's curse, so there wasn't much to worry about.

        

        However, injuries to my arms and other vital areas would be difficult to heal naturally. I wanted to get an elixir, but that wasn't something easily obtainable.

        

        'Reina...'

        

      

      
        I recalled the name of the dead woman.

        

        It wasn't exactly that I missed her.

        

        No, that's a lie.

        

        Such feelings weren't entirely absent.

        

        Even if the hammer of the law had sentenced Reina to death, I wouldn't have tried to stop it. If death was the fair punishment she deserved, then that was unavoidable.

        

        But we might have been able to talk a bit more, and in the end, I never heard what she wanted.

        

        I never heard why she did what she did.

        

        Though I probably wouldn't have been able to hear it anyway because of the geass.

        

        "..."

        

        Royce isn't here.

        

        Lately, whenever I woke up, Royce would always greet me kindly with "Are you awake?" I'd gotten so used to it that his absence felt strangely awkward.

        

        I got up and put on my outer clothes.

        

        "Ouch."

        

        Having been beaten and cut all over, it was incredibly painful. I'd been treated, but complete recovery would be difficult.

        

        Typically, unless you're dealing with a saint-level healing spell, it's best to think of healing magic as just "keeping you from dying."

        

        Especially for serious injuries, that's about all healing magic can do.

        

        Only saint-level healers can completely cure serious injuries on the spot.

        

        'Saint... Belita...'

        

        Come to think of it, most injuries Belita treated for me were minor.

        

        When I had serious injuries and asked for healing, it was usually after battles were already over, and natural healing was often better than magical healing anyway.

        

        Healing magic essentially involves taking someone else's mana and using it to heal, so you're basically putting "someone else's mana" into your body.

        

        Well, this doesn't usually cause serious problems, but some people experience adverse effects despite the name "healing magic," and receiving too much can build up resistance, reducing its effectiveness.

        

        Fortunately, this resistance fades if you don't receive healing for a long time.

        

        It's more of an issue for adventurers and soldiers who get injured frequently.

        

        'I wonder what Belita is doing. I need to hear her story at least. I don't want to let her go without any conversation again. I want to hear what's truly in her heart.'

        

        Hearing it won't change anything, and it won't make their sins any lighter.

        

        I just want to hear it for myself.

        

        If they betrayed me, I thought I should at least know the reason.

        

        And.

        

        'Alex.'

        

        That Demon Army executive, Garfield or whatever his name was, knew about my physical condition and even the curse.

        

        And despite very few people knowing where I was, he wasn't surprised that I was in Elvenheim.

        

        Even if he had somehow heard rumors while hiding among humans or learned by chance, the world had been told that "Hero Olivia Reinhart" was dead.

        

        The fact that he knew everything could only mean he was connected to Alex.

        

        'Why?'

        

        I had believed that Alex did what he did "for the kingdom."

        

        He always seemed to have a slight devotion to the kingdom, so it made sense.

        

        If that was his reason for trying to kill me, it would explain things.

        

        Honestly, I couldn't understand it, but the reasons behind people's wrongdoings are often incomprehensible to others. Perpetrators whose motives are understandable aren't easy to find.

        

        'What bothers me is that Alex cooperated with monsters. Or am I missing something? Is there someone else who knows something? Hmm, I honestly don't know.'

        

        If he did cooperate with monsters, why would he go that far?

        

        For the kingdom.

        

        For humanity.

        

        Was he not trying to kill me after all?

        

        Moreover, the Demon Army executive Garfield even used the power of the Reaper. His abilities were instantly enhanced, and the efficiency of that enhancement was so good that it truly seemed like the Reaper's power.

        

        Where did he get such a thing?

        

        This is giving me a headache.

        

        "Alright, let's stop thinking about it."

        

        Nothing good will come from straining my already troubled mind.

        

        Especially right after waking up.

        

        I don't plan to give up thinking altogether, but this isn't something to contemplate immediately after waking.

        

        Before I passed out, Royce, Sylphy, Les, and many others were injured, and Titania was hurt so badly I thought she might be crossing the river to the afterlife by now.

        

        Considering that, I needed to check on the current state of Elvenheim.

        

        "Okay."

        

      

      
        I briefly checked my condition at the door and then, for some reason feeling tense, opened it.

        

        As I opened the door, I heard voices from all around.

        

        "Hey! Handle that wood more carefully!"

        

        "Give me a hand here!"

        

        "Those damn monsters...!! Do you know how much money I saved for this house!"

        

        "Destroying a house that still has debt on it—they're truly vicious."

        

        "That's monsters for you."

        

        "True enough."

        

        "..."

        

        The atmosphere is better than I expected?

        

        Elvenheim, damaged by the wyvern and Demon Army executive attacks, was currently undergoing real-time construction. They were rebuilding houses in the trees and repairing buildings below, working busily.

        

        I thought the mood might be bad, but everyone seemed to have decided to stay positive and was working hard.

        

        Right.

        

        What's done is done, and choosing to move forward with energy isn't such a bad choice.

        

        Judging by the atmosphere, have the funerals already been held?

        

        Come to think of it, how long have I been asleep?

        

        Looking at the state of repairs in the village, it seemed I'd been unconscious for about 2-3 days.

        

        If I hadn't been one-sidedly beaten by Garfield, I could have woken up in a day.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I clenched and unclenched my fist to check my body's condition.

        

        I can move without any numbness.

        

        My mana nerves were still damaged, making it difficult to use my full power.

        

        It would be hard to fight at full strength until I got an elixir.

        

        Even though the curse was lifted, its effects remained to torment me.

        

        No, rather than that, I should be happy to be free from my time-limited life.

        

        "Lady Olivia! You're awake!"

        

        "Huh? Oh, Sylphy! You're safe! Thank goodness!"

        

        The last time I saw her, she was cursed and in bad shape, so I was worried.

        

        I was concerned something might have happened to her.

        

        "Phew, you didn't open your eyes for three days, so I was worried."

        

        "I slept quite a while..."

        

        Is it because the Reaper's curse was lifted and my body relaxed?

        

        "By the way... have you seen Royce? He'd be happy to see me healthy like this."

        

        "Royce went to the World Tree."

        

        "The World Tree? Wasn't that already resolved?"

        

        "Royce said he needs to go several times. From what I heard, it will take quite a while... You'll probably need to stay in Elvenheim for at least a few days."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        If Royce said so, there's nothing to be done.

        

        Now that I'm free from my time limit, there's no need to rush.

        

        Rather, I should take time to talk with many people and understand the current situation.

        

        The betrayal against me was so powerful that I thought I was betrayed because I wasn't "the kingdom's hero" anymore.

        

        But the way things are unfolding now, it doesn't seem like a simple case of "being discarded after use."

        

        Alex was gradually transforming into something incomprehensible in my mind.

        

        "Um, so Lady Olivia?"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Titania said she'd like to see you when you wake up. Would that be alright?"

        

        "She's alive!"

        

        "Yes, but she's not in good condition, so she spends most of the day sleeping. Still, she's past the life-threatening stage and will recover with time. I was just on my way back from seeing her. Could you visit her?"

        

        "..."

        

        She has something to tell me.

        

        I also had various things I wanted to say.

        

        I needed to share the information from my conversation with Garfield with Royce and Titania if possible.

        

        "Alright, let's go."

        

        "Yes!"
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        "Titania, don't you need to rest?"

        

        "When the nation doesn't rest, neither can I."

        

        Titania said while reviewing documents from her bed.

        

        Due to her poor physical condition, Titania could only stay awake for short periods. This would improve with time, but that was her current situation.

        

        However, in the aftermath of the Demon Lord's army's attack, there was much to be done. Since she couldn't move around directly and her working hours were limited, she needed to work during those limited periods.

        

        Her eyelids felt heavy.

        

        No, not just her eyelids—her entire body felt heavy, but Titania deliberately pretended to be relaxed while reading documents so her subordinates wouldn't notice.

        

        "The assessment of the current damage has been completed."

        

        "I see. Good work."

        

        "Regarding the funeral for the elves who died this time..."

        

        "Make it grand. Their deaths were honorable. They fought risking their lives for Elvenhome, so prepare a funeral befitting their honor."

        

        "Yes, ma'am."

        

        If her condition improved by then, Titania would attend, but given her current state, that seemed unlikely.

        

        In truth, Titania had thought she would die.

        

        The surprise attack had left her unable to properly defend herself, and she had used the Meteor Palace, which she believed her body couldn't withstand.

        

        But thanks to her subordinate's treatment, she was able to survive, and with the World Tree's blessing returning, it became possible to save Titania from what would have been certain death.

        

        Without either one, Titania would surely have died.

        

        "Then..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "What shall we do about Lady Reina?"

        

        "..."

        

        Even the elven soldier asking Titania this question felt heartbroken.

        

        No matter what wrongs she had committed, Reina had died for Elvenhome, and more importantly, she was Titania's daughter.

        

        It was clear how cruel this question was to the compassionate Titania, but it had to be asked.

        

        Titania stared blankly out the window.

        

        In every other situation, she would answer while continuing to process documents, but at this moment, her hands stopped moving, and she simply stared vacantly.

        

        Had it been a mistake to ask?

        

        Was it too soon?

        

        While these thoughts lingered, Titania spoke.

        

        "Exclude her."

        

        "..."

        

        "From what Royce and others have told me, Reina may have been responsible for this series of events. Even if that weren't the case, the assassination of a Hero is a serious crime. As humans, we cannot overlook that."

        

        Even if she was her daughter.

        

        "Burn the body and bring me the ashes."

        

        "...Understood."

        

        She was certainly a criminal.

        

        She had done terrible things.

        

        But to Titania, she was a daughter.

        

        Her final act may have been saving people, but such praise could only be kept in one's heart.

        

        What she had done was too grave, and in the end, she had died.

        

        "Titania, Hero Olivia Reinhart is here to see you."

        

        "...So she's awake. That was quick. Show her in."

        

        "Yes, ma'am."

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Are you alright?"

        

        "It seems my lifeline was much longer than I imagined."

        

        Though Titania looked unwell, she responded to me normally.

        

        "What about you? Are you feeling better? You seemed to have pushed yourself quite hard."

        

        "Yes, when the curse was lifted, my body relaxed, which is probably why I was unconscious for so long."

        

        "It's hard to believe someone with those injuries could wake up after just three days."

        

        "Didn't you wake up first, Titania?"

        

        "I am an elf."

        

        "Ah."

        

        Is she trying to say that as an elf, she could wake up faster thanks to the World Tree's blessing?

        

      

      
        "So, did you need something from me?"

        

        "I wanted to talk to you about Reina and this recent attack."

        

        "..."

        

        "This attack has many peculiar aspects. We're worried... no, we suspect that Reina might have been involved."

        

        "It's possible, I suppose."

        

        "You have your own reasons for thinking so?"

        

        I sat down in the chair Sylphy brought and explained.

        

        I told her about Gafield, a high-ranking officer in the Demon Lord's army who used the power of Death, and how he seemed to know about my condition and curse. When I mentioned the possibility that this attack was related to Alex, Titania's eyebrows furrowed.

        

        "Alex, Alex Reynolds... If he's the one who placed a geas on my child, then this story isn't completely implausible."

        

        "Reina probably didn't realize how serious this would become. I think she might have just told Alex something like 'the Hero is here' and nothing more."

        

        "I agree with you on that point. ...This makes the kingdom itself suspicious. Betraying the Hero, and not only that, but the power of Death and a high-ranking officer of the Demon Lord's army."

        

        "So, are you going to confront them?"

        

        "That would be difficult."

        

        "Wh-why?"

        

        Titania looked at me and said:

        

        "There's no evidence."

        

        "Evidence? But what we just said..."

        

        "There's no physical evidence. What we just discussed is merely 'a story that could be interpreted that way.' That's not enough to bring down someone high up in the kingdom. Especially not the Reynolds family."

        

        The Reynolds family had always been prestigious, but their honor had risen even further when the previous Hero came from their family.

        

        "Any traces of the geas would have been erased by now, and it would be difficult to hold Alex Reynolds responsible for this attack itself."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "But your betrayal is a different matter."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're no longer in immediate danger of dying. If you appear in that condition and say you were betrayed because of Alex Reynolds, the citizens will listen to you."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        That had been the original plan, and Royce had said the same thing.

        

        Without the Death curse, I wouldn't die, so prioritizing exposing Alex's crimes over finding the elixir wouldn't be a problem. Of course, Royce had added that it was my body and my decision.

        

        Anyway, I had originally planned to do that, but this attack had changed my thinking.

        

        The situation seemed more complex and worse than I had imagined.

        

        "Is something bothering you?"

        

        "Until now, I thought Alex abandoned me for the sake of the kingdom and humanity. It was inhumane and immoral, but I considered it a twisted form of loyalty to the kingdom."

        

        "I see, but you think differently now?"

        

        "I'm not sure. If he's really working with monsters and using the power of Death, that can't possibly be for humanity's benefit."

        

        I'm not one to judge good and evil based on power alone, so using Death power itself wasn't an issue for me.

        

        But considering the fact that he was working with monsters and using that Death power to invade Elvenhome, I couldn't view it positively at all.

        

        "We need a checkmate."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania was silent for a moment.

        

        Was I being too indirect?

        

        "I see, you're saying if we corner him halfway, we don't know what he might do?"

        

        "Of course, this is just my opinion, so I plan to ask Royce for his thoughts as well."

        

        If we cornered him halfway, there was no telling what he might do. To be blunt, he might decide that since he's been exposed and people have turned against him, he might as well kill everyone.

        

        With me there, I could save as many as possible, but I'm not omnipotent or all-powerful, nor am I a god.

        

        It's impossible to save everyone, so whether I like it or not, there will be casualties.

        

        "You have a point. It would be ideal if we could meet Alex Reynolds alone, but if I were him, I wouldn't leave the kingdom."

        

        "I think so too. Having come this far, he probably knows I've recovered and would be cautious. If I were to reveal everything, he might resort to the worst possible measures as a last resort."

        

        "I see."

        

        Titania smiled slightly.

        

        "But are you sure about this? If you don't reveal the truth now and only after dealing with Alex Reynolds, the timing might be off, and you might not be able to restore your honor, or you might not be able to reveal the truth at all."

        

        "I just want to stop Alex because what he's trying to do seems dangerous. Honestly, I don't care about my honor."

        

        "You're not ambitious. Looking at what you've done, you deserve honor."

        

        "Ugh, that's uncomfortable. That's why I didn't want to stay in the kingdom. Well, that's a matter for later. It would be good if we could draw Alex out of the kingdom..."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Titania thought for a moment.

        

      

      
        "Come to think of it, there will be a human council in the City of Water three months from now."

        

        "A human council?"

        

        "Now that the Demon Lord has been captured, humans are gathering to strengthen ties and discuss the future. Important figures from each race will attend, so Alex... and Belita might come too."

        

        "I see, that could be an opportunity to approach them secretly."

        

        "Of course, Alex knows this too, so there's a possibility he won't come."

        

        "We need some certainty."

        

        The City of Water, huh?

        

        Would it be worth going?

        

        If I went, even if Alex didn't come, Belita might.

        

        It would be best if both came.

        

        "Anyway, let's keep the news that I, the Hero, am alive a secret. People's lives are more important than restoring my honor. Ideally, it would be wisest to surprise him and cut off his limbs."

        

        "You're quite threatening, unlike with Reina."

        

        "I don't mind talking with Belita. In fact, I'd like to hear from her. But Alex is likely the mastermind. We don't know what he'll do, or what he's doing right now."

        

        While I'm trying to restore my honor by telling people the truth, Alex might do something strange. So for now, it's better to let "Alex Reynolds of the kingdom" live.

        

        Reina and Belita likely didn't know about the power of Death or how this attack was carried out.

        

        But Alex, who orchestrated it, couldn't possibly be ignorant.

        

        He's becoming a traitor to humanity and might even be connected to the Death cult.

        

        If that's the case, it wouldn't be too late to cut him down first and then think about the problems afterward.

        

        With someone like Alex, pushing him into a corner could lead to unpredictable consequences.

        

        "So for now, I'll leave Alex alone. At least if he maintains his position as a nobleman in the kingdom, he won't do anything rash. The time to reveal his truth is when we kill him."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'd like to give him at least one warning, but if he's really the mastermind, problems might arise during that warning time."

        

        "This has become more than just a simple story of you being abandoned? If a high-ranking officer of the Demon Lord's army and the Death cult are involved, this is no simple matter."

        

        "Yes."

        

        What should I do now?

        

        "...Olivia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I plan to hold a separate funeral for Reina. Not with the honorable heroes who died this time, but personally, and I will reveal the truth to the elves."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        "She did wrong, but she's your daughter."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        I thought it would be wrong to stop a parent from wanting to hold a personal funeral for their daughter, no matter how bad a person she was.

        

        "Reina... I didn't want her to become Titania. I thought it wasn't a suitable position for her, and this position isn't pleasant."

        

        "Yes, it seems that way."

        

        "But it seems she wanted to become one... Perhaps because I didn't want her to, I didn't teach her many things, and she became a child who didn't know the ways of the world. If I had taught her more about the outside world and cautioned her, at least she wouldn't have fallen under a geas."

        

        "On her neck, no less."

        

        "Truly a despicable act."

        

        Of all places, the neck.

        

        That was a terrible preference.

        

        "...Hmm?"

        

        A strange presence!

        

        I quickly moved to the window and saw a man walking.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        "...Livia? You're awake?"

        

        I jumped out of the window and ran to Royce.

        

        "I'm up! I heard you went to the World Tree... Huh?"

        

        Why are there so many wounds?

        

        Why is there so much bleeding?

        

        "Aren't you too injured? They even look fresh... What happened?"

        

        Royce looked toward the World Tree with disbelief and muttered.

        

        "Just... a lot happened..."

        

        What's going on?

        

        Did he have a life-or-death battle with spirits after saying he was going to the World Tree?

        

        No, that can't be it, but what really happened?
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        "So, you're really not going to reveal it."

        

        I listened to Livia's story while receiving basic treatment.

        

        To summarize briefly:

        

        Alex has connections with Death Messengers and demons. In other words, he could potentially be a traitor to the Human Alliance.

        

        But with Reina's death, there's no substantial physical evidence left.

        

        In this situation, even if they try to implicate Alex in the hero assassination case, it would take considerable time.

        

        Even if many people believe Livia, the hero, and even if Alex is eventually found guilty, he would have plenty of time in between.

        

        If he truly plotted something so terrible, he probably wouldn't care about human lives, which makes it all the more concerning.

        

        Therefore, they must keep it hidden while searching for evidence not only of the hero assassination but also of his betrayal of humanity, and only reveal everything when they have him in checkmate.

        

        If all else fails, they would ambush and kill Alex without revealing anything while he's still "Alex of the Kingdom."

        

        That seemed to be Livia's thinking.

        

        Not bad.

        

        I had no particular complaints except for the fact that Livia might never be able to restore her honor, though she herself didn't seem to care much about that.

        

        She probably used to care before.

        

        For Livia, who once wanted to be remembered as the perfect hero, saying she doesn't care about honor anymore must be quite significant.

        

        "So what does Royce think?"

        

        "If you're fine with it, then it's fine with me. I also think it's better not to push him and leave things as they are since we don't know what Alex might do. It's just that considering your feelings makes it difficult."

        

        "Are you worried about me?"

        

        "Shouldn't I be?"

        

        "...Well, this is embarrassing in its own way."

        

        I couldn't understand why she was embarrassed when she did this every day.

        

        Alex, huh.

        

        "So I'm thinking of going to Erkia next."

        

        "The City of Water."

        

        "According to Titania, the Human Alliance meeting is scheduled for three months from now, right?"

        

        Titania spoke while drinking the tea I made.

        

        "That's right. ...Hmm, you brew tea well. You can use spirit magic, have excellent character, good patience, and on top of that, you're not bad-looking. A hero's companion should be at least that capable."

        

        I don't know why she overestimates me so much, but it's not that special—just something I learned in daily life.

        

        For beverages like coffee or tea, Madam Florence was quite fond of them.

        

        More precisely, I started making crude green tea for Madam Florence out of concern because she drank alcohol every day, hoping she would drink tea instead.

        

        After drinking the green tea, Madam Florence complained that it was bitter.

        

        Still, she drank it all with a smile, and that was the beginning of my various endeavors.

        

        I could handle most difficulties in daily life.

        

        I could mend torn clothes, and I had learned all sorts of miscellaneous skills. After I started living alone, there was no harm in acquiring such skills.

        

        "Royce, I just realized something."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "The fact that you didn't deny being Titania's companion makes me think that perhaps you see me quite favorably."

        

        "...Ah, yes."

        

        "That 'I wish I hadn't heard that' expression really hurts, you know? But wait for me, I want to have our first night together after drinking the elixir."

        

        Somehow I feel like we had a similar conversation before.

        

        "So you had such a romantic notion."

        

        "Sylphy, what are you saying? ...Hmm, come to think of it, I've never thought about it. I've lived as a hero all this time, so I don't really understand 'as a woman' and all that. Royce, do you think we absolutely need to have a wedding ceremony?"

        

        "If the bride wants it, I'll do it."

        

        "What's your personal opinion?"

        

        "Is it necessary?"

        

        "I think so too."

        

        I wasn't looking down on people who want ceremonies, but personally, I wondered if there was any need for such grand events.

        

        It would cost a lot of money and just be tiring. And personally, I don't like being around many people.

      

      
        

        I prefer reading books alone at home, and talking face-to-face with people exhausts me.

        

        This gets somewhat better when I become close to someone, but even then, I need time to myself.

        

        "Anyway, it would be nice if we could find Alex right away, but should I just go into the royal capital and beat him up?"

        

        "The royal capital has a barrier using the city walls and a double barrier protecting the castle. How do you plan to break through? Even if you destroy the castle's barrier, it will regenerate immediately unless you destroy its core."

        

        "..."

        

        "Yes, Livia might be able to get in somehow, but the moment you enter, Alex will recognize you. I think assassination is the wisest approach."

        

        It wasn't that I had nothing to say, but what I wanted to say seemed insignificant compared to the danger of what Alex might do.

        

        "In the end, it would be best if Alex comes out. If we could meet somewhere without people, that would be ideal."

        

        "Even if we meet, he might have a means of teleportation. If he escapes, it would truly be irreversible."

        

        "Hmm, I still can't think of a good method."

        

        Reina died, and the attack on Elvenheim failed.

        

        Moreover, Livia has overcome her curse and is no longer living on borrowed time, so Alex must be feeling anxious. He'll certainly have preparations, but he'll only use them when we make a move.

        

        Because he'll want to protect his power, he'll prepare countermeasures for when we move, but he won't make the first obvious move.

        

        "We don't know if Alex will come to Erkia."

        

        "At least Belita might come, don't you think?"

        

        "I wish we had more certainty."

        

        "There's also the possibility that Alex might completely hole up. That would be troublesome. He'll probably attend public events out of pride, so maybe we could ambush him during a procession?"

        

        "There would be many people around."

        

        "I'll take Alex out with one blow."

        

        "..."

        

        I thought about it.

        

        Alex, while extreme and narrow-minded, wasn't stupid. Once he set a goal, he would do anything to achieve it.

        

        He had always been that way, and his obsession was truly remarkable.

        

        So even if he appeared at an event and faced people, he would likely have prepared something for contingencies.

        

        "I don't know how much Alex knows or what he's doing, but he's definitely connected to demons and the Death Cult. In the worst case, Alex himself might have received power from Death Messengers."

        

        "..."

        

        "If that's the case, he won't die easily. It might be difficult for Livia in her current state to kill him with one strike."

        

        "But that means if Lady Olivia were in her normal state..."

        

        "It would probably be possible."

        

        Especially with the element of surprise.

        

        If Livia in her prime were to ambush with the intent to kill, abandoning everything else, I didn't know how many could avoid it. Even counting all humans and demons, there would be very few.

        

        There would likely be more people who could escape by sheer luck than those who could block her with skill.

        

        "..."

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        "...No, just give me a moment."

        

        "Alright."

        

        Something suddenly popped into my mind.

        

        Is it possible?

        

        No, it might just be a pointless fantasy, but it was worth trying.

        

        Right now, we needed to know Alex's exact location, and we hoped it would be stable and unchanging.

        

        "The Reina in my memory wasn't stupid."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Where is Reina's house?"

        

        "It's right past that tree, but why?"

        

        "What's going on, Royce? Do you think there's something in the house? She probably couldn't leave anything because of the geass."

        

        "Geass isn't an all-powerful tool. It's true that once under it, you're essentially a slave, but there might be ways to carefully avoid the conditions Alex set."

        

        "W-what would that be?"

        

      

      
        "I don't know either, and I don't know what conditions Alex placed on Reina."

        

        But Reina knows.

        

        She must have been under the geass for quite some time.

        

        "There might be nothing, but we might find something if we go."

        

        "I see, I don't understand but I understand."

        

        Which is it?

        

        "Then let's go. Sylphy, do you want to come too?"

        

        "Huh? Can I come along?"

        

        "Why so formal all of a sudden?"

        

        She had become incredibly generous to people she had opened up to.

        

        Rather, she was weak.

        

        She showed quite a friendly demeanor toward people she had befriended, and if they got angry, she would cower and tremble terribly.

        

        She had that tendency before, but even after being betrayed once, that aspect remained and seemed to have intensified.

        

        This person was just naturally a puppy.

        

        And more like a pet that people keep rather than a guard dog that guards keep.

        

        She had lived her life like a guard dog, but her nature was more like a pet puppy.

        

        Her reputation as a hero might have been better if she had traveled in that state.

        

        "Anyway, shall we get going then? Titania, please take care of yourself."

        

        "...Hmm, wait a moment."

        

        "What is it? Do you have something to say...?"

        

        "After much consideration, I think I've been Titania for too long."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        "I am living a long life by borrowing the power of the World Tree, but it's true that I'm approaching my limit. I need to find a successor soon."

        

        She extended her lifespan?

        

        That's impressive.

        

        There have been people who tried to extend their lives using curses, only to commit suicide in agony when they exceeded their natural lifespan. As expected of the World Tree.

        

        Hmm.

        

        But with this flow, I could tell what Titania was about to say.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Y-yes! Grandmother, I think you've been at it for too long. You must be tired, so I think you should rest."

        

        It seemed that Livia and Sylphy hadn't read Titania's intentions.

        

        They seemed to be thinking something like, 'Is she abdicating?'

        

        After clearing her throat a few times, Titania looked at Sylphy and extended her hand.

        

        Sylphy naturally approached Titania.

        

        Titania then took Sylphy's hand.

        

        "Sylphy, you not only wielded the Star Bow but also properly used it to fight the enemy. At that point, you became fully qualified to be Titania... no, Oberon. I would like you to become the new ruler of Elvenheim."

        

        That was a courageous statement.

        

        It must have been a difficult choice to pass on to someone else what she had been carrying all this time, even if it meant relief.

        

        In that situation, which resembled a royal succession, Titania looked at Sylphy and said:

        

        "You may speak honestly, Sylphy. Tell me your opinion."

        

        "Um, I don't want to?"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "No, I've only seen you suffering, Grandmother! If I take that position, I feel like I'll only experience psychological pain, so why should I?"

        

        "..."

        

        Titania looked slightly surprised.

        

        She might have thought Sylphy would refuse, but she didn't expect such an immediate rejection, especially with the reason being that it would be difficult.

        

        After a moment of silence, Titania spoke:

        

        "I didn't expect such an honest refusal."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.65[A Brief Rest - 04]

      
        "Are you really okay with refusing?"

        

        "Becoming Oberon? I'm just a half-elf. Such a high position is never..."

        

        "Titania said she would help you."

        

        "Hmm, I'm not sure if I'm capable of such a thing."

        

        "I think you'd do well."

        

        As they walked, Livia and Sylphy continued their earlier conversation.

        

        Well, if Titania's lifespan limit is truly approaching, I think there wouldn't be a problem if she stepped down from the throne soon.

        

        The fortunate thing is that the condition for becoming the king of elves isn't bloodline, but rather being acknowledged by the Meteor Bow while wielding it.

        

        Broadly speaking, should we consider that Reina was acknowledged since she held the Meteor Bow and shot it right before her death?

        

        In that case, it felt like she used Sylphy's acknowledgment to shoot it, but she did hold it and fire it nonetheless.

        

        "To begin with, people wouldn't accept a half-elf like me..."

        

        "Sylphy! Thank you for yesterday! Oh, the Hero and his companion are here too!"

        

        "It was nothing special. I'm in a hurry... I'll see you later."

        

        "Take care of yourself!"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia and I simultaneously looked at Sylphy with expressions that conveyed emotions difficult to put into words.

        

        Sylphy, recalling what she had just said, cleared her throat in embarrassment.

        

        "No, I mean... there will still be people who dislike it."

        

        "Well, think about it seriously. Titania isn't expecting an answer right away, is she?"

        

        "It seems too difficult..."

        

        "So you were being sincere."

        

        "No, I'm not joking, but don't you think that position would be too demanding? Look at Grandmother's workload. I'd die from overwork."

        

        "That's true. I have absolutely no talent for administrative work either..."

        

        Livia definitely has no talent in that area...

        

        Wait.

        

        Does she not?

        

        It seems more like she has no willingness to learn at all.

        

        If forced to learn, she might actually do it reasonably well.

        

        "Still, Sylphy, there are benefits to you becoming Oberon."

        

        "Like what? Since you're saying it, Royce, I'll listen."

        

        "Why do you make it sound like you wouldn't listen to me?"

        

        "...That's not true."

        

        "Hey, the silence before your answer was too long!"

        

        The conversation keeps going off track.

        

        Personally, I didn't mind.

        

        I didn't particularly dislike the bustling atmosphere either. While I preferred staying home alone reading books, seeing people chatting happily wasn't so bad.

        

        "So what is it?"

        

        "Sylphy, you want to save the half-elves, right? If so, becoming Oberon would be quite effective."

        

        "..."

        

        "As Titania herself said, she'll abolish the one-sided ban on half-elves entering Elvenheim, but that rift won't disappear easily. That applies to both the elven side and the half-elf side."

        

        "..."

        

        "Some people will accept it without issue, but others will harbor negative feelings toward Elvenheim for having banished them."

        

        The best outcome would be for everything to resolve smoothly, but history stirs people's hearts even if they didn't personally experience the events.

        

        For example, imagine a country that waged war against another nation two hundred years ago, causing great suffering.

        

      

      
        After two hundred years, everyone who lived during that time would be dead, but there would still be people who hate that country.

        

        Especially if the resolution to that rift wasn't properly addressed, such divisions tend to persist regardless of how much time passes.

        

        "But Sylphy, you are a half-elf. If a half-elf becomes the king named Oberon, there's at least a possibility that they'll listen to you and adopt a friendly attitude."

        

        There might be half-elves who won't feel that way, but having suffered together likely strengthened their sense of kinship.

        

        Because of that kinship, they might at least listen, and things that would normally be rejected might be put on hold rather than outright refused.

        

        "I see..."

        

        "In fact, Titania probably had this in mind when she suggested it. She seemed taken aback by your outright refusal..."

        

        "But seeing that murderous workload up close, I don't have the courage to take it on."

        

        "She's been Titania since the ancient war between humans and elves. It would be difficult for anyone to match her level."

        

        At the very least, learning as much as possible while the current Titania is alive, adding one's own touch to that knowledge, and passing it on to the next successor could be considered the mission of future elven rulers.

        

        As Titania herself said, she dedicated everything to Elvenheim, which is why Elvenheim exists as it does today, but this simultaneously made choosing the next successor quite problematic.

        

        Because she had ruled for so long, there would inevitably be some dissatisfaction no matter who the next successor was.

        

        Even if it wasn't Sylphy but someone else, it would be the same.

        

        "I'll think about it..."

        

        "Good. We're almost there."

        

        "Reina's house is bigger than I expected."

        

        "Well, she is Titania's daughter after all... I have the key, so I'll open it."

        

        It's a two-story house.

        

        Surprisingly, it was built at the base of a tree rather than in its branches.

        

        Opening the door and entering, a neat room came into view.

        

        It had only been a few days since Reina's death.

        

        Too short a time for traces of human presence to disappear.

        

        "It's very clean..."

        

        "Reina was somewhat of a neat freak... She was sensitive about such things."

        

        Livia answered Sylphy's question.

        

        "She was really loud in the monster territory..."

        

        "She must have cleaned up as soon as she returned after a long time. It's tidy. Let's look for any clues."

        

        "The place is bigger than I thought, so sticking together might not be efficient."

        

        "You're right... Then I'll investigate the second floor."

        

        Livia said that and went upstairs, while Sylphy and I watched her for a moment before beginning our investigation.

        

        Quite a lot of books.

        

        I wasn't that close to Reina, so I didn't know she liked books. Or perhaps she didn't particularly like them but read them out of a sense of duty as Titania's daughter?

        

        There are many books about elven history and elves in general.

        

        If she had spent this time studying society outside, she might have avoided being foolishly caught in Alex's Geass.

        

        Come to think of it, since Reina was under a Geass, what about Belita?

        

        I don't think I was affected.

        

        This might be inappropriate to say, but even if Reina had conflicted feelings, she wouldn't have cooperated in assassinating the Hero if she hadn't been under a Geass.

        

        Alex must have understood this and cast it on her. In Belita's case, since she was a woman of weak resolve, he might have simply blackmailed her with some leverage.

        

        I'm not sure what that leverage might have been.

        

        Or perhaps she genuinely sympathized with Alex and cooperated willingly.

        

        When I was with her, Belita wasn't an evil person, but she lacked courage and was overly cautious in many ways.

        

        To be honest, she could simply be called a "coward."

        

        "Royce, may I ask you something?"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Why did you save Olivia?"

        

      

      
        "...That's quite sudden."

        

        While examining the house during our investigation, Sylphy asked, and I answered while looking at a book.

        

        "I feel like there's more to it than just liking her as a person."

        

        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment.

        

        There was no need to lie.

        

        "I wanted to believe in people's goodwill."

        

        "People's goodwill?"

        

        "I was once exposed to human malice and suffered quite badly. As a result, I couldn't trust people, doubted everyone, and somehow interpreted everything maliciously."

        

        I was so severe that I took even kind words as sarcasm.

        

        "But one day, it all seemed so petty... Everyone else was smiling happily, but I couldn't smile. Yes, I became foolish. So I tried to believe in people's goodwill. That's when I saw Livia."

        

        "..."

        

        "I didn't want to acknowledge it."

        

        "Acknowledge what?"

        

        "Livia, despite her personality issues in the past, was definitely a good person. She risked her life many times to save others and rescued countless people. I couldn't accept that such a person... would meet such an end."

        

        "..."

        

        Regardless of whether I liked her or not, she saved many people.

        

        She killed the Demon Lord and saved the world.

        

        And this was her end?

        

        Betrayed by her companions, cursed, discarded, and left to die—was this how it was supposed to end?

        

        No.

        

        I couldn't accept it.

        

        There's no way the ending should be like this for someone who ran harder than anyone else for the sake of others.

        

        That was all there was to it.

        

        "Livia seems to highly regard me for that, but in truth, it was for my own sake too."

        

        Perhaps I wanted to prove something.

        

        That by saving Livia, goodwill in the world could come full circle.

        

        I wanted the Hero, the epitome of goodwill, not to be defeated by malice.

        

        I didn't want it to end unhappily.

        

        People sometimes fall to evil and take the wrong path.

        

        But sometimes they can triumph and walk the path of goodness and kindness—that's what I believed.

        

        "Olivia probably doesn't care either way."

        

        "Does it seem that way?"

        

        "Olivia seems to love you very much, Royce. She probably doesn't care about the reason. Just like how the identity of the person who saved her life doesn't really matter."

        

        "Surprisingly, there are people who do care about such things."

        

        "I'd like to believe they're in the minority."

        

        "Royce! Sylphy!"

        

        In the middle of our conversation, Olivia's voice came from above as she descended halfway down the stairs and said:

        

        "Could you come over here? Sylphy and I can't make sense of it, but Royce might be able to understand something from seeing this."

        

        "Why include me in this?"

        

        "You and I are like the fork and knife that come with a steak order."

        

        "I don't get it."

        

        So Reina prepared something?

        

        Since she was under a Geass, it might not be decisive or direct evidence, but we might learn something.

        

        "Let's go up. I'll take a look."
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        "It's spacious."

        

        The shelves were packed with books, but everything was neatly organized.

        

        Indeed, perhaps she has OCD.

        

        She might have been somewhat angry that her home wasn't properly cleaned when she returned after a long time.

        

        "So what did you find?"

        

        "This."

        

        The paper on the desk that read 'I hope you find it properly' contained very simple words, yet they were quite meaningful.

        

        I frowned upon seeing the writing and took the paper from Livia to read its contents once more.

        

        I hope you find it properly.

        

        Is she asking us to find something?

        

        "You know, this was probably written for Royce."

        

        "How do you know that?"

        

        "This is probably some kind of riddle. She's hoping you'll figure it out. Such delicate work is impossible for me. But Reina knew you were with me."

        

        "I see, so she thought Lord Royce might be able to find it?"

        

        I didn't realize she thought so highly of me.

        

        Reina and I didn't have anything that could be called trust, and I felt more like a victim of the eccentric Olivia Reinhart at the time.

        

        We had a certain inner familiarity and weren't so awkward that we couldn't converse at all, but if asked whether we were close, it was a rather ambiguous relationship.

        

        "Was this paper placed on this desk?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        My hand naturally went toward the drawer, and when I opened it, there was immediately a paper with hastily scrawled text. She must have been in quite a hurry, or perhaps she was under mental strain.

        

        As I slowly picked up that paper too, I noticed a pattern.

        

        "What's this? 4-1, 4-24, 4-32... What could it be?"

        

        "Is it a code?"

        

        "Well, it is a code in a way, but not a difficult one."

        

        "You've already figured it out?"

        

        Livia spoke with slight surprise, but this wasn't much of a riddle—anyone who could enter this room and find this paper could easily solve it.

        

        I pointed my finger at the bookshelf.

        

        "The bookshelf? Ah, I see."

        

        "Even the bookshelves are numbered?"

        

        She probably categorized the books by genre or some other criteria.

        

        How meticulous—series were organized together, and even the colors were matched and arranged. I'd heard she was on the verge of having OCD, but at this level, I wondered if she simply had it.

        

        I slowly approached the bookshelf marked number 4 and pulled out the first book, the twenty-fourth book, and the thirty-second book.

        

        Then a whooshing sound echoed.

        

        "It's magic!"

        

        The bookshelf slowly moved forward, designed to open like a door.

        

        "A secret door."

        

        "Children often dream of such things. Like having their own secret room."

        

        "Did Lord Royce dream of that too?"

        

        "Who doesn't have a childhood?"

        

        "How should I put it... Lord Royce seems like someone who was born as Lord Royce."

        

        Is that a compliment?

        

        Or an insult?

        

        It's ambiguous.

        

        "Let's go in."

        

        As we entered, the secret room was clean despite being hidden.

        

        Usually, isn't it a rule that secret rooms are slightly dark and dusty?

        

        No sense of romance.

        

        Anyway.

        

        Another paper was placed there.

        

        "Is it a letter this time?"

      

      
        

        "No, it's another number sequence like before. But there's one more number added."

        

        "Let's see... 1-14-3-24, 4-23-988-33... The numbers suddenly jump up, 988?"

        

        "...Perhaps it's a page number."

        

        "Ah, page 988?"

        

        "That's what I think. Quite lengthy. Let's get the books listed."

        

        "Understood."

        

        We split up to retrieve the books with the corresponding numbers.

        

        Given how well-hidden this was, there was a high probability that information was concealed here.

        

        But what that information might be, no one could tell.

        

        We'd have to see.

        

        "I found them."

        

        "Shall we open to the pages?"

        

        "If the third number is the page, what's the fourth?"

        

        "Probably counting from the first sentence... which sentence it is."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Would you read them in order now? I'll write it down."

        

        "Understood."

        

        Livia and Sylphy took turns reading the characters from the books according to the numbers, and the sentence gradually took shape.

        

        It was unavoidable that this would take some time since we had to look up each reference individually.

        

        "Yes, that's the last one."

        

        "If we connect all these sentences together."

        

        Alex.is.in.Er.ki.a.

        

        "Alex is in Erkia?"

        

        Erkia was the City of Water and the location where the Human Alliance meeting would be held in a few months.

        

        I had certainly heard about it from Titania, but since there wasn't conclusive evidence yet, I had been contemplating whether to set it as our destination.

        

        "It means Alex is coming to Erkia, if we interpret it literally?"

        

        "If Reina wasn't lying, then yes."

        

        "She wouldn't have lied..."

        

        Livia spoke with a slightly sad tone.

        

        "But even if Reina didn't, would Alex have been honest? The possibility of false information..."

        

        "No, that's unlikely."

        

        "Would you tell me why?"

        

        "If the previous attack was truly Alex's doing, then Alex intended to kill Livia. With the curse in place, and after sending not only the wyvern army but also two executives of the Demon King's forces."

        

        Moreover, they suddenly used an inexplicable power called the Reaper's strength to gain tremendous power.

        

        "Above all, Reina had a geas on her. It's entirely possible she spoke under its influence."

        

        "Hmm, I wish she had written more detailed information."

        

        "She was under a geas... Actually, even this indirect action would have caused her considerable pain. She could barely endure it, but the agony would have been constant. And it doesn't end there."

        

        "What do you mean it doesn't end there?"

        

        "The geas is like a rule of the world. ...And when I examined Reina's corpse, it was a geas not used even on slaves. There are degrees of inhumanity."

        

        Even slaves were guaranteed basic necessities, and at the very least, they had to be treated properly in public during the era when slavery existed.

        

        The fact that a powerful geas, one not even placed on slaves, was installed on her neck indicated how Alex had treated Reina.

        

        "Therefore."

        

        "Therefore?"

        

        "Even leaving such indirect evidence would have been painful, and if someone discovered this indirect evidence and reached the truth."

        

        "You don't mean..."

        

        "Reina's geas would have killed her. That's why the geas is called the divine binding—an absurd device. This was the highest intensity geas; as I mentioned, this level of geas isn't used even on slaves."

        

        At this level, even if she wanted to violate the conditions Alex had set, she wouldn't have been able to speak or even write due to the unbearable pain.

        

        The fact that this roundabout method was possible might have been because she found a way to narrowly skirt around the conditions Alex had imposed.

        

        "In other words, I believe this information was created by Reina in preparation for her death."

        

      

      
        "For her death?"

        

        "Because the geas doesn't work on the dead."

        

        Or perhaps she was determined to somehow convey this information even at the cost of her life.

        

        For example, by inviting us to her home and deliberately showing us.

        

        Through such methods, she could have shown the information without dying, but reaching the truth through this would definitely result in her death.

        

        Reina tried her best to die with some semblance of justice.

        

        No matter how hard she tried, the blood on her hands, already tainted by evil, would never completely disappear, but her final action surely had a profound impact on Livia's heart.

        

        I recalled Livia's complex expression, difficult to describe in words, as she cursed Reina.

        

        "She must have released the information in a way that, in her view, barely avoided crossing the line."

        

        "So even with such a complicated and inefficient method, the geas couldn't be avoided... Does this mean she couldn't simply write 'Alex Reynolds is with the Reaper Cult' or 'Alex Reynolds has colluded with monsters'?"

        

        "She would have been aware of it herself."

        

        It was questionable whether she even knew such details in the first place.

        

        Even if she did, she might have realized it after creating this information.

        

        "..."

        

        Livia made an ambiguous expression and sighed.

        

        "Our next destination is decided then."

        

        "The City of Water, Erkia."

        

        "First the forest, now water—this isn't exactly a nature appreciation trip..."

        

        I wanted to find the elixir to heal Livia's body before that if possible, but it wasn't something easily obtainable. Even more so because the people who could make it were very limited.

        

        If we moved quickly, we could reach Erkia within three months. The question wasn't about that, but whether it was right to take Livia along in her current state.

        

        I felt like we needed to obtain the elixir even if it meant pushing ourselves.

        

        But rather than trusting such intuition, it seemed more important to arrive quickly and assess the situation and atmosphere.

        

        "Now that we've figured it out, let's tidy up and get some rest. Royce especially needs to rest."

        

        "The regenerative abilities of spirits mean it's not a major issue... but, well, since there's nothing else to do, I'll follow your advice."

        

        "Should I nurse you?"

        

        "Looking at your physical condition, you're the one who needs nursing."

        

        "I'm always being nursed by Royce, and I shouldn't think this, but..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "I feel a bit strange thinking that once I recover, you won't nurse me anymore."

        

        "That's truly a thought you shouldn't have."

        

        More than that, I wished she wouldn't speak so frankly to me.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "What's wrong, Sylphy?"

        

        "No, someone has entered the forest."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia and I both widened our eyes simultaneously.

        

        "How do you know that?"

        

        "Huh? Come to think of it, how did I know? Somehow..."

        

        I recalled that those who become kings of the elves can receive the forest's blessing, which enhances their sensing abilities.

        

        Unless someone is deliberately trying to hide, or like recently when the World Tree was in poor condition, they can generally detect such things.

        

        In other words.

        

        "Um, well..."

        

        As Sylphy began to question the sensation she had just felt, Livia grabbed her shoulders and said:

        

        "As I thought, you should become Titania... no, Oberon."

        

        "No! No! I haven't even inherited anything yet, so it's troublesome to awaken such abilities!"

        

        The king of the elves is determined by the Meteor Palace created from the World Tree, wasn't it?

        

        Hmm.

        

        It seemed like she had already been marked by the World Tree as "you are the next ruler."
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        "This is Elvenheim."

        

        "Lady Lilith, no matter how I think about it, this doesn't seem right."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "For someone who is a princess of a country to enter Elvenheim without permission like this could cause various problems, unlike an ordinary person."

        

        "I told you already, if what I know is true, then this is really a trivial matter. Let's go anyway. Ugh, but this wooden path is difficult in many ways."

        

        At first, it was an ordinary path, but somehow they now had to walk on what seemed like a path made of tree branches.

        

        To be honest, Lilith wasn't particularly good at physical activities.

        

        It wasn't an excuse, but since childhood, she hadn't been able to engage in many outdoor activities due to her frail health, and that included exercise.

        

        Therefore, the exercises Lilith did were not for training but for survival. Fortunately, since she didn't have to worry about basic necessities, Lilith could exercise with peace of mind.

        

        Nevertheless, the fact remained that she was weaker than others, which made this mountain path absolute hell.

        

        Moreover, it wasn't just a mountain path, but one made of wood that felt unstable underfoot.

        

        "Be careful, it would be really dangerous if you fall."

        

        "Eh, do elves walk on paths like this without any concern? Wh-what if I fall...?"

        

        "Elves rarely fall from trees unless something unusual happens."

        

        "Y-you're not very considerate of outsiders..."

        

        "Elvenheim is a closed country, and anyone who comes this far would have prepared sufficiently."

        

        Lilith had underestimated it.

        

        It was higher and more dizzying than she had imagined.

        

        If she fell, someone as weak as Lilith might die.

        

        No, she would definitely die.

        

        "There's a high possibility that the hero Olivia Reinhart is in this Elvenheim. Even if she's not, we can gather various information. We must find out and prove whether Alex is a trash who abandoned ethics or not."

        

        Lilith didn't like Alex.

        

        He had always been full of himself, and it seemed like bad desires flickered in his eyes.

        

        But still, since he worked hard for the kingdom every day, she thought he was a necessary talent for the kingdom even if she didn't personally like him.

        

        However, if Alex truly betrayed Olivia, this couldn't be overlooked.

        

        "Phew, this old man is starting to find it difficult to serve Lady Lilith."

        

        "You were quite a renowned knight in the past, Sebastian."

        

        "That was decades ago. You're truly a troublesome person. Frail in body since childhood, yet such a tomboy."

        

        "Sh-shut up! Children are naturally like... Ah!"

        

        "Lady Lilith!"

        

        She slipped.

        

        Oh no.

        

        It seemed she had lost focus in a place where even an ordinary person would be in trouble if they weren't careful. As she stumbled, she heard a sound like someone riding the wind.

        

        With a thump, someone caught Lilith and landed safely on the ground.

        

        "Phew, that was dangerous... Are you alright?"

        

        "..."

        

        Who was this woman?

        

        She was beautiful.

        

        Though elves were known to be beautiful, Lilith was surprised because this woman was more beautiful than any elf she had ever seen.

        

        No, her ears were shorter than an elf's.

        

        In other words, she was a half-elf.

        

        And she had saved Lilith in this moment of crisis.

        

        It was like a scene from one of the romance novels Lilith enjoyed, but unfortunately, the person who saved her was a woman.

        

        Even though it was a woman, being saved so gallantly did make her heart flutter a bit, but unfortunately, Lilith didn't have that preference.

        

        "Ah."

        

        Lost in her thoughts, she hadn't properly thanked her.

        

        "I am Lilith. Lilith Clifford. Thank you for saving me."

        

        "Clifford, you say?"

        

        The half-elf was surprised.

        

        It was understandable that she would be surprised.

        

        But contrary to that, a slight wariness appeared in her eyes.

        

        Clifford was the surname of the current king of the kingdom, Cromwell, and everyone knew that Lilith was his daughter.

        

        "No, you said you're that Lady Lilith? I'm sorry... I just reacted when I heard the name Clifford."

        

        She had been wary upon hearing the name Clifford.

        

        But when she heard the name Lilith, she let her guard down.

        

        Wasn't this something to be certain about?

        

        "Lady Lilith! Are you alright?!"

        

        "Sebastian, I'm fine... This wonderful half-elf lady saved me."

        

        "This is... How should I express my gratitude..."

        

        "It's fine. I'm just glad you're safe. Please follow me."

        

        "What? But to get to Elvenheim..."

        

      

      
        "That's for outsiders. There's another way."

        

        I see.

        

        Wait, hold on.

        

        Come to think of it, why is a half-elf here?

        

        It was well-known that half-elves weren't accepted in Elvenheim, and Lilith knew this story.

        

        Could it be that Lilith was being deceived right now?

        

        Had she fallen into a trap set by a bad person?

        

        "Follow me carefully. You might trip if you catch on something like tree roots."

        

        'Let's just trust her.'

        

        Look at that beautiful face.

        

        How could that be the face of a villain?

        

        Lilith was confident in her own appearance, but she felt somewhat inferior compared to this half-elf woman. She was at least glad that her figure was better, which was a foolish thought.

        

        "By the way, I didn't catch your name."

        

        "It's Sylphie."

        

        "Sylphie, what a beautiful name."

        

        "Is it?"

        

        "Um, Lady Sylphie... This Sebastian knows it's extremely rude to ask such a question to the benefactor who saved Lady Lilith, but... may I ask a question?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        At Sylphie's response, Sebastian asked.

        

        "How is a half-elf in Elvenheim...?"

        

        "I wonder about that too... An adventure that started on a whim led me here."

        

        "I see..."

        

        It was a romantic answer.

        

        Lilith nodded, convincing herself that there must have been many experiences behind it.

        

        "And I seem to notice subtle traces of battle..."

        

        "Actually, monsters attacked us. In groups, too."

        

        "What?"

        

        "...!"

        

        This time, Lilith also widened her eyes in surprise.

        

        The Demon King was dead.

        

        That meant monsters should have weakened, and major incidents like invasions usually didn't occur. But they suddenly attacked Elvenheim?

        

        As expected.

        

        Something was strange.

        

        Since Olivia had done it, the Demon King must have died, but the world seemed to have changed strangely after his death.

        

        Though she didn't know what it was, it certainly wasn't good for humanity.

        

        "Um, this might sound strange, but has someone with white hair and who's extremely pretty come here?"

        

        "Just say the hero. That's more common, isn't it?"

        

        "Sebastian, you have no sense of romance."

        

        "Sigh."

        

        "Haha, if you mean Lady Olivia, she's here."

        

        "She's here!?"

        

        So she was alive after all.

        

        Lilith momentarily felt her legs weaken.

        

        As Sebastian supported her, Lilith exhaled roughly and looked at Sylphie.

        

        "O-Olivia... where is she now...?"

        

        "She'll be here soon, I think."

        

        "Sylphie~ I told you not to run ahead alone and to go together. Unlike you, we can't accurately locate people in the forest. I just followed my instincts and ran here."

        

        "To find your way with just instinct, as expected of you, Livia."

        

        "Right? You've fallen for me again, haven't you?"

        

        "The phrase 'again' implies that I've already fallen for you once, doesn't it?"

        

        "This man is really difficult...!"

        

        As if they were familiar with each other.

        

        As if they were close, a man and a woman came walking while conversing.

        

        Olivia's appearance was miserable.

        

        She had one eye covered with a bandage, her complexion was poor, and most notably, she was missing an arm.

        

        Since bandages were visible through her cloak, Lilith could tell that her injuries were even more serious than they appeared on the surface.

        

        "O-Olivia..."

        

        "Lilith?"

        

        "You're safe, I knew it... I believed... I believed that you couldn't have died..."

        

        Forgetting formal speech, Lilith spoke with a trembling voice.

        

        Olivia approached Lilith with an awkward smile.

        

      

      
        "It's been a while. What brings you here?"

        

        "Your arm is gone... What is this... It was Alex who did this to you, right? What happened? I'm going crazy with curiosity. I want to beat up Alex right now!"

        

        "No, Alex isn't weak, so you probably can't beat him up."

        

        She still answered nonchalantly about combat matters.

        

        "A lot has happened, yes... Really a lot has happened, too much to summarize in just a few words."

        

        "I see... But I'm glad you're safe."

        

        "Thank you for worrying about me."

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith suddenly froze.

        

        "O-Olivia is thanking me! Sebastian!"

        

        "I see it... Well, it is surprising."

        

        "What on earth happened to you...! Olivia!"

        

        "If you're surprised by her expressing gratitude, what kind of life has Lady Olivia been living...?"

        

        Olivia awkwardly smiled at Sylphie's words and turned her head away.

        

        But soon she turned back to look at Sylphie.

        

        "I was a bit insensitive, and I acted selfishly without knowing how to be embarrassed!"

        

        "You don't have to acknowledge it so painfully! I was wrong!"

        

        'Olivia has changed a lot.'

        

        The sharp feeling from before was gone.

        

        The Olivia that Lilith remembered was more like a sharp sword meant to slay the Demon King.

        

        But now, Olivia seemed like an ordinary woman expressing normal emotions.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        The man who came with Olivia cleared his throat, perhaps intending to draw attention.

        

        'Oh, somewhere...'

        

        He seemed familiar.

        

        But also not.

        

        "It's awkward to talk here, so let's go inside first."

        

        "Sure."

        

        "O-Olivia... who is this person?"

        

        "Hmm? It's Royce, the man I foolishly expelled from my hero party."

        

        "Ah, the one Felix recommended... But why is he here?"

        

        A natural question.

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "He saved me, so we're together now."

        

        "Really? He saved you?"

        

        "Yes, isn't it like fate? The place where I was dying was near where Royce lived... Doesn't that sound like something from those romance novels you like?"

        

        It did, but something felt subtly different.

        

        "So he's your life savior?"

        

        "That's just a bonus now. My goal is to finish my work and live peacefully with Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith was momentarily dazed by her boldness.

        

        "Um, so you're saying you like this man?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Her attitude suggested it was obvious.

        

        Lilith felt slightly dizzy.

        

        "How about showing a little embarrassment? Everyone else is listening right next to you."

        

        "Ah, it's fine."

        

        Sylphie smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Anyone who watches them for a bit would know... Yes, even a child would know..."

        

        At Sylphie's words, Lilith frowned at Olivia.

        

        "Olivia, you didn't just charge in like you're hunting monsters, declaring your love and pouncing on him, did you?"

        

        "It wasn't that extreme."

        

        "R-right?"

        

        "It was about 80% like that, though."

        

        "Then it was like that!"

        

        "But 20% was different?"

        

        Lilith suddenly felt a headache coming on.

        

        Olivia had definitely changed.

        

        She had become more human-like and seemed more relaxed than before.

        

        Still.

        

        Olivia was Olivia.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.68[A Brief Rest - 07]

      
        Lilith Clifford.

        

        She was the daughter of the current king of the kingdom, Cromwell Clifford, and the older sister of Felix Clifford who had recommended me to the hero's party.

        

        However, she had a frail body, so I had only met her once, and it seemed like Lilith didn't properly remember me either.

        

        It seemed she vaguely recalled upon hearing my name, something like "Ah, there was such a person."

        

        As I mentioned, though her body was weak, she had exceptional intuition, which had helped her solve several problems that had occurred in the kingdom.

        

        Because of this, the citizens of the royal capital didn't view Lilith negatively.

        

        And now, she had used that intuition to find Livia. She was someone who could not only possess sharp intuition but also push forward with belief in that uncertain something called intuition.

        

        In positive terms, she had unpredictability and charisma; in negative terms, she didn't know how to make plans.

        

        In other words, she was similar to Livia.

        

        Except she had better social skills than Livia and could think properly.

        

        This was probably due to their different upbringings—Lilith grew up as a princess learning various things, while Livia only learned how to fight to become a hero, neglecting everything else.

        

        'By the way...'

        

        She's really staring at me.

        

        From earlier, Lilith had been looking at me while conversing with Livia.

        

        It wasn't the kind of gaze that would make me mistake it for attraction, and there was a subtle wariness in it. It seemed she didn't like her friend Livia getting involved with me.

        

        Unfortunately, Livia was the one approaching me, and even if someone were to come now with some novel-like development saying, "You don't suit Livia, so give up," I wouldn't care much.

        

        It wasn't that I had no feelings, rather...

        

        It was actually troublesome for me because I wasn't completely without them.

        

        If there were to be any issues between Livia and me, they should only be between us. What could be more unpleasant than problems arising due to a third party?

        

        "You've been staring quite a lot."

        

        "I know, I'm deliberately ignoring it."

        

        "I wonder if it's because you're close to Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Perhaps."

        

        It was common knowledge in the royal capital that Lilith liked Olivia.

        

        Olivia apparently hadn't been as receptive.

        

        According to her, their relationship mostly consisted of Lilith talking and Olivia listening.

        

        But considering that Olivia, who was practically like a mad dog back then, didn't bark at Lilith to get lost and actually listened to her, wasn't it a relationship she valued quite a bit?

        

        Whether she was aware of this herself, I wasn't sure.

        

        In any case, it was truly insane for someone who was a princess of a country to come to Elvenheim, one of the Human Alliance nations, with barely one guard, just to find Olivia.

        

        She seemed a bit crazy, befitting a friend of Livia.

        

        "Let's take her to Titania first."

        

        "She would be sleeping now..."

        

        "Hmm, that's true. Then the next highest person..."

        

        "Perhaps Lord Leth..."

        

        "Or there's you, Sylphy."

        

        "Oh, please. Not yet, not me."

        

        "'Not yet' sounds like you're still considering the possibility of trying."

        

        "...After hearing about the half-elves earlier, I can't shake the thought that it might be worth trying."

        

        I had told Sylphy that if she became Oberon, it would be much easier to have discussions with the half-elves.

        

        Until then, she had thought the position of Oberon was too burdensome and disliked it, but after hearing that, she seemed to be reconsidering somewhat.

        

        She was someone who could think of others' circumstances rather than just her own.

        

        Moreover, since she also had High Elf blood flowing in her, honestly, I thought it would be fine if Sylphy succeeded to the position of Oberon.

        

      

      
        If she could somehow make a contract with the World Tree like the current Titania, she might be able to maintain a lifespan that, while not long by elf standards, would be lengthy for a half-elf.

        

        Of course, this was all assuming Sylphy would take the position.

        

        Certainly, the position of the king of elves was an honorable one, but it was a burdensome role for Sylphy, who had received no education for it, and it would continue to be difficult even after assuming the position.

        

        Even with the current Titania's help.

        

        Therefore, the decision ultimately rested with Sylphy.

        

        To be frank, who could blame Sylphy if she didn't want to do it?

        

        Even if Sylphy declined, the current Titania would try to address the half-elf issues, which were Sylphy's main concern.

        

        It's just that there would be more bridges to cross if Sylphy took on the role.

        

        "Hey, it's Royce, right?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As we were conversing, Lilith spoke with her arms crossed, seemingly displeased.

        

        I bowed my head in the kingdom's style and said:

        

        "As you said, I am Royce. It is an honor to meet you, Princess Lilith Clifford of the Kingdom."

        

        "Ugh, what... You know the kingdom's etiquette?"

        

        She seemed to have forgotten that I was also from the kingdom.

        

        Well, to be precise, I belonged to the slums, which didn't really fit into any national category.

        

        I even questioned whether it was right to call that place a country.

        

        "Oh, Olivia seems to trust you quite a bit."

        

        When I turned around, I saw Livia talking with Sebastian, Lilith's butler.

        

        It seemed she had entrusted Livia to Sebastian and come to talk to me.

        

        Though Livia could probably hear conversations from this distance if she wanted to, she had recently been learning human etiquette and didn't try to eavesdrop on private conversations like this.

        

        Livia was living proof that while people don't change easily, they do change.

        

        "I'm not sure if 'trust' is the right word, but she does treat me quite amicably."

        

        "To be blunt, Olivia has feelings for you."

        

        "I know."

        

        As soon as she realized her feelings, she confessed to me right away.

        

        In many ways, she seemed to only know how to pull in the push-and-pull of romance.

        

        But I thought that was fine in its own way, as it was very much like Livia.

        

        Some people are like this, others are like that—isn't that what makes humans complex?

        

        "What about you? How do you feel?"

        

        "I'm not sure yet."

        

        "What!? Olivia likes you, so why not!? She's a hero, and she's beautiful, kind, has a great figure, is incredibly strong, and has a great figure!"

        

        She mentioned the great figure twice.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Honestly, it was good to the point of being almost violently so.

        

        I was curious how she maintained such balance with those fat deposits. It seemed like a mystery of the human body.

        

        I wanted to ask, but I figured I'd get an answer like "I didn't do anything special?" that would turn many women against me.

        

        And above all, if I asked about it, I'd have to see Livia's smug face saying something like, "Are you curious? You're curious about my body, aren't you?"

        

        Seeing that face would make me feel like I'd lost somehow, even though I'd find it cute.

        

        "That's all true, but those are reasons to be attracted, not reasons to love."

        

        "You're so rigid in your thinking..."

        

        "You're quite open-minded for a princess, Lady Lilith."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Only then did Lilith realize that she hadn't maintained the dignity of a princess in her speech.

        

        "A-ahem! What do you mean? I..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        When Sylphy and I simultaneously gave her subtle looks, Lilith blushed slightly and said:

        

        "Fine, since I've been found out anyway, I'll just speak like this. People think I'm some kind of pure and refined person, you know? I was trying to act the part, but..."

        

        "Indeed, Lady Lilith, you do have such a reputation. You were even called the flower of the kingdom."

        

        "Thank you, Sylphy. You're very pretty too."

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        Sylphy smiled awkwardly.

        

        Since Sylphy was a man, being called "pretty" didn't seem to register as a compliment. Rather, her face suggested she was thinking, "Ah, this person also mistakes me for a woman."

        

        Honestly, as a comrade, I wanted to comfort her, but Sylphy's appearance was a severe dereliction of gender duty.

        

        Anyone who could immediately recognize her as male would either have to already know or possess omniscient powers to see through everything.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Lilith tilted her head, looking at Sylphy who was just smiling awkwardly rather than being embarrassed by the compliment.

        

        But soon she turned her attention back to me.

        

        "A-anyway, as a friend, thank you for saving Olivia."

        

        "Don't worry about it. I just did what any person should do."

        

        Well, it was also for my own sake.

        

        "You didn't do anything strange, right? Since you're not even dating yet, you didn't, right?"

        

        "I didn't."

        

        "Really?"

        

        The problem wasn't me, but that Livia might do something.

        

        To be honest, if she recovered her body with the elixir, I wouldn't be able to handle it. If Livia suddenly lost her reason somewhere and pounced on me, what could I possibly do?

        

        There would be nothing I could do except quietly surrender my body.

        

        "Still, if you're both aware of each other's feelings, please don't act too improperly."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "I mean, don't get too close to Sylphy when Olivia is around. Aren't you two standing too close for a man and woman?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Huh? What's wrong, Sylphy? No, Sylphy, you should be careful too. When young men and women are that close..."

        

        It seemed she had noticed how Sylphy and I had moved closer to have a quiet conversation earlier.

        

        "Pfft!"

        

        "Lord Royce! This isn't funny!"

        

        "Y-you're right. I'm sorry. It's a serious matter for Sylphy."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Sylphy scratched her head and said to Lilith:

        

        "I'm a man."

        

        "...What?"

        

        That dumbfounded expression was like that of a brain that had given up on understanding.

        

        That face, with a brain that had completely stopped working, would be memorable enough to be referenced in the future if someone were to draw it.
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        "Ah..."

        

        Sitting in her lodging, Lilith was in a daze.

        

        After hearing various things, what she heard in the middle was the most shocking of all.

        

        A man?

        

        A man, they said?

        

        With that face?

        

        No, no, the face could be understandable.

        

        But even the bone structure looked feminine?

        

        How could that be a man?

        

        She had occasionally seen masculine women or feminine men before, but there was always some sense of incongruity.

        

        Lilith had never once mistaken someone's gender when seeing such people.

        

        But for the first time, she had gotten someone's gender wrong.

        

        'A half-elf... and even Titania's grand... not granddaughter but grandson.'

        

        Lilith placed her hand on her chest.

        

        She took a deep breath to calm her confused heart.

        

        'Calm down, just calm down.'

        

        "Excuse me, Lady Lilith."

        

        "Ah, yes! I mean, huh? What is it?"

        

        It was Sylphy.

        

        They had briefly talked yesterday, and originally they were supposed to go see Titania, but apparently Titania had limited waking hours due to her injuries.

        

        Since she had already woken up and gone back to sleep yesterday, Lilith had planned to visit Titania again today.

        

        Even as a princess, Lilith understood that arriving without notice and not speaking to the queen of a country would be beyond mere rudeness.

        

        Though coming without any notice was already somewhat rude.

        

        "You said you were going to meet Titania, right? Let's go together."

        

        "Oh, what about Olivia?"

        

        "Elvenhome is currently being rebuilt. Lady Olivia went out this morning to help with that... dragging Lord Royce along."

        

        "You two seem to get along very well."

        

        "I don't know the exact details either. I met them after their relationship had already become like that, so I only vaguely know how they ended up that way from what I've heard."

        

        Lilith had heard the story too.

        

        After defeating the Demon Lord, Olivia was betrayed and nearly died from the Reaper's curse.

        

        But Royce saved her, and afterward they traveled together through various incidents until she made a contract with the holy sword again and somehow dealt with the Reaper's curse.

        

        During that process, she received a lot of help from Royce, and realizing that his actions were born of genuine goodwill rather than ulterior motives, Olivia seemed to have completely fallen for him.

        

        Lilith couldn't forget how Olivia had proudly declared, "After all he did for me, wouldn't it be a problem if I didn't fall for him?"

        

        "Ah, thank you for lending me the lodging."

        

        "It's fine. We're just borrowing it ourselves. By the way, what about Sebastian?"

        

        "Sebastian is fine. I pushed him too hard getting here. I should let him rest for at least a day. He's getting on in years now..."

        

        Apparently, he used to be quite a skilled knight.

        

        But due to his age, he eventually retired and chose to become Lilith's butler.

        

        It was true that Lilith had persuaded Sebastian when he was about to retire, but she had just done it on a whim and never expected him to actually take her hand and become her butler.

        

        Anyway, unlike before, his skills had diminished with age, but he still had considerable ability.

        

        At least enough skill to escort Lilith here while fighting off monsters along the way.

        

        "Um... I'm sorry about yesterday."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "About mistaking your gender and saying strange things."

        

        "No, it's fine. It happens so often that I'm used to it now. It's funny for me to say this, but I can understand how people feel when they mistake my gender."

        

        "I see. That must be tough."

        

        "Having my gender mistaken isn't really a hardship."

        

        Misunderstandings that could be corrected with just a word weren't such a big problem. It's the misconceptions that can't be dispelled with words that are truly frightening.

        

        "I seem to resemble the current Titania in many ways. Is this what they call atavism? Anyway, I look like my grandmother, the current Titania."

        

        "I see."

        

        Come to think of it, they did look quite similar.

        

        Titania didn't appear outside Elvenhome often, but she did show up at important events, so Lilith had seen her a few times.

        

        They definitely resembled each other.

        

        Especially the lower part of their faces—it was almost like they had used a copying spell.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        Feeling slightly awkward, Lilith cleared her throat and said:

        

        "You must have a hard time too."

      

      
        

        "Hard time?"

        

        "Well, with looks like that, you might attract strange people. Being a pretty half-elf, haven't you experienced any unpleasant incidents?"

        

        "Um..."

        

        Sylphy looked at Lilith with a slightly surprised expression.

        

        "That's quite a personal question for someone you just met..."

        

        "Ah, ugh. You're right... I'm sorry, I was a bit flustered and wasn't being sensitive."

        

        "It's okay. I'm from a half-elf village, so I wasn't persecuted that much. Well, I did experience some unpleasant words and actions when visiting other villages or from occasional visitors, but that can't be helped."

        

        "..."

        

        He was incredibly positive.

        

        It was amazing that he could live so positively despite being hated and mocked for something he was born with and couldn't change, or even being looked down upon.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        He turned to Lilith with a smile.

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I'm glad you're a man..."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "If you were a woman, I might have discovered a new preference."

        

        "I don't understand what you mean?"

        

        

        

        ***

        

        

        

        "Porridge again today...!"

        

        "Even though the curse is gone, your body is still not well, so it can't be helped."

        

        "I know..."

        

        I ate the porridge with a disgruntled face.

        

        It was almost at the level of drinking it.

        

        "Besides, Royce's abilities seem very convenient."

        

        "The power of spirits can be used in many ways."

        

        It was fascinating to watch him move materials, clear collapsed buildings without moving a finger. Plus, he could handle multiple areas simultaneously, making it very efficient.

        

        While all my abilities were concentrated in combat, Royce's seemed more versatile—though he might lose to specialists in their fields, he could generally handle any situation.

        

        Honestly, for adventurers who face many dangerous situations, someone well-rounded is probably more reliable than someone with extreme specialization in one area.

        

        Being able to handle any situation means being able to immediately eliminate potential crises, which is crucial for adventurers.

        

        Especially for adventurers who frequently explore dungeons.

        

        "What should we do when we reach Erkia, our next destination?"

        

        "We'll have to think about that as we go... At the very least, I think we should arrive before the Human Alliance people and gather information."

        

        "What on earth is Alex trying to..."

        

        "Who knows? He's been like that since the old days. He doesn't care much about what happens in the process as long as he achieves his goal."

        

        "..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Royce, do you know Alex?"

        

        "...Why do you think that?"

        

        "It's not a thought, just a feeling. You seem to know Alex well, like before."

        

        "We do know each other, we were in the Hero's party together."

        

        "Royce, you know that's not what I'm talking about."

        

        Well, that's true.

        

        I ate the porridge Royce was feeding me like a baby bird and said:

        

        "It's fine if you don't want to talk about it."

        

        "...No, it's not really a secret or anything."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Alex and I are from the same slum."

        

        "That's an ultra-top-secret that shouldn't be revealed...!"

        

        Huh? From a slum?

        

        That Alex?

        

        I didn't know that?

        

        "Actually, I don't know the details either. I was just told that Alex had Reynolds family blood, so they took him."

        

        "...So the reason you went to the royal capital that you told me about before was..."

        

      

      
        "Yes, it was for Alex."

        

        "..."

        

        "Unfortunately, I went there thinking I would rescue him, but he seemed to be doing well, so I just left. That's when I got kidnapped. I was just a child—there's no way a child could have kidnapped someone from the royal capital."

        

        That doesn't seem to be the issue.

        

        I felt like I had heard something incredible.

        

        "Were you close?"

        

        "Well, yes... The slums were lawless, so young boys often grouped together. Alex treated other kids like fools, but he said I was useful and we worked together. By work, I mean mostly stealing food to survive."

        

        "Is that how all slums are? Good thing they're gone now."

        

        "That's how it was when I was there."

        

        How did Royce maintain such conventional morals?

        

        After living like that and suffering so much.

        

        Was it Madam Florence who was amazing, or was it Royce, or perhaps both?

        

        I couldn't tell.

        

        "Then one day, he was taken away. Right in front of me."

        

        "So that's why you went to rescue him."

        

        "Yes, but he seemed happier than when he was in the slums, so I just left him alone. That's all there is to it."

        

        "...Was Alex a good person back then?"

        

        "No."

        

        "Eh? Really? I thought you might have had some hesitation."

        

        Royce laughed at my words, finding something amusing.

        

        "He had determination, and I respected his tenacity, but I could never call him a good person. Most people in the slums weren't good people, but they still had some goodness in them."

        

        "I see."

        

        "He doesn't care about the process or methods as long as he gets the results he wants. I think... he's still the same now."

        

        "...I never got that impression when we were in the Hero's party."

        

        "We agreed not to acknowledge each other. Our social statuses had become too different. If Alex had acknowledged me, that would have been different, but he pretended not to know me, and it seemed like he wanted me to do the same."

        

        "..."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I was just thinking, weren't you a bit disappointed? ...After all, you were childhood friends of sorts?"

        

        "That's true, but... I'm fine. It's too late now to forgive Alex, and I'm too far gone to pity him."

        

        "That's not what I meant... I'm just worried about you."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce had a blank expression for a moment before smiling gently.

        

        "Don't worry. I'm really fine. Now I just... want you to be happy. As much as all the good you've done deserves."

        

        "Then stay by my side, Royce."

        

        "I knew you'd say that."

        

        "It's okay."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "Just as Royce needs to be by my side, I'll be by your side too."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce once again had a blank expression before giving a small laugh.

        

        "You're still too honest."

        

        "I mean it."

        

        "Um..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Excuse me?"

        

        Only then did we realize that the elves around us were watching.

        

        Ress, whose injuries hadn't fully healed, spoke with a slightly flushed face.

        

        "I... I understand that you two are close, but perhaps you should be mindful of others' eyes..."

        

        "Ah, um... I'm sorry."

        

        "I'm not embarrassed."

        

        "I am, so please stop."

        

        "I like Royce's embarrassed expression too."

        

        "I'm going to get angry."

        

        "I'll stop."

        

        I don't like his angry expression.

        

        And Royce is scary when he's angry.
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        "Uh, um... So, you're saying that a princess of a kingdom has just visited Elvenheim with only one attendant, without any prior notice?"

        

        "Yes, Titania."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania felt a slight dizziness.

        

        She remembered Lilith Clifford as a frail woman.

        

        But despite her physical weakness, she wasn't weak-minded. In Titania's eyes, she had a stronger spirit than the current king, Cromwell.

        

        She had thought that if only Lilith's body hadn't been so weak, she might have made a fine successor to the throne.

        

        "How bold."

        

        That was the only assessment she could give.

        

        For ordinary people, sudden visits weren't a problem as long as proper procedures were followed, but when a princess of a nation came calling, it was a different story. Political implications and various other issues could easily arise.

        

        Titania, whose injuries had not yet fully healed, felt dizzy again, but she couldn't faint here.

        

        "Show her in."

        

        "Yes."

        

        The fact that she came alone, without any prior notification, suggested she was likely here as Lilith rather than as a princess.

        

        From that perspective, there was no need to be overly tense, but such seemingly casual conversations had a way of turning into heavy, headache-inducing topics.

        

        To be honest, this was why she wanted to make Sylphy the next Oberon.

        

        Not only was she tired, but she felt that if she missed this opportunity, finding the next candidate for the throne would be difficult until her death.

        

        Moreover, no one would want to take on the role that Titania had fulfilled for so long.

        

        After a short while, Lilith entered with Sylphy.

        

        "How are you, Titania?"

        

        She didn't feel like she was doing well at all.

        

        But there was no need to start a conflict, so Titania sighed inwardly and said:

        

        "Welcome. You've grown a lot since I last saw you years ago."

        

        "Humans grow quickly."

        

        "Yes, Lilith Clifford. I'm treating you now not as a princess, but as a human visiting Elvenheim, and I will continue to do so. Understood?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        This would prevent the conversation from becoming too complicated.

        

        Of course, some matters would still be complex, but it was necessary to create the possibility of avoiding complications.

        

        Politics isn't about choosing between the best and the worst options, but between the lesser evil and the worst. And by some miraculous chance, occasionally finding the best option—that's what politics is.

        

        "So, what's the purpose of your visit?"

        

        "I came to find Olivia, Titania."

        

        "Olivia?"

        

        She had heard rumors that Lilith admired and looked up to Olivia, but she never dreamed she would be this passionate.

        

        So, in this chaotic situation, Lilith had guessed that 'Olivia might be in Elvenheim' and came straight here?

        

        She had good intuition and initiative.

        

        In crucial moments, the worst thing is making the wrong choice, but sometimes, not acting at all can lead to the worst outcomes.

        

        "So you figured out that Hero Olivia Reinhart is here. Impressive."

        

        "Thank you. It was just a lucky hunch."

        

        "Those who succeed by following their intuition in critical moments are called heroes in this world. ...So, you've met Olivia, what will you do now?"

        

        "..."

        

        The conversation had inevitably turned serious, but there was nothing to be done about it.

        

        The current situation was far from positive. Despite defeating the Demon Lord, threats to the Human Alliance still lurked.

        

        The most dangerous thing was that most people believed that with the Demon Lord gone, there would be peace for at least several decades.

        

        Throughout history, the defeat of a Demon Lord had always signaled the beginning of a peaceful era.

        

        "We need to resolve the issue with Alex."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "I hear Alex will be attending the Human Alliance meeting in Erkia."

        

        "You didn't know?"

        

        "Unfortunately, having been away from politics for so long, it's difficult for me to know information that isn't widely circulated."

        

        "..."

        

        "But that doesn't mean I have no voice. It's not impossible for me to attend the Human Alliance meeting under my name."

        

        "Lady Lilith, is that possible?"

        

        "Despite appearances, I'm well-regarded by the citizens and not poorly thought of at the palace. If I persuade my father, he'll understand. He'll think sending me to a meeting that's essentially a friendly gathering for the peace of the Human Alliance won't be a big problem."

        

        "I see."

        

        No matter how hard Olivia or Royce might try to gather information in Erkia, it would be extremely difficult to obtain confidential details about the Human Alliance meeting.

        

      

      
        But if Lilith were to attend as one of the human representatives, Olivia and Royce would essentially gain an informant.

        

        And in any battle, intelligence is crucial; no information, no matter how seemingly useless, is bad to have.

        

        If Lilith passed information about the Human Alliance meeting to Olivia and Royce, it would certainly be helpful.

        

        "It could be dangerous."

        

        "I'm aware."

        

        Just because Lilith was going, Alex wouldn't suddenly decide not to attend, so they would both be there.

        

        "B-but if I were this Alex person, I might become suspicious if Lady Lilith suddenly decided to attend."

        

        "Suspicious?"

        

        "That you learned the truth here in Elvenheim and are attending with that knowledge. If that's the case, would Alex still attend a meeting that might be a trap?"

        

        "You don't need to worry about that."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Alex has an enormous ego. I guarantee he'll attend. There's absolutely no chance he'll be too scared to participate and hide in the royal capital. I can assure you of that."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "He's determined to achieve his goals, almost to the point of obsession. It's true that this has brought benefits to the kingdom several times."

        

        Lilith let out a small sigh.

        

        "That's what makes him frightening. If Alex is working with monsters and is connected to the Death Cult, he must have some purpose."

        

        Lilith twirled her hair as she spoke.

        

        "...If he truly betrayed humanity, he didn't need to volunteer to join the hero's party in the first place. Why did he do that?"

        

        "To assassinate Olivia..."

        

        "No, from what I've heard, he only started plotting to assassinate Hero Olivia Reinhart after defeating the Demon Lord. So he probably didn't intend to assassinate her from the beginning."

        

        It might have been one of many possibilities, but initially, he likely planned to defeat the Demon Lord and return normally.

        

        "I hate to say this, but Alex's choices are probably for the kingdom's sake."

        

        Lilith frowned.

        

        "At least, that's what he thinks."

        

        "...Indeed."

        

        Titania smiled awkwardly.

        

        "So he's the most troublesome kind."

        

        There are many in this world with twisted beliefs who walk the wrong path.

        

        This happens due to various factors, but occasionally, truly troublesome individuals emerge.

        

        They walk their path knowing it's evil, feeling no guilt about it.

        

        Even if they do feel guilt, they don't hesitate.

        

        They truly don't care about morality, conscience, or ethics in achieving their goals, thinking that winning justifies everything.

        

        Since they won in the end, it wasn't wrong.

        

        The most annoying thing is that such people are sometimes praised as competent by those around them, simply because they achieved "results."

        

        "So regardless of the means, the end result is for the kingdom's sake?"

        

        "Yes, he probably doesn't think he's betraying humanity. He might think he's merely dirtying his hands for humanity... or more specifically, for the kingdom."

        

        "What admirable self-sacrifice."

        

        Titania laughed sarcastically.

        

        "Anyway, I also plan to head to Erkia to participate in the Human Alliance meeting."

        

        "...Lady Lilith, you're amazing."

        

        "Huh? Why suddenly?"

        

        "I, I hope this isn't offensive, but I thought you were like Olivia."

        

        Lilith momentarily took it as a compliment but quickly realized it wasn't.

        

        "But you're thinking about much more than I expected. That's impressive."

        

        What exactly was Olivia in Sylphy's mind?

        

        Just a beast?

        

        To be honest, there are aspects of her that make it hard to completely deny that.

        

        "Ahem, well, I am a princess of a nation. I've had my share of education."

        

        "Y-yes, of course! I think I was being too rude. I'm sorry."

        

        Seeing that smiling face, Lilith froze for a moment.

        

        That face.

        

        That face was a fraud.

        

        Being male with that face was a fraud.

        

        "..."

        

        Titania looked back and forth between Lilith and Sylphy for a moment, then smiled slightly.

        

      

      
        It was as if she was thinking, "Not bad, huh?"

        

        "Come to think of it, I should also attend as the elven representative for the Human Alliance."

        

        "B-but...! Titania should prioritize recovering her health right now."

        

        "True, but with Reina dead, there's no one else to go. ...Sylphy, are you worried about me?"

        

        "I am."

        

        "Then would you come with me and be the representative in my place?"

        

        "What?"

        

        Titania smiled.

        

        "I'm not asking you to become Oberon. Just participate as the elven representative. I'll be there too, so don't worry."

        

        Titania had planned to stay by Sylphy's side even after passing on the throne, teaching her as much as possible until her death.

        

        If taking on the role of Oberon immediately was too burdensome, starting with smaller requests might be fine.

        

        And.

        

        Titania looked at Lilith.

        

        'A princess of the kingdom, too frail to become queen... Not bad, in its own way.'

        

        Titania's mind worked as if solving a difficult puzzle, and then she smiled.

        

        "Lilith, would you like to come with me? If you're going to attend anyway, it wouldn't be bad to depart together."

        

        "Um... That's fine, but is it okay?"

        

        "No problem. What about you, Sylphy? If you help me, I think I'll survive..."

        

        "B-but..."

        

        She hesitated.

        

        She didn't refuse outright.

        

        "*Cough!* Y-you're right, I'm not in good health, and despite appearances, I'm old. It would be good to have someone to assist me."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy's expression contorted.

        

        Finally, she let out a small sigh.

        

        "A-alright... I'll go too. I was planning to follow Lord Royce and Olivia anyway."

        

        "That's good. The experience from the Human Alliance meeting will be quite helpful."

        

        "Helpful for what?"

        

        "For life."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania smiled kindly.

        

        Faced with such a gentle smile that showed not a hint of ulterior motive, Sylphy couldn't say anything.

        

        "Shall we get going then? We can discuss the details later. You must be tired. I'm sorry for visiting unexpectedly."

        

        "It's fine. ...By the way, Lilith Clifford."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do you have a fiancé?"

        

        "What? Uh, what? ...Um."

        

        Lilith tilted her head and said:

        

        "My health is poor, you see."

        

        In truth, she simply hadn't met a man she liked, but she couldn't admit that she had avoided engagement because she was immersed in romance novels and waiting for some destined encounter.

        

        Besides, there was also Felix, so there wasn't a pressing need for Lilith to produce an heir.

        

        "Why do you ask?"

        

        "Titania?"

        

        Titania smiled slightly and said:

        

        "No, I see... Rest well. We'll make sure you're as comfortable as possible here in Elvenheim."

        

        "Th-thank you, Titania."

        

        Lilith was surprised.

        

        She was more compassionate than expected.

        

        From the outside, she had seemed colder and more detached.

        

        "I'll see you tomorrow then."

        

        "Yes, rest well."

        

        "..."

        

        As Sylphy left the room, she saw Titania flash a slightly unpleasant smile.

        

        What was she really thinking?

        

        Sylphy tilted her head as she left Titania's room.
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        "T-This is the fourth time......"

        

        I muttered while gasping for breath, and the spirit of the World Tree nodded.

        

        "With this, the World Tree itself is complete. There's no need to do more."

        

        "Well, that's good news."

        

        Drenched in sweat, I sat down and exhaled.

        

        Four times I had gone back and forth, risking my life fighting with the World Tree's spirit, and as a result, I connected our magical power to form a temporary contract.

        

        I succeeded in reviving the World Tree, but I felt like I was about to die.

        

        "At this point, the elves should really train at least one spirit mage. It would be good for them to make a habit of looking for people with spirit mage talent as a race, yes."

        

        "Actually, among elves, it's fair to say that at least one is always born with the talent of a spirit mage."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "But there's no guarantee that person will be in Elvenheim."

        

        Talent enough to contract with the World Tree's spirit would be extraordinary, yet they don't choose the path of a spirit mage, and moreover, they're not even in Elvenheim?

        

        "The elf who was supposed to be here refused to contract with me and ran away like a runaway child. To be honest, I was hurt thinking, 'Did they hate it that much?'"

        

        "They must have found their predetermined position suffocating."

        

        "It can't be helped. After all, heaven only determines things until the moment of birth. After birth, one's entire life is determined by oneself. ...I too thought it was my fate to die, but here I am, surviving once again."

        

        "......"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "I'm glad you know how to be grateful, at least."

        

        "Yes, I think so too."

        

        The World Tree's spirit approached me a little and said:

        

        "Are you planning to go to Erchia, the City of Water?"

        

        "Yes, but... why do you ask?"

        

        "There must have been a Spirit Forest between Erchia and this Elvenheim."

        

        "Yes, there is."

        

        I had been there before.

        

        But apart from having many spirits, it wasn't a place that required special attention.

        

        People had various theories, like how it emits magical power that spirits love.

        

        Many hypotheses were circulating, but no one knew why that forest was so popular among spirits. Anyway, it was just a place with many spirits, and as I mentioned, spirits can be quite eccentric, so going there carelessly could easily make you a toy for playful spirits.

        

        The Spirit Forest had no nearby villages, nor did it have any special herbs that could only be obtained there.

        

        Sometimes people would go there to hunt spirits, but spirits could return to nature, so even if you wanted to hit them, you couldn't, and even if you wanted to restrain them, you couldn't.

        

        If hunting was the goal, targeting their cores would kill the spirits, but there was no benefit in doing so.

        

        Above all, spirits were considered a blessing from the Goddess, so spirit hunting could be legally punishable.

        

        Spirits may be mischievous, but they don't do anything truly deadly, and if you run away, they won't pursue you to the death.

        

        Simply put, if you maintained basic human courtesy, just passed through, and laughed off childish pranks, you could get by without trouble.

        

        "Is there something in that Spirit Forest?"

        

        "There is a temple of the Goddess."

        

        "What?"

        

        "It's hidden."

        

        "...Why?"

        

        "Ask the spirit of the temple there. The reason for hiding it wasn't something I needed to know."

        

        "I see... But bringing this up means you want me to go there, right?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        The World Tree's spirit tossed me something like a jewel, and I caught it.

        

        It looked somewhat like a spirit's core, but was subtly different.

        

        What is this?

        

        "If you hold that, you should be able to locate the temple. It's a temple built by the Goddess herself in ancient times. You might find some answers about the current situation there."

        

        "From the past to the present, there's no record of the Goddess directly descending. Are you saying that despite this...?"

        

        "The Goddess exists, and at the same time, so does the Death God."

        

        "......"

        

        It was a statement with some weight to it.

        

        Something that felt too significant to just ignore.

        

        "Is there something wrong with what's commonly known, or perhaps something that's less known?"

        

      

      
        "...You're quite perceptive."

        

        "......"

        

        "I cannot explain. I'm giving this to you as thanks for saving Elvenheim and because the current situation is, by any measure, not normal."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Even if you don't meet the Goddess directly, you should be able to get information from the spirit there. If you're lucky, you might even be able to borrow power."

        

        "...Do I have to risk my life fighting again?"

        

        "That spirit is a pacifist who hates fighting more than anything. So there's almost no chance you'll have to fight in any form."

        

        "I see."

        

        That also implied that even if the spirit lent power, it wouldn't be directly through a contract.

        

        The fact that the World Tree's spirit personally recommended this meant that it was necessary for us to visit this place on our journey.

        

        "Alright, I'll make sure to stop by that Spirit Forest."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Between the Goddess and the Death God, who do you think is good?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        I tilted my head at the sudden question.

        

        What's this?

        

        Is it a joke?

        

        But the expression was so serious that it didn't seem like a casual question.

        

        Should I just say what I think?

        

        Would they get angry, calling it blasphemy against the Goddess?

        

        "For humans, the Goddess is good; for monsters, the Death God is good."

        

        "...Don't monsters seem evil to you?"

        

        "They do."

        

        "Then why do you say that?"

        

        "Because that's by human standards. They can speak and have desires too. Their way of life is completely distorted and beyond comprehension, but..."

        

        It might sound like blasphemy depending on how one heard it, but I decided to speak anyway.

        

        "They are born that way and consider it natural for their race. It is evil, but that's by human moral standards."

        

        "......"

        

        "That's why I consider monsters as beings that cannot coexist with us, rather than absolute evil."

        

        Of course, I don't feel sympathy when dealing with monsters.

        

        The more powerful a monster, the more experience it has accumulated and the more cruel acts it has committed.

        

        There's no value in talking with them.

        

        That's because by human standards, they are irredeemably evil, and dialogue with such predators who can merely speak is meaningless.

        

        Talking to beings who can only speak but lack understanding serves no purpose.

        

        "Not evil, but organisms that cannot coexist."

        

        "If I had to say, by human standards, they are indeed evil. ...Um, are you going to be angry, calling this irreverent?"

        

        "No, of course not."

        

        The World Tree's spirit smiled.

        

        "I quite like that way of thinking. ...The Goddess made a mistake in the past. From a human perspective, due to some unnecessary sentiment, she made a mistake, and the situation has become like this."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "No, beyond this... Yes, please confirm at the Spirit Forest. ...If you're lucky, you might even be able to have an audience with the Goddess."

        

        Is the spirit saying that the Goddess, who is merely a legendary being, actually exists and can be met?

        

        That was somehow exciting.

        

        "One more thing before we finish."

        

        "Yes, please go ahead."

        

        "Do you think omnipotence exists?"

        

        "No."

        

        "...I see. Please guide the Hero well. The moment you met the betrayed Hero, fate moved greatly. Many things that would have gone wrong are being rapidly restored."

        

        "Are you saying my meeting with Livia was some kind of fate?"

        

        "No, quite the opposite."

        

        The World Tree's spirit smiled.

        

      

      
        "Because fate did not intervene, much could be changed. ...Guide of the Hero, your choices and the Hero's may determine the survival of humanity."

        

        It was like a prophecy.

        

        "I wish you good fortune."

        

        "...Thank you."

        

        "Ah, and one more thing."

        

        What now?

        

        "Would you tell the child named Sylphie?"

        

        "Tell her what?"

        

        "That she can't run away anyway, so she might as well accept it."

        

        "......"

        

        This was blatantly saying that she would be the next ruler, even in the eyes of the World Tree's spirit.

        

        Amazing.

        

        She had charmed not only the Meteor Palace but also the World Tree's spirit.

        

        Oberon, you'll have to do it, won't you?

        

        ***

        

        After Royce's final healing work on the World Tree, it began functioning normally again.

        

        And a funeral was held for those who died in the recent attack.

        

        In a solemn atmosphere, everyone remembered the respect for the deceased, and the funeral continued for a long time.

        

        "......"

        

        Titania had finished the funeral proceedings.

        

        All the necessary tasks were completed, and now only the aftermath remained.

        

        Normally, Titania would have participated in that too, but since all the elves knew about Titania's poor physical condition, they told her to go ahead and rest.

        

        As a result, Titania stared blankly ahead.

        

        Inside a small urn were the ashes of one person.

        

        They had received neither blessings nor respect from anyone.

        

        "...Reina, I'm sorry. ...You cannot receive any blessings. What you did was too grave, and all this mother can do is mourn alone."

        

        She thought it was an honorable end.

        

        At least that final moment.

        

        But she couldn't bless it or place it in a place of honor.

        

        No matter how much a person's life is determined by their death, the life they lived also influences that determination.

        

        "......"

        

        She had hoped Reina wouldn't become ruler.

        

        It wasn't because it was difficult or because Reina was absolutely unsuited for the position of ruler.

        

        Not because she was incompetent, but because Reina was suited to be a soldier, more specialized in following orders than giving them.

        

        Tears flowed silently.

        

        She had done wrong.

        

        And she died without taking responsibility, almost like running away.

        

        It was certainly something to be angry about, but Titania felt sadness rather than anger.

        

        Because she hadn't known that her daughter Reina was suffering so much.

        

        "The only one who will cry for you is me, Reina... That's what makes it so sad."

        

        She was Titania's daughter, but not to others.

        

        And in terms of "fairness," this had to be done.

        

        If she gave Reina the same honor as the other deceased because she was her daughter, that would be an abuse of power.

        

        If Titania were to abuse her power, she believed it would be for the benefit of Elvenheim. This wasn't even that, so mourning was Titania's burden alone.

        

        "...Who's there?"

        

        Suddenly sensing a presence, she watched as someone slowly approached.

        

        "...Olivia?"

        

        In one hand, she held alcohol that Reina often drank during her lifetime.

        

        "I came to pay my respects. Is that okay?"

        

        Is that alcohol for paying respects?

        

        Titania smiled awkwardly and said:

        

        "Come in, let's talk for a moment."
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        To me, Reina Forest was an elf with tenacity.

        

        Her determination to use whatever means necessary to defeat monsters, even when left alone with broken limbs, was something I found admirable.

        

        Because of that, I felt a certain closeness to her compared to Alex or Belita.

        

        But that was merely a one-sided sense of intimacy I had created on my own, while Reina hadn't opened her heart to me at all.

        

        I hadn't even had a proper conversation with her, yet I'd arbitrarily felt close to her.

        

        I never took interest in her pain or suffering. If we had truly been close, I might have noticed something was wrong when she fell under the Geass.

        

        Different behavior after the Geass was cast.

        

        Different words and actions.

        

        Different everything—I might have been able to catch that something was strange, but I didn't.

        

        Because the truth was, I hadn't truly opened my heart either, and "comrade" was just an empty title between us.

        

        "I didn't expect you of all people to come, Hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Death is a punishment equally pronounced to all, and she is already buried in that punishment, burning in hell."

        

        "Surprising. Do you believe in such things as the afterlife?"

        

        "I just think it's better if there is one... Anyway, while I can't affirm her life, I can affirm her death."

        

        "..."

        

        "As someone who was her comrade, I cannot approve of what she did in her final moments."

        

        "I suppose not."

        

        It was a foolish action.

        

        It was an act of running away.

        

        It was a stupid choice.

        

        No matter how much I racked my brain or tried to change my perspective, as someone who had been her comrade, I couldn't approve of that final choice.

        

        "I wonder if there really is a proper afterlife in this world, and if the next life truly exists. No one can know without dying, I suppose."

        

        People often jokingly ask if someone who seems objectively happy saved a country in their past life—that's how much people believe in past and future lives.

        

        Subconsciously, they believe there is a next life, and that their existence continues forever.

        

        They just don't remember it, they say.

        

        At first, I ridiculed such thinking and thought it foolish, but religion didn't seem to be just about that.

        

        Good deeds, and even bad ones, often didn't receive proper evaluation in this world, and appropriate rewards and punishments weren't always given.

        

        Take me, for example—as a hero, I defeated the Demon Lord and saved countless people, but as a result, I was betrayed and nearly killed.

        

        In reality, if it hadn't been me, I would have died.

        

        Ironically, if it hadn't been me, I probably wouldn't have been betrayed in the first place.

        

        I never dreamed my journey as a hero would end with death because my power was too strong and seen as a hindrance.

        

        "But as a hero, I believe her final action did have meaning."

        

        No matter how many sins she committed, the fact remains that she saved people, and that was undeniably her final act. As a hero who saves people, I couldn't help but acknowledge that.

        

        If a sinner saves someone, is that act still evil?

        

        No, I don't think so.

        

        Even if others thought so, I at least had to recognize it.

        

        Separate from punishment and responsibility, saving people couldn't be wrong, and giving one's life for it could be called a sacrifice, even if it looked like abandoning everything and running away.

        

        Thanks to what Reina did, many people were able to survive.

        

        But her sins remained forever, and she was denied even the chance to be recorded as a hero.

        

        That was what saddened me.

        

        We had choices, and if we had chosen well, the outcome wouldn't have been like this.

        

        I could only hope for a better ending for Alex and Belita's time.

        

        "Would you forgive my daughter?"

        

        "I don't know."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        "I believe forgiveness requires anger and hatred toward the person to be established. ...As Royce told me, I lack much of that."

        

        I tend to let things slide when they concern myself.

        

        Even when anger momentarily surges, I end up feeling guilty about it.

        

        The chains that were like a curse, trying to strangle me for years, wouldn't easily come undone.

        

        "I was hoping she would bow down and beg rather than act brazenly and provoke my anger. That wouldn't absolve her of her crimes, and she would still have to face the consequences, but I thought we could meet again someday."

        

        How could one refuse someone who sheds tears for their sins and shows true repentance?

        

        If she had properly taken responsibility, whether in prison or otherwise, I wouldn't have said anything.

        

        When she grew old, developed wrinkles, and thought she only had death ahead of her, if she was fortunate enough to be released, I could have welcomed her back with a simple "You're finally out."

        

        But Reina's apology came too late, and her life ended at the same time as her apology.

        

        Well, Reina was an elf, so even if I grew old, she would still be a young elf.

        

        "Do you plan to do the same to Alex and Belita?"

        

        "Honestly, I do feel like asking. But with Alex, I'm not sure. What Belita and Reina did ultimately affected only me."

        

        In Reina's case, she indirectly provided the cause for the attack on Elvenheim, but she never thought there would be an attack.

        

        If you asked if it was a sin, it was, but I didn't think it was comparable to the crime of assassinating a hero.

        

        Above all, that was something to apologize to Elvenheim for, not particularly to me.

        

        The same went for Belita—her betrayal of me was the extent of her crime. At least, that's all I knew for now.

        

        But what about Alex?

        

        "He orchestrated too much. His crimes aren't just against me—he committed too many. In the worst case, he's a traitor to humanity, and if that's true, I can't think of any option other than cutting him down without question."

        

        "I see."

        

        "If I could subdue him with a first strike that cleanly cuts off his limbs, then I might be willing to hear him out."

        

        "That's extreme."

        

        "But it's justified."

        

        "Yes, if this Alex is indeed a traitor to humanity, whatever his aims, your attitude is entirely justified and reasonable."

        

        "But if the surprise attack fails."

        

        "If it fails."

        

        "Then I'll simply kill him."

        

        I couldn't think of anything else.

        

        This wasn't a level where listening to his story would change anything.

        

        Resolving my grudge wouldn't change anything.

        

        The wisest course would have been to kill him before he could do anything.

        

        The only concern was that Alex knew a lot, and that information might be important for future peace.

        

        'No, let's stop this.'

        

        Alex wouldn't talk anyway.

        

        He was a villain.

        

        A bad person, but not someone who would talk under torture.

        

        If he had been a third-rate villain who would break under torture, things might have been simpler.

        

        If he had committed his acts out of self-interest and some inexplicable fear of me, the story would have been much simpler.

        

        Then I wouldn't have needed to agonize like this.

        

        "What was Reina like as your comrade?"

        

        "She had tenacity. At least, she never feared anything enough to spare her own life."

        

        I never thought someone like that would do such a thing to save her own life because of a Geass.

        

        Perhaps her heart had weakened.

        

        When a person's heart weakens, they become susceptible to all kinds of malicious temptations, and once they fall in, it's not easy to get out.

        

        "I see."

        

      

      
        I carefully placed the alcohol I had brought next to the urn containing Reina's ashes.

        

        We used to drink this often during our adventuring days.

        

        At some point, I stopped drinking it.

        

        According to Royce's speculation, Reina was likely under the influence of alcohol when she fell under the Geass, so perhaps that's why I started avoiding alcohol.

        

        I just hoped she could have at least one sip before suffering from the guilt of her crime in a place where she didn't need to worry.

        

        "Olivia."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Thank you..."

        

        "..."

        

        Actually, Sylphie wanted to come too.

        

        But I thought too many people wouldn't be appropriate, so I came alone.

        

        Having many people pray for your soul and send you off is one of the blessings that Reina in her current state couldn't have.

        

        "I truly owe you and Royce an inexpressible gratitude."

        

        "...It's nothing."

        

        "I bless this journey of yours that you've begun anew. Though the blessing of an aged Titania might be useless."

        

        "I'll gratefully accept it."

        

        "When do you depart? If it's alright, I'd like to join you."

        

        "I was originally planning to leave right away, but Royce suggested we go to the Spirit Forest."

        

        "The Spirit Forest? That's an unusual destination. Does he have something to do there as a spirit mage?"

        

        "I'm not sure, but I heard he received an invitation from the World Tree's spirit."

        

        "Directly from the World Tree's spirit... I wonder if that man knows what an honor that is... No, somehow I think he does."

        

        Titania seemed to feel something was off with her own words and immediately corrected herself.

        

        Indeed, Royce would probably understand how significant such an honor was.

        

        "We'll be leaving soon, but we'll meet again in Erkia."

        

        "Yes, I won't forget everything you've done for Elvenheim this time. ...Until we meet again."

        

        Titania extended her hand, and after standing awkwardly for a moment, I took it with my one remaining hand.

        

        "Even after this journey ends, if you wish, you may visit Elvenheim anytime. You and Royce are always welcome. I welcome you."

        

        "..."

        

        It felt almost like I had returned to being a hero.

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Yes, I'll visit with Royce."

        

        "In that sense."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You know Princess Lilith, correct?"

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        "Being a half-elf is dangerous in some ways, but as a kingdom's princess, she can surely eliminate that danger. Especially since she's been pushed out of the line of succession and is a friend of the hero."

        

        "Titania?"

        

        The momentarily sly expression disappeared, and Titania returned to the benevolent expression she had when saying Royce and I could visit, then asked:

        

        "Could you tell me a bit about this Princess Lilith?"

        

        "..."

        

        It seemed fine to tell her, and she didn't appear to have any malicious intent.

        

        But.

        

        Why?

        

        Why did I feel so reluctant to tell her?
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        "I'm tired."

        

        "Good work."

        

        Livia's face showed considerable fatigue.

        

        It was probably not physical exhaustion but mental weariness.

        

        She had been busy meeting people since morning, not only that, but she'd been running around everywhere, and finally got caught by Lilith for a conversation. No wonder she was tired.

        

        "You could have just brushed off Lady Lilith. If you said you were tired, she would have understood."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia remained silent for a moment before sitting down in a chair.

        

        "Well, you know, she was my only friend... It feels a bit wrong, doesn't it? Besides, I wasn't that exhausted anyway."

        

        "Well, that's good news."

        

        "Not really... Anyway, there's something I wanted to ask you, Royce."

        

        I took a sip of coffee as I spoke.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "What happens if Sylphy and Lilith get married? Is it good? Bad?"

        

        "..."

        

        That's sudden.

        

        Sylphy and Lilith?

        

        Beyond whether they match or not, someone who doesn't know anything would think it's a same-sex marriage.

        

        I wondered how many elves actually knew Sylphy's true gender.

        

        But anyway, putting that aside, let me think.

        

        "It's not bad."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Right now, Sylphy's position as a half-elf isn't that great. If he marries a princess of the kingdom, he'll at least have backing and gain more stability."

        

        "Wouldn't that make the next Elven king a quarter-elf?"

        

        "Not necessarily."

        

        "Why?"

        

        I pulled out a chair next to Livia and sat down, sensing this would be a lengthy conversation.

        

        "Because the Elven throne isn't inherited by blood. Being able to draw the Stellar Bow and receiving the World Tree's blessing are what matter most. It's actually rare for succession to follow bloodlines, like from Titania to Sylphy."

        

        "Ah... I think I heard about that."

        

        "Right? So even if Sylphy and Lady Lilith marry and have a child, that child won't necessarily inherit the throne."

        

        And though I hesitate to mention it, Lilith's frail health made her unsuitable for childbearing.

        

        In the worst case, attempting childbirth could result in both her and the baby's death.

        

        But in Elvenheim, the elven country, there's no absolute need to have children. The throne isn't necessarily inherited by the monarch's child; in fact, succession by blood relatives is less common.

        

        "Is marrying Lilith that important? She's just holding the position of princess, right?"

        

        "For people, positions are important, and perceptions change according to those positions."

        

        "For example?"

        

        "For example, there's a difference in how people perceive it when the Hero Livia offers to teach swordsmanship versus when an ordinary person offers the same."

        

        It was a somewhat extreme example, but still.

        

        "People's perceptions change depending on where one stands. In Lady Lilith's case, it's not Lilith Klifort who matters, but the fact that she's a princess. For the Human Alliance, it's not a bad thing to have such a princess marry the new king of Elvenheim."

        

        In fact, marriages between royalty of different races within the Human Alliance were quite common.

        

        Because it was the most effective way to strengthen the bonds of the Human Alliance. When they marry, they become family and relatives, so they don't tend to escalate minor issues and both sides try to resolve matters amicably.

        

        "Position really is important, isn't it? I wonder why."

        

        "Most people are busy."

        

        "Busy? Why does that matter?"

        

        "They're busy with their own affairs, their minds full of their own stories. It's hard to listen to others' stories and analyze what kind of person they are. That's why positions exist."

        

        Positions define a person's impression, value, and many other things.

        

        It's surprisingly common.

        

        "..."

        

        "They serve as coordinates that make it easy to understand what kind of person someone is. Unless you're going to become very close, those coordinates become the basis for forming impressions about that person."

        

        "I don't like that."

        

        "To put it more extremely, people's attitudes can change depending on someone's position."

        

        When Hero Livia points something out.

        

        When King Cromwell points something out.

        

        When an ordinary person like me points something out.

        

        The reactions would all be different.

        

        Because all those people hold different positions.

        

        "How do you see my position as a hero, Royce?"

        

        "Can I be honest?"

        

        "Yes."

      

      
        

        "Your job as a hero looked difficult."

        

        "Huh? No, no, you were talking about value and such?"

        

        "The value is high, of course. Someone who saves the world—how could it not be high?"

        

        "...That wasn't the answer I was looking for."

        

        "That's unfortunate."

        

        I couldn't tell what answer she wanted.

        

        "You don't seem to have much greed, Royce."

        

        "Me? I want money, a house, and if possible, to live happily—I want plenty of things."

        

        "But they're not your top priority."

        

        "..."

        

        Oh.

        

        I was speechless after being called out like that.

        

        Come to think of it, that seemed true.

        

        I was a bit surprised to be caught off guard by Livia of all people.

        

        Perhaps it was because it was Livia.

        

        "I'm sure that's what it is with you, Royce."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "While helping others because you believe in people's goodwill, your own desires got pushed down in priority. In some ways, don't you think we're quite similar?"

        

        Even though broken by people's malice, you still can't give up on goodwill and continue to help people.

        

        The direction might have changed somewhat, but the result of helping people remained unchanged.

        

        Well, the scale of people we've helped would be different.

        

        At most, I only help people in everyday situations, but Livia must have saved countless lives.

        

        "I've been thinking this for a while, but I'm not as great a person as you think I am."

        

        "..."

        

        "Please don't see me as some kind of saint or something."

        

        "It's okay."

        

        "What is?"

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "What does it matter if you're not a great person? Either way is fine, isn't it?"

        

        "But you might be disappointed if I make mistakes."

        

        "Then let's work together to make up for those mistakes."

        

        "..."

        

        I stared at Livia with wide eyes, and she just looked back at me, smiling like a puppy that had found its owner.

        

        That smile was sparkling and vibrant, how should I put it?

        

        It was full of energy.

        

        "Just as you're helping me make up for my mistakes now and giving me a chance to stand again, if you make a mistake in the future, I'll help you make up for it too."

        

        "..."

        

        "We're human—how can we not make mistakes? Even for small mistakes, I'll help you make up for them."

        

        "That's quite reassuring."

        

        "Right? ...I used to think that life was lonely, a journey you take alone. I got up many times, whipping myself into action, thinking I had to do everything by myself."

        

        Come to think of it, her family background wasn't very good.

        

        I didn't even have what could be called a family background at first.

        

        "I thought that was right. I believed that going alone was the answer. That it would be the fastest and most correct path, and I never doubted it."

        

        "But now it's different?"

        

        "I think a person's self-righteousness can become dangerous. ...I never questioned my own justice or goodness while believing I was punishing evil. And I've come to think that can be self-righteous and a dangerous blade."

        

        "..."

        

        "And above all else."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "I want to live for myself."

        

        "...I see. That's a good sign, isn't it?"

        

        It's like someone who hasn't looked in a mirror for a long time finally checking their appearance.

        

        Livia saying she wants to live for herself is just like that.

        

        It will be awkward and clumsy.

        

        This woman, who has never lived for herself, will find the idea of living for herself extremely unfamiliar.

        

        Moreover, her nature is so inherently good that even if she lives for herself, she'll end up helping others and smiling at people's goodwill.

        

        "If only everyone in the world could be like Livia."

        

        "Wouldn't that be dangerous?"

        

        "...Indeed, that was a slip of the tongue."

        

      

      
        "It's funny coming from me, but if everyone in the world were like me, the world would collapse. A world full of people like me who are only good at fighting—ugh, just imagining it gives me goosebumps."

        

        "Haha!"

        

        Seeing me laugh, Livia carefully moved her chair closer and said:

        

        "What's your type, Royce?"

        

        "My type?"

        

        "Your type of woman."

        

        "Why do you want to know?"

        

        "Why ask? So I can work on becoming that type of woman."

        

        "..."

        

        This direct way of speaking always surprises me.

        

        Is the emotion of embarrassment somehow removed from her brain?

        

        "What if I said I like women with small breasts?"

        

        "I don't think that's true."

        

        "Why are you so sure about that?"

        

        "From my experience with you. Besides, all men like big breasts, right?"

        

        "Some people prefer smaller ones."

        

        "What about you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Heh."

        

        Ah, that victorious expression.

        

        It's a bit irritating.

        

        "Well, anyway, they say the person you actually marry is different from your type. Have you thought about what kind of person you'd marry?"

        

        "Someone suitable for a hero."

        

        "..."

        

        "If many people said someone was a suitable partner for a hero, I was going to choose that person. I didn't care about gender."

        

        "Did you have preferences in that area?"

        

        "No, but making it seem like I did was part of being a hero."

        

        It was a story that was not just inhuman but heartbreaking.

        

        "What about now?"

        

        "Well, preferences... You."

        

        "..."

        

        "Huh? You're supposed to be embarrassed here! I like your embarrassed expression! It's quite a rare treat since I don't get to see it often."

        

        I looked at Livia for a moment and slowly leaned my upper body closer to her.

        

        "Oh!" Livia was slightly taken aback.

        

        "No, did I tease too much? You see, I'm also trying my best to make you see me as a potential partner..."

        

        "Stay still, Livia."

        

        "Eh! Ugh...!"

        

        Livia carefully blushed and closed her eyes, and I cautiously reached out to brush off some dust that was in her hair.

        

        "Eh."

        

        "There was dust in your hair. Come to think of it, you don't seem to have bathed yet. Shall we get you cleaned up?"

        

        As I stood up, Livia, with a completely flushed face, said:

        

        "You did that on purpose!! It felt like you were going to kiss me!!"

        

        "No way, it was just goodwill on my part. How did you interpret it that way?"

        

        "...Grrrr!"

        

        That flushed face showing frustration seemed to contain more than just frustration.

        

        I hate to say this, but...

        

        Since we get along so well in many ways, I often find myself imagining.

        

        About what happens after this journey ends.

        

        "And you might not need to try to make me see you as a potential partner."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Because I already do."

        

        "...Eh."

        

        Leaving a dazed Livia behind, I stood up.

        

        "I'm going to bed now, so don't stay up too late, Livia."

        

        "..."

        

        Leaving the completely stunned Livia behind, I went up the stairs.

        

        Hmm.

        

        People should be able to put themselves in others' shoes.

        

        Feeling a childish sense of victory, I returned to my room.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.74[A Brief Rest - 13]

      
        "Who are you?"

        

        "Does it matter who I am when we're both just trash from the same slum? What's important is what we're going to do, don't you think?"

        

        "When did we become 'we'? Do you know me?"

        

        "No, I'm seeing you for the first time today. But in a slum where you should thank God if someone alive today is still alive tomorrow, does that really matter?"

        

        "You have a point."

        

        "Hey, why don't you work with me? You're quite capable. Let's work together."

        

        "......"

        

        When I opened my heavy eyelids, the same scenery as always unfolded before me.

        

        Everyone has memories that cannot be erased. Despite being plain and utterly shabby, there are memories that remain in one's mind longer than stimulating and beautiful ones.

        

        Alex rose from his bed.

        

        "Things to do... Right, I had many things to do."

        

        Alex clenched his fist and let out a small sigh.

        

        The World Tree had been revived, and the hero Olivia Reinhart had broken the Reaper's curse.

        

        But the mana nerves and physical body damaged by the curse would not have recovered yet, so it was questionable to call her in her prime.

        

        Nevertheless, she was undoubtedly a powerful force.

        

        Perhaps he should have killed Olivia even if it meant pushing himself, but he thought two Demon Lord Army executives and a wyvern unit would be enough to handle her.

        

        Moreover, if both of them used the power received from the Reaper at full strength, they would be at Demon Lord level. If they fought together, defeating Olivia, who was dying from the Reaper's curse, shouldn't have been difficult.

        

        But Alex had underestimated the individualism of magical beasts.

        

        He never thought they would act separately in Elvenheim and be defeated one by one.

        

        'Calm down. Yes, there's definitely a problem. As long as Olivia Reinhart is alive, she'll certainly come to interfere with me.'

        

        Reina was dead.

        

        She wasn't helpful until the end.

        

        The fact that the Geass contract had burned meant the person bound by the Geass had died, indicating Reina's death.

        

        But it wasn't all bad, as he had gained something as well.

        

        "Why is she just sitting still?"

        

        That was Alex's biggest question.

        

        She had broken the Reaper's curse, so she already had enough power.

        

        In fact, if she were to expose Alex, doing so while her body hadn't fully recovered would make a stronger impression.

        

        Yet, quite some time had passed, and she had done nothing.

        

        'Is she stupid? ...No, if she were stupid, she would have emotionally tried to expose me, making noise everywhere.'

        

        If that happened, Alex couldn't remain quiet either, and the scale of bloodshed would be vastly different, but the response would be easier.

        

        But Olivia was doing nothing and just watching.

        

        Was she observing to see what Alex might do if she exposed him?

        

        'No, she's not the type to take such an intelligent approach.'

        

        Olivia wasn't stupid, but she wasn't someone who thought deeply either.

        

        She seemed to use all her innate intelligence for combat, often appearing somewhat insensitive or lacking knowledge in areas outside of battle.

        

        But when it came to combat, her judgment was rarely wrong.

        

        Sometimes her decisions were reckless, but they ultimately led to the result that 'Olivia Reinhart has the power to succeed.'

        

        In conclusion, while she wasn't unintelligent, she wasn't the type to use her brain for deep thinking.

        

        'Is there someone advising her? The elf, perhaps?'

        

        Reina never revealed that information.

        

        When asked if someone else was with Olivia, she deliberately cut off the question and ended the communication.

        

        Perhaps he should have added the condition "must not ignore Alex Reynolds' words" to the Geass.

        

        'The fact that Reina deliberately cut off means there was definitely someone with her.'

        

        There was no need for such a reaction if Olivia was alone.

        

        Someone is there.

        

        Someone is with Olivia.

        

        And that someone is probably quite intelligent.

        

        Someone who can think on Olivia's behalf is among her companions.

        

        'And clearly a foolish do-gooder.'

        

        An idiot who wants to use that good brain for good deeds.

        

        Otherwise, there would be no reason to not only save the dying Olivia but also travel with her all the way to Elvenheim.

        

      

      
        "This is giving me a headache."

        

        -That's not the real issue.

        

        At that resonating voice, Alex sighed softly and put on his clothes.

        

        "I believe I told you not to speak to me while the sun shines on the kingdom."

        

        -Hero Olivia Reinhart has survived. The Reaper's curse has been broken too. Surely you understand how serious this is?

        

        "I would have preferred her dead too. Beyond being troublesome, depending on the situation, I might have to abandon my identity."

        

        For Alex Reynolds, identity wasn't absolutely necessary, but it was convenient.

        

        This power.

        

        This trust.

        

        All of these things gave Alex strength, so having them was not bad at all. But since they weren't more precious than his life, he could discard them if necessary.

        

        What mattered was ultimately winning and obtaining everything.

        

        Whatever happened in the process didn't matter. Even if he had to crawl through the dirt to win, a victory was still a victory.

        

        "What's done is done. You know that fighting over emotions won't lead to any answers, right?"

        

        -This is a big problem.

        

        "Oh my, are you afraid of Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        -I should be asking you that.

        

        The voice resonating in his mind retorted to Alex's sarcasm.

        

        -Aren't you afraid? That overwhelming power—you've seen it up close. Aren't you afraid of that power? You've already become evil in Olivia Reinhart's eyes.

        

        "......"

        

        -You're a target for elimination, just like the magical beasts.

        

        Olivia Reinhart is strong.

        

        Absurdly strong.

        

        It wasn't human strength.

        

        Perhaps she might even be stronger than the first hero, who was called the strongest.

        

        "My, how frightening."

        

        -The most frightening thing is that her prime has not yet arrived.

        

        "......"

        

        -She had room to spare even when fighting the Demon Lord, and her body hadn't finished developing. In the worst case, she could become a powerhouse capable of facing the world alone.

        

        "That may be true. But regardless, she was afflicted by the Reaper's curse and suffered serious injuries, and quite some time has passed. She must be weaker than when she defeated the Demon Lord."

        

        -She's a hero precisely because she transcends such common sense, you monster who believes in human potential less than we do, despite being human yourself.

        

        "......"

        

        Alex momentarily frowned.

        

        "It would be better if we didn't say things that hurt each other's feelings."

        

        -You're right. That was out of line.

        

        "It's fine. Anyway, it's undeniable that Olivia is powerful even if she's not in her prime. Then why not use even that fact to our advantage?"

        

        -What do you mean?

        

        "She is a hero. No matter what, she's a hero. No matter how corrupted, tormented, or disappointed in humanity she becomes, she remains a hero in the end."

        

        -......"

        

        Alex believes in human malice.

        

        He believed that people could prioritize malice over goodwill.

        

        He believed that in life-threatening moments, people would look after themselves rather than others.

        

        He believed that when faced with disadvantage, people would choose convenient lies over inconvenient truths.

        

        That's why he and Olivia never saw eye to eye.

        

        Because she believed in human goodwill, and despite her twisted nature, her eyes remained remarkably straight.

        

        -In that case, it would have been better to assassinate her right after the Demon Lord died. In the realm of magical beasts, no one would have saved her.

        

        "Easy for you to say. To make her let her guard down, I needed to dull that sharpness of hers somewhat."

        

        In the realm of magical beasts, Olivia remained somewhat sharp on her return journey and instinctively detected poison. But in human territory, that sharpness seemed to diminish.

        

        Perhaps she felt safe after completing her greatest duty as a hero—hunting the Demon Lord—and returning to human territory.

        

        Alex was convinced that moment was his only chance.

        

        If he had failed, Olivia might have killed him on the spot, so he had to be careful.

        

        Even after being poisoned, she resisted and had the vitality to reach Elvenheim.

        

        With those wounds.

        

      

      
        With that poison.

        

        It was hard to tell who the monster was.

        

        -You have a strategy, I assume?

        

        "I have a method. Right now, I'm more concerned about the collaborator beside Olivia Reinhart."

        

        -I'll investigate from my end.

        

        "I appreciate it. And also."

        

        -What is it?

        

        "Please refrain from unilateral actions like the one at East Port. A large-scale attack after the Demon Lord was captured?"

        

        -You would have attacked Elvenheim to capture the hero too, wouldn't you?

        

        "That was an operation based on the certainty that the hero was there. The attack on East Port was clearly not part of the plan."

        

        -......"

        

        Olivia was in East Port, but they failed to capture her.

        

        If they had known she was there, they would have attacked more thoroughly.

        

        With a large-scale attack occurring after the Demon Lord was captured, voices of anxiety were beginning to rise among the citizens.

        

        News of the Elvenheim attack had not yet spread.

        

        That old elf might be plotting something again.

        

        -Understood, I'll give a warning.

        

        "I appreciate it."

        

        With that, the voice quickly disappeared.

        

        'What a suspicious old man.'

        

        Come to think of it, Lilith had also headed to Elvenheim.

        

        She didn't explicitly say she was going to Elvenheim, but it was highly likely.

        

        If she had met Olivia and heard the truth.

        

        'The collaborator is Lilith... No, Lilith moved after the demon invasion incident at East Port. Who could it be? What idiot would...'

        

        There was a knock at the door, and Alex cleared his throat before speaking.

        

        "It's open. Come in."

        

        "Um, it's me..."

        

        It was Belita.

        

        Alex relaxed slightly and said:

        

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

        

        "Was... was Lady Reina..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Was she killed by Lady Olivia?"

        

        "......"

        

        Killed by Olivia.

        

        The possibility wasn't zero.

        

        If Reina had acted self-righteously, it could have happened.

        

        But Alex thought the possibility was low.

        

        He considered it unlikely that Reina would have shifted blame to Olivia.

        

        But.

        

        'She's trembling. ...It would be good to stimulate that fear.'

        

        Unlike Reina, Belita wasn't bound by a Geass, so there was a need to stimulate her fragile heart.

        

        "That's highly likely."

        

        "Huh."

        

        Belita visibly trembled, and Alex smiled, wearing the mask of a gentle smile.

        

        "We're accomplices, aren't we? We should at least... get along well with each other. Especially you, who must protect your family. Saint without the mark of a saint."

        

        "......"

        

        Belita trembled.

        

        What should one call a person who only has the heart to be loved by others, but lacks the courage to be hated?

        

        Truly wonderful.

        

        'Because she's easy to control.'

        

        In that respect, he could say he liked Belita more than Reina.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.75[A Brief Rest - 14]

      
        "So you're really going to the water city of Erkia?"

        

        Belita asked once more, and Alex took a sip of wine with practiced ease before answering.

        

        "I must go."

        

        "Lady Olivia might kill you."

        

        "Even so, I can't miss the Human Alliance meeting. Especially since His Majesty Cromwell Clifort himself requested it."

        

        "I see..."

        

        That was a lie.

        

        In truth, there were plenty of ways to avoid going if he wanted to.

        

        Despite its grand name, the Human Alliance meeting was essentially a gathering to foster goodwill and prevent wars between human factions. Most interracial marriages were also decided at these meetings.

        

        This was why princes, princesses, and nobles often married outside their race rather than within it.

        

        After all, arranging marriages between different races was more effective at preventing wars than marriages within the same race.

        

        Of course, not everyone did this. From Alex's impression, roughly one member of the royal family and one or two nobles typically engaged in such arrangements.

        

        Usually, those introduced for these marriage arrangements were individuals who wouldn't inherit family titles or those considered otherwise unhelpful to their families.

        

        At any rate, while attendance wasn't strictly necessary for such an event, his reason for going was clear.

        

        His pride wouldn't allow otherwise.

        

        Acknowledging this as a crisis and hiding in a relatively safe kingdom simply didn't suit his temperament and would be admitting defeat.

        

        Hiding during a crisis was the thinking of losers.

        

        In times of crisis, one must move forward to seize victory.

        

        'I will win. There's no need to worry.'

        

        Winning was all that mattered.

        

        He would definitely triumph and obtain everything he desired.

        

        This wasn't about wounds or psychological issues—it was purely about ambition, and Alex Reynolds had surely been this way since birth.

        

        However.

        

        He sometimes wondered about one possibility.

        

        If he had remained in that slum where there was nothing but garbage.

        

        Sometimes he wondered if something might have changed.

        

        Though it was just meaningless musing.

        

        'If this is a crisis, I'll turn it into an opportunity.'

        

        Olivia would certainly appear, and that would simultaneously be an opportunity to kill her.

        

        Olivia seemed reluctant to make a big issue out of the hero assassination attempt.

        

        This was clearly due to her concern that Alex might do something irreversibly drastic. While not incorrect, Alex also wanted to maintain the power he held in the kingdom.

        

        Even if everything else failed, shouldn't the kingdom be protected?

        

        "What will you do, Miss Belita?"

        

        "Me? I..."

        

        Belita knew almost no information.

        

        In some ways, she knew even less than Reina.

        

        Therefore, even if she were to reveal information to Olivia, she wouldn't have anything substantial to share.

        

        Should he take her along?

        

        Or would it be better to leave her behind?

        

        He pondered for a moment.

        

        "Well, we're not leaving tomorrow, so take your time to think about it."

        

        "What, what should I do?"

        

        "..."

        

        He sighed inwardly.

        

        She was very easy to manipulate, which was a good thing, and he could acknowledge her desperate efforts to master healing magic despite not being a saint. But she was a woman who lacked any sense of self-determination.

        

        She was the type who, if married, would leave everything to her husband and focus solely on household matters. She would also be the first to back down in any disagreement.

        

        No self-determination.

        

        No confidence.

        

        Nothing at all.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was completely empty, and even desire didn't stir within her.

        

        She feared becoming evil yet found it tiresome to remain good.

        

        How utterly human.

        

        "Miss Belita."

        

        "Yes, yes!"

        

        "You and I are the only accomplices left. We can't trust anyone else in the world, but we who have committed the same crime can trust each other."

        

        "...Y-yes, that's right."

        

      

      
        "So let's rely on each other. Once we overcome this crisis, we won't have to struggle in our future lives."

        

        "Of course, yes."

        

        "Then I'll give you one more day to think about it. I would prefer if you came with me, but if you don't want to, you can stay in the capital."

        

        "...Yes, please give me time to think."

        

        "Of course."

        

        With those words, Belita stood up.

        

        "I'll be going now."

        

        "Yes, take care."

        

        Belita slightly bowed her head and left the room, and Alex maintained his smile until she was gone.

        

        'In the water city of Erkia, fate will move once again.'

        

        Last time, Olivia rolled a 1 on her die, while Alex rolled a 4.

        

        He succeeded in bringing Olivia to the brink of death but couldn't kill her, so it was debatable whether his roll could be called a 6.

        

        What about this time?

        

        What numbers would their respective dice show?

        

        'One must always anticipate the worst-case scenario.'

        

        It was necessary to devise a way to roll the dice again in case unexpected methods were used.

        

        There would be unavoidable situations because Olivia Reinhart was a hero.

        

        Even if she was disappointed in people, at her core she was a foolish do-gooder who would never succumb to the temptation of evil.

        

        In this world, just as there were people who could never become heroes, there were those who could never become villains.

        

        Olivia was a typical example of the latter, and he needed to use that to his advantage.

        

        Knock, knock.

        

        A knocking sound echoed.

        

        'I seem to have many visitors today.'

        

        He let out a brief sigh and said:

        

        "It's open."

        

        "Then I'll come in."

        

        At that familiar voice, Alex unconsciously stood up, and the person who opened the door was exactly who he had expected.

        

        Alex greeted him politely and said:

        

        "Prince Felix Clifort, to what do I owe the honor of your visit?"

        

        "Ah, don't worry about it. No need to be so formal. You're also a legitimate royal with succession rights, aren't you?"

        

        "Surely not. I'm just a nouveau riche who was lucky enough to have the previous hero come from the Reynolds family."

        

        "So modest."

        

        Felix Clifort.

        

        The younger brother of Lilith Clifort and the first son.

        

        With Lilith Clifort's poor health preventing her from public activities, Felix was virtually confirmed as the next king.

        

        However, Alex also had succession rights and had participated in the Demon Lord subjugation, so depending on circumstances, Alex could potentially become king.

        

        In childhood, Felix had been overshadowed by his sister Lilith in every aspect, but as Lilith's health deteriorated and she became unable to do anything, Felix surpassed her in all areas.

        

        However.

        

        The defeats of childhood would surely continue to haunt Felix.

        

        "Do you know where my sister is?"

        

        "I know she teleported to East Port using a teleportation orb, but beyond that, I have no specific information."

        

        "I see."

        

        "As siblings, you must be concerned."

        

        "Well, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried as family. But that's not what concerns me."

        

        "Then what are you worried about?"

        

        Felix stroked his chin as he spoke.

        

        "Our sister has excellent intuition. Sometimes she skips the process and jumps straight to the correct conclusion. But she knows her condition well, so she usually stays put."

        

        "..."

        

        "My sister often teased me, saying she was destined to be sold off as a fiancée to another race in the Human Alliance that she didn't even like, and told me to govern the country well."

        

        "It's an honorable position, yet she teased you?"

        

        "Does it seem so? That position, with all its heavy responsibilities, might not be to everyone's liking. My sister was one who didn't like it."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Oh dear, the conversation has strayed."

        

        Felix let out a small sigh and continued:

        

        "Anyway, my sister was someone who could be content with her position, and no matter how tomboyish she acted, she never crossed the line. ...Yet that sister of mine moved without telling anyone, taking only Sebastian with her."

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        "She must have had some intuition of her own and acted on it. I can't dismiss this as nothing. There must have been something, definitely."

        

        "For example, what kind of thing?"

        

        "Hmm, well."

        

        Felix smiled.

        

        "Perhaps she found a marriage partner?"

        

        "That would be an intuition to celebrate."

        

        "Right? Anyway... Ah, yes. The reason I came was to inform you that I also plan to go to the water city of Erkia."

        

        "Prince Felix to Erkia... In other words, you're going instead of me?"

        

        That wounded his pride, but forcing his way to Erkia despite Felix's presence carried too much risk.

        

        If Felix truly intended to go to Erkia in Alex's place, it would be better for Alex to quietly give up.

        

        "No, I'm going as your aide."

        

        "T-that... If I were your aide, Prince Felix, I could understand, but the reverse seems inappropriate, doesn't it?"

        

        "Father recommended it, didn't he?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You seem to converse quite frequently. Even more than me, his son. I'm almost jealous."

        

        "That's... He's just awkward with his children."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Felix stood up, straightened his clothes, and said:

        

        "But if Father trusts you that much, I'd like to observe and learn what I can from the sidelines, so there's no need to be tense."

        

        "Haha, that statement actually makes me more tense."

        

        "Does it? Hahaha, well... But you're right. Father was never much of a talker, but lately he seems even less so."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        Felix looked at Alex.

        

        "Do you know anything? He might have told a trusted subordinate what he wouldn't tell his own child."

        

        "Surely not. Prince Felix, you seem to overestimate the relationship between His Majesty and myself. He simply treats me well because we happen to align on certain matters."

        

        "I see..."

        

        A moment of silence fell over the room, and then Felix smiled.

        

        "Well then, we'll depart in a few days. I look forward to working with you."

        

        "Yes, I'll do my best."

        

        "Prince Felix!"

        

        Bang! The knight who appeared to be Felix's guard roughly opened the door. Alex, who was initially about to shout at the rudeness, quickly stopped himself.

        

        The fact that a knight who understood etiquette would do such a thing meant there was a good reason.

        

        Felix seemed to have made the same judgment, as he said nothing about the rudeness.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "A message has arrived from Princess Lilith!"

        

        Nobles possessed magical tools that allowed brief communication within human territories.

        

        Though not as effective as what Alex possessed, they served their purpose.

        

        It seemed she had used such a tool to contact them.

        

        "What? Where is she now? Is my sister safe?"

        

        "Yes, yes... It was a brief message, but she seems to be doing well..."

        

        His deathly pale face clearly said, "She's doing too well, and that's the problem."

        

        Felix tilted his head and asked:

        

        "So what's the content? What did my sister say? Was it a message for me?"

        

        "Well... She says she's building rapport with Titania in Elvenheim and heading to the water city of Erkia."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        A silence of bewilderment.

        

        Felix, who had been standing, sat down as if feeling dizzy.

        

        "P-Prince Felix!"

        

        "Acting first and thinking later... she never changes..."

        

        Felix muttered while pressing his temple.

        

        "What a headache..."

        

        Behind the troubled Felix, Alex's eyes gleamed.

        

        'So Lilith is also coming to Erkia with Titania.'

        

        That was the only information that mattered to Alex.
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        The rattling sound of the carriage is quite stable.

        

        I think the farewell at Elvenheim was truly magnificent, even by my own standards.

        

        Everyone waved goodbye as we left, and I felt properly welcomed and properly sent off.

        

        Come to think of it, I believe something similar happened before, but back then I didn't have the luxury to notice, so I couldn't wave back to those who were waving at me.

        

        That's why this time I properly waved goodbye and promised to meet again.

        

        Right now, everyone had gotten out of the carriage for dinner.

        

        The men had gone to hunt for food and clear out nearby monsters, so only women remained here.

        

        "We'll be traveling together at least halfway, Olivia."

        

        "I suppose..."

        

        I responded halfheartedly to Lilith's words.

        

        "Olivia? Are you okay?"

        

        "No, I mean, yes. I'm fine, nothing's wrong with me."

        

        It's just that.

        

        Before leaving Elvenheim, Royce approached me first for the first time.

        

        It was incredibly stimulating.

        

        Our faces merely got a little closer, and I mistakenly thought he was going to kiss me.

        

        But it was the first time I recognized someone as a romantic interest.

        

        And the first time my mind went completely blank from being so close to someone.

        

        "I smell something."

        

        "Titania?"

        

        Titania, who had been sitting in the carriage, approached me and Lilith as we were starting a fire and smiled.

        

        She seemed like a completely different person from the Titania I saw in Elvenheim.

        

        Perhaps having found a successor allowed her to truly let go of many things?

        

        "What smell?"

        

        "The smell of love."

        

        "Ah, um..."

        

        "Youth is wonderful. Love is even better."

        

        "But Titania's love..."

        

        "Olivia, you can be quite oblivious sometimes."

        

        "Heh, Royce points that out to me often too."

        

        "Actually, everyone probably points it out. Why do you have good intuition but poor social awareness, Olivia?"

        

        Perhaps I should say I've never valued others' emotions that much.

        

        Actually, I should say I've never valued my own emotions either.

        

        Anyway, having lived while neglecting such feelings, I was somewhat insensitive and awkward about these matters.

        

        "Indeed, all my loves ended in tragedy. I lost both my husbands."

        

        If it was Sylphy's grandfather, I could understand why without asking.

        

        It was during wartime, so it was entirely possible.

        

        But how did Reina's father die?

        

        "For your information, my second husband, Reina's father, was killed by monsters. He always had a restless personality, which I think he passed down to Reina."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        What should I do about this atmosphere?

        

        If someone says they loved twice but both ended tragically, I wouldn't know what words of comfort to offer.

        

        According to others' assessments, I lack social awareness, so I probably couldn't say the right comforting words and might even make things worse, so I decided to keep my mouth shut here.

        

        Sometimes silence is the wisest choice.

        

        "It's true that neither of my two loves ended happily."

        

        Titania gazed at the campfire with a small smile.

        

        "But I've never regretted loving."

        

        "..."

        

        "Wow, that's such a romantic thing to say! Titania!"

        

        Lilith was very susceptible to these things.

        

        Romance.

        

        Ideals.

        

        She especially liked such things.

        

        Of course, if someone asked if I disliked them, I would say I liked them too.

        

      

      
        I remember secretly reading heroic tales behind my father's back, my eyes shining, wanting to become like the heroes in those books.

        

        But unfortunately, young me was quickly caught and beaten to the point of delirium.

        

        At that time, I couldn't think that it was too much punishment just for having a book.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Uh.

        

        Come to think of it, wasn't my home environment completely messed up?

        

        Truly, belatedly, such a question occurred to me.

        

        Royce also openly said last time that my life was the fault of someone who cursed me, and if that curse wasn't the Reaper's curse but a psychological one, I can't think of anything other than my family.

        

        "So it's good to choose carefully who you love."

        

        "I chose well."

        

        I answered without hesitation.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        This time, Titania and Lilith fell silent simultaneously, except for me.

        

        "Honest and steadfast. That might be considered a flaw by some, but it's certainly an unchangeable strength."

        

        "Olivia has always been like that. By the way, Olivia, can I call you Livia too?"

        

        "No."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "I, I want only Royce to call me that."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        They looked at me with subtle eyes again.

        

        Those eyes were somehow irritating, and I wished they would stop.

        

        Lilith said with a smile:

        

        "Do you like him that much?"

        

        "He's the first person I think of when I open my eyes, and the last when I close them. I want him by my side, and I don't want him to look at other women."

        

        "..."

        

        "I want to be special to Royce, just as he is special to me."

        

        "Royce seems to have plenty of interest in you."

        

        "I wonder."

        

        I'm not sure.

        

        He told me he recognized me as a romantic interest, but I couldn't tell if he said that to tease me or if he was serious.

        

        Still, the fact that he said such things could be positively evaluated as having developed some interest compared to before, but that feeling was probably still too subtle to call love.

        

        "Since Royce is a good person... even if it hadn't been me lying on the ground, he would have helped."

        

        Funnily enough, that's why I fell for him, and that's why I confessed right away.

        

        If I had been special to him, I might have tried to get him to accept my confession somehow, but that wasn't the case.

        

        I'm just one of the many people Royce has helped.

        

        Just as I don't consider the people I've saved as a hero to be special, Royce probably feels the same.

        

        If that's the case, I just need to make an effort.

        

        Today.

        

        Tomorrow.

        

        Every day.

        

        I'll just love him more with each passing day.

        

        Unfortunately, I had neither the right nor the qualification to stop Royce, so if he said he loved another woman, there was nothing I could do.

        

        I could burst with emotion, cry, and ask him to choose me, but that wouldn't be right.

        

        If I truly love him, I should wish for his happiness.

        

        If I don't do at least that, the love I hold now will surely degenerate into obsession.

        

        I didn't want my love to turn into obsession and change my entire world into Royce.

        

        I didn't want to become such a weak woman.

        

        Surely Royce wouldn't prefer such a woman either.

        

        I wanted to love while remaining myself.

        

        "You're young."

        

        "Titania?"

        

        "Such love troubles are good. But from what I can see, he's not completely indifferent."

        

        "R-really?"

        

      

      
        "Y-yes, I agree! Olivia! You're so pretty to begin with! And you're kind! I'm sure even if it's not love yet, there must have been moments when you moved his heart."

        

        "Do... do you think so? Maybe you're right."

        

        Compared to when we first met, he does show somewhat more emotional responses, so he's definitely developed some interest.

        

        I couldn't be certain whether that was romantic interest or not, but there was no doubt he was viewing me more favorably.

        

        "Ah, love stories are nice. Especially since Olivia is a hero? I want to write about it. I want to write a book about you and Royce."

        

        "I don't mind."

        

        "Is it okay to give permission so easily?"

        

        "If Royce is okay with it, then it's fine."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Have you written before?"

        

        "Ah, yes. Not good enough to show others, but I write as a hobby sometimes. Olivia, Felix, and Sebas were my only three readers."

        

        "I'd like to be the fourth."

        

        "Th-that... It's not a work worthy of showing to Titania."

        

        "It's fine. Every work has its own flavor."

        

        Each of her words exudes such intellect that I feel like if I speak, the difference in our intelligence would be obvious, so I tend to hold back my words.

        

        Why can't I speak so elegantly?

        

        Perhaps I should have studied how to speak better.

        

        "Lilith."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do you think Sylphy is fit to be a king?"

        

        "...Hmm, I'm not sure. From my time with him, he seems somewhat timid. I can't judge whether he has the makings of a king or not."

        

        Lilith said as she added firewood to the campfire.

        

        "He's a good person, Sylphy is."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Titania thought for a moment and then said:

        

        "I'll be honest."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "You have almost no right to succession, correct?"

        

        "Yes, and I have no intention of taking the throne. I'll leave that headache-inducing position to Felix."

        

        "But as a royal, you can't avoid an engagement for the sake of the kingdom."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Then how about trying with Sylphy?"

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith was silent for a moment.

        

        "I'm not saying you should marry right away. I would like that, but matters between men and women should be decided by them. First, an engagement... no, hmm. If that engagement were broken off, that would be troublesome in its own way."

        

        "Hey, isn't this... moving too fast!?"

        

        "Don't you like Sylphy?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Oh, so you're not completely indifferent."

        

        I might not have great social awareness, but I couldn't help but react to Lilith's silence here.

        

        Lilith was the type to clearly deny things that weren't true.

        

        Thinking about it, something suddenly occurred to me.

        

        "Come to think of it, didn't you say Sylphy saved you when you almost fell?"

        

        "Y-yes..."

        

        "At that time, your heart fluttered a bit, but you were disappointed thinking he was a woman, then when you found out he was a man, you thought, 'Wait, this might be good,' right?"

        

        "...I don't want to admit I fell for a woman at first sight."

        

        "No, he's a man."

        

        "I haven't seen what's below, so I don't know."

        

        "Somehow, I feel like we've had this conversation before..."

        

        Anyway, it seemed she wasn't completely indifferent.

        

        If that's the case, Sylphy's side...

        

        Wait.

        

        Come to think of it, Sylphy has no intention of becoming king or getting engaged, yet here we are discussing things in his absence.

        

        Is this right?

        

        Honestly, I'm not sure.
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        "So, do you have any intention of becoming Oberon?"

        

        "But I'm a half-elf."

        

        "Not all kings of the elves throughout history were high elves. Just like that, there's no reason a half-elf can't become one. Titania seems to want you as Oberon because she knows this."

        

        And as mentioned, having Sylphy as king would help reduce problems that might arise with half-elves.

        

        If that was Sylphy's goal as well, then the option of becoming Oberon wasn't so bad.

        

        Of course, he hadn't studied anything about becoming king as a half-elf, nor had he had time to prepare himself mentally, so it would be confusing in many ways, but it wasn't such a bad choice for Sylphy either.

        

        "Hmm, then what exactly is the difference between high elves and regular elves?"

        

        "They live a bit longer, and they can materialize magical power to create bows."

        

        "That's it?"

        

        "Innate differences can surprisingly have a big impact on people's perceptions, Sylphy."

        

        "......"

        

        "I also think it's not a bad choice for Sylphy to become Oberon."

        

        "Even you, Res..."

        

        For reference, there were four men present here.

        

        One was me.

        

        Two was Sylphy.

        

        Three was Res.

        

        And finally, Sebastian, Lilith's butler, making four of us here, dealing with nearby magical beasts and patrolling while gathering food.

        

        In truth, Livia could have gone around alone without any problems, but this wasn't about strength or weakness—it was a kind of role system.

        

        Above all, though she was walking around as if nothing was wrong, Livia was currently a one-armed swordswoman with holes in her head and chest.

        

        Moreover, her magic nerves were damaged due to a curse, meaning that if she were an ordinary person, she would be bedridden and groaning in pain from such severe injuries.

        

        With such serious injuries, yet walking around as if nothing was wrong, I honestly wondered: did she even need an elixir?

        

        If left alone like that, wouldn't she outlive me anyway?

        

        I had such thoughts, but it was still better to get the elixir since we didn't know when her wounds might burst open in a strange way and threaten Livia's life.

        

        "Currently, public opinion of Sylphy, who has done his best to save Elvenheim, isn't bad at all. And above all, you drew the Meteor Bow, so you could say you've been chosen."

        

        "B-but I'm not cut out to be king. I don't know anything."

        

        "Titania isn't asking you to take the throne of Oberon right away, and even if you do ascend to Oberon's position, she will provide appropriate cooperation."

        

        At least until Titania's life ends and she closes her eyes, she would spare no advice and help as an assistant and collaborator to Sylphy who had become Oberon.

        

        He knew how to draw the Meteor Bow, received the blessing of the World Tree more strongly than others, and despite having many reasons to resent Elvenheim in its crisis, he moved to rescue lives.

        

        That alone showed he definitely had the qualities to be a hero, if not a king.

        

        "And from what I hear, Titania seems to think of Lady Lilith as your partner. What do you think about that, Sylphy?"

        

        "What?!"

        

        A violent reaction.

        

        It was a response that showed he hadn't expected this at all.

        

        "What exactly is going on that I don't know about?"

        

        "Right now, Sylphy, you're in the eye of the storm."

        

        "Huh? What do you mean?"

        

        "You're peaceful alone, but many things are happening around you."

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy scratched his head.

        

        "I'm kind of slow with these things... I've never been confessed to by a woman, nor has a woman ever said she liked me."

        

        "Sylphy, you should be careful with your words. With that appearance, saying such things makes it sound like you've been confessed to by men."

        

        "......"

        

        "Ah."

      

      
        

        "I didn't choose to be born looking like this!"

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        "No, it's not Lord Royce's fault... Why did my genes work so much toward the feminine side? Was my mother's genetic influence that strong?"

        

        As mentioned before, anyone who didn't know would think he was a woman.

        

        He didn't have breasts, but there were plenty of women with small chests, and because clothes suited him well due to his small chest, it seemed to add a certain elegance.

        

        Who would look at that and think he was a man?

        

        He seemed to sparkle somehow, even at night.

        

        "Is it even okay to talk about this so openly? S-Sebastian! You've taken care of Lady Lilith for a long time, so you must cherish her almost like a granddaughter, right? You wouldn't like her marrying a half-elf of unknown origin like me, would you? And Lady Lilith surely..."

        

        "No, Lady Lilith probably wouldn't mind."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Even if I think of her as a granddaughter, I'm just a servant. Honestly, I'd like someone to take her away soon so I can retire and rest."

        

        "Oh."

        

        Sebastian.

        

        Sebastian Alvarei.

        

        He was quite a renowned knight several decades ago, but when he tried to retire due to age, he was caught by Lilith and became her butler.

        

        No matter how much of a princess Lilith was, he had the right to refuse, but why didn't he?

        

        Was it because he felt something for the frail yet radiant Lilith, or was it just a whim, or had he intended to do this when he retired?

        

        I couldn't know that far.

        

        "Lady Lilith doesn't seem to mind either, so if Sylphy is okay with it, it might be good to look back at her once. But as much as they're a man and woman, an old man like me shouldn't interfere too much."

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        "Besides, even excluding the romantic aspect, Lady Lilith is from the Clifford family, one of the four noble houses."

        

        "Four noble houses? I hear that often. Is it different from regular nobility?"

        

        Sylphy seemed to know elven history well, but apparently had little interest in human affairs.

        

        Well, having grown up in a half-elf village, he probably never had the chance to meet nobles and had no need for such knowledge in his life.

        

        "The four noble houses represent the kingdom, commonly referred to as the 'royal families.'"

        

        "Oh, so that's what it was."

        

        "The Clifford family, the Bright family, the Courtney family, and... the Reynolds family are the four noble houses, also called royal families."

        

        "Huh? Really?"

        

        Sylphy seemed slightly surprised.

        

        I could immediately understand why Sylphy was surprised.

        

        "Originally, it wasn't the Reynolds family but Livia's Reinhart family that was one of the four noble houses."

        

        "R-right? The family that produced the most heroes... but it's not anymore?"

        

        "......"

        

        I glanced briefly toward Sebastian.

        

        As if asking whether it was okay to mention what could be considered a kingdom's disgrace.

        

        Sebastian nodded and raised his hand, indicating it didn't matter.

        

        "Olivia Reinhart is certainly an excellent hero, but unfortunately, the hero from two generations ago wasn't such a great person."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "He abused his authority as a hero and caused many problems. People unanimously called him the 'rogue hero.'"

        

        The nuisance caused by that hero at that time was quite serious.

        

        But it was true that he had defeated the Demon Lord and brought peace back to the world, so people didn't criticize him too much. However, after defeating the Demon Lord, he spent every day indulging in alcohol and women, and even dabbled in drugs that should have been avoided, becoming completely ruined.

        

        Eventually, he became completely addicted to drugs and died on the street without anyone knowing. The official cause of death was a heart attack.

        

        It was such a meaningless end that it could hardly be called the end of a hero.

        

      

      
        "The honor of the Reinhart family was tarnished because of that rogue hero, but they still remained one of the four noble houses. Until then, the fact that heroes had only emerged from the Reinhart family protected them."

        

        "...But then a hero emerged from somewhere else."

        

        "Yes, that was the previous generation's hero, Ben Reynolds."

        

        Everyone was surprised.

        

        So heroes didn't only come from the Reinhart family?

        

        Perhaps the Reynolds had inherited blood from the Reinhart family?

        

        There was much speculation, but it was all wrong, and the conclusion was that heroes didn't necessarily have to come from the Reinhart family.

        

        "And because of that incident, the Reynolds family became one of the new four noble houses, and the declining Reinhart family fell from the four noble houses."

        

        "The influence of the rogue hero was serious..."

        

        Just explaining it like this, one might think it was too harsh for a family that had produced heroes who defeated Demon Lords to fall because of just one hero, but that rogue hero had done quite a lot of damage.

        

        The number of people he saved was certainly greater, but he created many victims, and in some cases, even killed fellow humans with the holy sword.

        

        He had been such a rogue that by the time a new hero appeared from the Reynolds family, the Reinhart family's reputation was already tarnished.

        

        In that state, when they also lost the title of being the only family that produced heroes, they quickly lost their power.

        

        "So Livia must have had quite a difficult life."

        

        Originally, the four noble houses never changed. The only change I knew of was from Reinhart to Reynolds.

        

        It was that shocking of an event.

        

        It was essentially a change of royal family.

        

        "......"

        

        From what I heard from Livia, she casually mentioned being subjected to violence, sometimes not being fed if she made mistakes, and things like that.

        

        She said that at worst, she was beaten to the point of bruising just for dozing off a little, so there was no need to put into words what that household must have been like.

        

        Rather, it was remarkable that Livia had grown up to be a good person, albeit somewhat twisted, in such a household.

        

        "Anyway, Sylphy, think about it. If your dream is to do something for half-elves, the path of Oberon isn't so bad, and Lady Lilith wouldn't be a bad choice as your partner."

        

        "W-well..."

        

        "Of course, this is a political discussion, and when it comes to matters between a man and a woman, it would be Sylphy's choice."

        

        "...Sigh, it seems like a lot is happening without my knowledge."

        

        "That's how the world works."

        

        The world was such that many things changed after spending some time leisurely in the mountains.

        

        "That's why I'm telling you! Just go for it first!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As we were about to reach the carriage, we heard a voice.

        

        "B-but... Oh? Royce?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        Lilith looked at me and smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Did you hear that?"

        

        "......"

        

        I only heard the last part, but somehow that final statement made me imagine what the entire conversation might have been about.

        

        "Lord Royce?"

        

        "......"

        

        I looked at Livia with her innocent expression for a moment, then muttered.

        

        "I think I should be worried about you rather than Sylphy."

        

        "Ah."

        

        I started to feel a bit scared about what might happen after she recovered from drinking the elixir.

        

        It was truly a new realization.
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        Sylphie thinks.

        

        What is love?

        

        There have been many people around her who loved, and some of them ended well while others ended badly.

        

        But Sylphie believed that normal love would be difficult for her.

        

        Her natural appearance is unmistakably feminine.

        

        Her bone structure is feminine.

        

        Even her voice sounds feminine.

        

        And on top of that, she's a half-elf.

        

        No matter how she looked at it, she had too many unfavorable conditions to be someone's partner. Having to introduce herself as a man every time she met someone might become quite exhausting.

        

        Even if that weren't the case, most people would prefer masculine men, and even if not, they wouldn't like a man as feminine as her.

        

        So she had given up on romance.

        

        Marriage was obviously out of the question.

        

        But life was truly unpredictable.

        

        Seeing herself, a half-elf, suddenly being mentioned as a candidate for Oberon, and moreover, hearing talk of engagement going back and forth, Sylphie couldn't help but gape in astonishment.

        

        "......"

        

        The carriage was rattling, but the motion wasn't severe and was rather rhythmic, giving a sense of tranquility.

        

        In the spacious carriage, Sylphie gazed forward for a moment.

        

        "Hey, Royce. When I recover, I want you to cook for me."

        

        "Can't Livia do that well enough?"

        

        "Yes, but I want to eat your cooking."

        

        "...I'll do as you wish, as a celebration of your recovery."

        

        "That makes it sound like you'll only do it once. I want to eat it often."

        

        "Yes, yes. I understand. If Livia cooks for me too."

        

        "Hmm, you can look forward to it. I can at least make food of average taste."

        

        "That's not much of a boast for someone who looks so proud."

        

        Royce was naturally conversing with Olivia while driving the carriage, and it seemed quite natural.

        

        It seemed they had already developed a certain level of trust.

        

        From Sylphie's perspective, they weren't this close when they first met, but after resolving the incident in the half-elf village, Royce's attitude toward Olivia had noticeably softened.

        

        They must have shared many conversations, and those conversations clearly helped Royce open up.

        

        Meanwhile, Olivia was probably struggling to figure out how to open that door to his heart, without even realizing that his heart had already opened.

        

        'Oberon, huh.'

        

        It's all too sudden.

        

        Everything is too sudden.

        

        She couldn't even tell where she was standing now.

        

        Why had the Meteor Palace chosen Sylphie, and the World Tree had done the same.

        

        Why had they lent their power to Sylphie?

        

        Did they truly believe that Sylphie was suitable to rule Elvenheim?

        

        Does Sylphie, a half-elf who had never received proper education, really qualify to be the ruler of a country?

        

        And above all, could she do it?

        

        Even with many people helping her, Sylphie worried whether she, who knew nothing about being a king or politics, could actually manage.

        

        "You seem lost in thought."

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        This is dangerous.

        

        Perhaps because of yesterday's conversation, she's becoming strangely conscious of her.

        

        Sebastian said that Lilith didn't dislike Sylphie and actually found her appealing, but Sylphie thought that was just about her personality, a kind of person-to-person liking.

        

        Unless Lilith was someone who considered women as potential partners too, but that didn't seem to be the case.

        

        "It must be sudden. I understand. To suddenly become Oberon... I'd be surprised too."

        

        "Aren't you also royalty, Lady Lilith?"

        

        "Yes, but I'm not in good health. My right to succession is just for show, just for show."

        

        "The right to succession is just for show..."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Lilith trailed off for a moment, then said:

        

        "Actually, I used to want to be king."

        

        "You did?"

        

        "Despite how I look now, I was extremely talented. Then I saw my father, who was king, working."

        

        "......"

        

        "He didn't look happy at all. Rather, other people seemed happier. People walking through the royal city too."

        

        "......"

      

      
        

        "Yes, I know. It sounds like I'm romanticizing things when royalty says such things. Non-nobles struggle too, and I can say such things because I have money, and so on..."

        

        Lilith was talking to herself even though Sylphie hadn't asked.

        

        "But I thought being king wasn't a good position. At least, I didn't think it suited me. Coincidentally, my health severely deteriorated around that time, so I called my younger brother."

        

        "You mean Felix?"

        

        "Yes, I called him and said, 'You be king.'"

        

        "...While lying in bed?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Um, after having a seizure?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "...He might have taken it as your last words."

        

        "Haha! He actually did! You wouldn't believe it from his stern appearance now, but seeing him cry his eyes out with tears and snot was quite satisfying."

        

        What exactly is the relationship between siblings?

        

        Sylphie couldn't help but wonder.

        

        "We used to fight over trivial things since childhood. But when he cried like that, even I was a bit surprised."

        

        "Did you fight often?"

        

        "Yes, we still fight occasionally. Since we're not that far apart in age, we fought all the time. I won most of the time."

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Actually, if we were to seriously fight now, would Felix be a match for me? He's alive only because he's kind."

        

        Lilith said this while looking at me.

        

        "I think people have positions that suit them. Many people wanted me instead of Felix."

        

        "I see."

        

        "It was so bad that there were rumors that if I hadn't been sickly, I would have been king."

        

        That kind of talk seemed too harsh.

        

        For both Lilith.

        

        And for Felix.

        

        "But I didn't think so. Unlike me, Felix wanted to be king, and he had talents that I didn't. He was more suited to the position of king than I was."

        

        "......"

        

        "And Felix shone when he was doing what he wanted to do. I think that's what matters most."

        

        "Lady Lilith..."

        

        "What I want to say is this: regardless of what others say, what you want to do... I think that's most important."

        

        "Don't you mind, Lady Lilith?"

        

        "Mind what?"

        

        "You know, you heard about it? Me and that..."

        

        "Oh, the engagement?"

        

        "......"

        

        It was an embarrassing word to say out loud.

        

        But for Lilith, who was a noble, it didn't seem to be such an embarrassing word. Whether she liked it or not, Lilith would also have to get engaged to someone.

        

        And eventually she would have to marry, so perhaps she had accepted it as an inevitable part of life.

        

        "Hmm, I wonder if it's possible."

        

        "What?! Have you seen my face? I look completely like a woman, don't I?"

        

        "You're a man."

        

        "I have no masculinity whatsoever, and there's nothing impressive about me..."

        

        "You were impressive."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "When you saved me, my heart raced."

        

        "...Oh, um. Thank you. That's the first time I've received such a compliment."

        

        Sylphie's cheeks reddened, as she had often heard men say their hearts raced for her, but never a woman.

        

        "Well, think about it slowly. You don't have to answer right away... Hmm? You have a wound?"

        

        "What? Oh... I must have gotten a small cut while walking through the forest. It's nothing."

        

        "Small wounds can become big ones. Hold still."

        

        "What?"

        

        When Lilith suddenly approached, Sylphie's eyes widened.

        

        Perhaps because of their earlier conversation, she became strangely conscious of the situation.

        

        Lilith placed her hand on Sylphie's wound, and soon a light flickered as the wound quickly disappeared.

        

        "Healing magic?"

        

        "Well, despite how I look, I was quite good at healing magic. Not at the level of the Saint, but still."

        

        "That's amazing."

        

      

      
        Just being able to use healing magic was a talent in itself.

        

        "Fufu, thank you for the compliment."

        

        "I'm just stating the obvious about something impressive. ...Hm? Grandmother, are you awake?"

        

        Titania, who had opened her eyes at some point, looked at Sylphie and Lilith and said:

        

        "Very good."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Pfft!"

        

        When Sylphie tilted her head in confusion, Lilith laughed as if finding Sylphie's reaction amusing.

        

        And Sylphie still didn't understand.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Lord Royce, it's sad that we have to part ways... I wanted to learn more from you."

        

        "My, with that appearance, it sounds like you're parting with a lover. I'm your lover."

        

        "No, you're not."

        

        "That's the plan."

        

        "......"

        

        We had decided that only I and Livia would go to the Spirit Forest.

        

        There was no benefit in having many people go, and Sylphie also needed to learn basic history and politics from Titania and Lilith.

        

        After all, there was a long road ahead.

        

        "When you walk through the Spirit Forest for a few days, you'll find a village. There, you can rent a carriage in my name."

        

        "Thank you, Titania."

        

        "Take care, Lilith, and don't get sick again."

        

        "That's not something I can decide... It's strange to hear you worry about me."

        

        "I've always worried, just never said it."

        

        "Say it more often."

        

        "I will from now on."

        

        I also said goodbye to Leth and Sebastian.

        

        It would take quite some time to reach the Water City, Erchia, so we would face some hardships.

        

        "Livia, shall we go?"

        

        "Yes! Everyone! See you in Erchia!"

        

        And so the carriage slowly departed, leaving just Livia and me behind, as if we had returned to the beginning of our journey.

        

        The difference was:

        

        "Shall we go?"

        

        The cheerful smile on Livia's face wasn't bad at all.

        

        Indeed, a person's smiling face is much better to look at than their crying or angry face.

        

        "Being just the two of us again makes it feel like we're back to when we first started our journey."

        

        "Back then, Livia didn't seem alive in many ways. Not just physically, but mentally too."

        

        "I can't deny that. It felt like my entire life as a hero had been negated... I was drowning in the question of 'Who am I?'"

        

        "......"

        

        I looked at Livia and asked:

        

        "Have you found the answer?"

        

        "I am me, there's no other answer."

        

        "...I think so too."

        

        "Wow, giving the same answer to a philosophical life question."

        

        I hoped she wouldn't suddenly feel like this was fate.

        

        "It's nice to be lively and with everyone."

        

        "But?"

        

        "I also like being alone with Royce."

        

        "Um, Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "About what I heard before... Do you have plans to make a move on me?"

        

        "Huh? What?"

        

        Momentarily flustered, Livia couldn't respond properly, and perhaps recalling the other night, she blushed and shouted:

        

        "No!! ...Well, maybe."

        

        "What did you say after shouting 'No'?"

        

        "L-let's go quickly! We still have to walk to the Spirit Forest!"

        

        "Good grief... Yes, let's go."
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        "The Four Noble Houses?"

        

        "The Reinhart family of Livia was one of those Four Noble Houses, wasn't it? Don't you want to restore that honor?"

        

        "Hmm, I don't particularly care about that."

        

        "Hmm, do you not have any attachment to your family?"

        

        "Is that really necessary? It's just four families that can produce a king, right? I don't see any other value in it."

        

        "Even that alone holds tremendous value."

        

        Some nobles strive to achieve great deeds just to enter the ranks of the Four Noble Houses.

        

        Everyone knows that normally, it would be an impossible wish.

        

        They all understand that it's like a childhood dream that must eventually be abandoned, like reaching for the stars.

        

        But when the Reynolds family actually took the Reinhart family's place and became one of the new Four Noble Houses, it proved that it wasn't an impossible dream, and it became a position everyone coveted.

        

        "So, you're saying you have no interest in reviving your family name?"

        

        "To be honest, if the Reinhart family were to be revived, it would only be because of me. What could such a family even do if it rejoined the Four Noble Houses?"

        

        "......"

        

        She had a point.

        

        If Livia had talent in politics, it might be different, but she didn't at all. So even if the Reinhart family rose again, it was questionable what they could accomplish without Livia as their pillar.

        

        Originally, apart from being the only family that produced heroes, they didn't have any particularly notable achievements.

        

        Having lost that title, and with Livia in her current state, the revival of the Reinhart family might honestly be impossible.

        

        "Ah, come to think of it, I have an uncle who was quite power-hungry..."

        

        "Is he still alive?"

        

        "He should still be in the royal capital. He must have heard that I died, so he's probably just drinking away his sorrows."

        

        "Is that because he lost you?"

        

        "That's true... but you know? Not because I was precious to him, but because the only person who could raise the Reinhart family back up is dead."

        

        "......"

        

        "Well, even though I'm presumed dead, the honor of defeating the Demon Lord will remain, so maybe fewer people will curse the family than before. But returning to the Four Noble Houses is probably just a pipe dream."

        

        Even if Livia returned alive, she planned to simply report back and then immediately set off on a journey to capture other Demon Lord's Army executives or help people who were still suffering.

        

        Thinking about it, the Reinhart family would have been difficult to revive anyway.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was a hero, but she didn't seem particularly attached to being a member of the Reinhart family.

        

        Considering how terrible her home life was, it would have been strange if she had any attachment to it.

        

        "Do you hate the Reinhart family?"

        

        "Hmm, it's complicated. I used to think I should care about it because it's my family, but lately I've been thinking..."

        

        "Thinking what?"

        

        "That maybe my childhood was quite unhappy."

        

        "...Just realizing this now?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Livia nodded.

        

        "......"

        

        I remained silent for a moment, looking at her.

        

        For Livia, all those experiences that bordered on abuse might have been something she brainwashed herself into accepting as necessary to become a hero.

        

        That's why she didn't hate her family.

        

        But as her awareness of being Olivia—just a person, not a hero—grew stronger, she seemed to be starting to understand that what she had endured wasn't normal and wasn't something she should have liked.

      

      
        

        A tool meant only to defeat the Demon Lord had become human and started feeling human emotions.

        

        Becoming human allowed her to experience many positive emotions, but conversely, she also began to feel things she had previously ignored and dismissed, which must be giving Livia complicated feelings.

        

        "Well, I still think it wasn't as bad as Royce's situation."

        

        "Mine?"

        

        "Objectively speaking, didn't you have an unfortunate life too, Royce? At least I never had to worry about basic necessities. But you came from the slums, so even that was difficult, wasn't it?"

        

        "Yes, well... you're right."

        

        As Livia said, living day to day was hard.

        

        I was grateful for surviving each day and prayed to survive the next.

        

        Surprisingly, there were quite a few devout people in those slums.

        

        One might wonder what kind of faith could exist in a neighborhood where people died every day, but perhaps it was precisely because of that desperation that devout people existed there. Surprisingly, when someone wanted to pray, quite a few people would gather.

        

        It was even an unspoken rule that, unless someone was particularly vicious, people who were praying would not be disturbed.

        

        Of course, since it was an unspoken rule, some people ignored it, but I had seen many who respected it, and that left an impression on me.

        

        I was one of them.

        

        Alex mocked me for it, but I thought having a place to rest one's heart was important.

        

        'Is God watching us?'

        

        If so, what might He be thinking?

        

        It might be problematic to expect a transcendent being to have the same moral sense as us, but does He listen to the prayers of those who pray?

        

        If He knows that truly painful choices are being given to people in their lives, what expression would God make?

        

        If I ever met the Goddess, there was something I really wanted to ask.

        

        Was our goodness meaningful?

        

        Was it more valuable than those who believed in evil?

        

        Even if I heard the Goddess's answer, I probably wouldn't change as a person, but I felt I had to hear it nonetheless.

        

        "Does Livia believe in God?"

        

        "The Goddess?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Well, as a hero, I show at least minimal respect. I know She 'exists' through things like the holy sword, the holy maiden, and various miracles that couldn't happen naturally. But what kind of being is She?"

        

        "I wonder about that too."

        

        "The spirit of the World Tree said that if you're lucky, you can have an audience with the Goddess in the Spirit Forest. I have something I really want to ask Her if I meet Her."

        

        "May I ask what that is?"

        

        I was a bit surprised by my own question.

        

        It seemed that Livia, like me, had something she wanted to ask.

        

        Unlike me, who is just an ordinary person, Livia is a hero chosen by the Goddess, so she might have even more questions than I do.

        

        "I want to ask why She chose me as the hero."

        

        "......"

        

        "There were other brave people besides me. Even without power, those people risked their lives to protect something. Watching people who rushed forward knowing they would die, I came to believe that anyone could be a hero."

        

        It must have been what happened at East Port.

        

        It seems it was shocking enough to change Livia's worldview.

        

        "Why did She choose me as the hero, leaving behind all those brave people who had no power? Was it simply because I was strong? Maybe that's why there are things like rogue heroes."

        

        "......"

        

      

      
        "I want to ask the Goddess. Why, of all people... did She choose me as the hero?"

        

        "Is there a satisfactory answer to that?"

        

        Livia thought for a moment before answering.

        

        "Probably not. But I just want to hear the answer. This isn't a question I'm asking to be convinced; it's just a question I want answered."

        

        I see.

        

        Last time, Livia said that she and I seemed similar.

        

        I just laughed it off then, but now I see that we both have questions for the Goddess, and both are questions we ask simply to hear the answer. In that sense, perhaps we are alike.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "No, I was just thinking that the spirit of the World Tree said something strange."

        

        "What did it say?"

        

        "Something like... my meeting with Livia wasn't fate... That's the kind of thing it said. At the time, I just thought it was speaking poetically because it was a special event."

        

        "You think it meant something else?"

        

        If it wasn't just a poetic expression for something that rarely happens, but a literal statement, what could it mean?

        

        That my meeting with Livia wasn't fated—perhaps that has more significance than I thought?

        

        A meeting untouched by fate.

        

        That's why we could change so many things, it said.

        

        That prophetic statement kept squirming in my mind, making my thoughts complicated.

        

        Surely, it must mean something.

        

        "Well, anyway, we might find out if we meet the Goddess, right?"

        

        "It would be nice if we could meet Her."

        

        "Since we've come this far, I'd like to meet Her. She might give us various information."

        

        "You're certainly right about that."

        

        "Hey, Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Where do you think the final destination of our journey is?"

        

        "...I'm not sure."

        

        I had thought this was simply a story about a hero who became too strong and was betrayed.

        

        I thought the story would continue normally and come to an ordinary end, but suddenly things started to take a strange turn.

        

        Now I wasn't even sure if we were on the right path.

        

        We were just responding to the threats in front of us, but I suspected that some darker will might be involved.

        

        "Wherever..."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        For a moment, I almost said "I'll go wherever with you" without thinking.

        

        I almost casually said such an embarrassing line.

        

        Phew.

        

        "It's the Spirit Forest. Let's go in."

        

        "W-wait... what did you say? 'Wherever' what?"

        

        "I'll leave you behind."

        

        "L-let's go t-together...!"
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        "Wow."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I'm a bit dizzy..."

        

        "Huh? Are you sick somewhere?"

        

        "No, that's not it... I've been here before, and I felt the same way then too. It's because the power of nature is overflowing so much here."

        

        If an average, ordinary forest had a natural power level of 10, this place was overflowing excessively at around 200.

        

        This phenomenon wasn't due to a single powerful spirit, but rather because of the presence of countless spirits.

        

        Livia heard my words but tilted her head in confusion.

        

        "Hmm, I wish I had talent as a spirit mage too."

        

        "Just how far are you planning to stray from humanity?"

        

        "They say there's no end to strength, right?"

        

        There's no end to learning, isn't that it?

        

        Well, in a sense, becoming stronger could be considered a form of learning too, I suppose.

        

        "Anyway, I can't feel anything at all. Should I just say the air feels clean? That's about the extent of my impression."

        

        "Well, I guess so."

        

        "If it gets difficult, tell me. I'll carry you."

        

        "You only have one arm."

        

        "I can still carry things."

        

        "..."

        

        She had a point.

        

        Seeing how she could casually carry heavy materials or logs with just one hand, and do one-armed handstand push-ups as "light exercise," I could imagine how strong that single arm was.

        

        In fact, if she swung with full power, it would cause environmental destruction, so it was better not to use her full strength.

        

        "Well, I'll ask for your help if it gets tough."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "It must be inconvenient with just one arm. You can't use your full power."

        

        "That's true."

        

        Humans generate magical power in three areas:

        

        The heart and both wrists.

        

        These areas generate and circulate magical power.

        

        That's why losing an arm was quite dangerous. Immediately, one's magical power would be reduced by a third, not to mention the bleeding, pain, and various other complications from losing a limb.

        

        Even if one miraculously survived, if the arm wasn't intact, an elixir would be needed for regeneration, and even if the arm was intact, expensive healing magic would be required.

        

        "I can definitely tell I've become weaker, so it's quite inconvenient."

        

        In Livia's case, she lost one arm and her heart.

        

        In other words, her magical power output was reduced to a third, and additionally, her field of vision was partially blocked, and her magical nerves were damaged by a curse, making it quite difficult for her to exert power.

        

        More than that, I kept wondering how she was still alive with a hole in her heart, a thought that never went away.

        

        I couldn't understand why her heart was beating naturally and performing its function.

        

        "But obtaining this inconvenience in exchange for meeting you seems like not such a bad deal."

        

        "Come on, you could have died."

        

        "You'll live."

        

        "..."

        

        "You should live and be happy."

        

        "Happy?"

        

        "Royce said it, didn't he? That I've saved many people and accumulated many good deeds. Shouldn't I be happy in proportion to that? I want to be as happy as I've worked for."

        

        "Well, that sounds good."

        

        "And it would be nice if Royce were there too."

        

        "You're so transparent."

        

        "Am I?"

        

        As we were talking, a whoosh of wind blew.

        

        Something that jumped directly at my face seemed invisible to Livia's eyes.

        

        "Something came, Royce."

        

        "It's a spirit. I told you I'm a bit special and have high empathy with spirits, right? To spirits, I'm like a friend, very familiar. They're clinging all over me right now."

        

        They were clinging to me as if asking me to play with them, though Livia couldn't see them.

        

        Typically, spirits don't use language unless they're as powerful as World Tree spirits.

        

        Even when they do, they only speak very fragmentary language.

        

        It's more like baby talk, similar to how children speak.

        

        -Spirit mage! Spirit mage!

      

      
        

        -Wow! Good smell! Good smell!

        

        -Can I burn this hair?

        

        -Let's play! There's a lake over there! Play! Play!

        

        They honestly express their desires without caring about my feelings.

        

        Just like a child's whims.

        

        This is what spirits are.

        

        The embodiment of purity.

        

        They have no malice, but that doesn't mean they have goodwill either. They simply want to enjoy themselves.

        

        The main reasons spirits aren't classified as monsters are the religious view that they were created by the goddess and the fact that they aren't hostile to humans.

        

        Even monsters, no matter how ferocious, might have been able to coexist with humans somehow if they didn't openly prey on them.

        

        Or maybe not?

        

        As long as they didn't abandon their endless desire for strength and their habit of eliminating the weak, coexistence with humans would be difficult.

        

        This is the biggest difference between humans and monsters.

        

        Humans fundamentally follow survival of the fittest, while monsters follow the law of the jungle.

        

        Of course, there would be differences if we delved deeper, but anyway, each had their own way of thinking ingrained like instinct.

        

        "So, the spirits are clinging to Royce right now?"

        

        "Yes? Head, chest, arms, legs, they're just holding on and won't let go."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        A very brief silence.

        

        It wasn't a long silence, but seeing Livia's slightly uncomfortable expression, I said:

        

        "Could it be."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Are you jealous of the spirits?"

        

        "...Is, is that wrong? I haven't even been able to hold your hand properly yet."

        

        "I didn't expect you to be jealous of spirits, which aren't even human. In that aspect, how should I put it, I thought you were a bit dry."

        

        "Why, why would you think that? Though it's funny to say it myself, this is my first time experiencing love, and I get jealous just like anyone else. Maybe even more so than others. Because it's my first time."

        

        "..."

        

        Come to think of it, it was the same when she mistook Sylphy for a woman; she seemed to have that aspect to her.

        

        Why did I think otherwise?

        

        Not only that, the name "Livia" was originally created to hide her real name, Olivia Reinhart, but somehow it had transformed into a nickname that only I called her.

        

        Because of this, Livia doesn't allow anyone else to call her Livia except me.

        

        She didn't permit it to Sylphy, nor to Lilith.

        

        'Is she unexpectedly possessive?'

        

        Judging by her personality, I thought she wouldn't get jealous and would just dryly respond with "Oh, really?" but that wasn't the case at all.

        

        Well.

        

        Who would like seeing the person they care about being unnecessarily close with someone else?

        

        I didn't like it either.

        

        Even though polygamy wasn't illegal in the kingdom, disliking something was still disliking it. I thought Livia might feel the same way.

        

        "But I'm trying to hold back as much as possible."

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, excessive jealousy is a nuisance, right? So I'm planning to let it slide for now, except for the physical distance that's been shattered."

        

        "What a merciful statement."

        

        "In that sense, does Royce have any friends of the opposite sex?"

        

        "I have that elf friend I mentioned before."

        

        "Ah, the merchant elf?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Huh? Didn't you say he was male?"

        

        "That one is a bit special... I don't know their gender either."

        

        "Is it Sylphy?"

        

        "No, it's not that... They use transformation magic. I only know they're an elf because they told me."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I don't know what they actually look like either.

        

        They were always transformed when meeting with me.

        

      

      
        According to them, they stay transformed 24 hours a day.

        

        Even this fragmentary information was given as a token of their trust in me, so I sometimes wondered if anyone had ever seen their real face.

        

        They claimed to be an elf, but I'm not even sure if that's true.

        

        However, since they follow a principle of not lying, there must be some connection to Elvenheim.

        

        Should I have asked Titania about it?

        

        "So there's no one else besides that person?"

        

        "I have a few close friends, but no close friends of the opposite sex. I've rejected those kinds of advances."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Isn't it cruel to give someone hope when you don't even like them?"

        

        "...Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "When you say it like that, it sounds like I still have a chance."

        

        "Livia, you're charging ahead even though you know I won't accept your confession. That's different from them."

        

        Livia was the first person who didn't give up and kept approaching even after I drew the line.

        

        Most people would realize "Oh, they've drawn a line" and either not approach in that way or explode with emotion and make a scene right there.

        

        "Am I a nuisance?"

        

        "...At first, yes, you were."

        

        "..."

        

        Her slightly shocked expression was quite impressive.

        

        No matter how prepared she was, the shock was still a shock.

        

        But soon she shook her head and said:

        

        "Th-then what about now?"

        

        "...I don't find you much of a nuisance anymore."

        

        "..."

        

        This time too, her expression was shocked, but it seemed different from before.

        

        With a slightly reddened face, she smiled as if happy.

        

        It was a smile so full of joy that it seemed she couldn't contain her happiness, making me feel embarrassed just looking at her.

        

        "I-I see... Hehe, that's a relief."

        

        "..."

        

        Ah.

        

        Really.

        

        How should I put it.

        

        It was a face that was difficult to respond to.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I deliberately made a sound to try to divert my consciousness elsewhere.

        

        "By the way, how do we find the temple?"

        

        "That's right! I completely forgot! Can't the spirits guide us or something?"

        

        "Surely not something that convenient..."

        

        -Looking for the temple? It's this way, this way!

        

        -I smell the World Tree spirit! You're qualified!

        

        -Follow us! Follow us!

        

        The spirits clinging to me spoke to me.

        

        Huh?

        

        Why is this actually happening?

        

        "Livia, it seems we might be able to find it sooner than expected."

        

        "Oh, they're really guiding us? Well, they should at least do that much since they're clinging to Royce."

        

        "That's only valuable to Livia."

        

        "If that were valuable to any woman other than me, I think I'd get quite angry."

        

        "Please stop, I just imagined you attacking in a fit of rage, and it's scarier than the Demon Lord."

        

        Anyway, let's go.

        

        Now, the goddess's temple that hasn't been revealed to anyone.

        

        What could be there?

        

        'It feels both exciting and worrying.'

        

        Let's go for now.

        

        After all, we didn't have any other choice in the current situation.
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        "Over here! Over here!"

        

        "A visitor to this place, it must have been hundreds of years!"

        

        "It's been so long! The spirit of the shrine will be delighted!"

        

        From what I could gather from the spirits' chatter, this shrine rarely receives visitors.

        

        As one could see, it would have been impossible to find without the spirits' guidance, which made perfect sense.

        

        It seemed the shrine was designed with a barrier that prevented unauthorized people from entering at all.

        

        And earlier, the spirits had mentioned smelling the scent of the World Tree's spirit.

        

        In other words, unless those conditions were met, the spirits wouldn't guide anyone here, which explained why they hadn't had visitors for hundreds of years.

        

        Fundamentally, spirits cannot be threatened.

        

        And they can be surprisingly stubborn in unexpected ways, so getting them to guide you to this shrine while keeping them happy would be no easy task.

        

        You might not even know what conditions need to be fulfilled, and if you haven't fulfilled them, they won't even tell you that conditions exist.

        

        Anyway, it's not possible.

        

        I don't know.

        

        There's no such thing.

        

        That's how they deny everything, and even if their bodies were completely torn apart and their cores shattered, they would never divulge information.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I'm soaked all over. It feels a bit tingly too."

        

        "Spirits tend to be mischievous. I'm wet too, you know."

        

        "I can't even see them, but they're splashing water on me, using wind to make branches and pebbles hit me, tying grass together to make traps so I trip... What is this... Are they children? Are they actually children?"

        

        "Hmm, in terms of purity, calling them children might not be so wrong."

        

        No, for spirits who are the epitome of purity, that expression is actually quite accurate.

        

        "It's best to ignore them. If you react, they'll just play more pranks."

        

        "I ignored them and still got soaked!"

        

        "Spirits will swarm around people who have a scent they like, even if they're ignored. It seems Livia the Hero also has that scent they like."

        

        "Am I smelling like a goddess or something?"

        

        "Perhaps."

        

        I couldn't know for certain.

        

        They simply chose good people and bad people based on something close to intuition, so the criteria varied from spirit to spirit. One spirit might like me, while another might dislike me.

        

        But generally, they tended to prefer kind people.

        

        So if spirits were floating around someone, it was safe to assume that person was good.

        

        On the other hand, they would also be subjected to the spirits' not-so-harmless pranks, which was rather pitiful.

        

        Especially if someone wasn't a spirit mage or didn't have high empathy with spirits, yet spirits still clung to them, they could be pranked daily without even knowing why.

        

        "Here it is."

        

        "It's smaller than I expected. I thought it would be more grand and larger."

        

        I was a bit surprised too.

        

        I had expected something bigger, with a vast landscape unfolding as we went inside, but it really was small.

        

        It was even smaller than the common small shrines in villages, so it could be considered like a small country house.

        

        However, the emblem on top of the house was unmistakably the goddess's symbol, so there was no doubt it was a shrine.

        

        "This is the true form of what a shrine should be."

        

        "A voice?"

        

        "It must be the spirit of the shrine."

        

        With a whoosh, a wind blew from the forest, swirling to create a form.

        

        If the World Tree's spirit had seemed surrounded by a green light, this spirit appeared to be enveloped in a golden light, and as expected, its form was closer to that of a human than other spirits.

        

        For reasons unknown, spirits became more human-like as they ascended in rank.

        

        Both the World Tree's spirit and the shrine spirit before us now had appearances quite similar to humans.

      

      
        

        Of course, there were many differences that would prevent confusing them with humans.

        

        "A shrine is best when it's small, a modest space solely for offering prayers. Humanity wastefully builds large 'cathedrals' in the name of shrines, squandering ridiculous amounts of manpower and time."

        

        "..."

        

        As Livia was about to say something, I covered her mouth and spoke instead.

        

        "That's due to human nature. We believe that enlarging structures and dedicating time to work for those we respect, worship, and revere is proof of our faith."

        

        "..."

        

        "Not just shrines, but heroes' tombs are built large, and the graves of globally renowned individuals, though not as grand as heroes', are mostly elaborate."

        

        Of course, there were some famous people who had ordinary graves, but that was the exception.

        

        Generally, those who were valuable and left their mark on history often had special graves.

        

        "All humans are like that."

        

        "Yes. But that's just one way of expressing faith. The spirit of the shrine might see it as wasteful, but those grand cathedrals give people in the town a sense of reassurance that the deity is nearby."

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "Because from anywhere in town, they can see the goddess's emblem at the top of the cathedral."

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        The shrine spirit pondered my words for a moment, then spoke.

        

        "If that is how humans practice their faith... Indeed, perhaps that's true."

        

        "Thank you for understanding."

        

        "Well then, those guided by the spirits, come in. ...You there, male."

        

        "I'm Royce."

        

        "I see, Royce. ...You smell of the World Tree's spirit. Did you make a temporary contract?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Does elven blood flow in your body?"

        

        "No."

        

        "..."

        

        The shrine spirit tilted its head slightly in confusion, slowly descending to stand before us.

        

        Its gaze on me held no hostility, but it was observant in many ways.

        

        "What is that body?"

        

        "There are some circumstances."

        

        Like the World Tree's spirit, it seemed to immediately recognize that my body was not ordinary.

        

        I hadn't been seen through by most people before, but lately it's been happening frequently.

        

        Since my body contained a spirit core, it seemed spirits in particular could detect it sensitively.

        

        But what about Titania, who saw through me despite not being a spirit?

        

        She certainly hadn't lived her years in vain.

        

        "...Hmm, anyway, how did someone who isn't even an elf make a contract?"

        

        "Ah, I fought until I was nearly dead and forcibly connected our souls to make the contract."

        

        "How crude."

        

        "I agree."

        

        But it was also true that there had been no other option, and surprisingly, once I succeeded the first time, it wasn't so difficult afterward.

        

        I suppose I learned how to properly control my power.

        

        The shrine spirit made a contemplative sound, then shifted its gaze to Livia.

        

        "This one is a hero."

        

        "Y-yes."

        

        She's still awkward with formal speech.

        

        No, she can use formal speech, but without conscious effort, casual speech naturally comes out.

        

        Still, she uses it properly when she's mindful, which is tremendous growth.

        

      

      
        "Hmm, hmm. ...Huh? Um, what?"

        

        The shrine spirit's expression gradually changed to one of confusion as it looked at Livia.

        

        It seemed more surprised each time it looked at her.

        

        "Excuse me for a moment."

        

        The shrine spirit carefully circled around Livia's body.

        

        "Um, why are you doing that?"

        

        Livia asked awkwardly, and the shrine spirit tilted its head.

        

        "You're human?"

        

        "Yes, I'm human."

        

        "But there are holes in your head and heart."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Ah, I realized what it meant.

        

        I could immediately understand what it was trying to say.

        

        "How are you alive?"

        

        "How? I just am. It hurts, but I'm not dead."

        

        "..."

        

        The shrine spirit, judging there was no lie in Livia's confident statement, turned its gaze to me.

        

        Its face seemed to say, "You can give me an explanation I can understand, right?"

        

        It looked at me with such desperate eyes, and while I didn't want to disappoint someone who could be considered a great spirit even for a spirit mage, I didn't know either.

        

        Livia's body was literally a mystery.

        

        I had no idea how to interpret it.

        

        I let out a small sigh and said:

        

        "It may sound like a lie, but Olivia Reinhart here is a pure human who is alive despite having holes in her head and heart. Additionally, her magic nerves are damaged, and she's missing an arm."

        

        "..."

        

        "Royce, when you say it like that, it sounds like I should be dead."

        

        "Setting aside personal feelings, the question of how you're alive has never left my mind since this journey began. Livia, can you even die?"

        

        "Well, I'm human too, so I guess I can?"

        

        How should I put this?

        

        The "I'm human too" part is very concerning.

        

        "Let me see..."

        

        The shrine spirit carefully placed its hand on Livia's forehead.

        

        A light flickered slightly with a soft whoosh.

        

        "Hmm... truly a pure human..."

        

        "Wow, as expected of a great spirit! You can do that too?"

        

        "...It's hard to believe even for a hero. Missing a heart to circulate magic and an arm, yet this magic... Some might believe you're the goddess reincarnated."

        

        I wanted to call it an exaggeration, but she really was incredibly strong.

        

        "I see. Originally, I had no intention of sharing much..."

        

        The shrine spirit exhaled softly.

        

        "A man acknowledged by the World Tree's spirit and perhaps the most powerful hero I've ever seen... Very well, whatever your business here, I'll at least listen to your story."

        

        At least we'd avoided being turned away at the door.

        

        But even though it said it would listen to our story, we were the ones who needed to hear its story.

        

        Well then.

        

        I wondered what story the shrine spirit would tell us.

        

        I felt both concerned and expectant.
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        "Do I really have to study in the carriage?"

        

        Sylphy frowned as if she had a headache, and Titania responded to her.

        

        "I'm sorry, but we don't have time. It would be troublesome if you don't have at least basic knowledge."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Now then, let me ask you. What races make up the Human Alliance?"

        

        The Human Alliance literally refers to members of humanity.

        

        In other words, races not included in the Human Alliance were once said to have no human rights at all, but at present, all intelligent races except spirits and monsters belong to the Human Alliance.

        

        Though there might be some minority races hiding somewhere.

        

        "Humans, elves, beastkin, dragonkin, and dwarves—five races in total, with humans at the center of the current Human Alliance."

        

        "That's right. And why is that?"

        

        "Because there are many of them."

        

        "That's only half correct. Indeed, humans outnumber other races, but that's not all. It's because of the proof of the Goddess's blessing—heroes are born only among humans."

        

        Throughout history, all heroes had been human, which was evidence that they were a race blessed by the Goddess.

        

        That's why humans had more influence in the Human Alliance and effectively took on the leadership role.

        

        "I won't ask you to know everything."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "But you must keep in mind the characteristics and current situation of each race."

        

        "B-but I'm basically just like your assistant... I technically have a voice but will most likely end meetings without saying anything."

        

        "Yes, that's true too."

        

        "Then why all this..."

        

        "Because learning has no end, and there's nothing bad about acquiring knowledge."

        

        Titania exhaled softly as she spoke.

        

        "Even if you have no intention of becoming Oberon, the more information you have, the better. There's nothing bad about storing any kind of information in your head. For living in this world, that is."

        

        "..."

        

        "Haha, Sylphy has it tough~"

        

        "L-Lady Lilith!? Don't you have to study too!?"

        

        "Me? Even though I've been a princess who only lived indoors, I at least know the current situation of the races~ I don't really need to study, you could say?"

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Is Sylphy the only one who needs to study here?

        

        "...Come to think of it, why humans specifically? Why does the Goddess choose heroes only from humans?"

        

        "...There are various hypotheses, but the most significant one is that the Goddess created them."

        

        "The Goddess's creation?"

        

        "It's famous, isn't it? That humanity was created by the Goddess, and monsters were created by the Death God."

        

        "Ah, I think I've heard that."

        

        "Among humanity, humans were either the first to be created or perhaps the last? Either way, it's certain that the Goddess regards them as special."

        

        "Or there's also a theory that the Goddess only created humans, but as they lived their lives, they evolved and devolved repeatedly, eventually appearing as completely different races."

        

        So, does that mean everyone belonging to the Human Alliance was originally one race, but through repeated evolution, they became completely different races?

        

        I thought it wasn't an impossible story.

        

        "What about spirits? Why aren't spirits part of humanity?"

        

        "First, there are few spirits capable of proper communication. Second, even high-ranking spirits lack social skills. And third, they aren't hostile to humans, but they aren't particularly hostile to monsters either."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Of course, they're more favorable to humans, so if humans are attacked by monsters, they tend to protect them from monsters. But in the opposite case, they don't care much."

        

        "..."

        

        "Anyway, their way of thinking is quite different from humans. It's as if they have a god's perspective."

        

        "A god's perspective, is it?"

        

        "Anyway, there are various factors involved, but the biggest reason is that there aren't many people capable of proper communication with them. At least they're not hostile to humans, and above all, there's a kind of spirit faith that the Goddess created them directly, so they're not particularly antagonistic."

        

        Besides, there were also sayings that having spirits nearby brings good luck or makes one's mind peaceful.

        

        Though you'd have to deal with their pranks in return.

        

        "Let's go back to our discussion and start again."

      

      
        

        "H-how long are we going to do this?"

        

        "The way to end the lesson is simple, Sylphy."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "If you answer all my questions without a single mistake, it ends."

        

        "...Ugh! I should have just gone with Lord Royce and Lady Olivia!!"

        

        It wasn't a good idea to stay behind to give them time alone.

        

        I should have insisted on going with them, even forcefully.

        

        Sylphy hated herself for quietly complying at that time.

        

        ***

        

        "So what did you want to talk about by coming all the way here?"

        

        "I didn't come to talk, but to listen."

        

        "To listen?"

        

        I decided to be straightforward here and convey everything honestly without beating around the bush.

        

        "Originally, we were planning to go to Erchia, the City of Water, but we received a suggestion from the World Tree's spirit to visit this shrine. The current situation outside is on the brink of chaos, truly what you might call the calm before the storm."

        

        "..."

        

        "I thought there might be an opportunity to learn what kind of storm is coming, so we came to visit."

        

        "...Indeed, so the World Tree's spirit said that much."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia remained silent, rolling her eyes.

        

        She had a face that seemed to say, "What on earth is this about?" but Livia didn't need to remember.

        

        What's important is that I'll summarize it for her later, and she doesn't need to remember it.

        

        Everyone has things they're good at, and Livia and I are travel partners, so I can handle these matters.

        

        Livia has other things to do.

        

        "Do you know anything about Genesis?"

        

        "Genesis?"

        

        "It's the story where the Goddess created the world, and the first to be born in that world was the Death God."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "And the Death God created monsters and rebelled against the Goddess, while the Goddess created humanity to fight back, and ultimately won—that's what they say."

        

        That seems like a very condensed summary, but looking at the overall content, it's correct.

        

        The detailed stories differ depending on the author's perspective when writing about Genesis, and in some cases, hypotheses contradict each other, so it's impossible to know exactly what happened, but the general flow is what I just described.

        

        "History is ultimately written by people and undergoes changes. As time passes, heroes either lose their original essence and become idealized, or conversely, they fall, becoming stories different from the original heroes."

        

        "Are you saying that's no different for the Goddess?"

        

        "Haven't you ever wondered? If the Goddess truly won, why are monsters still rampaging so freely, and why do Demon Lords continue to be born tirelessly?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Many people had doubts, but no one had given a precise answer to those questions.

        

        There were numerous hypotheses, but the one that came to my mind was the oldest one.

        

        The possibility that the Death God didn't die.

        

        "If the Death God was truly defeated, why do these tireless battles between humanity and monsters never end, and why do the battles between heroes and Demon Lords continue over and over again?"

        

        "...What are you implying by that?"

        

        Livia spoke up.

        

        "A hero is someone blessed by the Goddess. Are you saying that's not the case?"

        

        "To be precise, it's not a blessing but a selection. Do you feel that your power has increased due to the Goddess's blessing? Except for the holy sword bestowed by the Goddess, everything you've gained is your own."

        

        "..."

        

        "The divine watches and cheers, but does not lift you up."

        

        It was a profound statement.

        

        "Spirit of the Shrine, you maintain your attitude of building a shrine even here and worshipping the Goddess. That means you're favorable to the Goddess, right? But what you're saying now doesn't seem favorable."

        

        "That's a misunderstanding. We love the Goddess and are loyal to her. But that doesn't mean we don't criticize. Faith easily becomes blind faith, but it should never be that way."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        "Faith should be a sanctuary for the heart, never used as a tool to attack others."

        

        In some ways, it seemed the shrine spirit had an even deeper faith in the Goddess than the World Tree's spirit.

        

        "There was a Demon Lord's executive outside who was rampaging with the Death God's power."

        

        "..."

        

        "The hero was betrayed by fellow humans and ended up like this, and this is after recovery. Originally, he even had the Death God's curse."

        

        "...Yes, I can tell from the damaged mana nerves."

        

        "All of it seems connected. Spirit of the Shrine, you can see those connecting lines, can't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        The shrine spirit remained silent.

        

        In other words, this story might not sound very positive for the Goddess and differs from the story of the Goddess we commonly know.

        

        "Never mind the rest. If it's difficult, please think about it."

        

        Livia interjected.

        

        "Just answer this, Spirit."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Is the Goddess... an ally of humanity?"

        

        That was an impious question that could be labeled heretical by someone with devout faith.

        

        But it was probably an important question for Livia.

        

        The shrine spirit was silent for a moment before answering.

        

        "She is an ally. That much is certain."

        

        "...I understand."

        

        "Livia?"

        

        "The shrine spirit seems to need time to think. It doesn't seem to be as simple a story as I thought. Let's take a walk."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent for a moment before standing up.

        

        "Spirit of the Shrine, whatever truth we are about to hear, we will continue to act for humanity and never abandon the goodwill in our hearts."

        

        "..."

        

        "Then we'll excuse ourselves for a moment."

        

        "Wait."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia and I stopped and looked at the shrine spirit.

        

        "Yes, sit down. I'll explain from the beginning."

        

        Livia and I, still standing, shared a glance before sitting down again.

        

        It seemed the spirit had made up its mind to explain.

        

        The shrine spirit appeared to be contemplating.

        

        It looked like it was considering how to convey the information.

        

        Livia and I didn't rush, just sat quietly and waited.

        

        "Well, where to begin... Yes, I'll start with that."

        

        "..."

        

        "The Goddess never created the world."

        

        At those words, both Livia and I opened our mouths simultaneously.

        

        "Oh, that's beyond what I imagined. I'm surprised, Royce."

        

        "...M-me too."

        

        This is the kind of statement that would get you arrested on the spot if you said it in front of the High Priest in the royal capital.

        

        I thought the story would be outlandish, but...

        

        To think it would be something that shakes the very foundation of history.

        

        Indeed.

        

        It was something worth hesitating to explain.
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        Creating a world from nothing.

        

        Creating the sea.

        

        Creating the land.

        

        Creating the forest.

        

        Creating the mountains.

        

        Creating the desert.

        

        And creating humans.

        

        That is world creation. The Goddess is a magnificent being who accomplished this world creation, and all who are born into this world are born indebted to the Goddess.

        

        Naturally, just because she gave birth to everything doesn't mean one needs to cling to the creator for each and every thing, but showing a minimum level of respect was necessary, and that respect could be called faith.

        

        Some people take this respect very seriously, while others hold it more lightly.

        

        Amid all this, the Great Spirit living in the temple was saying, "The world was not created by the Goddess."

        

        This statement could be seen as one that shattered what had been common knowledge in this world until now.

        

        With our mouths hanging open, Livia and I could do nothing but wait for the temple spirit to speak again.

        

        "The Goddess did not create the world; the world simply existed."

        

        "Simply existed?"

        

        "Ah, or perhaps the order is reversed? Maybe the Goddess was actually the first life born in the world created by the Death God."

        

        "An interesting hypothesis."

        

        The temple spirit smiled at Livia's words.

        

        "Then how was the world created?"

        

        "Unknown."

        

        "You don't know?"

        

        "Neither the Goddess nor the Death God would know. No one knows. The world simply existed, and we merely came into being in this existing world. That applies to all living beings in this world."

        

        The world simply was, and we were merely born into it...

        

        I unconsciously frowned at those words.

        

        A thought crossed my mind that would warrant execution, let alone punishment, if spoken in a place like the Grand Cathedral.

        

        "The Goddess too."

        

        "..."

        

        "Is the Goddess also included among all those living beings?"

        

        "...Sharp. I like your quick understanding."

        

        "What are you saying?"

        

        "It's simple, Livia. The Goddess is not an omnipotent deity... She's just a living being like us."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "No, that was too brief."

        

        I exhaled softly.

        

        "She's an overwhelmingly higher life form than us, right?"

        

        One who doesn't age.

        

        Doesn't hunger.

        

        Can create living beings.

        

        She possessed all the abilities humans commonly associate with divinity, but she is not a god.

        

        "That's correct. The Goddess certainly created humans, but she didn't create the world. She's merely the first higher life form born into the world. A being with self-awareness, able to speak, move her body, and recognize the existence of others."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        This was not a story to be heard with a half-hearted mind.

        

        If even this much were revealed, it would cause considerable confusion.

        

        After all, it was the Goddess who assigned the role of savior known as the Hero, so there was a risk that her position could be shaken.

        

        Maybe not, but maybe so.

        

        This is truly frightening.

        

        "Then what about the Death God?"

        

        "The moment the Goddess was born, she sensed someone with power equal to her own. That was the Death God."

        

        "In Genesis, it's written that the Death God was the first to be born in the world created by the Goddess. But the Goddess and Death God are almost like twins born simultaneously, wouldn't you say?"

        

        "That's not wrong."

        

        The temple spirit sighed softly.

        

        "At first, they recognized each other as family and got along well. But as time passed, they began to feel lonely being the only two in this vast world."

        

        At that time, there was nothing else in the world. Only the Goddess and the Death God existed, and nothing else.

        

        Existing as just two beings in a world of nothingness was incredibly difficult.

        

        "That's why they both wanted to create living beings. Thus, humanity was created by the Goddess, and monsters were created by the Death God."

        

        Indeed.

        

        While this creation story is widely known, I never imagined the reason was to alleviate loneliness.

        

        Though the story was told briefly, it must have taken a considerable amount of time from the birth of the Goddess and Death God until the creation of humans and monsters.

        

        Several decades.

        

        No, several centuries.

        

        It could even have been thousands of years.

        

        For the Goddess and Death God, time was merely something that flowed, and without mortality, there was no need to do today what could be done tomorrow. Everything could be done in the future without issue.

        

        In the meantime, time would have passed in an instant.

        

        "The Goddess was overjoyed after her first creation. Finally surrounded by numerous people who could communicate with her, all praising her, and in response to those expectations of praise, she used her miraculous powers to create a world good for people to live in."

        

        "..."

        

        "She spent time with humanity, purely delighted..."

        

        "That's where our faith in the Goddess began, isn't it?"

        

        "Why do you say that?"

        

        "No matter if she's not a real god, we typically call someone a god when they create us, do things we cannot do, teach us, and show us the way forward."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "Yes, as you say, the Goddess was treated as a divine being, and though she found it burdensome, she lived directly involved in their lives, feeling responsible since she had created them."

        

        Now there are people who wonder if she even exists, as she never shows herself directly.

        

        Only indirect evidence exists, like the Holy Sword or the World Tree.

        

        No one had directly witnessed the Goddess.

        

        "Then one day, the monsters created by the Death God attacked humanity, and casualties occurred."

        

        "..."

        

        "The Goddess was initially shocked but thought it was some mistake. However, the attacks continued, and she had no choice but to teach humans how to fight, or rather, how to protect themselves."

        

        So until then, she hadn't taught them how to fight.

        

        Well, if she created them out of loneliness, there was no need for such aggression.

        

        It would have been enough just to laugh and chat together.

        

        "How to protect themselves? Not how to kill enemies?"

        

        The temple spirit nodded at Livia's question.

        

        "Yes, the Goddess thought the Death God wasn't managing properly and believed that if there was a problem, it could be resolved through dialogue."

        

      

      
        "...She was too trusting."

        

        Livia smiled slightly painfully, as if recalling her own past.

        

        "Yes, but after all, the Goddess and Death God were like twins born simultaneously, family to each other. So the Goddess believed she could resolve it through words."

        

        "Meanwhile, humans were being hunted by monsters."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "I have a question..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "The Goddess and Death God have almost equal power, right? Since they're like twins born at the same time."

        

        "Correct."

        

        "Then why is there such a difference between humans and monsters who were created equally? Humans are incomparably weaker than monsters."

        

        Though it might lack persuasiveness coming from someone who tears apart monsters with ease, it's fundamentally true.

        

        Humans cannot face monsters without training, but monsters can kill humans with their innate strength alone, without any training.

        

        It seems the species were different from birth.

        

        "Because their purposes were different."

        

        "Purposes?"

        

        "Humanity was created centered around sociability because the Goddess was so lonely. Simply put, social skills and communication were more developed. But monsters were created solely to fight, kill, and win. The difference in efficiency was natural."

        

        "...Why?"

        

        "It's simple, Livia. While the Goddess created humanity to alleviate her loneliness, the Death God didn't create monsters for that reason."

        

        "That's right."

        

        I swallowed dryly.

        

        I'm hearing a story more serious and outrageous than I expected.

        

        Is this really a story I should continue listening to?

        

        But curiosity, mixed with the strange feeling that having come this far, there was nothing left I couldn't hear, made me continue to listen attentively to the temple spirit's words.

        

        "Humanity was created for survival of the fittest, to survive by any means necessary. More precisely, this refers to the survival of the 'human' species rather than individuals... Anyway, in contrast, monsters were created for the strong to prey on the weak, where the weak are discarded and only the strong survive."

        

        "..."

        

        "The Goddess went to speak with the Death God, but he couldn't understand her."

        

        "I see."

        

        "'It is natural for the strong to rule the weak, and we created those weaker than us for that purpose'... that's what he said."

        

        Thoroughly survival of the fittest.

        

        A being who believes only in following the strong, that strength alone is truth, and strength alone is justice.

        

        That's the kind of ideology that creates fanatics.

        

        Whatever it is, something that overflows creates believers, and some people value such overflow more than ambiguity.

        

        They don't think that overflowing poison will engulf them.

        

        "The Death God instead asked the Goddess to join him. After all, the Death God did care for the Goddess and believed she was the only one equal to him."

        

        That contempt for the weak didn't apply to the Goddess.

        

        Because she was a strong one born simultaneously with him.

        

        But if she were the type to accept such a proposal, she wouldn't have created humans who didn't even know how to hold weapons in the first place.

        

        "In the end, no compromise was reached, and the Goddess had to choose. Between her twin-like Death God and her creations."

        

        "The choice was her creations."

        

        "That's right."

        

        The temple spirit sighed regretfully and said:

        

        "And so began the first historic war."
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        War broke out.

        

        The war between the Goddess and the Death God erupted and is said to have lasted a long time.

        

        At first, the demons one-sidedly massacred humans, but at some point, they gradually began to lose ground.

        

        "It was wisdom."

        

        "Correct."

        

        "Wisdom?"

        

        "Current demons are fundamentally individualistic and don't listen to others. That probably wasn't much different for demons in the past either. In other words, they could only act individually, charging forward and tearing at their opponent's throat."

        

        They wouldn't have known how to do anything else, nor would they have felt the need to.

        

        They were literally like beasts.

        

        No, in some ways, perhaps even less than beasts.

        

        "The Goddess taught them how to set traps and how to win wars, and in the meantime, she created another being."

        

        "Indeed, no matter how much wisdom humanity used, they would have needed direct power."

        

        "And what was created was us."

        

        "Spirits?"

        

        "Surprised? We spirits were originally born to fight. No, more precisely, we were created 'to protect this beautiful world.'"

        

        Indeed.

        

        So that's why they aren't particularly hostile to either humans or demons, but they prefer to protect humans over demons.

        

        They weren't made to fight from the beginning, nor did they harbor such intentions.

        

        "And the Death God responded by creating devils to fight."

        

        "And the result?"

        

        "The Goddess won."

        

        "......"

        

        The war continued, and eventually, humans and spirits defeated the demons and devils, and even the Death God was defeated.

        

        I couldn't assess the direct combat power difference since it was beyond my ability to judge, so I couldn't conclude that the Death God was weaker than the Goddess based on this single war.

        

        Only the result remained: the Goddess had won.

        

        "If she won... why are demons and devils still overflowing in the world? Why does this endless curse of heroes and demon lords continue?"

        

        Livia frowned, and I carefully took her hand.

        

        Slightly surprised, Livia eventually exhaled.

        

        "I'm sorry."

        

        "No, you have the right to ask that. ...Well, the Goddess won, but both were mortally wounded. The Goddess merely had the opportunity to deliver the final blow, and it was a devastating battle that could hardly be called anyone's victory."

        

        She seemed to be telling a story she had heard from someone else.

        

        Could she have heard it directly from the Goddess?

        

        "And at that final moment, she could have killed the Death God with an attack."

        

        "But she couldn't."

        

        "She did attack. But she hesitated for a very brief moment. In the end, she hesitated when faced with her twin, a being like family."

        

        "...That's very human-like."

        

        "Considering we were born from the Goddess, perhaps we should say the Goddess is like us."

        

        "That's true, though it sounds somewhat blasphemous."

        

        Livia laughed softly.

        

        "So what happened?"

        

        "She eventually attacked, but the Death God had time to counterattack, so they both inflicted fatal wounds on each other. The Goddess thought this couldn't continue and planned to seal the Death God in the final moment. Ironically, the Death God had the same idea."

        

        In that final moment, they both judged the situation too dangerous and chose to seal each other.

        

        Of all things, sealing.

        

        What does it suggest that they chose to seal rather than deliver a killing blow to each other?

        

        "In the end, they were both sealed by each other's sealing techniques."

        

        "I see."

        

        "The Goddess was content with that. But the problem was that the Death God didn't stop there and leaked power through the cracks in the seal to create beings like the Demon Lord and plotted again."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "And the Goddess noticed this and similarly selected through the cracks in the seal. That's the Hero and the Saint."

        

        So the Goddess selects the Hero and the Saint, while the Death God selects the Demon Lord.

        

        Despite everything, it seemed like they were doing similar things.

        

        "I have a question."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Why choose only from among humans? For the Hero and the Saint."

        

        "That's because humans were the first race the Goddess created. All races born afterward are merely variations of humans."

        

        In other words, humans were the beginning of all races.

        

        Elves, beastfolk, dragonfolk, and even dwarves all originated from humans.

        

        Such a hypothesis certainly existed, but hearing it directly like this left me speechless.

        

        "Olivia Reinhart, Hero of the current era. That holy sword you're carrying was originally the Goddess's sword."

        

        "The Goddess's sword?"

        

        "The mark is engraved on those who have the strength to wield it."

        

        Indeed.

        

        So humanity, morality, and ethics weren't considered.

        

        All that mattered was the ability to wield the holy sword.

        

        "Be proud of your strength."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You were merely selected as one who could wield the holy sword; the Goddess didn't bestow any particular blessing upon you. But you didn't give up and came this far, obtaining that absurd strength."

        

        "......"

        

        "Even if you had talent, the value of your blood and sweat doesn't disappear. I can't help but respect that strength."

        

        "No, um... this is a bit embarrassing."

        

        "Even in your current condition, you're much stronger than me. That says it all."

        

        Livia is certainly abnormally strong.

        

        "So... to summarize, unlike the Goddess, the Death God was truly a monster who only desired survival of the fittest, and is recovering faster than the Goddess and expanding his influence."

        

        "Huh? Was that what the story was about?"

        

        "If not, the current situation doesn't make sense. The fact that a Demon Lord's executive is using the Death God's power is abnormal by any standard."

        

        What was once limited to the position of Demon Lord has now spread widely.

        

        "That's right. Astronomical time has passed, so both of their wounds have healed. But the Death God's recovery was faster, and it's undeniable that his seal is being released more quickly. So naturally, the Death God's influence in the current world can only grow stronger."

        

        I couldn't know how much time it took for them to recover from their wounds.

        

        Probably due to the seal, they couldn't properly rest or recover, and on top of that, they were sending their magical power outside through the cracks in the seal, so their recovery rate was naturally slow.

        

        It's not for nothing that magical power and life force are said to be synonymous.

        

        "If that's the case, it's not strange that Alex received power from the Death God. As a traitor to humanity."

        

        "You're saying the Death God gave power to a human? Since when? At least during our journey, there was no sign of that. No, if he was an ally of the Death God, why did he come with me to catch the Demon Lord?"

        

        "...The simplest purpose might have been to prevent you from catching the Demon Lord, but you were too strong, so he changed his plan?"

        

        "Hmm, is that so?"

        

        Livia didn't seem convinced.

        

        To be honest, even I wasn't convinced by what I said.

        

        It felt like there might be another reason.

        

        No, to be precise, my explanation might be correct, but there were several awkward points that made it insufficient to conclude everything and end all questions.

        

        Where did Alex make contact with the Death God?

        

        What was his purpose?

        

        Could you really smile if you sacrificed everything in the world just to make yourself happy?

        

        I always thought he was that kind of person, but not to that extent.

        

        Or.

        

      

      
        Am I judging him too favorably just because he was a friend in the past?

        

        Either way, the line that has been crossed cannot be uncrossed, and even if Alex survives, he will never be free from prison. That is, if humanity wins in the end.

        

        If the Death God's side wins, humanity is finished.

        

        From the Death God's perspective, there's no need to keep humanity alive.

        

        Or perhaps a small number might survive if necessary.

        

        Was Alex fascinated by the Death God? Or did he choose for another reason?

        

        Honestly, it bothered me a lot, but the damage would be too immense if a problem arose to dwell on each reason and its rationality.

        

        "That's all I can tell you now. Any questions?"

        

        "If the spirit of the World Tree comes here."

        

        "If?"

        

        "You said we might be granted an audience with the Goddess if we're lucky. Is that possible?"

        

        "...Did he tell you that much? That World Tree spirit must have taken quite a liking to you."

        

        Well, whether he liked it or not, I was the one who saved the World Tree, so from the spirit's perspective, there was no reason to dislike me.

        

        "Well, that really does require good luck... but I'll try."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "Is that all for questions?"

        

        I looked briefly at Livia, and she shook her head, indicating she had no immediate questions...

        

        No immediate... questions.

        

        Ah.

        

        Something flashed through my mind.

        

        Like a lightning strike, I opened my eyes wide.

        

        "You just said that the Hero and the Saint were selected from humanity, right?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "What about the demons?"

        

        "......"

        

        "The demons have the Demon Lord, right?"

        

        "No, don't you think something's strange?"

        

        "What is?"

        

        "The Hero is selected, and the Saint is given a role to receive power directly from the Goddess."

        

        "Yes... so what?"

        

        Livia tilted her head, not understanding, and I looked at the temple spirit and said:

        

        "The roles of the Saint and the Demon Lord... seem to overlap."

        

        "Overlap?"

        

        "The Demon Lord receives power from the Death God and enhances the abilities of all demons. Livia, what's the role of the Saint?"

        

        "Well, receiving power from the Goddess and protecting people... protecting..."

        

        Livia seemed to realize it as she spoke.

        

        "She can bestow blessings that awaken the abilities of allies."

        

        Almost identical roles.

        

        It would be no exaggeration to say that the only difference was whether they supported humans or demons.

        

        The Demon Lord just had a broader and more efficient use of abilities.

        

        "Spirit of the temple, one more question."

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        "Is the position of Demon Lord possibly... equivalent to a Saint for demons?"

        

        "...That possibility cannot be ignored."

        

        "If that's the case..."

        

        Livia spoke before I could.

        

        "Does that mean... there's someone who holds the position of a Hero for demons?"
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        The world was not created by someone, but simply existed.

        

        The Goddess and the Reaper were beings with transcendent powers, born simultaneously, like humans or demons.

        

        The Goddess and the Reaper fought each other, eventually inflicting fatal wounds on one another and sealing each other away.

        

        Afterward, when the Reaper created the Demon Lord to kill humanity again, the Goddess created the Hero and the Saint to counter them.

        

        "This is the information we've compiled so far."

        

        "I see. You've organized it well after hearing it once."

        

        "The problematic part would be this."

        

        Livia pointed to the part that said the Goddess created the Hero and the Saint to counter them.

        

        "Until now, no fool has tried to find commonalities between humans and demons, and even fewer have thought deeply about the roots of humans and demons. Even if they did, it would just be a hypothesis."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "So no one has considered that just as there are two hopes on the human side—the Hero and the Saint—there might also be two hopes on the demon side."

        

        "It's just a possibility, but that possibility has existed for a long time. The problem is, where is this demon's hero and what are they doing?"

        

        "......"

        

        That was certainly true.

        

        In the long history of battles between Heroes and Demon Lords, between humanity and demons, there was no record of a demon's hero ever appearing.

        

        Perhaps they simply disappeared or were lost, but that alone was difficult to accept.

        

        Not many people would be satisfied with dismissing an ancient, unknown story with a simple "it was lost."

        

        "If they were chosen and marked like the Hero, they would have been noticed."

        

        "Demons live long lives, but they're not immortal. They die of old age normally, which means the hero could have changed several times during this long period."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Besides, demons fight among themselves too. It's possible that the demon's hero got caught up in these conflicts and died. So there's a possibility that the hero has been replaced over time."

        

        "Well, a demon's hero wouldn't die so easily, but if they died before growing... Hmm, or what if the demons themselves are killing their heroes?"

        

        "Demons killing their own heroes?"

        

        "Whatever the reason, that would explain why no demon hero has appeared until now."

        

        And if they killed them before they could grow, it would certainly be possible.

        

        The issue was the motive.

        

        If that were the case, there would have to be a reason, but we couldn't figure out what it might be.

        

        "What if... just what if the first chosen demon hero didn't die and is still alive?"

        

        At Livia's words, I briefly furrowed my brow.

        

        Not because I was angry, but because I needed to think.

        

        "Until recently, I would have said that's unrealistic, but now I'm not so sure. We have Titania, who has contracted with the World Tree and is living longer than average."

        

        Originally, immortality was considered a curse, a painful curse in itself, but if it wasn't a curse but rather a contract or condition, survival might be possible.

        

        For example, what if they made a direct contract with the Reaper?

        

        Even contracting with the World Tree created by the Goddess gave Titania a near-immortal lifespan.

        

        Even though it was said to be ending now, it still granted an above-average lifespan. If that was the case, wouldn't the Reaper, who supposedly had power equal to the Goddess who created the World Tree, be able to extend a demon's life?

        

        "Damn, no matter how we look at it, it's all just hypotheses."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Demons kill their own hero before they can grow.

        

        The first demon hero simply hasn't revealed themselves for some reason and has never passed on the succession.

        

        Or perhaps a demon worthy of being the hero hasn't been born yet.

        

        There were many hypotheses, but nothing that could be confirmed. It seemed that even the temple spirit didn't know that much.

        

        It felt like we were about to solve one mystery, only to be confronted with more complex and headache-inducing questions.

        

        And somehow, I had a feeling that Alex knew the answers to these questions.

        

        'What were you trying to do in the end?'

        

        I asked Alex in my mind.

      

      
        

        When I met Alex again in the Hero's party, he pretended not to know me.

        

        It would be a lie to say I wasn't hurt, but he seemed to be doing well, and I thought it was understandable given how much our social positions had changed.

        

        But betraying the Hero, betraying humanity, lending power to demons, and even borrowing the Reaper's power—what did he want so badly?

        

        Could you truly, sincerely smile at what you gained after sacrificing everything?

        

        If only.

        

        If I had stopped the person who tried to take you from the slums.

        

        If only.

        

        If I had forcibly pulled you out of that royal capital.

        

        Would things have turned out differently?

        

        I couldn't shake the thought that something might have changed. It pained me to think that we would end up fighting like this, that I would have to kill you.

        

        I let out a short sigh.

        

        "Let's go then."

        

        "Where to?"

        

        "You said you wanted an audience with the Goddess, right? While talking with you, I've realized that you know these facts but still want to protect humanity without wavering, and that you're good people to the core."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "Let's go. I hope an audience is possible."

        

        Though I wasn't sure what was happening, Livia and I looked at each other and nodded.

        

        Let's follow for now.

        

        ***

        

        "The Goddess regretted it every day. She said that if she hadn't hesitated and had killed the Reaper in that moment, things wouldn't have turned out this way."

        

        "...As the Hero, I think I shouldn't have hesitated then."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia murmured with a sad expression.

        

        "But I can understand that anguish."

        

        The Goddess had an opportunity to kill the Reaper.

        

        If she had attacked without hesitation, the Reaper would have died by the Goddess's hand, but in the moment she tried to kill the Reaper—her twin, practically family—she hesitated ever so briefly. In that short moment, the Reaper counterattacked, and they both ended up sealed away after inflicting fatal wounds on each other.

        

        And that sealing led to the cursed fate between Heroes and Demon Lords, resulting in the endless war between humans and demons.

        

        If the Goddess truly had a benevolent nature, that hesitation was natural, but at the same time, the aftermath caused by that hesitation must have filled her with regret that tormented her mind and heart.

        

        She must have felt like she was being mentally flayed for an eternity.

        

        "Thank you for those words, Hero."

        

        "Royce, are you nervous?"

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Well, we might be meeting the Goddess soon."

        

        "You and I haven't lived lives that would shame us before the Goddess."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "If she wants to punish us for living lives that aren't honorable..."

        

        "Then?"

        

        "Would we have any reason to believe in such a goddess?"

        

        "......"

        

        Livia looked at me with a slightly surprised expression, then smiled.

        

        "Haha, that's funny. If you said that to those stiff-headed folks in the royal capital, they'd be so angry they'd turn red and stutter without being able to say anything."

        

        "Well, my head might roll afterward."

        

        "It definitely would. They're more serious than you think over there."

        

      

      
        "Are you nervous, Livia?"

        

        "Me?"

        

        Livia thought for a moment at my sudden question, then spoke.

        

        "I don't know. Am I nervous right now? Originally, I wanted to ask why she chose me as the Hero, but after hearing the story, I understand."

        

        "Because you were suitable for wielding the holy sword, right?"

        

        "They didn't care about having the mindset of a Hero or anything like that; they just wanted someone with an aptitude for holding the holy sword. In other words, they just needed someone strong. ...That's probably why we ended up with rogue Heroes."

        

        "......"

        

        "Is the Goddess watching us now?"

        

        "Who knows? She's not truly omnipotent, so there are things she can see and things she cannot."

        

        Certainly, compared to her previously known status as the creator of all things, her position seemed diminished, but she was still the creator of humanity, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call her a god to humans.

        

        "Hey, Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "How do you think the Goddess views my life?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Would she praise me for saving people? Or would she condemn me for not seeing those around me and failing to save even myself because of my self-righteousness?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        The fact that she was saying such things might be evidence that Livia had changed.

        

        Livia, who had never doubted her own righteousness, now knew that righteousness takes different forms depending on the person, and that everyone has their own unchanging sense of what is right.

        

        What should I say to her?

        

        At the very least, I knew that remaining silent here wasn't a good choice.

        

        "If the Goddess condemns you..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Then I'll condemn the Goddess for you."

        

        "...Hehe, that sounds too reckless and blasphemous."

        

        "Well, what does it matter?"

        

        "Thank you, Royce."

        

        Livia looked at her hands as she spoke.

        

        "Yes, I think I feel less nervous now."

        

        "This should be the place."

        

        We had arrived at a place overflowing with natural power.

        

        The lake before us was so clear that we could almost see the bottom.

        

        The temple spirit stopped and slowly rose above the lake.

        

        "I will now prepare for the audience with the Goddess. Time is short, and I don't know if it will work, but I'll at least try."

        

        "If we do get an audience with the Goddess, is there anything we should be careful about?"

        

        If the Goddess wasn't truly omnipotent but just a transcendent being who created humanity, we needed to know what might trigger an emotional response from her.

        

        Everyone has sensitive areas that shouldn't be touched.

        

        If the same applied to the Goddess, there was a possibility that I might unknowingly touch on such a subject during our conversation.

        

        But the temple spirit sighed softly and said:

        

        "Don't worry about that. The Goddess won't get angry with you. In her endless guilt, she only places blame on herself, never on others. She's too selfless, far too much."

        

        "......"

        

        The temple spirit looked at Livia and me from above the lake and said:

        

        "Now it's time for the audience. If you meet her... You have the right to blame her, but please... please don't reproach her too harshly."

        

        That face...

        

        It was like a daughter looking at her wounded mother.

        

        Livia and I couldn't say anything.
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        Light shines.

        

        A light rippled from the body of the temple spirit, causing the lake to shimmer.

        

        An absurdly powerful magical force moved greatly, eventually concentrating on the lake.

        

        "What, what's happening?"

        

        "It seems she's trying to summon herself into her body."

        

        "Into her body?"

        

        "Since the sealed goddess cannot appear here directly, she's temporarily summoning only her consciousness. Into the temple spirit's body."

        

        "You mean possession?"

        

        "Something similar."

        

        Such a thing wouldn't be easily possible, but someone as extraordinary as the goddess could likely do it. Above all, since humans and spirits were creatures directly created by the goddess, I thought possession might be relatively easy for her.

        

        Even so, bringing the goddess into that body wouldn't be a simple task, which explained why they said it was only possible with good luck.

        

        Even if possible, various conditions would need to be met, and even then, not many beings could accomplish it. And even if successful, it couldn't be maintained for very long.

        

        'The magical power is becoming calm.'

        

        Eventually.

        

        The golden magical power surrounding us rippled.

        

        It was the mark of a presence.

        

        An intense sense of being that seemed to declare "I am here."

        

        What should be invisible was not satisfied with merely that, rising until it became visible—magical power that seemed to explain how truly different in class this being was.

        

        The temple spirit, who had closed her eyes, slowly opened them, and those eyes gave the impression of an entirely different person.

        

        Eyes are often called the proof of the soul.

        

        It's said that the color of one's soul is projected through the eyes, which is why eyes speak more than the mouth. In other words, what stood before me now was not the temple spirit.

        

        I naturally knelt on one knee, and seeing me, Livia naturally followed suit.

        

        "Rise, my children."

        

        Her manner of speech had clearly changed, as had her aura.

        

        At those words, Livia and I immediately stood up.

        

        "Are you... the goddess?"

        

        Livia spoke with somewhat clumsy speech, perhaps surprised, and the goddess who had borrowed the temple spirit's body smiled gently as she descended to meet our gaze.

        

        "I am the one you call goddess, Grandia."

        

        "Grandia..."

        

        "The goddess... had a name..."

        

        I didn't know that either.

        

        Then, does the Death God have a name too?

        

        Everyone just called them Goddess or Death God, and no one had ever wondered about their names. Come to think of it, Goddess and Death God were merely titles, not names.

        

        "It's nice to meet you, Olivia and... Royce."

        

        "You know us."

        

        "I don't have any special power to see all things in the world, but I can see what I can see."

        

        "Is your wound all right, Goddess?"

        

        "Shamefully, compared to the Death God, my healing is not complete."

        

        "May I ask why?"

        

        This time I spoke up.

        

        "If you and the Death God are truly equal beings, and as I suspect, there are proper heroes and saints on the monster side as well, then you and the Death God are equal beings. If you both suffered similar wounds, your healing should be similar too."

        

        "Indeed. That's certainly a valid question. ...I was a fool who only focused on the immediate danger and neglected what came after."

        

        "What does that mean..."

        

        "The Death God doesn't care how many monsters die, but I couldn't just watch humans perish. So I forcibly intervened several times, and as a result, my recovery has been slower than the Death God's."

        

        "...Indeed, there have been several instances of fortune—or rather, near-miraculous situations—for humanity."

      

      
        

        For example, during the black dragon's attack in the past, lightning suddenly struck from the sky, directly hitting the black dragon and saving the hero who had nearly died. The church spoke of this as one of the goddess's miracles.

        

        Besides that, several miraculous events occurred during crises when humanity was about to suffer great damage.

        

        "So you were protecting humanity."

        

        "I merely lent a small amount of power. It was you who fought and won your survival. Even rising with help requires one's own strength."

        

        "...Let's get back to the topic. About the current situation."

        

        "The Death God has recovered faster than me and is currently preparing many things."

        

        "And most importantly, are there really heroes and saints on the monster side?"

        

        "...There likely are, but the monster's hero probably didn't exist at the very beginning."

        

        Didn't exist?

        

        Does that mean there wasn't anyone suitable to be the monster's hero at first?

        

        "The monster's hero may have made a direct contract with the Death God and might still be alive."

        

        "You know who this monster hero is, don't you?"

        

        "...It might be the first hero."

        

        "What?! You mean... my predecessor, the first hero? That person is now the monster's hero?"

        

        "It's a possibility."

        

        The first hero is said to have been the strongest among all heroes.

        

        But it's also said that the first Demon King was the strongest of all Demon Kings, resulting in their mutual destruction according to legend.

        

        But just as Livia was alive, the first hero too...

        

        The first hero too?

        

        Huh?

        

        No.

        

        That's just speculation.

        

        Was it the same back then too?

        

        Even if history repeats itself, does that make sense?

        

        It can't be.

        

        It shouldn't be.

        

        I tried to deny the hypothesis that emerged in my mind several times, but I had no grounds for denial. Yet I had no grounds to confirm it either, so I wanted to dismiss it as just a random delusion I'd conjured up.

        

        "Goddess."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "The first hero, surely not..."

        

        "..."

        

        A very brief silence.

        

        That silence seemed to answer for her.

        

        The goddess was looking at me with a very sad expression, and I looked back at her.

        

        Really?

        

        Is she trying to say that what I'm thinking is true?

        

        "I see."

        

        "...Huh? No, I don't understand. This is why smart people are really... could you explain in a way I can understand too?"

        

        "The ill-fated connection between heroes and Demon Kings occurred long after the Death God and I were sealed. I never thought humanity, already beyond my control, would do such a thing."

        

        "What did they do?"

        

        "The humans of that time feared the hero who had defeated the overwhelmingly powerful Demon King."

        

        "..."

        

        At those words from the goddess, Livia's eyes widened.

        

        She seemed to understand.

        

      

      
        "No way."

        

        Livia looked at her own body. There were holes in her head and heart, and one arm was missing.

        

        Seeing this situation, Livia looked at the goddess with dead eyes, and the goddess nodded in response to Livia's gaze.

        

        "You were betrayed by humanity, just like her. And taking advantage of that opportunity, the Death God turned that hero into his servant."

        

        "Why did you leave him be?"

        

        "My words no longer held meaning for him. To the first hero, already surrounded by anger, disgust, and hatred, my goodwill and desire for good were nothing but hypocrisy and irritating nagging."

        

        The first hero was betrayed and became angry.

        

        It was natural.

        

        After dedicating his entire being for humanity, what he received in return was condemnation, mockery, and betrayal.

        

        Moreover, they even failed to kill him properly, and the first hero, giving in to his anger, chose the path of betraying—no, taking revenge on—humanity.

        

        He wasn't wrong.

        

        Even if there were heroes who tried to live righteously without falling into corruption, his fall into anger was a separate matter, and his reaction might even be considered the more just and proper human response.

        

        "But why hasn't this monster hero, the first hero, done anything until now?"

        

        "That's probably the Death God's strategy. It seems he considers the first hero a trump card and is keeping him hidden. Even if he happened to encounter humans by chance, if he killed them all, there would be no witnesses."

        

        "Indeed, with no witnesses, if people die in monster territory, everyone would assume it was the work of monsters."

        

        Even if the manner of death by claws and weapons differed, there were monsters who used weapons too.

        

        In fact, the Demon King's officer that Livia fought in Elvenheim created spears with magic to fight. Like that, there were surprisingly many monsters who fought with weapons.

        

        "The first hero became the Death God's subordinate and the monster's hero, and his strength is transcendent. The reason I've revealed myself like this is for one reason only."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        The goddess slowly approached Livia.

        

        She met Livia's eyes and extended her hand to her.

        

        "Olivia Reinhart, would you accept my blessing?"

        

        "Blessing?"

        

        "The monster's hero on the Death God's side has definitely received a blessing. Instead of a blessing, I bestowed my holy sword. I didn't have the luxury to give blessings at that time..."

        

        That makes sense.

        

        Unlike the Death God, who gave one blessing to the first hero and occasionally to Demon Kings, the goddess gave blessings to saints every time, selected heroes, and sometimes directly helped humanity in times of real danger, so she probably didn't have the luxury.

        

        "If you take my hand, you will become much stronger than you are now, transcending the human realm to become like my kin. You will truly become a hero who can wield light."

        

        "..."

        

        "Your lifespan will also become non-human, longer than even an elf's, and in many ways, you may no longer be human, but at least you will definitely be able to save the world."

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        I knew that unless Livia asked me about this choice, anything I said to her would be tainted by my own desires.

        

        I couldn't tell whether offering a blessing that was originally not given to heroes only to Livia meant the situation was that serious, or if Livia was somehow special.

        

        What would Livia answer?

        

        At least the goddess didn't seem malicious and appeared to be speaking sincerely.

        

        Livia kept her mouth shut for a moment, looking at the goddess, and the goddess spoke to her.

        

        "Will you accept the blessing?"

        

        To that question, Livia immediately answered.

        

        "What? No, I don't want to."

        

        "Oh."

        

        I couldn't help but exclaim in surprise.

        

        I had thought she might refuse.

        

        But.

        

        I didn't expect such a direct rejection.
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        If I were my past self,

        

        And if I could save the world at the cost of sacrificing everything I have,

        

        I would surely have made that choice.

        

        If asked to choose between everything of one person and the entire world, the latter would clearly hold more value, and if that sacrifice were to be me, the hero, it certainly wouldn't have been wrong.

        

        Saying that, I would have accepted any condition and become a sort of guardian protecting the world, slaying monsters and cutting down villains for a time that extends beyond a lifetime.

        

        If that was the right thing, and the ultimate pinnacle of being a hero, I would have acknowledged that as what I wanted.

        

        But.

        

        Now I don't want that.

        

        Because before being a hero, I am Olivia Reinhart, not the other way around.

        

        "I'm happy for your kind offer, but, oh... it's too much pressure. I don't want to become something like that."

        

        "...Could you explain your reasons a bit more?"

        

        Though I clearly rejected the offer, the Goddess didn't seem displeased; rather, she looked slightly happy.

        

        I'm not good at reading people, so it might just be my imagination, or perhaps I'm completely falling for whatever facade she's putting on, but at least that's how it appeared to my eyes right now.

        

        She didn't look like someone who was disappointed.

        

        Anyway, since she asked, I should answer.

        

        "I want to save the world, but I don't want to sacrifice everything I am. I want to die as myself. As the human Olivia Reinhart..."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "I want to fall in love normally, get married normally, have children normally, live normally, and die normally."

        

        "Isn't immortality the most precious miracle for people?"

        

        "The death of life is sad and painfully devastating, but that's precisely why people can consider life precious."

        

        Because death exists, we cling to life.

        

        Because there is an end, we rush forward.

        

        "Of course, for some, that might be the most valuable thing, but not for me. Goddess, I take pride in the fact that I live as a human and will die as one."

        

        "..."

        

        "And don't worry."

        

        Perhaps the Goddess was concerned because she thought I didn't have the power to save this world.

        

        That wouldn't be wrong, especially in my current weakened state, unlike during my prime.

        

        While I wasn't exactly weak now, it was true that I was too weak to deal with the coming crisis of the world. Perhaps even if I recovered with the elixir, I might still lack sufficient power.

        

        Nevertheless, I smiled.

        

        Was it bravado?

        

        Or was it conviction?

        

        I couldn't quite grasp it myself, but I simply said:

        

        "I won't lose. I will definitely save humanity, protect the world, and even overcome Death itself."

        

        "...Is that so."

        

        "I'm not sure if it's just my feeling, but you don't seem particularly disappointed."

        

        "I see... The first hero changed sides to the monsters because of Death, and after that, I felt humanity needed me."

        

        "..."

        

        "I thought I needed to guide humanity in the right direction, help them understand morality and ethics, and change them through education while they rejected those who were overwhelmingly strong."

        

        In other words, after being released from the seal and resolving everything, that's how she planned to live.

        

        It seemed she intended to reveal herself and assert her presence as a goddess, just as she did when she first created humanity.

        

        "Indeed, after I disappeared, they committed the sin of betraying the first hero in such a way. They easily fell into sin, were easily tainted by malice, and their hearts were far too weak against temptation."

        

        "..."

        

        Perhaps when the Goddess first created humanity, she hadn't anticipated such situations at all.

        

        She created them to live together smiling, not to harbor malice, so it might be natural that they were vulnerable to such things.

        

        Moreover, at the time of creation, she probably thought there wouldn't be major problems since she would always be by their side.

        

        She believed that she would always be there to correct them if they strayed down the wrong path.

        

      

      
        But the Goddess had been critically wounded alongside Death and sealed away, to the point where some people questioned whether she even existed anymore, as her presence in this world was fading.

        

        No matter how much help was given, unless the Goddess directly descended to provide aid, people could dismiss it as coincidence if they tried hard enough, or simply call it a fortunate miracle and be done with it.

        

        "But while humans easily strayed to the wrong path, they strove even more to live righteously. You, Olivia and Royce, are proof of that."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "You saved people as if there needed no reason to save a life, as if there needed no reason to rescue someone. Even if betrayed and hurt today, you saved people as if that wasn't a reason to withhold your hand tomorrow."

        

        At those words, Royce exhaled slightly and said:

        

        "With all due respect, I simply wanted kindness to be repaid with kindness. As you said, Goddess, it wasn't without reason."

        

        I had heard that story too.

        

        Royce saved me out of goodwill, but more than that, he couldn't accept that I, who had saved so many people as a hero, would meet such an end.

        

        He wanted to believe in the natural principle that it should be kindness, not malice, that circulates in the world.

        

        That's why he said he saved me, if I recall correctly.

        

        "If we're being honest... me too. I saved many people, but it wasn't without reason."

        

        I was even less impressive than Royce.

        

        I didn't particularly want to save people, nor did I have any grand designs for the world.

        

        I was just a fake hero who saved people because I was consumed by the title of "hero." I was merely someone who knew nothing but how to wield the holy sword. I felt deeply ashamed of how arrogantly I had carried myself.

        

        "..."

        

        But after hearing both Royce and me, the Goddess smiled.

        

        "Those with malice seek excuses for their actions, while those with kindness look for flaws in their own. It's so ideal."

        

        "...Goddess?"

        

        "Without me doing anything, the ideal humanity I wanted was already being born and growing."

        

        The Goddess looked at Royce and me.

        

        "Perhaps I was too arrogant simply because I created you. While you needed guidance, it didn't necessarily have to come from me."

        

        The Goddess smiled with genuine joy.

        

        Like a parent watching their child stand for the first time, I lost my words and simply gazed at the Goddess.

        

        It was a strange sensation, as if the feelings of complaint I had wanted to express were melting away.

        

        The human blood flowing through my body seemed to acknowledge this Goddess as a parent.

        

        "After this is over, perhaps it would be best if I simply stepped back. I could help only in truly insurmountable crises, and you might be able to handle the rest on your own."

        

        "..."

        

        "Something transcendent might actually hinder your evolution. Perhaps all the matters I thought I helped with could have been resolved even without me."

        

        "Still, if the Goddess hadn't intervened, more people would have died. And humans are beings who live intertwined with each other. Without the lives you saved, it might have been impossible for even Livia or me to be born."

        

        Whether that's truly the case of cause and effect, I don't know.

        

        But by failing to save one person and letting them die, everything that person could have saved or the connections they could have maintained cease to exist.

        

        In that process, there would likely be people who would never be born.

        

        It happens from the most trivial things, and like a small flutter of wings causing a storm, it collapses everything.

        

        Small actions leading to big changes.

        

        That's precisely what cause and effect is.

        

        Everything the Goddess saved has led to the present, giving birth to someone's life, and perhaps among them were Royce and I.

        

        "..."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        The Goddess suddenly shed tears.

        

        Huh?

        

        Wait, what?

        

        "Um, Goddess!?"

        

        "This is quite awkward..."

        

        "I-I'm fine... I was just a bit moved. I praise your nobility."

        

      

      
        "Well, I'm not sure about that. I don't always have good thoughts, so calling it nobility is a bit off."

        

        "That's precisely why your goodness has value. A being that knows only goodness is admirable, but if one knows evil yet still chooses to be good, I would praise that even more."

        

        It was a difficult matter.

        

        It was hard to express in words.

        

        "Let's end this conversation here and talk about what lies ahead."

        

        "Before that, may I ask one thing?"

        

        "Yes, Royce."

        

        "I've been wondering about this—is Livia alive now because you took some measure, Goddess?"

        

        "Royce?"

        

        Indeed.

        

        Everyone I met had been telling me that I shouldn't be alive in my current state.

        

        So is it possible that the Goddess did something to me?

        

        It certainly seemed plausible.

        

        The Goddess smiled and answered Royce's question:

        

        "I don't know either."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Injuries of that severity would be dangerous even for me and Death."

        

        "..."

        

        "Moreover, after directly consuming Death's curse, losing a heart and arm through which magic flows, and even having your head damaged—when I saw those injuries, I thought it was over."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Hmm.

        

        Well.

        

        The Goddess was also looking at me with eyes that seemed to ask, "How are you still alive?"

        

        "At this rate, if she receives your blessing, wouldn't she become stronger than you, Goddess?"

        

        "Come on, it's not like that, Royce."

        

        "There's definitely a possibility."

        

        "What?!"

        

        "They say children eventually surpass their parents, and no parent can defeat their child, but I didn't expect it to mean this."

        

        "No, I don't think that's what it means..."

        

        "Hehe, how about it? Would you like to become stronger than a goddess? Would you like to receive my blessing? Would you like to take my place? You would do better than me. It would be good to give you all of me along with the blessing."

        

        I trembled and hid behind Royce.

        

        Those eyes.

        

        They were similar to the way Titania looked at Sylphie, and it was somewhat frightening.

        

        "I want to grow old and die normally with the person I love! Surrounded by children and grandchildren! Right, Royce?!"

        

        "...That's a difficult question to answer."

        

        "You didn't deny it, so that's good enough, hehe."

        

        "What a happy wish. Are you that charming, Royce?"

        

        "At least to Livia, it seems so. Now then... my question is done, so let's talk about the future in earnest."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Royce touched his neck for a moment and then said:

        

        "Alex Reynolds."

        

        "..."

        

        When that name came up, my eyes widened too.

        

        "Let's talk about him."

        

        "...Very well, let's do that."
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        Alex Reynolds.

        

        Born in the slums.

        

        But because noble blood flowed through his veins, he began to function as an aristocrat again at a young age.

        

        He might be somewhat special for a human, but looking at the world as a whole, he wasn't particularly exceptional. However, I couldn't deny the current situation where he seemed to be using the Reaper's curse and power.

        

        We used to go around together in childhood.

        

        We were closer to partners than friends, and we tried our best to survive somehow.

        

        It's not that he wasn't selfish, but everyone in the slums was like that, and if you weren't, you'd just end up as a corpse the next day in that world.

        

        But at least he had some semblance of being a normal child, and he seemed a bit more human than he is now.

        

        I was just curious.

        

        What happened to make him that way, or whether he simply became consumed by his own desires.

        

        Either way, it's too late to turn back now, and from the moment he joined hands with the demons, there was no path of survival left for Alex.

        

        Either survive as a victor or be executed as a miserable loser and traitor.

        

        Alex essentially had only two choices left, and naturally, he would choose the former.

        

        Reina and Belita were different cases.

        

        Those two might have somehow avoided execution if they were lucky. Well, I'm not sure about Belita, but Reina might have.

        

        At least her only direct betrayal of humanity was the assassination of the Hero, and since that Hero, Livia, wished for their repentance.

        

        Above all, they didn't join hands with the demons.

        

        But Alex was the main culprit in the Hero's assassination and eventually a traitor to humanity who lent his power to the Reaper's cult or demons.

        

        No matter what he does, he can't move forward anymore.

        

        Someone had to come to an end.

        

        "Alex Reynolds probably serves as a spirit of this temple for me."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        The Goddess slowly opened her mouth.

        

        From her words, I understood that even the Goddess didn't know everything and was merely stating hypotheses based on the situation.

        

        In other words, I needed to remember that it was just a high possibility, not necessarily the truth.

        

        "Somehow, somewhere, Alex Reynolds came into contact with the Reaper. And he was chosen as a vessel for the Reaper's descent, which Alex Reynolds did not refuse."

        

        "Are you saying Alex was corrupted by the Reaper?"

        

        "No, the order is reversed."

        

        "Reversed?"

        

        "He was chosen by the Reaper because he was that kind of person."

        

        "......"

        

        "Despite having a human body, he possesses a mindset closer to that of a demon. He has a survival-of-the-fittest mentality, but with more reason than demons, he doubts human goodwill and prioritizes malice."

        

        It's quite possible for a person to doubt another person's goodwill.

        

        But beyond that, he prioritizes malice and tries to interpret everything maliciously.

        

        People aren't perfect, and human actions can be interpreted as goodwill if one wants to see it that way, or as malice if that's what one seeks.

        

        There's a reason why false equivalence is criticized.

        

        Because of imperfection, there are hardly any situations where one person is completely at fault.

        

        Mistakes inevitably occur, and based on those, evaluations should be made, but it's wrong for someone who made more mistakes to blame someone who made fewer by saying, "Don't you have faults too?"

        

        Consumed by malice.

        

        To protect oneself.

        

        For all sorts of reasons, people attack other people.

        

        As if to say, "Not just me, but you too."

        

        "Alex Reynolds surely had multiple choices. But he cut off all those options himself and chose to become the Reaper's servant."

        

        "......"

        

        "He's aware that he's human, but he doesn't love or feel a sense of belonging, and he extends his greed as far as possible for what he desires. He's like a demon born in a human body."

        

        "Is that all?"

        

        "Everything I'm about to say is just a hypothesis. There's no guarantee it's true."

        

        "I understand."

      

      
        

        The Goddess exhaled briefly and said:

        

        "After regaining some of its power, the Reaper intervened. The previous Hero was from the Reynolds family, and until now, it had always been Reinhart, so the Reaper was curious why it was Reynolds this time."

        

        Come to think of it, why it had always been Reinhart was quite a topic of discussion among humanity.

        

        But according to the Goddess's explanation, "the holy sword is given to those who have the quality to wield it," so it was just that the Reinhart family happened to be incredibly strong.

        

        By chance, the most suitable talent for wielding the holy sword was born in that family, and the previous time, they simply weren't the most suitable.

        

        For those researching such matters, it was a truly simple and disappointing answer.

        

        "As a result, the Reaper reached out to Alex, and that's what I believe led to the current outcome. As for what happened in between, I can only exercise my limited imagination."

        

        "......"

        

        In other words, regardless of the process, the conclusion is the same.

        

        Alex received the Reaper's attention, and by accepting its hand, he became the Reaper's servant and betrayed humanity.

        

        This was all that mattered.

        

        The rest of the story wasn't as important, she was saying.

        

        It was truly one-dimensional.

        

        Humans are typically not one-dimensional but three-dimensional, yet occasionally, someone appears who is so one-dimensional that you wonder if there's something wrong with their head.

        

        "Then why did Alex join my journey? If the Demon Lord was also a demon saint who received power from the Reaper, wouldn't Alex have had no need to participate?"

        

        Livia scratched her head and said:

        

        "No, even if he had some purpose for participating, shouldn't he have hindered me? I don't remember Alex interfering during our journey. That's why I was so deceived."

        

        If he had intended to interfere, Livia would have noticed.

        

        She has good intuition.

        

        But the fact that Livia didn't notice during such a long period means that throughout the journey, Alex faithfully carried out his duties as the Hero's companion and sage.

        

        So here comes the question of why.

        

        If the Demon Lord's value was low, it might make sense, but given that the Demon Lord strengthened all sorts of demons and was not weak himself, it was incomprehensible why Alex would discard him.

        

        "It's simple."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "You were too strong."

        

        "......"

        

        "At the beginning of the journey, he judged that you were manageable, and he might have planned to assassinate you in the demon territory. But you became too strong, so he discarded most of his prepared plans and decided to execute the remaining one."

        

        "Assassination?"

        

        "No, marriage."

        

        "Marriage? ...Oh, come to think of it, Alex did say something about being my fiancé... Ugh! Royce! It's a misunderstanding! I didn't even know I had a fiancé!"

        

        "I didn't say anything. Besides, that's not important right now, so let's move on."

        

        "It's important to me...!! A-Anyway, was marrying me part of the plan?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        The Goddess looked at me and Livia alternately and said:

        

        "Initially, he wanted to kill you and make you a Hero who failed to defeat the Demon Lord, but you became too strong. Too strong to handle."

        

        "Still, wouldn't it have been better to just attempt assassination? Rather than capturing the Demon Lord and then assassinating me, wouldn't it have been better to assassinate me before capturing him?"

        

        "There was probably a reason he needed to pretend to be 'humanity's ally' for a while."

        

        "Royce?"

        

        I looked at the Goddess, asking with my eyes if I could speak, and she nodded.

        

        "Judging from Alex's actions so far, he did betray humanity, but there's also a sense that he wants to maintain his current position. He probably wanted to finish his business while still being 'Alex Reynolds,' a human of the kingdom."

        

        If Livia had been weak, he could have just handled it himself, but she was too strong for him to assassinate alone.

        

        It was a task that required the help of his companions, but making such a proposal before defeating the Demon Lord could complicate matters, and even after defeating the Demon Lord, it could be dangerous if he didn't properly secure control.

        

        In that sense, I thought assassination might have been Alex's last resort after Livia grew stronger.

        

        "He wanted to bind you with the leash of family, but even that became impossible."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "Moreover, Livia remained sharp in the demon territory, and only relaxed her guard after reaching human territory, right?"

        

        "Y-Yes... But no matter what, it would be strange not to relax after defeating the Demon Lord and returning, wouldn't it?"

        

      

      
        "That's right. That was the first and last opportunity Alex was aiming for."

        

        Assassination in a weakened state: failed.

        

        Making her perish along with the Demon Lord: failed.

        

        Binding the Hero Livia with some sort of leash, be it family or otherwise: failed.

        

        "Alex must have been anxious with the continuous failure of his prepared plans. That's why he took on the risk and carried out the assassination."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Especially since Livia planned to continue traveling to save people even after the defeat of the Demon Lord. For Alex, who had joined hands with the Reaper, that was essentially the same as saying she would interfere with him."

        

        "......"

        

        In the end, Alex became convinced that he could never make Livia an ally.

        

        And he made his decision.

        

        To assassinate her.

        

        He probably kept that option as a contingency, but it was always meant to be a last resort.

        

        Yet he chose that option.

        

        The last and worst option.

        

        It's always like this.

        

        Whenever you delay making a choice, you always choose the bad option.

        

        That habit of yours hasn't changed, and it's not even funny anymore.

        

        You've stirred up too much trouble.

        

        I can't laugh about it.

        

        "He really only thinks about himself, doesn't he?"

        

        "Well, yes..."

        

        The atmosphere became a bit awkward.

        

        I looked at the Goddess and asked:

        

        "Goddess, could you tell me Belita's location?"

        

        If she's heading to the Water City, I might be able to meet her.

        

        It wouldn't be bad to meet her once before meeting Alex.

        

        "Belita? I'm sorry, I can't see everything about humanity right now, so there's a lot I don't know."

        

        "Hm?"

        

        I understand that, but does she not even know about the saint she blessed?

        

        Or did she bestow the blessing without knowing who received it?

        

        Is that possible?

        

        It's a subtle feeling, seemingly transcendent yet not.

        

        "The current saint."

        

        "Ah, just a moment."

        

        The Goddess nodded and concentrated, then said:

        

        "She's heading to Erkia, the Water City."

        

        "I see."

        

        So Belita is heading to Erkia.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "......"

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        I just felt something off.

        

        I'm not sure, but in that brief conversation about Belita, I sensed something amiss.

        

        "......"

        

        There's still time.

        

        Let me delve deeper into this discomfort.
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        Belita Bright.

        

        The current Saint.

        

        Her personality is timid with weak self-assertion.

        

        Rather than expressing her own will, she tends to follow others' wishes. While she possesses common morality and conscience, she was the type of person who could ignore things if many people around her said it was okay to do so.

        

        Simply put, she's ordinary.

        

        She seemed like someone who would live as a good person if surrounded by good people, or as a bad person if surrounded by bad people.

        

        If this were just an ordinary person, it wouldn't matter much, but for a Saint, I couldn't help thinking she lacked backbone. Of course, I never said this out loud.

        

        Besides, since Belita wasn't meant to take a leading role, I thought there wouldn't be any problems as long as she properly did her job. The Hero's party wasn't an adventurer party, so I believed that even if there were some issues, it would be fine as long as they didn't significantly affect combat.

        

        "The Goddess knew Olivia's name, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Then why doesn't she know Belita's name? Unlike others, the Hero merely receives an imprint, but the Saint receives a blessing that awakens the healing magic power that was already there."

        

        In terms of receiving the Goddess's blessing and love, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the Saint was closer to the Goddess than the Hero, who merely received an imprint.

        

        Yet now, the Goddess knew Olivia but not Belita.

        

        That bothered me a little.

        

        "I knew Olivia's name because I was able to confirm it through the World Tree in Elvenheim. It seems you visited during your journey, but by that time, the World Tree's condition was already poor, making it impossible for me to see."

        

        "I see."

        

        So after banishing me, she immediately went to Elvenheim, but the World Tree was already in bad shape. Conversely, by coming with me and having me heal it, she was finally able to properly recognize Olivia's existence.

        

        "...Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Have you ever received Belita's blessing?"

        

        "Huh? Of course... Wait, come to think of it, I never have. She did heal my wounds occasionally though."

        

        "So she never used her power of blessing as a Saint."

        

        "No."

        

        I've never seen it either.

        

        Not in the early days of our journey, and apparently not after I left.

        

        She only used healing magic? That's a bit strange.

        

        "Why didn't she use it?"

        

        "Well... I guess I was just too reckless, so she couldn't use it? Besides, I can win without it."

        

        "True, but you could win faster with the blessing. While you were somewhat self-centered in the past, you weren't the type to refuse help from your companions."

        

        "Was I?"

        

        She might have ignored the need for rest, but she wouldn't have refused a blessing during battle, or immediate treatment for dangerous wounds, or help in dealing with monsters.

        

        Actually, she might have refused wound treatment.

        

        Anyway, it was true that back then, she showed a gentler attitude toward people she acknowledged compared to others.

        

        "Come to think of it, in the early days of our journey, when I was still part of the Hero's party, Livia often fell into near-death states, yet I never saw her use a blessing."

        

        "She did heal me with healing magic though."

        

        "Yes, her healing magic was certainly excellent. ...Goddess, may I ask you one question?"

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        This could be seen as blasphemy, but from our conversation so far, the Goddess didn't seem to mind such things.

        

        As the temple spirit had said, she actually seemed to have low self-esteem, perhaps from blaming herself for so long.

        

        "Until now, we've been taught that healing magic uses divine power, not mana—a different concept that comes from faith."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "But if the Goddess is not an omnipotent deity, but merely a higher being than us... then healing magic becomes something that merely borrows power from you."

        

        "..."

        

        "Does healing magic truly come from faith in the Goddess?"

        

        "...You're perceptive."

        

        The Goddess let out a small sigh.

        

        "I don't know why it became so distorted, but healing is not actually my specialty. Rather, like the Death God, destruction is more my forte."

        

        It's not her specialty, yet she created a species as a life form?

      

      
        

        That's impressive in its own right.

        

        "It's just their own talent."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "But I've noticed that generally good people tend to have this talent more often. It's just a general tendency, not that evil people can't learn it. It's a kind of belief. Sometimes having the belief 'I can heal' makes it work better."

        

        "I see."

        

        In other words, faith doesn't significantly affect the use of healing magic?

        

        "Then wouldn't it have been better to bestow blessings on the Hero to make them stronger? Especially if destruction is your specialty."

        

        "If I gave that many blessings to one person, they couldn't handle it. The Hero's imprint isn't a blessing, but carrying the holy sword is already a huge burden."

        

        "Burden? There was such a thing?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The Goddess and I looked at Olivia simultaneously.

        

        "I don't know either. I never felt anything like that."

        

        "You... shouldn't use Olivia as the standard. Even I didn't know it would be this extreme when I gave the imprint. That's why I divided the powers. I thought that if someone with strength and someone who could handle healing and blessings worked together, they would become quite powerful."

        

        So rather than investing everything in one person, she spread the investment?

        

        That wasn't necessarily a bad approach.

        

        It just felt odd and inefficient because the current Hero, Livia, could have handled both, which created a sense of dissonance.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        I cleared my throat.

        

        Let's get back to the topic.

        

        "So the special characteristic of being a Saint isn't healing magic but the blessing aspect?"

        

        "Yes, while healing magic certainly becomes stronger, the important part is the blessing."

        

        "..."

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        "Throughout history, Saints have often come from the Bright family, but not exclusively."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        I looked at Livia as I spoke.

        

        "To be honest, I've considered the possibility that Belita doesn't have the Saint's imprint."

        

        "What?! But... hmm, come to think of it, I've never seen her imprint either. I know it's on her back, but..."

        

        "The location of the imprint can be changed, right?"

        

        "That's right. Look."

        

        The imprint on Livia's hand moved to her cheek.

        

        Then it returned to the back of her hand.

        

        It's just that having it on the back of the hand is common, and since the Hero's imprint is famously located there, she keeps it there, but it doesn't necessarily have to be on the hand.

        

        If the Hero can do this, the Saint should be able to as well.

        

        "Usually, having it on the hand or somewhere visible would be more convenient in many ways."

        

        "But I'm here, so it's fine."

        

        "Still... I'm not certain, it's just that I never saw her use a blessing during our journey... that's what bothers me a bit. And I never saw her imprint either."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia frowned for a moment, then said:

        

        "It is certainly questionable."

        

        "Right?"

        

        "If Belita isn't a Saint, that would be quite remarkable."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because her healing magic was at such a high level despite not being blessed as a Saint."

        

        "That's true."

        

        I saw it a few times myself, and her healing speed was quite fast.

        

      

      
        That's why I thought it was the power of a Saint.

        

        Someone like Belita might even be able to restore Livia's severed arm.

        

        Of course, instantly healing it would be impossible, but the fact that regeneration might be possible shows that Belita is in a different league compared to other healers.

        

        "You're saying that's just her natural talent? ...That's absurd, what an unfair talent."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why are you both looking at me like that...?"

        

        What is this embodiment of unfair talent saying?

        

        "This era might be a golden age, with many talented humans being born."

        

        "Anyway, if Belita doesn't have the Saint's imprint, then someone else must have it. Or perhaps they haven't awakened it yet."

        

        "Not even awakened the Saint's imprint? That could be possible. Goddess, what do you think?"

        

        "It's quite plausible. From my perception, this era's Saint was overflowing with talent. Now that I think about it, it's a bit strange."

        

        "Strange? In what way?"

        

        "The Death God I knew preferred to overwhelm with power rather than devise schemes. Since he was defeated by me that way, he might have changed his approach this time..."

        

        He definitely doesn't use his head much.

        

        Like Livia, he's undoubtedly the type who thinks, "Why use your head when you have power?"

        

        "Perhaps because resurrection is approaching, and humans are far superior to monsters in the current era, he's resorted to scheming."

        

        So now that he lacks power, he's using his head?

        

        That could be the case.

        

        "Anyway, we should be able to find out if we go to Erchia, the City of Water."

        

        "Really? We don't know if Belita will be there or not."

        

        "The Goddess just said earlier that the Saint is heading to Erchia, the City of Water."

        

        "Oh... that's right, which means..."

        

        "I don't know why or who it is. Maybe Belita is indeed the Saint. ...But whether that's true or not, the Saint is currently heading to Erchia."

        

        "So we'll meet if we go there?"

        

        Well, if they haven't even awakened yet, we might not be able to identify them as the Saint even if we see them.

        

        "Goddess."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Most of our questions have been answered. The remaining issues are ones we need to discover for ourselves."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Then, do you have any requests for us?"

        

        "..."

        

        The Goddess looked slightly surprised, then smiled.

        

        "I'm truly fortunate that you are Olivia's guide. Someone intelligent, kind, and good—I'm sincerely grateful. I almost failed to prevent the Hero from falling into corruption again."

        

        "You flatter me."

        

        I thought Livia would still be Livia even if she became corrupted.

        

        Even if consumed by revenge or anger, Livia probably wouldn't have joined hands with monsters or succumbed to the Death God's temptation.

        

        Or would she?

        

        Maybe I just don't want to see Livia like that.

        

        "Do you have something to ask of us, Goddess?"

        

        "There is danger in Erchia. It's more information than a request."

        

        "What's in Erchia?"

        

        The Goddess pondered for a moment, then answered.

        

        "Um... the Red Dragon King is there."

        

        "Why?"

        

        Why would the Red Dragon King be in a human city?

        

        It made no sense.

        

        If anything, a Water Dragon should appear there.
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        The Crimson Dragon King.

        

        In truth, nothing is known about this Crimson Dragon King.

        

        There were only hypotheses that it existed in the past.

        

        While dragons themselves were confirmed to exist and could occasionally be found in recent records, the Dragon King was treated as something of a legend, with questions about whether it actually existed.

        

        Though it was said to have existed in the past, there was no clear evidence of its actual existence.

        

        It could be considered similar to the Goddess.

        

        Its influence seemed to still be present in modern times, but since no one had actually seen it, there were those who didn't believe in it. At least the Goddess had some influence through the holy sword and the World Tree, but the Dragon King didn't even have that.

        

        That's why even people who believed in the Goddess often thought the Dragon King didn't exist.

        

        Someone once said, "It would be more romantic if it existed," but unfortunately, since dragons weren't allies of humanity, it wasn't a particularly positive romantic notion to consider.

        

        "So does the Dragon King actually exist?"

        

        "It's purely hypothetical. Something like religious facilities were discovered in dragon nests that were found, so whether it was a king or a god, there was certainly someone who ruled over the dragons."

        

        "I see."

        

        "It's so ancient that its existence is questionable now... But if someone as old as you mentions that name, perhaps it does exist after all."

        

        "Hey, when you say it like that, it makes me feel incredibly old, so please stop."

        

        I was slightly surprised.

        

        She seemed to be sensitive about it.

        

        Even though she neither ages nor dies.

        

        "So does the Dragon King exist?"

        

        "It existed long ago. It's an evolved form of monsters, a subspecies with high intelligence combined with a vicious personality—essentially possessing only the worst traits of monsters. Above all, it's powerful."

        

        "I'm sure it is. Even a regular dragon could be considered a national crisis, so a Dragon King must be truly formidable."

        

        Just because something was called a king didn't necessarily mean it was strong, but for dragons, which were like monsters, what the position of king required went without saying.

        

        In the human world, a king didn't necessarily have to be the strongest, but for monsters, being king meant you had to be powerful.

        

        "How did the Dragon King disappear?"

        

        "What are you talking about, Royce?"

        

        "If it was that powerful, there should be some record of why it disappeared, but humans have no remaining information about why the Dragon King vanished."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The Goddess wore a very troubled expression.

        

        "Did you perhaps deal with it, Goddess?"

        

        "Well, not just the Crimson Dragon King, but all sorts of Dragon Kings were trying to invade humanity. Humans of that era had no power to fight against Dragon Kings. So I had to use my power recklessly."

        

        "...Huh, I see. But why are you so flustered? You acted in a way befitting a goddess for humanity's sake."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "...Royce."

        

        I somehow knew.

        

        And the Goddess seemed to notice that I knew.

        

        So she called my name and shook her head.

        

        No matter what, she didn't want to appear too unseemly in front of Olivia, whom she had bestowed with her mark, but I felt she might get angry if I called her unseemly now.

        

        She was surprisingly human-like.

        

        Or perhaps conversely, we humans might be goddess-like.

        

        "What? What is it? Am I the only one who doesn't know? I just saw you two exchange knowing glances."

        

        "I think it's better to just tell her, Goddess. Lying is a sin, isn't it?"

        

        "White lies sometimes exist."

        

        "A lie that could be discovered just by going to the library doesn't seem worth classifying as a white lie."

        

        "..."

        

        "So what is it really?"

        

        "There are enormous crater-like holes around dragon nests that are comparable to natural disasters. They seemed unnaturally formed, but since nature sometimes takes on seemingly artificial forms, they were officially concluded to be natural formations, but..."

        

        I let out a small sigh.

        

        "Despite that, there are still opinions that these craters are artificial. The dragon nests are now called 'Nests of Divine Punishment,' with superstitions claiming they were punished by the heavens—a mixture of myths and mysteries."

        

        "Oh, so those craters..."

        

      

      
        "Y-yes, that's what it took to kill the Dragon Kings. They wouldn't die otherwise. Using power while sealed is incredibly inefficient, so after doing that, I was completely incapacitated for a long time."

        

        So when the Dragon Kings gathered to try to destroy humanity, thinking that current humans couldn't possibly stop them, she used every last bit of her power in her sealed and critically wounded state to annihilate the Dragon Kings.

        

        The Dragon Kings must have been caught off guard, and if they were all in the same place, it wouldn't have been impossible, but still—it's impressive.

        

        After thinking for a moment, I asked the Goddess:

        

        "If that was possible, would it have been possible against the Death God too?"

        

        "Despite how I appear, I had an advantage over the Death God in sealing techniques, so only I could have made such a physical intervention. If the Death God could have done it, they would have done so long ago."

        

        That makes sense.

        

        "Anyway, why is the Crimson Dragon King in Erkia?"

        

        "Actually, it's the other way around."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "Erkia was built where the Crimson Dragon King is."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I annihilated the other Dragon Kings by my own hand, but not the Crimson Dragon King. It has been sleeping deep underground in Erkia."

        

        "The word 'annihilated' sounds a bit frightening."

        

        "Hmm, how else should I put it? No, that's not important right now. The Crimson Dragon King is the undisputed strongest among Dragon Kings. It's definitely stronger than the current Demon King was."

        

        Does that mean it might be difficult for Olivia to handle?

        

        No, Olivia at her peak had overwhelmingly pushed back the Demon King, so it was hard to predict the outcome in her current state.

        

        But I could tell that it wouldn't be an easy opponent for Olivia in her current condition, and if there were other enemies prepared as well, Olivia couldn't handle it alone.

        

        "Let's organize what we need to do."

        

        "There's too much, Royce. I'm counting on you."

        

        "You shouldn't rely on Royce too much, Olivia."

        

        "Don't worry. It's about the right person for the right job. I'll do what Olivia can't, and Olivia will do what I can't."

        

        "An ideal relationship of trust—I like it!"

        

        "Anyway, let's organize."

        

        I held up one finger and said:

        

        "First, meeting and punishing Alex at the Human Alliance conference... Punishment would be best delivered as a surprise attack to kill him immediately."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Second, meeting Belita and confirming her mark. If she doesn't have it, search for the real saint who is likely in Erkia."

        

        "Ugh, this is going to be tough."

        

        Olivia definitely didn't seem good at this.

        

        It might be better to leave information gathering to other people.

        

        "Third, the information about the Crimson Dragon King that we just heard from the Goddess."

        

        "But do we really need to worry about the Crimson Dragon King? If it's just sleeping at the bottom, can't we just avoid disturbing it? Alex won't necessarily disturb the Crimson Dragon King."

        

        "No, there's a high possibility he will."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "The Human Alliance conference changes location each time. And who designates the location also changes. This time, the Kingdom designated the location for the Human Alliance conference."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia fell silent.

        

        "I don't know whether Alex knows about the Crimson Dragon King beneath Erkia, but the fact that the Kingdom specifically chose Erkia makes me think it would be optimistic to assume he doesn't know."

        

        "Plus, Alex has betrayed humanity. He might even wake the sleeping Crimson Dragon King."

        

        "Goddess, honestly, if Olivia were to fight the Crimson Dragon King in her current state, who would win?"

        

        "I'm not a combat expert, but..."

        

        I'm not sure what to make of someone who nearly beheaded the Death God in battle saying this, but I'll let it slide.

        

        "In her current state, the Crimson Dragon King would win eight or nine times out of ten."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "..."

        

        "Olivia? Are you angry?"

        

        "No, it's the Goddess's words, right? It's like fate."

        

      

      
        "There's no such compulsion, but..."

        

        It was quite fascinating how she was shrinking back.

        

        She really felt like a "human" who just happened to be incredibly strong and possessed various powers.

        

        "This is getting interesting."

        

        "What is? It doesn't seem fun to me. Would you mind sharing what you're thinking?"

        

        "She said I can't defeat this Crimson Dragon King or whatever in my current state. But what if I do win? What could be more satisfying than that?"

        

        "Please don't start showing your old personality."

        

        "What!? Really!? I don't like that!!"

        

        Does she lack self-awareness?

        

        Despite everything, as someone who is loved by swords and could be said to be worshipped by them, she doesn't seem to dislike wielding a sword in battle.

        

        Well, it's rare to see someone dislike what they're good at.

        

        "Anyway, I just realized we have a ton of things to do in Erkia."

        

        "You don't understand at all..."

        

        "Olivia just needs to know that much."

        

        "Is that really enough..."

        

        The Goddess's body swayed with a rustling sound.

        

        "Goddess?"

        

        "I'm reaching my limit... I'd like to regenerate your body, but it's difficult in my current state. Find the saint, especially for your arm. I sense a curse. If anyone but the saint tries to heal that curse, it will afflict them instead."

        

        Arm.

        

        I heard that unlike her head and heart, her arm was cut off by Alex.

        

        But I couldn't sense any curse?

        

        And neither could Olivia herself?

        

        I might understand if this was during the Death God's curse, but not being able to sense it even after that was dispelled?

        

        How thoroughly did that bastard hide it?

        

        This could even be considered a tool designed to curse whoever tried to heal her. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was set up so that if someone miraculously tried to lift Olivia's curse, the curse would activate against that person.

        

        The curse itself probably prevents the arm from regenerating.

        

        In other words, if someone tries to use healing to regenerate Olivia's arm, the curse will negatively affect them.

        

        And in the worst case, it might lie dormant and activate when someone is seriously injured, tormenting them.

        

        That explains why Olivia frequently complained about pain in her arm.

        

        And what the Goddess just said meant that even with the World Tree's fruit, the curse couldn't be completely removed and still remained in her arm.

        

        That's truly chilling.

        

        It means they couldn't erase it completely.

        

        "Olivia, the mark."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        Olivia naturally raised her hand, and the Goddess placed her own hand on the back of it.

        

        As light flickered, the Goddess said:

        

        "You'll be able to communicate temporarily. It's not something you can use often, but it will certainly help."

        

        "...Goddess, you should stop choosing heroes based solely on strength from now on. Otherwise, you'll end up with ruffian heroes or people like me who don't suit the title of hero."

        

        The Goddess was slightly surprised by those words, then smiled.

        

        "No, I believe choosing you among the many heroes I've selected was my most correct decision."

        

        Slowly, the light and magical energy around us faded away.

        

        And as she closed her eyes, only the body that had returned from being the Goddess to being the temple spirit remained, and it fell.

        

        I naturally caught the temple spirit, while Olivia looked at the back of her hand.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "When we arrive in Erkia, can you remind me what we need to do?"

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        She didn't remember everything...
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        "Phew."

        

        As the connection was severed, the goddess, Grandia, unconsciously let out a sigh.

        

        In truth, while called a "goddess," she didn't actually have a specific gender.

        

        She could take any form without issue, but appearing as a beautiful woman made it easier for humans to feel goodwill toward her, and she believed it gave a slightly more approachable impression, which is why Grandia took this form.

        

        Therefore, in the literal sense, the term "goddess" might not be the most appropriate designation for Grandia.

        

        'Fate has begun to move.'

        

        A mutation among mutations.

        

        Olivia Reinhart's existence would be the most important key in this battle. Grandia knew she was overflowing with talent, but hadn't expected it to overflow to such an extent.

        

        If she had continued to advance without becoming what she did because of Alex, she could have—and this is no joke—even aimed for Grandia's or the Reaper's position. She had that kind of capacity.

        

        The suggestion to hand over the goddess position, casually proposed, was half in jest.

        

        In other words, the other half was sincere.

        

        'At least she would do better than me.'

        

        Regrets keep piling up.

        

        Grandia thought she had saved many things, but looking back, there were people who died because of her actions.

        

        Unable to save what could have been saved, pathetically sealed away, unable to properly respond, and incapable of taking responsibility for her own actions.

        

        It was Grandia's responsibility that she couldn't kill the Reaper.

        

        At that time.

        

        She shouldn't have hesitated.

        

        In that moment when she could have won, when she could have killed him, Grandia foolishly hesitated as love, compassion, and lingering attachment for the Reaper, born together with her, rose in her mind.

        

        The result of becoming so emotional was the current Grandia.

        

        Unsightly, foolish, stupid.

        

        'I know I shouldn't regret creating them. But I can't help having these regrets.'

        

        If she hadn't made that proposal to the Reaper.

        

        Humans and monsters would never have been born, and things wouldn't have become so complicated.

        

        She just wanted more people, wanted to hear the bustling sound of laughter.

        

        That was all.

        

        No matter how hard she tried, everything slipped through her fingers, and she only realized that in the battle between those who try to protect with good intentions and those who try to destroy with malice, the latter has an overwhelming advantage.

        

        'Please, Olivia.'

        

        She is strong.

        

        She is righteous.

        

        Even if she were to fall, she would choose the kind of corruption that protects people.

        

        'I had my concerns...'

        

        Olivia's heart never wavered easily, but it was like a very long, thin branch—so precarious that it seemed it might collapse if pushed from the side.

        

        And that precariousness eventually created a situation where Olivia was betrayed and nearly reached the point where her heart would crumble.

        

        But that didn't happen.

        

        'Royce, is it?'

        

        She knew nothing about him.

        

        Truly nothing.

        

        Information gathering about the mortal realm mostly depended on spirits, so the information available was limited, but she still managed to obtain the latest information somehow with the help of the spirits.

        

        About Royce, she knew nothing except that he was initially Olivia's companion.

        

        Those who do great deeds, possess great talents, and have great destinies create ripples large enough to be visible to the eye.

      

      
        

        In that sense, Royce had none of that.

        

        'I hear he has quite a history, but I don't know the details.'

        

        Grandia let out a slight sigh.

        

        She felt a little elevated at the prospect of having a proper conversation after so long. But at the same time, she was a bit tired because of it.

        

        The moment to fight the Reaper would come.

        

        Once everything was over, she planned not to interfere greatly with the world anymore.

        

        The belief that they needed guidance was Grandia's self-centered delusion, and they were walking their own paths properly.

        

        The first hero was betrayed, condemned, and eventually ended up that way, but Olivia didn't.

        

        Was it simply luck?

        

        She didn't know.

        

        She was just convinced that the person to guide humanity didn't necessarily have to be someone transcendent.

        

        'Please, guide of the hero.'

        

        If the direction of that blade isn't properly determined, it will surely cause massive bleeding.

        

        ***

        

        "I thought this would simply be a healing journey for the hero."

        

        "Things have really escalated... I think the wisest decision would be to kill Alex before he does something in Erkia."

        

        "Well, he won't just die willingly. If I were Alex, I'd only show up on the day of the meeting and hide somewhere the rest of the time."

        

        "What? So you're not as fearless as you seem?"

        

        "It transforms into what I call prudence."

        

        "You're quite willful."

        

        "People are like that, you know."

        

        People are inherently willful creatures who think according to their own standards.

        

        There's no such thing as objectivity beyond subjectivity; one can only try to judge as objectively as possible. But doing so often means thinking too rationally and ignoring emotions.

        

        True rationality is actually the most appropriate choice between reason and emotion.

        

        Judging solely based on law, reason, and right and wrong while discarding emotion isn't rationality.

        

        That's usually called not coldness, but cold-bloodedness.

        

        "Was it okay to leave the temple spirit behind?"

        

        "She said it was fine, so..."

        

        She said it would be okay if we stayed with her for a few days, but the temple spirit told us to go because she would be busy. She said the Spirit Forest is overflowing with natural power, so she would recover quickly.

        

        Indeed, we were in a hurry, and there was nothing bad about arriving quickly, so Livia and I accepted the temple spirit's suggestion and departed immediately.

        

        With Titania's introduction, once we reach the village, we can get a carriage and quickly arrive at Erkia.

        

        "Alex, Belita, the new saint, the Red Dragon King, and on top of that, the Demon Lord's army or even the Reaper... There's quite a lot going on, isn't there?"

        

        "Indeed. After all this is over, I might become a hero."

        

        "I'm already a hero. Even before defeating the Demon Lord, I saved countless people."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "But lately I've been thinking."

        

        "About what?"

        

        "Being a hero is quite arduous, you know."

        

        "Well, that's true too."

        

        If a hero is someone who refines their goodwill to the extreme and saves many things, nothing is more noble and arduous than that.

        

      

      
        And there's no guarantee that such goodwill will always be rewarded.

        

        But conversely, there's no guarantee that malice will always yield benefits either. At least those who pursue evil often believe they deserve their deaths for their sins.

        

        Even if they deny it at the moment of death due to survival instinct, deep down, many acknowledge it.

        

        Perhaps that's why people prioritize malice.

        

        Rather than having all the good they've done be betrayed.

        

        Dying as retribution for all the evil one has done seems more reasonable and acceptable.

        

        It was sad that quite a few people thought this way.

        

        But I believe there must also be fools who prioritize goodwill even if everything they've done with good intentions crumbles. Since I couldn't be such a fool, I wanted to be someone who could help such fools.

        

        Unfortunately, such fools tend to die quickly.

        

        They have short lives.

        

        It was quite satisfying to see such fools live even a day longer.

        

        "But still, it's good that being a hero is arduous!"

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "Because for all the hardship, someone is smiling, living their daily life in peace."

        

        "I see, so the hero's hardship is the citizen's stability. That's unfair."

        

        "Isn't it?"

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "Only a fool could take this position."

        

        She was calling herself a fool.

        

        If there was one clearly superior aspect to Livia, despite her sometimes short-sighted thinking, it was that she properly recognized her own shortcomings and tried to fill those gaps with others.

        

        "I can't do this, so let's leave it to someone else."

        

        "So let me do what others can't."

        

        It was truly a healthy mindset.

        

        "So, Royce, let's go do foolish things together. After all, both the path shining with good intentions and the path stained with malice can be overturned, and if both are foolish acts, the good one is better, right?"

        

        "You make it sound so easy. The remaining Demon Lord's army executives, Alex, Belita, the true saint, the Red Dragon King, possibly even the Reaper... And not just that, there might be something else we haven't caught yet."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Can you resolve all of that?"

        

        "No, it's impossible. But if we do nothing, nothing will be resolved, right? I'm going to do it, no matter what."

        

        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment, then smiled.

        

        "Well, I'm the one who said I'd accompany you to the end of this journey. At least until the moment your journey ends, I'll be with you."

        

        "Of course, and at the end of that journey, I want to make you want to stay with me. Just as you reached out your hand to save me, this time I'll reach out my hand to make you choose."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        I already think such a future wouldn't be bad, but I decided to let it be.

        

        "Then let's go, to Erkia."

        

        "After all, if it ends, a happy ending is best, right?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        No one knows how this journey will end.

        

        Literally, not even the goddess knows.

        

        But.

        

        I too prefer a happy ending.
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        "There seem to be so many troublesome things in the world."

        

        "That's how it's always been."

        

        "I didn't know that."

        

        "Because you were in a position where you didn't have to think about troublesome things."

        

        "I see."

        

        I followed Lois, absentmindedly looking up at the sky.

        

        Even with only half my vision, I could understand the vastness of the sky, and it seemed like the endless expanse could accept anything.

        

        Until now, the world to me had been divided into good and evil.

        

        I wielded my sword for good people, punished evil ones, and there was no logic beyond that.

        

        Of course, there were cases where I didn't kill depending on the severity of the crime, but to me, sin was something that diminished one's value as a being, and I believed that the heavier the sin, the more the value of life disappeared.

        

        But the world wasn't made of black and white; it seemed there was a lot of gray.

        

        For example, people in poor areas steal to survive for today and often commit serious crimes. Living in what amounts to a lawless zone meant exactly that.

        

        Besides, I don't think everyone I met was evil.

        

        Committing a sin and being an evil person—I've recently begun to think these are separate things.

        

        "Hate the sin but not the sinner"—I didn't understand this saying before and just thought of it as an old adage, but lately I've come to understand what it means.

        

        I hated both the sin and the person, and I never forgave either.

        

        Some might say that's not wrong, depending on the person, and indeed, the mindset of protecting good isn't wrong in itself.

        

        There's nothing wrong with protecting people.

        

        But.

        

        Committing a sin doesn't make someone less human, and they deserve to receive appropriate punishment.

        

        Weighing the severity was becoming increasingly complex.

        

        It wasn't easy to factor in people's hearts and circumstances when judging the gravity of sins.

        

        "It's complicated."

        

        "Yes, it is."

        

        "How do people live like this?"

        

        "Most people just don't think about it too much and get on with their lives."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "People aren't as sensitive to good and evil as you think, Livia."

        

        "I see."

        

        "What matters is whether there's a loss for oneself."

        

        "...So if there's a loss, they choose evil?"

        

        "No."

        

        Lois smiled slightly.

        

        "More precisely, it means they can choose evil too. Even at their own expense... Even if it costs them their life, some people won't choose evil. And such people aren't found only among heroes. They can certainly exist among ordinary people too."

        

        "..."

        

        I recalled what I felt in East Port.

        

        Everyone fought risking their lives, burning those lives for the weak.

        

        Not giving up because they were weak, those people were more heroic than heroes, and that scene had a profound impact on my mind.

        

        As if it were their duty, people protecting people until death—there might be fear, but no question about it.

        

        It seemed to shine so beautifully that it greatly changed the meaning of "hero" within me.

        

        That meaning which had been slowly changing after being betrayed and saved by Lois.

        

        "The tragedy of trusting people seems so painful."

        

        "Tragedy exists everywhere. There can be tragedies from not trusting people, good deeds that lead to bad outcomes, and bad deeds that lead to good outcomes."

        

        "Are you saying there are exceptions everywhere?"

        

        "Yes, but doing evil for the sake of those small exceptions doesn't make sense, and someone who would hope for such exceptions wouldn't be doing this in the first place."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Livia."

      

      
        

        "Yes?"

        

        Lois looked at me quietly.

        

        As always, I thought Lois's blue eyes seemed deep.

        

        Like looking at the sea.

        

        Though half-lidded, they were so deep that every time I looked at them, I found them beautiful and felt like I could be drawn in, leaving me dazed.

        

        "If trusting people results in betrayal, would you prefer not to trust people?"

        

        "No, you said it yourself, right? Tragedies can happen even if you don't trust. Of course, if you ask if I like being betrayed or being discarded after use, absolutely not."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Somehow that makes more sense to me."

        

        "...Is that so?"

        

        "You were checking something just now, weren't you?"

        

        "Well, I just confirmed once more that you're a fool."

        

        "Really?"

        

        I am a bit of a fool.

        

        It was unpleasant to admit, but it was true. Besides, as I said earlier, heroic work like this could only be done by fools.

        

        But I wonder.

        

        I was insensitive to people's malice, which is why I ended up betrayed and in this state. But if given another chance, what choice would people make?

        

        Would they support me in times of crisis, or would they choose to abandon me?

        

        That concerned me a little.

        

        I certainly wouldn't be able to give up this path even after such betrayal. Perhaps because the meaning of being a hero was already too significant within me.

        

        But that doesn't mean it doesn't hurt, nor does it mean it isn't painful.

        

        Just as being stabbed by a sword hurts, the sensation of having one's heart stabbed couldn't possibly be painless.

        

        "I wish things would work out better."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why can't everyone just get along?"

        

        "...If everyone got along, heroes would have nothing to do and be unemployed."

        

        "There's no world more beautiful than one where heroes have nothing to do. If people could achieve that on their own, nothing would be more applause-worthy."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that? Did I say something wrong again?"

        

        "No, I just thought it was nice."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Anyway, we'll arrive at the village soon. Come to think of it, if the first hero is now playing the role of the monster's hero, we might have to fight him depending on the circumstances."

        

        "...The first hero, huh."

        

        The first hero.

        

        Mihail Reinhart.

        

        A distant predecessor as a hero and my ancestor.

        

        It's said that he saved the world by perishing together with the Demon Lord, but in reality, he had the same experience as me—defeating the Demon Lord only to be betrayed.

        

        There was no doubt about his talent and strength, having reached the Demon Lord's castle and defeated the Demon Lord in an environment even worse than now.

        

        Moreover, if he had accepted the power of Death, it might be difficult for me to defeat him as I am now.

        

        "Are you uncomfortable because he's your ancestor and senior?"

        

        "No, not really. He's an ancestor I've never met personally. ...But I do wonder what he's thinking now."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, has his mind already become a monster that only desires blood and revenge? Or is he still a human with human anguish but unable to stop himself?"

        

        Those two possibilities, though similar, were completely different things.

        

        If the former, I would simply eliminate him as a monster.

        

        If the latter, I would eliminate him as a human.

        

      

      
        Of course, looking only at the result, they were the same, and it didn't have much significance. But... at least for me, it did have meaning.

        

        "Which would you prefer, Livia?"

        

        "Either way, it's just sad. I might have walked that path too."

        

        "..."

        

        No, unlike then, since Alex was the one who gained Death's power, I might not have turned into a monster, but there was a high possibility that I would have lost my sense of the value of human life and moved like someone out of control.

        

        Suicide or going berserk.

        

        It's no exaggeration to say those were the only options for me at that time, but in that rainy moment, Lois gave me one choice, and that single choice allowed me to make many more choices.

        

        I couldn't thank him enough.

        

        "If Mihail had someone like Lois, he might not have walked that path."

        

        Light is more visible in pitch darkness.

        

        But unfortunately, Mihail wasn't allowed even such a ray of light, and what he saw was a dark light leading to an even darker place in the pitch-black darkness.

        

        Led by that light that he probably couldn't even see, Mihail walked the path of corruption.

        

        It was certainly a sad thing, but that didn't change what I needed to do now.

        

        He had walked a path that humans shouldn't walk for far too long.

        

        So at least the end...

        

        "You might have walked the right path even without me."

        

        "...That's a meaningless statement, Lois."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because you were there."

        

        I said with a smile.

        

        Lois seemed slightly surprised.

        

        "It's meaningless to assume someone who was there wasn't there. So I think you can have a little confidence. You're undoubtedly the person who saved me. Looking at it more positively, by saving me, you were able to save many others, right? That makes you a true hero."

        

        "You're exaggerating."

        

        "Exaggerating? I'd be happy to say that all the people I save from now on were saved by Lois."

        

        "No, that's really too much. Besides, it's burdensome, so I don't like it."

        

        "So Lois doesn't want to be a hero? You don't like being famous?"

        

        "I don't have the capacity to handle that kind of fame."

        

        "Even after contracting with the World Tree spirit. You seem to have surprisingly low self-esteem."

        

        "I don't want to hear that from you."

        

        "We're similar, aren't we? They say similar people should meet. Don't you think so?"

        

        "Could you please stop trying to make everything into some fateful connection every time you breathe?"

        

        "It's nice, isn't it? I may not be like Liris, but I do want something romantic too. Should I call it romance? I don't dislike the feeling of excitement."

        

        Of course, I'm not asking for anything huge, but there's a certain atmosphere, you know, an atmosphere.

        

        That's the kind of atmosphere I want.

        

        It's complicated.

        

        "I'll keep that in mind."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        I stared blankly at Lois, and Lois walked on as if nothing had happened.

        

        Huh?

        

        Huh?

        

        What?

        

        What did he just say?

        

        "W-wait a minute! Lois! What did you just say?!"

        

        "I can see the village. We arrived faster than expected."

        

        "What do you mean you'll keep it in mind? Does that mean you're planning to? I-I care more about feelings and atmosphere than money or flashiness...! Lois! W-wait for me!"
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        "The City of Water, Erkia, it's beautiful, isn't it?"

        

        In response to Livia's words, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Have you never been to Erkia before?"

        

        "Hmm, no. It was a place I never really needed to visit. It's prettier than I expected."

        

        It was, after all, a fairly well-known tourist destination.

        

        Inside the city, land routes for pedestrians and waterways for boats existed simultaneously. The waterways were so well-developed that using them was generally faster than walking.

        

        The city's most distinctive feature was its perfect symmetry—viewed from the exact center, the buildings on the left and right had identical structures, and the distance to the outer edges was the same on both sides.

        

        This led to rumors that whoever was responsible for building Erkia must have been obsessed with balance.

        

        Well, we couldn't completely rule out the miraculous possibility that it happened by pure coincidence, but the more widely accepted theory was that it was deliberately designed this way.

        

        Befitting a city of flowing water, it exuded beauty and purity.

        

        The cool breeze created a pleasant feeling, but we couldn't remain lost in tourist mode forever.

        

        With so many issues to resolve, I couldn't simply enjoy the view with a carefree mind.

        

        "It's nice how peaceful it is."

        

        "I have a feeling it won't stay peaceful for long."

        

        "Don't say that. They say words can become reality. Anyway, we should first meet up with Titania and Sylph."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "When is the Human Alliance meeting?"

        

        "About a week from now. Diligent attendees might have arrived already."

        

        "Is that so? I'm thinking it might not be a bad idea to launch a surprise attack on Alex, or whatever we should call the human representative, if they've already arrived."

        

        "That's certainly one approach."

        

        It was a somewhat violent method, but an attack during the meeting itself would be difficult. Rather, catching Alex in his lodgings before the attack could be one strategy.

        

        But as mentioned, if we failed to kill him in one go, things could become very troublesome.

        

        At least now he was wearing human skin and behaving, but once Alex shed that human disguise, there was no telling what methods he might employ.

        

        As I said, the City of Water, Erkia, had quite a population, and considering the potential harm to those civilians, surprising Alex here honestly didn't seem like a good option.

        

        'Depending on the circumstances, I was thinking of ambushing him after he leaves Erkia.'

        

        I had considered attacking Alex on his way back to the kingdom after the Human Alliance meeting ended.

        

        We wouldn't have to worry about civilians, and there would be almost no concern about being seen, so I thought that would be the best time to strike.

        

        But if the Dragon King was here, and if the kingdom had targeted this place, it could lead to a serious situation depending on circumstances.

        

        By the time Alex leisurely returns, an irreversible situation might have already occurred.

        

        Plus, there are many people here. He might not have planned to take hostages, but he undoubtedly considered how he could use the large population to his advantage.

        

        "But where could Titania be? In some grand lodging?"

        

        "I know where."

        

        "Did you tell me and I forgot?"

        

        "No, Titania told me directly, saying you probably wouldn't remember even if you heard it."

        

        "I-I'm not that forgetful!"

        

        "You certainly have good memory for things that interest you, so I wouldn't call you stupid. It's just that your memory for things you find uninteresting is somewhat... no, very regrettably poor, as we've often seen."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Besides, Livia, isn't it more reassuring that I know where to go?"

        

        "That's true... I have nothing to say to that."

        

        Anyway, I wanted to meet Titania first to let her know we had arrived, and hopefully share information.

      

      
        

        The Goddess hadn't exactly sworn us to secrecy, so speaking about it shouldn't be a major problem.

        

        The concern was whether it would be alright to tell them that everything they knew about the world since the Creation Era was wrong.

        

        I'd have to be careful about what information to withhold.

        

        There were things they didn't need to know. If such information leaked and shook the foundations of religion, that would create its own headaches.

        

        Of course, Goddess Grindia was truly a merciful being with real power, and she was like the mother of humanity who created us, but—

        

        "It's this way."

        

        "Oh, closer than I expected."

        

        As we entered the lodging, an elderly person who appeared to be an employee slightly bowed their head and said, "Welcome."

        

        Hmm.

        

        They had chosen a smaller place than I expected.

        

        I naturally thought someone of Titania's renown would choose the best lodging in Erkia, but she had selected an ordinary one.

        

        Perhaps she decided there was no need for large accommodations since she hadn't brought many people?

        

        Titania wasn't an elf who spent money recklessly, and Liris would likely be the same.

        

        "Excuse me, sir, but Titania should be staying here. Could you tell us which room?"

        

        "Lady Titania has gone out. She and her companions left saying they would return in the evening."

        

        "Ah, I see."

        

        "Is she sightseeing?"

        

        "It seems unlikely, but since nothing has happened yet, it's possible. Rest is important too."

        

        They might be scouting the area, showing Sylph and Liris the local geography, and enjoying themselves a bit in the process.

        

        In any case, saying they wouldn't return until evening meant they would definitely be back today.

        

        "What should we do? Should we go look for them? Or wait here?"

        

        "Rather than missing each other, let's just wait patiently. This place seems to have a tavern too. Want to have a drink?"

        

        "Livia, do you know how to drink?"

        

        "I've tried it, but I don't particularly like it. Though Liris said that when a man and woman drink together, they're more likely to become lovers."

        

        "Please keep some things to yourself."

        

        "You'd find out anyway, so I won't hide it."

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        Even if not alcohol, we could at least have a meal.

        

        Though it was a tavern, it was also a restaurant with food options.

        

        "Personally, I think Royce's cooking is delicious."

        

        "I'm glad you think so. But you're not bad yourself, Livia."

        

        "When I was traveling before, I was the only one who could properly cook, so I learned. Once I started learning, it came naturally. Maybe a kitchen knife is just another kind of sword?"

        

        She seemed to have a natural talent for cooking too, picking it up easily.

        

        If she had trained properly, she might be better than me.

        

        Anyway, it seemed best to fill our stomachs and wait here.

        

        In the worst case, we might have to sit around for hours, but it would be more troublesome if we went looking for them and ended up missing each other.

        

        "Should we just have a quick meal and then look around briefly? I think Livia should see Erkia too."

        

        "Ah, is that so? Hmm... Alright, let's do that."

        

        Naturally, we walked toward the inner part of the restaurant.

        

      

      
        Oh, it's crowded.

        

        Is it because it's around lunchtime?

        

        "So what should we do until the Human Alliance meeting?"

        

        "It would be best to make contact if possible, but they're not fools—they won't give us the opportunity."

        

        "I still think a surprise attack would be the best—"

        

        "What's wrong, Livia? Huh?"

        

        I stopped walking when Livia suddenly halted and opened her mouth wide. I followed her gaze.

        

        By the window, at the edge.

        

        A woman was eating udon noodles with a forlorn look.

        

        But like Livia, I couldn't help but open my mouth wide.

        

        It was a familiar face.

        

        One that both Livia and I knew.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The other person seemed to have made eye contact with Livia too, as she stopped eating her udon and stared at us with her mouth open.

        

        First of all, I couldn't understand why she was here.

        

        Even if she wasn't the human representative for the Human Alliance, she was a well-known noble and a member of the Hero's party, publicly known as a saint. She could have afforded a more expensive place.

        

        I couldn't comprehend why she had chosen this place, but there she was, eating udon.

        

        Whether she truly had the mark of a saint was uncertain, but she was the current saint and a companion of the Hero's party, from the Bright family.

        

        "Belita."

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia... and Lord Royce too!"

        

        Belita Bright was sitting right there.

        

        No, why was she there, eating udon alone so pitifully?

        

        She had the money and prestige to be eating a course meal in some fancy place.

        

        Slurp!

        

        "She's eating so fast!"

        

        After finishing her udon, she opened the window.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        In an instant, Belita escaped outside through the window.

        

        Livia and I watched for a moment as she ran away at full speed.

        

        "She's openly running away."

        

        "She should have used the door."

        

        "What are you going to do?"

        

        "Why are you asking? What luck that's come our way. We have to catch her right now."

        

        "You're right. Maybe we're getting lucky because the Goddess is on our side."

        

        We had been wondering how to approach Alex or Belita.

        

        And now we meet like this.

        

        We couldn't miss this opportunity.
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        Belita Bright.

        

        The only daughter of the Bright family and a Saint.

        

        As the youngest member of the renowned hero party, Belita had not received the mark of a Saint.

        

        Just as the Reinhart family was known as the hero family, Belita's Bright family was called the Saint family.

        

        Of course, they weren't completely specialized in that area like the Reinhart family, but generally, Saints often emerged from the Bright family.

        

        However, this time, one did not appear.

        

        If there was a problem, it was that the Bright family had failed in several business ventures and was accumulating debt.

        

        Amid all this, Belita, who was born as their last hope, could not become a Saint.

        

        But she was fortunate.

        

        A blessing in disguise occurred.

        

        Belita Bright was born with a talent for healing magic.

        

        "Ah, Father! It hurts! Please stop!"

        

        "Healing magic, we need healing magic."

        

        "From now on, you are a Saint."

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Belita unconsciously frowned.

        

        Life is a series of choices.

        

        But choice is a privilege given to those who are qualified to choose. The young girl had no right to choose, and having lived such a life, Belita Bright did not know the feeling of making her own choices.

        

        So she follows.

        

        She follows anyone who will have her.

        

        She follows those who can properly use her.

        

        She becomes pathologically altered.

        

        She goes mad.

        

        It was clearly not in her right mind.

        

        Her heart became sick, her mind unsound, and Belita Bright became a manufactured Saint.

        

        But she hadn't committed any major sins.

        

        However.

        

        Of all people, she was discovered by someone who should never have found out the secret of the Saint, the circumstances of the Bright family, and eventually, she committed a sin.

        

        No matter how much she tried to cleanse it with pure words, blood that would never disappear stained her.

        

        "Haa, haa...!"

        

        Belita ran.

        

        'W-why! Here...!! No, I heard she might come, but! Why is Lord Royce here too!?'

        

        As she ran, breathing became increasingly difficult, and thinking became harder.

        

        Befitting a Saint, Belita did not have much stamina, and her overall physical abilities were not high.

        

        She had only been pretending to be a Saint with her overwhelmingly high divine power.

        

        She had saved countless people.

        

        She had heard words of gratitude from many.

        

        But what remained most in her memory was when she betrayed Olivia Reinhart using her divine power.

        

        Those eyes were unforgettable, and whenever she dreamed, they would appear to resent Belita.

        

        'I know that I did something worthy of resentment...! But I can't die, not in a place like this... My family... I'm all they have left, I have to do this.'

        

        "Belita, you are our hope."

        

        "Protect our family."

        

        "You are the value of our family."

        

        She must.

        

        She has to.

        

        She must protect the family no matter what she has to do.

        

        So.

        

        "Belitaaaa!!!"

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Belita trembled as she turned around to see Olivia and Royce running toward her.

        

        They were fast.

        

        And their intensity was no joke.

        

        They looked like they would tear her apart if they caught her.

        

        Terrifying.

        

        No joke, they seemed scarier than monsters.

        

        Why did this battered woman exude such intensity?

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Belita lifted herself into the air and rose upward.

        

        "Flight magic... Such advanced magic..."

        

        "D-don't follow me! Arrows of light, annihilate the enemy!"

        

        She didn't intend to kill them.

        

        She just wanted to bind their legs, even if only for a moment.

        

        Arrows imbued with light flew toward Olivia, and Olivia's expression grew even sharper.

        

        And then.

        

        Clang!

        

        "Eh."

        

        In an instant, all the arrows of light were deflected and broken by a wooden sword. As they dispersed into particles of magic power, Belita's eyes widened.

        

        'Huh? But she's in critical condition...'

        

        Then she remembered.

        

        She recalled Olivia fighting with a dying body, injured on the day of betrayal that she wanted to forget.

        

        Yes.

        

        This was the kind of person she was.

        

        "Hey, Belita."

        

      

      
        Whoosh!

        

        In an instant, Olivia disappeared.

        

        Belita couldn't follow her with her eyes, and only realized when Olivia was already right in front of her.

        

        "How could you use attack magic in town? What if it hits a civilian?"

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Whack!!

        

        She struck the back of Belita's neck precisely with the wooden sword. With the sensation of consciousness instantly flying away, Belita rapidly fell from the sky.

        

        "Oops, I failed to control my strength."

        

        Splash!!

        

        With those words as the last thing she heard, Belita fell face-first into a water channel.

        

        ***

        

        "Her face is all scraped up."

        

        "She fell into water, but she's fragile."

        

        "Ah, honestly, falling from that height at that speed, there's not much difference between landing on ground or water."

        

        "Really? Anyway, how is she?"

        

        There were some fractures and bleeding, and her face was so scraped that it couldn't be shown in public.

        

        No joke, it was a condition that could be dangerous without treatment.

        

        "I'll cast healing magic for now."

        

        After all, they couldn't just leave her to die already.

        

        "So Royce knows healing magic too?"

        

        "Who do you think healed you?"

        

        "Come to think of it, that's right."

        

        Of course, I didn't possess extraordinary healing magic.

        

        What I could use was just for scratches or stopping bleeding.

        

        At the very least, I judged that Belita's bleeding needed to be stopped or it would be dangerous, so I performed hemostasis to stop her bleeding.

        

        If I had more ability and tried to regenerate flesh beyond simply stopping blood, to restore an arm severed by a curse, I shuddered to think that the curse would have rebounded on me.

        

        "How is it?"

        

        "Wait, I need to do a bit more."

        

        "Not very efficient."

        

        "I think so too. It's just better than nothing, I suppose."

        

        "Well, I can't use it at all."

        

        Healing magic, like spirit arts, requires talent to use.

        

        No matter how much you want it, without talent, you can't use it.

        

        In my case, I could use healing magic, but my talent was truly low-level.

        

        Still, it was enough for daily life, so I never particularly regretted not having talent for healing magic.

        

        Besides, with the spirit core, my own regenerative abilities were considerable.

        

        "Kuhah!"

        

        "Oh, she's awake."

        

        "It hurts...! My bones...! My face...!!"

        

        "Since you're awake, do it yourself. I'll wait for you, even if it takes time."

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        Self-healing is much faster than healing others, but with those injuries, it would still take quite some time...

        

        Time...

        

        Would take...

        

        Swish.

        

        "It hurts... It hurts so much... My facial bones seem to have collapsed..."

        

        With a whooshing sound, Belita's wounds were rapidly disappearing.

        

        I opened my eyes wide in surprise.

        

        I knew Belita's healing magic was excellent and that self-healing was faster than healing others, but this fast?

        

        Indeed.

        

        The reason Livia, who had never once bestowed a blessing on Belita, never doubted her was because of that overwhelming healing magic.

        

        Even if she wasn't a Saint, Belita possessed overwhelming talent for healing magic, and Livia, who witnessed it firsthand, couldn't doubt that she wasn't a Saint.

        

        Even someone as high-ranking as the Pope probably couldn't match this level of healing magic.

        

        A true genius.

        

        A bundle of overwhelming talent.

        

        The result of that talented bundle adding effort on top.

        

        Unfortunately, she had used it in a bad direction.

        

        "It's been a while, Belita."

        

        "O-Olivia!"

        

        "Quiet down. This might be a back alley, but don't shout too loudly. If we're discovered, I'll have no choice but to kill you."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita closed her mouth.

        

        I sighed softly and said.

        

        "I've cast a silence spell. No one outside can hear us."

        

        Additionally, I had created a barrier just in case. From the outside, it would appear as if no one was here.

        

        "Royce has learned all sorts of magic, is that also daily life magic? What do you use it for?"

        

        "If you use it with a narrow range in crowded places, you can read quietly no matter how noisy it is around you."

        

        "I see."

        

        "...W-why is Lord Royce here too?"

        

        Belita asked, trembling, and I leaned against the wall and said.

        

        "So you remember me."

        

        Livia remembered, Reina remembered, and Alex would certainly remember too, so it seemed I had more presence than I thought. I had considered myself the least noticeable in the hero party.

        

        Because I didn't have anything particularly eye-catching.

        

      

      
        "By chance, I happened to save Livia."

        

        "Livia? ...No, more importantly, why? Even after being exiled, and never receiving good treatment..."

        

        "When someone is in that state before your eyes, unless they're your parents' mortal enemy or something, you help them."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita seemed shocked by my words, opened her eyes wide, then gripped her staff tightly while sitting down and said.

        

        "That's right... Yes, that's right. What a noble thing to say, I admire that."

        

        "What is a Saint saying?"

        

        "I... Ugh, anyway... A-are you here to kill me? After Reina, now me..."

        

        "No, I—"

        

        "Yes, I knew it. So it ends like this. Ah, in a way, is this liberation? Can I finally die? Finally... If possible, please cut my neck in one stroke..."

        

        Her eyes were gone.

        

        Whatever her physical condition, her mental state didn't look good.

        

        "No, I mean..."

        

        "No, is it torture then? It was the head, heart, and arms, right? You decide the order, Olivia. Now that I've been caught, I have no right of refusal."

        

        There was a cracking sound.

        

        Whack!!

        

        Olivia kicked Belita in the face.

        

        "Ack!"

        

        "Listen to what we're saying!"

        

        "Ah, it hurts... It hurts so much... My facial bones seem to have collapsed..."

        

        Again, she healed rapidly.

        

        Amazing.

        

        The amount of magic power and healing magic that was almost like regeneration.

        

        No joke, it could be compared to a Saint.

        

        "L-Livia. Let's calm down first."

        

        "Hey! If you're an adult responsible for your actions, act properly!"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        "Seriously, and you had the nerve to join the hero party."

        

        "Well, because I had the ability... Huh?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Nothing..."

        

        I just recalled Livia's words.

        

        I felt something off, so I tilted my head and asked.

        

        "Livia... Do you know Belita's age?"

        

        "Huh? Uh? I don't know? She's younger than me, right?"

        

        "O-Olivia is truly uninterested in anything she doesn't care about... I was outside your interest..."

        

        To be precise, Livia wasn't interested in Belita Bright's age. Only her position as a Saint mattered, I thought.

        

        Anyway, I sighed softly.

        

        "Belita, how old are you?"

        

        "F-fifteen..."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia's eyes widened.

        

        "What!? Fifteen!? You're coming of age this year!? You, you! When we traveled together, you were...!!"

        

        "Th-thirteen..."

        

        "You were a minor! Why did you join something as life-threatening as a hero party!!"

        

        As Olivia got angry, Belita mumbled.

        

        "Well, I was a Saint... I had to go... I was the last hope of the Bright family... There was no one else who could go..."

        

        Above all, the world wasn't safe enough for minors to be completely excluded from dangerous work.

        

        "No, no, but you betrayed me when you were fifteen, you committed a crime as an adult!"

        

        "Yes... That's right..."

        

        "Well then."

        

        Livia sat on the ground, meeting the eyes of the sitting Belita, and said.

        

        "Tell me."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Tell me why you did that to me."

        

        "..."

        

        "Are you mute? Or are you under a geass too?"

        

        "G-geass?"

        

        Her reaction showed she had no idea what that was.

        

        This might...

        

        Unexpectedly.

        

        Could we get some information?

        

        I hadn't expected much, but this was an unexpected harvest.

        

        "Livia, let's change locations. It would be better to go to an enclosed space like an inn. My barrier isn't perfect."

        

        "Alright, let's do that."

        

        "Um... I..."

        

        Livia made a cracking sound with her hand and said.

        

        "If you don't follow, I'll assume you have no intention of talking... And what comes next, I don't need to spell out, right?"

        

        "A-aren't you going to kill me?"

        

        "Depending on what you say, I might."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        And so, on our first day in Erchia, the City of Water.

        

        We successfully captured Saint Belita.
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        "I've secured lodging and set up a silence barrier, so there should be no problems."

        

        "Good, thank you."

        

        Sitting in a chair, Belita trembled as if shivering uncontrollably from the cold. The vibration was both amusing and pitiful to witness.

        

        Especially her gaze toward Livia—it was as if she were looking at a monster.

        

        Well, it made sense that she'd be terrified. After all, someone she had tried so desperately to kill had returned alive, and despite serious injuries, still appeared formidable.

        

        But if that was the case, she shouldn't have messed with her in the first place.

        

        "Let me make something clear, Belita."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Her response was loud and crisp, like a disciplined soldier standing at attention.

        

        "Even if you were young when you started this journey, at fifteen, you're legally an adult. You were fifteen when you tried to assassinate and kill me, so you can't be protected on the grounds of being a minor."

        

        "Ah, I understand!"

        

        That was clearly Livia talking to herself.

        

        She had thought Belita was younger than her, but finding out she was even younger than expected had thrown her off, nearly clouding her judgment for a moment.

        

        So while warning Belita, Livia was also reminding herself.

        

        It was like she was whipping herself with the reminder: don't make emotional judgments.

        

        Even for the same crime, whether it was committed by an adult or a child tends to significantly influence the trial process.

        

        Especially when a young woman commits a serious crime, people tend to think, "Wait, does this make sense?" and become more inclined to investigate the details and motives of the case.

        

        It's not that they don't investigate other cases, but since children rarely have understandable motives for such actions, these cases tend to be scrutinized more thoroughly.

        

        "Now I'm going to ask you questions, and you'd better answer well."

        

        "I-I don't know much... Most of the assassination was handled by Lord Alex alone, and Lady Reina and I just followed along. I'm not saying that just following orders absolves me of guilt, but rather that I hardly have any information..."

        

        "I figured as much."

        

        In reality, Reina didn't know much either.

        

        Even if they had somehow broken through the geass and gotten Reina to talk, they probably wouldn't have gotten proper information.

        

        At best, they would have learned what Belita just said—that Alex was the one who orchestrated most of the assassination.

        

        Moreover, if I were Alex, I would have shared information with Reina, who couldn't betray me due to the geass, rather than with Belita.

        

        She was young and fragile, and Alex surely thought the same.

        

        I suspected he treated her like a doll who would simply follow orders.

        

        "Belita, you seem to be misunderstanding something. To be honest, I wasn't expecting to extract information about Alex from you."

        

        "I-Is that so... You're right, Lord Alex never taught me anything... I think that's an accurate assessment."

        

        "What I want to ask is a continuation of my earlier question. ...Why did you do it?"

        

        "..."

        

        Silence again.

        

        Her silence on this matter meant that this was something she absolutely couldn't reveal.

        

        Despite being paralyzed with fear and barely able to move, her silence on this particular point indicated that this was a crucial matter—her weak spot.

        

        Perhaps I should push a bit harder.

        

        After seeing Belita's healing magic that bordered on regeneration just now, I was a bit less certain, but there was no harm in trying.

        

        "Belita."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "May I check your Saint's Mark?"

        

        "...What? Huh? What?"

        

        "If you're uncomfortable with me doing it since I'm a man, Livia can do it."

        

        "T-That's..."

        

        Belita rose and backed away.

        

        A clear sign of refusal.

        

        Her reaction suggested she couldn't show it, and her trembling eyes revealed pure terror.

        

        'Does she really not have one?'

        

        If so, that would be surprising.

        

      

      
        In other words, she was capable of such powerful healing magic purely through her own talent and effort, without any divine blessing.

        

        The Goddess wasn't wrong when she said that many powerful people were born in this era.

        

        Like Livia and Belita, it seemed that people with unreasonably powerful talents were being born, as if this were truly a golden age.

        

        "H-How did you..."

        

        "We had an unusual encounter in the Spirit Forest."

        

        "The Spirit Forest?"

        

        "Because of what we met there, we began to suspect that you might not actually be a true Saint."

        

        "..."

        

        There seemed no need to mention that we had met the Goddess.

        

        Belita's expression froze, and her trembling form confirmed our hypothesis.

        

        However, since we hadn't physically examined her or heard a confession directly from her, it was still somewhat frustrating.

        

        "Do you dislike showing your body? The mark can be moved, so it could be on the back of your hand... If that's also unacceptable, would you be willing to use a blessing? Cast a blessing on me or Livia."

        

        "..."

        

        "I see you don't like that idea either."

        

        "That's enough, Royce."

        

        Livia stepped forward and spoke.

        

        "You're not a Saint, are you?"

        

        "Ah, n-no! I am a Saint! Just look at this healing magic! No one who isn't a Saint could perform healing magic of this level! Right?"

        

        "I won't deny that. To be honest, I'm impressed. It seems you've grown since I left. Your skill is extraordinary—I can understand why people never doubted you."

        

        "So..."

        

        "Whether you're a Saint or not doesn't matter to me."

        

        "...It doesn't matter? The fact that I'm not a Saint doesn't matter?"

        

        Hmm, mentally, she might be in worse shape than Reina.

        

        I had thought she was relatively more stable than Reina, but peeling back one layer revealed something that smelled worse than Reina's condition.

        

        Where had I felt this sensation before? I'd experienced this feeling somewhere.

        

        Her pathological need to protect something reminded me somewhat of Livia in the past.

        

        "That's right, that's not what's important to me. I'm not speaking to Saint Belita Bright right now, but to Belita who was once my comrade."

        

        "..."

        

        "Answer me, why did you do it?"

        

        "Does my answer even matter?"

        

        "I'll decide if it matters, not you. I don't want to hear nonsense about how you'll regret your actions and die cleanly as a sinner when the victim wants to hear the truth."

        

        "..."

        

        "But don't misunderstand. I'm not showing mercy here. You and Alex must be punished one way or another. But I'm asking because I can't accept it without knowing why you did what you did."

        

        It wasn't a lie, but it was only half the truth.

        

        Livia simply wanted to see them not as the worst villains, but as comrades who had taken a wrong path.

        

        She wanted their circumstances to be something universally understandable, something that could be punished within the bounds of the law.

        

        This was Livia's plea disguised as a warning.

        

        Speak.

        

        Tell me.

        

        Please tell me.

        

        I don't want to cut you down as criminals.

        

        I want you to receive proper punishment.

        

        Because if the judgment fell to Olivia Reinhart, the method of punishment was already determined.

        

        And Livia didn't want to choose that method, which is why she was hoping Belita would answer honestly here.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "I-I am a Saint. I'm a Saint! I have to be a Saint. So..."

        

        She scratched.

        

      

      
        Belita kept scratching around her wrist.

        

        "Hey! What are you—"

        

        "Just a moment, Livia."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I quickly approached and stopped Belita from scratching her wrist, then rolled up her sleeve.

        

        Clean skin.

        

        With the power of a Saint, even old scars could be easily erased, so it wasn't strange that her skin was unblemished.

        

        But that wasn't what was important.

        

        "Ah, it hurts...! Lord Royce!"

        

        "Healing magic isn't omnipotent. There's a reason they say it's better to let injuries heal naturally rather than using healing magic when it's not urgent."

        

        "It looks fine to me?"

        

        "Would you like to touch it?"

        

        "Yeah, um... sure."

        

        Livia approached and felt Belita's wrist.

        

        Her eyes widened.

        

        "What's this? The skin feels... rough. Something feels off, like there's something catching. What is it?"

        

        "It's a symptom that appears in people who frequently use healing magic. When healing magic is used often on a particular area, the skin becomes rough, giving a sensation like touching coarse stone."

        

        "..."

        

        "And eventually, sensation begins to fade. ...If it's progressed this far, there's no going back. You shouldn't use healing magic on your wrist anymore."

        

        Why did she have so many injuries on her wrist in the first place?

        

        Suicide attempts?

        

        Was she trying to kill herself?

        

        But if so, why was she still alive?

        

        Did her survival instinct kick in?

        

        No.

        

        Could it be?

        

        I carefully drew the dagger from my waist and pointed it at Belita.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "I'm going to give you a small cut, Belita. Don't heal it."

        

        "Ah, that's..."

        

        I used the dagger to make a small wound on Belita's leg. A tiny cut that drew a little blood, which quickly disappeared.

        

        Belita hadn't healed it.

        

        It seemed to regenerate automatically.

        

        "What is this?"

        

        Livia's eyes widened in surprise, as did mine.

        

        Is this even possible?

        

        This wasn't healing magic.

        

        It was regeneration.

        

        Healing magic that reaches the realm of regeneration and actual regeneration are fundamentally different.

        

        "Belita, could it be..."

        

        She wasn't simply a young Saint.

        

        Not just a girl caught up in politics while wearing the mask of a Saint.

        

        Not just a girl who committed crimes.

        

        It couldn't be summarized so simply anymore.

        

        "Do you have a spirit core in your body?"

        

        That was all I could ask.
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        It can't be.

        

        It shouldn't be.

        

        What did you say?

        

        They still remain?

        

        They continued experimenting even after that?

        

        I barely managed to calm my slightly disturbed breathing as I looked at Belita, who was trembling with fear but staring at me with shock in her eyes.

        

        "A spirit core, Royce? What does that mean?"

        

        "A spirit's body is nature itself, so it naturally recovers as long as there's magical power."

        

        "But Royce, you weren't quite at that level."

        

        "Yes, I have a core in my body too, but not to that extent."

        

        A broken arm would heal in about a day, but not at the level of Belita's wounds regenerating the moment they appeared.

        

        After all, I was fundamentally human.

        

        "What you're saying is that inside Belita's body is a spirit core more powerful than the one inside me."

        

        "..."

        

        Not only that, but if the data from that experiment still remained somewhere, they would have conducted an even more perfected experiment than when they experimented on me, so it would make sense that Belita would be more complete than I am.

        

        Originally, such experiments are a series of failures, and through those failures, they find ways to succeed.

        

        The failures with me would have led to failures with fewer flaws with Belita. Looking at Belita's current state, it's hard to say they completely succeeded.

        

        "Yes, what? Wait a moment."

        

        Belita, who had been listening, looked at me while trembling.

        

        "You're saying that you have a spirit core too, Lord Royce?"

        

        "Yes, I do. Chronologically, my experiment probably came first. I thought all the data collected from me and countless victims had burned to ashes that day, but could some have remained? Anyway, it seems they experimented on you based on that data."

        

        "That's impossible... They did this to others besides me?"

        

        From what she was saying, it seemed she thought she was the first to undergo this experiment.

        

        I naturally sat down in a chair, and since the conversation seemed like it would be lengthy, Livia also took a seat.

        

        Belita, sitting on the edge of the bed, was muttering something, but she didn't seem to be in her right mind. For a very brief moment, we maintained silence to give her time.

        

        "Do you really have a core in your body, Lord Royce?"

        

        At the end of that silence, Belita spoke first.

        

        Should I be honest here rather than lie?

        

        "I have high-level fire and water spirit cores in my body. Everyone who was experimented on with me died."

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        "Hey, stop scratching!"

        

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        Belita tried to scratch her wrist again, and Livia shouted irritably.

        

        Immediately stopping her hand, Belita crossed her arms as if to seal her hands. It seemed she couldn't resist the urge to scratch her wrists without doing so.

        

        For healing magic to work like that, it would have to be done frequently, not to mention in a short time.

        

        In other words, she had scratched herself often enough to cause wounds that resulted in such skin.

        

        How long has she been like this?

        

        Could she have been doing this even when I was traveling with her?

        

        I don't know.

        

        I didn't pay that much attention, and I never thought she would be regenerating like this.

        

        "That body isn't normal. Healing magic and spirit regeneration are different concepts, but your healing magic is working in a way similar to spirit regeneration. The spirit core inside you is probably active 24 hours a day, enveloping you."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know the exact logic, but your body is designed to heal naturally with the spirit's magic. Belita, you would probably regenerate immediately even if your arm was cut off. To kill you, one would have to behead you or cause instant death; otherwise, you wouldn't die."

        

        "Hic! Th-that's right... During the experiments, my arms and legs were cut off, and... they regenerated quickly."

        

        "..."

        

        "...Livia."

        

        "I know."

        

        For a moment, Livia's expression contorted, but I immediately stopped her.

        

        However, I could understand the feeling of wanting to grimace.

        

        Disgusting.

        

        They did that again?

        

        And it was even more severe than when they did it to me.

        

        Calm down.

        

        I'm not someone who suddenly becomes stronger or awakens when my emotions change, so I must always maintain my reason.

        

        I must live by refining my reason.

        

        Taking a deep breath inwardly, I looked at Belita.

        

        'She's opened up more than before.'

        

        Learning that I was a victim of the same experiment seemed to have significant meaning for Belita.

        

        She had opened up a little, albeit very slightly.

        

        I had only intended to get information about Alex and create an opportunity for Livia to receive an apology, but once again, things were taking a strange turn.

        

        "What kind of spirit core is in your body? It seems similar to mine but more powerful."

        

        "It's the spirit of the lake."

        

        "A named spirit, I see."

        

        In other words, she has a greater spirit core.

        

        It might not be as powerful as the World Tree spirit, but in terms of recognition, it was quite well-known compared to the World Tree spirit, which not many people knew about.

        

        Of course, not many people met it, so even if it suddenly disappeared, few would notice.

        

        So they put the core of that lake spirit into Belita's body.

        

        The burden must have been greater than mine.

        

        She probably had a natural talent for healing magic, which was amplified by the spirit core—the natural power possessed by the spirit.

      

      
        

        This multiplicative rather than additive increase in healing power gave her healing magic comparable to that of a saint.

        

        In exchange, it became difficult to control, and wounds on her own body were automatically healed.

        

        "To think there was someone else like me besides myself... I thought everyone had died... No, rather, to think experiments were being conducted elsewhere too."

        

        "From your tone, it seems there were others who were experimented on besides you."

        

        "Th-that's right... But they said I was the experimental subject for their ultimate completion. Most died or survived but lost their sanity."

        

        "..."

        

        "The sp-spirit co-core seems to adversely affect human minds, according to the person who led the experiment... I didn't know much about it..."

        

        "Who was it? The person who led the experiment... Who put the core in you and experimented on you?"

        

        "Huh? Um..."

        

        Belita hesitated for a moment before carefully saying:

        

        "It was my father."

        

        "What."

        

        "Hic."

        

        "M-my father said I was his hope. That only I could revive the Bright family. So I must be a saint. I must fulfill the role of a saint. I can't be deprived of this position... I am, I am, a saint..."

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Livia moved toward Belita and kicked her in the face.

        

        "Ow! It hurts...!! Why, why are you hitting me...?"

        

        "I always have the right to hit you."

        

        "Th-that's true, but..."

        

        "I just hit you because I was annoyed."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita cried, but Livia's annoyance was probably not because of Belita.

        

        She must be a saint.

        

        She has no value unless she's a saint.

        

        That obsession with the position of saint was like...

        

        "...What is this, are you trying to show me a mirror of my past self?"

        

        "O-Olivia?"

        

        "It's nothing."

        

        Livia sat back down and said:

        

        "So when did you undergo this experiment?"

        

        "At four... no, maybe five years old? I don't remember exactly. I just know it was around that time."

        

        "Huh."

        

        Livia exhaled in disbelief, and Belita trembled, thinking it was directed at her in anger and irritation.

        

        Could the fact that I was a victim of the same experiment have had such significant meaning for Belita?

        

        She was definitely speaking more freely than before.

        

        Still, her wariness hadn't completely disappeared, and the expression that made her look like she might die at any moment remained.

        

        "What kind of experiments did you undergo? It seems similar to mine but more intense."

        

        "I was told I needed to become a saint, so they tried to enhance my healing magic... It's probably different from what Lord Royce went through."

        

        "That's right... In my case, they just put in the core and experimented to see if I would survive."

        

        But Belita was the only daughter of the Bright family and a saint candidate.

        

        They couldn't let Belita die, so they probably performed experiments on others that might be fatal, and only performed experiments on her that had side effects but would allow her to survive.

        

        Even then, she might have died if something had gone wrong.

        

        "At-at first, they cut off my fingers and toes... Then more important parts like eyes... Bones were broken too... They observed if these would heal. At first, it didn't work well, so I always wore bandages."

        

        "I see. So this is why young Belita Bright wasn't seen in public."

        

        There were rumors that young Belita was in poor health or that she was an introverted child who disliked leaving home, but the truth was more cruel than expected.

        

        "..."

        

        Livia's expression has been fierce for a while now.

        

        She looked like she might shoot lasers from her eyes.

        

        With shadows cast over her face and only her red eyes gleaming, she was the very embodiment of terror.

        

        "He-hehe... But around the age of twelve, I finally accepted the core, and my healing magic became incredible. I didn't fully get used to it until I was traveling as part of the hero's party. Anyway, I thought it would all end after defeating the Demon King and reviving the Bright family, but..."

        

        Belita looked at Livia.

        

        "It turned out like this. Hehe... A saint trying to assassinate someone, what could be funnier than that? ...Fi-finally, it's my turn... Hehe, hehehe."

        

        For her, death might be a relief.

        

        Reina wanted to live.

        

        But Belita was the opposite.

        

        What seemed normal was all fake, and beneath that shell was a broken child with a desire for destruction. Only her body had grown; her time had stopped at around five years old when she was experimented on.

        

        "So... you committed these acts because you didn't want anyone to find out that your position as a saint was fake?"

        

        "That's right... I couldn't die, and I had to revive the family... Fa-father told me so. He showed me the way. I didn't know anything, I hated everything, even thinking was painful... But just listening to those words wasn't painful, hehe."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even though I supposedly can't die, why do I think I'm about to die now...? I don't think that's so bad."

        

        That wasn't something to say with a smile.

        

        "Since I'm dying anyway, I'll tell you that Lord Alex is connected to monsters. I'm su-sure of it... Depending on the circumstances, he might even be connected to the Death Cult."

        

        "...How do you know that?"

        

        "Despite appearances, I'm a clergy member... I-I have good eyes. Eyes that can distinguish such things. He might do something at the Human Alliance meeting in Erchia, the City of Water. I don't know what it is, and if you ask for evidence, I don't have any."

        

        "..."

        

        "...Let me ask one thing: if you suspected this much, why weren't you under any constraints from Alex? Reina had a geass on her throat that prevented her from saying anything."

        

        "I see... Lady Reina had a geass on her throat... I didn't know that... And yet Lord Alex was thinking that politically, marrying Lady Reina wouldn't be so bad."

        

        So he was thinking that too.

        

      

      
        He seemed like someone lacking human emotions, but that symptom appeared to have worsened.

        

        "Ah, Lord Alex sees me as a fragile fool... No one thinks I see more than they expect. In fact, isn't that true for both Lady Olivia and Lord Royce?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Indeed.

        

        Alex has always hated admitting he was wrong.

        

        Alex judged that Belita wasn't worth placing a geass on, and since she didn't have any information anyway and he had applied sufficient psychological pressure, he thought there wouldn't be any problems.

        

        Moreover, placing a geass on someone in the position of a saint was too risky.

        

        The worst-case scenario would be if Belita could remove the geass with her power after it was placed.

        

        In that case, the situation would become irreversible, so he probably thought it was best to just brainwash and pressure her psychologically.

        

        Above all, even I thought she was just a girl without backbone.

        

        I didn't know her childhood was this miserable, and I didn't know she had the mental strength to still wear the mask of a saint after going through all that.

        

        "I shouldn't die... The family needs me... I have to revive the family..."

        

        Belita staggered toward Livia.

        

        She hardly seemed like a living person.

        

        The way she reached out to Livia was like a sinner meeting God.

        

        She reached out her hand as if seeking salvation, as if in prayer.

        

        After being hit, meeting Livia who was like her sin personified, and then discussing the experiments, the mask of sainthood she had barely been maintaining seemed to have shattered.

        

        "I can... die... Finally... Lady Oli-via..."

        

        "Belita."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "Go to sleep for a while."

        

        "What?"

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        In an instant, Livia disappeared from Belita's sight.

        

        She moved behind Belita and struck her hard on the back of the neck.

        

        A light impact sound echoed loudly, and Belita lost consciousness and fell forward. Livia caught her and threw her toward the bed.

        

        "Phew."

        

        Belita, now unconscious, twitched on the bed.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Is it okay to kill this one? It's at the level where death would be a mercy... Life is something."

        

        "You're similar."

        

        "That's right, sigh... Belita is too unstable, so I knocked her out for now... When she wakes up, I need to get the names of everyone involved in that damn experiment or whatever it was."

        

        "..."

        

        "It would have been easier if they were simply bad people."

        

        "Truly bad people are surprisingly hard to find."

        

        "That's right... In the past, I didn't care about such things and just cut down those I saw as sinners. That was certainly justice according to the law and wasn't wrong."

        

        Livia let out a small sigh.

        

        "I don't forgive them, but I killed them without asking for their reasons. ...I wonder which was the right answer."

        

        "What do you think, Livia? Other people's thoughts aren't that important, are they?"

        

        "That's true. ...It's more painful now. It was easier to just cut down and kill those who committed sins without knowing."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        Livia looked at Belita and said:

        

        "But."

        

        "..."

        

        "I think what I'm doing now is more befitting of a hero."

        

        Slowly sitting down next to Belita lying on the bed, Livia said:

        

        "Belita, when everything is over, you must be punished. No matter how miserable, painful, and pitiful your past was, your sins don't disappear... But you're too young. I hope you receive proper punishment after everything is over."

        

        "..."

        

        "At least if you serve your punishment and, by some luck, are still alive when you're released."

        

        Livia withdrew her hand that was reaching toward Belita.

        

        As if it wasn't time yet.

        

        "Then I might be able to forgive you. ...You mustn't die. I won't let you escape through death like Reina. You must live, live to pay for your sins, and let the cross of those sins torment you forever."

        

        "Livia..."

        

        "Just as I must forever repent for my past arrogant actions."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "I hope that after such a long time... even though you can never be a good person to me, you will have saved enough people to be considered a good person by many."

        

        Livia sighed deeply once more and stood up.

        

        She staggered toward me and collapsed against my chest.

        

        "...Are you tired?"

        

        "A little."

        

        "..."

        

        "I wonder if I'm not suited to be a hero after all. I feel like there's a temptation in my heart urging me to just destroy everything, to cut them down regardless of the reason."

        

        "No."

        

        I smiled and stroked Livia's head.

        

        "You're normal."

        

        I was only proud of Livia for making such choices despite those impulses.

        

        That's why you are the hero that the goddess boasts about.
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        Belita Bright.

        

        A girl born to be a saint, raised to be a saint, to become a saint, to live as a saint, and to die as a saint.

        

        Belita was not a saint, but she did possess talent for healing magic.

        

        Her abilities were overwhelmingly superior to others, and had she honed them, she could have reached a realm higher than even the elderly Pope at a young age.

        

        Though her skills might not have reached the level of sainthood, she could have at least become an excellent clergy member capable of living comfortably.

        

        However, Belita's father was greedy and forced experiments on her to make her even stronger.

        

        As a result, Belita gained healing abilities close to regeneration when treating herself, and her barrier techniques also became very powerful.

        

        But beyond that, her mind became unstable, and her spirit, ravaged by experiments, lost its ability to make judgments.

        

        The mark of sainthood never descended upon Belita, as if declaring she was unqualified to be a saint—Belita who had become so passive that she would follow anyone's suggestions or demands.

        

        Belita thought that moment would bring liberation.

        

        She believed that since she wasn't a saint, this hell would end.

        

        From that moment, she wondered if she would die now that she was no longer needed, and hoped she would.

        

        A kind of self-destructive desire writhed within Belita. But while Belita wasn't chosen as a saint, neither was anyone else.

        

        And that bestowed yet another hell upon Belita.

        

        A fake saint.

        

        It never ends.

        

        It won't end.

        

        I want to die but I don't want to die.

        

        I don't want to die but I want to die.

        

        Ah.

        

        I don't know.

        

        I don't know anything at all.

        

        ***

        

        "...Here."

        

        "Are you awake?"

        

        I closed the book I had been reading with Loyce and looked at Belita who had just woken up. Though I had controlled my strength, waking up after just an hour was quite remarkable.

        

        I had thought she might not wake up even after Titania returned, but for her to open her eyes so quickly was surprising.

        

        Perhaps like Loyce... no, because she had an even more powerful spirit core inside her body than Loyce, the burden of her injuries seemed reduced, and her consciousness awakened faster.

        

        At this rate, I wondered if she might not even need much sleep.

        

        Belita momentarily failed to grasp the situation and blankly looked around.

        

        Then, understanding her circumstances, her eyes widened.

        

        But that lasted only briefly, and when she immediately began scratching at her wrist, I approached and grabbed her arm.

        

        "Don't scratch."

        

        "...Why not?"

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Why didn't you kill me?"

        

        "..."

        

        I held back a sigh that threatened to escape. Loyce had gone downstairs to bring some food, so I was alone.

        

        To be honest, my social skills, or rather...

        

        My communication abilities weren't particularly high, and I wasn't good at speaking coherently.

        

        Often, I didn't intend something, but people would interpret it differently, so it was better not to say unnecessary things. I needed someone beside me who could read my intentions and clear up misunderstandings on the spot, or tell me when I shouldn't express things in certain ways.

        

        So here, my role was to remain silent and just watch to ensure Belita didn't escape.

        

        That was my role, but...

        

        "Don't use me as an excuse or tool for your death."

        

        "That's—"

        

        "..."

        

        "You hate me, don't you... Or perhaps, as a hero, you can just brush off what happened back then?"

        

        "Of course not. I'm still suffering from the injuries you caused."

        

        "I'm sure you are. Then why?"

        

        "Because I now know that death sometimes doesn't atone for sins."

        

        "..."

        

        Punishment for those who kill.

        

        Judgment for those who plunge countless people into suffering.

        

        With such thoughts, I had cut down numerous evils, never once listening to their circumstances.

      

      
        

        Surely they would have all made excuses for their actions, and in some cases, those with power might have escaped proper punishment.

        

        There would be those who wouldn't reform, and those who wouldn't receive appropriate punishment, so it was easier to just cut them down at once.

        

        So I chose that path.

        

        I abandoned the anguish and pain a hero should rightfully bear and merely pretended to be a hero.

        

        Some might have sincerely repented and reformed.

        

        Some might have properly received legal punishment.

        

        But with thoughts like "maybe not" or "they're evil anyway," I cut them down without any hesitation.

        

        I pursued a universal good and protected only what was within the walls of that so-called universal good, cutting down everything else.

        

        I never forgave the excuse of "it couldn't be helped" for any evil deed.

        

        It was such a convenient form of goodness.

        

        If there's no anguish in wielding that blade of judgment, how would one recognize the moment it transforms into evil?

        

        "You must not die."

        

        "..."

        

        "You have to live."

        

        "..."

        

        "Your life has been too sadistic and utterly miserable to place all the blame on you."

        

        It's not that she shouldn't be punished, but that punishment cannot truly be punishment.

        

        Neither misery.

        

        Nor pain.

        

        Not even the punishment of execution.

        

        None of these can be true punishment for Belita now.

        

        Because that's what she desires.

        

        Deep in her heart, she wished for her life to end.

        

        No longer able to die as a saint, nor even live as one, all that remained in the girl was the desire for relief.

        

        The mask had been stripped away, and only the longing for death, born from a desire for destruction, burned in her chest.

        

        "You think you have no value because you're not a saint? No, that's wrong."

        

        I was reminded of someone from my past who thought they had no value because they weren't a hero.

        

        It was cruel, as if showing me my own past.

        

        But what was most cruel and infuriating was that no one realized this young girl was breaking until she was already broken, and those who did realize only thought to use her.

        

        "It's the name of 'saint' that has no value."

        

        "The name of saint... has no value?"

        

        Should I say this?

        

        Is it okay to speak?

        

        Should I just keep quiet now?

        

        When I was in a bad state, Loyce naturally stood by my side and supported me. I was so grateful for that and thought it was remarkable.

        

        It made me believe again in the goodwill of people helping people.

        

        So I...

        

        I too...

        

        Though feelings of doubt welled up inside me, I continued speaking without stopping.

        

        "Yes, it has no value."

        

        "N-no. It has value... It must have value. To protect the family, and... and... Father..."

        

        "That kind of person is not a parent!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Don't follow someone who claims to care for you while leading you to complete ruin!"

        

        "O-Olivia?"

        

        "It's natural for a child to admire their parents, and for a child, parents are their entire world at that time."

        

        Unconsciously, I again overlapped with my past self.

        

        I followed my father who beat me, starved me, and allowed me nothing, simply because he was 'father,' and I grew up thinking that was right.

        

        At that time, I didn't know it was bad, didn't realize I was in an unfortunate environment, and didn't even know that my father's attitude was 'wrong.'

        

        "But eventually, you'll realize. That world of parents is small, and your world should gradually expand."

        

        "..."

        

        "Your parents confined you, who should have grown. They cut off the hands and feet of a small child so they couldn't escape the belief that parents are their entire world, and gouged out their eyes so they couldn't see anything else! That's who you are now!"

        

        I could tell I was responding emotionally.

        

      

      
        Obsessed with the name of saint.

        

        Believing she has no value if she can't become one.

        

        Bound by her family.

        

        That life is...

        

        Too miserable to even notice.

        

        She only wants to die because it's painful, without even realizing that she's unhappy and has a terrible past.

        

        It's a painful thing, but she's so broken that she doesn't even consider it miserable—she's already dead at such a young age.

        

        "You certainly tried to kill me, Belita."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "But now is not the time for you to think about punishment for me. Before that, you have something you need to do. You can receive punishment after you finish that."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita is too young.

        

        Beyond being too young, she's been under pressure since birth and couldn't think of anything else.

        

        Literally, choices didn't exist for Belita, and she only knew a life of following others. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say all she could think about was living as a saint.

        

        Even that was a flimsily created mask, so fragile that it would crack and completely disappear with just a little scratch.

        

        "You need to start over. Whether you go to prison or whatever, you must start from there."

        

        "But I'm a saint... I must be a saint..."

        

        "You are not a saint."

        

        She never had the mark to begin with.

        

        "You're just Belita. Belita Bright."

        

        "..."

        

        She falls silent.

        

        I couldn't tell how my words sounded to Belita.

        

        Forcing someone who never chose anything for herself to make her own choices might be cruel and difficult.

        

        Certainly, Belita is in a very bad state now and too young.

        

        Even if she receives punishment, it should be possible to avoid the death penalty or life imprisonment somehow.

        

        At least, that's what I hoped for.

        

        This young girl was already completely ruined, and it didn't seem pleasant or humane for me to deliver the final blow.

        

        "I don't want to die..."

        

        "I know."

        

        That was a natural feeling for a human being.

        

        At least if that feeling exists, there might still be something that can be done.

        

        Just as Loyce suggested going to Elven Heim after hearing my ambiguous answer.

        

        At least that remains deep in her heart.

        

        But at the same time, the opposite feeling must also remain.

        

        "But..."

        

        "..."

        

        "I want to die..."

        

        "Yes, I know that too."

        

        What should I do with this child?

        

        For a child whose life has never seen any light.

        

        Should I judge her the same and impose the same punishment?

        

        I could no longer tell if that was justice.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        "Loyce?"

        

        "Sorry to interrupt your conversation, but... let's eat something first."

        

        "Alright."

        

        "I naturally bought food for Belita too, but then I remembered she already ate earlier?"

        

        She had eaten all the udon before escaping, after all.

        

        "I... I can eat..."

        

        "..."

        

        I smiled and grabbed the back of Belita's neck, forcibly lifting her up.

        

        "Right, let's eat first and then talk."

        

        After all, we're doing all this to live, aren't we?
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        Since bringing the food didn't take that long, I had been listening to their conversation from the middle.

        

        It seemed Livia didn't want to punish Belita.

        

        More precisely, she seemed to believe that while punishment was necessary for wrongdoing, she hoped it wouldn't be too severe.

        

        A child without a single ray of light in her life.

        

        Everyone knew that holding a child who both wanted to die and didn't want to die accountable for her crimes wouldn't yield proper results.

        

        Being young couldn't excuse a crime, but it could be grounds for leniency.

        

        A life without choices didn't necessarily mean being physically restrained and unable to move.

        

        It meant having no alternative but to follow a certain path, with options so limited that one couldn't even imagine making different choices.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        In the silence, the sounds of utensils clinking and soft chewing could be heard.

        

        Belita quietly glanced sideways at Livia, who naturally noticed and spoke.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "Nothing, just that you're eating porridge..."

        

        "Hm? Ah, my insides are badly injured."

        

        "Sh-should I heal you?"

        

        "...Would that be okay? I'm an enemy of the 'Alex' you chose. If you heal me, you might reach a point of no return. Wouldn't it be better for you to use your head, escape from here, go to Alex, and tell him we're here?"

        

        "That's..."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "I know. No healing for now. I'll do it later when things calm down."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Just because."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia's arm currently contained a curse, and if someone tried to regenerate it, the curse would spread to them.

        

        In a normal situation, Belita could be told about this and just heal the head and heart instead.

        

        Those injuries were caused by Reina, so they wouldn't be cursed, and the goddess had only mentioned the arm, which confirmed this.

        

        But Belita wasn't in a normal state right now.

        

        'A deep-burning desire for destruction, spreading uncontrollably to the point where she can't rationally control it.'

        

        How serious it was could be seen in how she had approached Livia, who seemed likely to kill her, as if meeting a savior.

        

        In other words.

        

        If Belita tried to heal the arm while treating the head and heart, she might deliberately absorb the curse.

        

        Livia was enduring it without issue, but it was impossible to know how the curse might change if transplanted to someone else. Even if it didn't change, if Belita chose not to resist the curse at all, there was a real possibility she could die on the spot.

        

        In some cases, curses could be placed on others and then spread from them, so if the curse on Livia's arm spread that way, Livia might be fine while Belita would be in danger.

        

        Especially if she didn't try to resist the curse.

        

        While her body would regenerate due to the spirit core, it was unclear whether it would automatically resist curses as well.

        

        Moreover, this wasn't just any curse but one made from Death's power, which would likely pierce through any ordinary resistance.

        

        'If this were a different situation, I would have let her heal me.'

        

        Even if she died or had problems while trying to regenerate the arm, that would simply be Belita's mistake.

        

        But as mentioned, entrusting healing to Belita now might lead her to try transferring the curse to herself.

        

        'Maybe I shouldn't mention the curse on the arm, but Belita is sharper than she appears.'

        

        Not just Livia but even I had perceived Belita as just a spineless girl, and Alex saw her as a fragile coward.

        

        While that wasn't an act, she was surprisingly observant and, befitting a priestess, sensitive to such matters.

        

        If I didn't mention it and just ordered her not to heal the arm, she might guess that the arm was cursed and understand it was a powerful curse, which could lead her to deliberately touch it.

        

        In the end, someone with a desire for destruction like Belita shouldn't be given any opportunity to truly destroy herself.

        

        "Um, are you saying you'd rather live with those injuries than receive treatment from me? ...But your wounds look serious. Even if not from me, there must be other priests who can regenerate. You should go to them."

        

        "...Do you know anything about Alex?"

        

        "......"

        

        Belita tried to scratch her wrist again, but when Livia glared at her, she immediately pulled her hand away and crossed her arms as if to restrain herself.

        

        She really couldn't control the urge to scratch without doing that.

        

        This wasn't just casual scratching—she was scratching hard enough to tear her skin.

        

        "Ah, Lord Alex doesn't trust anyone, so he hardly shares information. He somehow found out that I don't have the Saint's mark."

        

        "When was that?"

        

        "A-after Lord Royce left the party."

        

        So he started making moves in earnest after I left?

        

        Come to think of it, he placed the geass on Reina after I left too.

        

        Thinking about it that way, was I in his way?

        

        Since I knew Alex well, I might have noticed subtle changes and possibly discovered what he had done.

        

        But when I was conveniently exiled because of Livia, there was no one left who could notice his actions, so he might have gone all out.

        

      

      
        Without me, no one else knew Alex's true nature.

        

        Still, I never thought he would go that far.

        

        The past you considered such aspects of your nature shameful.

        

        The current you doesn't seem to feel any shame about it at all.

        

        "And after that?"

        

        "After that, we just had normal conversations when we were alone."

        

        "What kind of conversations?"

        

        "Huh? Well..."

        

        From her reaction, it didn't seem like she had been directly threatened.

        

        Or perhaps it was a threat, but Belita didn't perceive it as such.

        

        Belita wasn't in a normal mental state, and she had been subjected to abuse disguised as experiments since childhood.

        

        No, her entire life had been abuse.

        

        "He-he said that even without the Saint's mark, I was still a Saint..."

        

        "Was that a compliment?"

        

        "Mostly. He said things like if it was discovered I was a fake Saint, the Bright family would be in danger, or that I just needed to perform properly as a Saint, or that my attitude of trying to protect my family despite my young age was admirable. Generally those kinds of things."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "And he explained what would happen if it was discovered I wasn't a Saint, and he often talked about such things when we were alone. Other than that, there wasn't anything particularly noteworthy."

        

        I see.

        

        Belita, already fragile, was further shaken mentally after meeting someone who knew she wasn't a Saint.

        

        By talking about the Saint, about her family, and suggesting she should do anything for them, he made Belita's already poor condition even worse.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "He treated you quite kindly, it seems."

        

        "I'm not sure if it was kindness. His eyes were sometimes extremely cold. Lady Olivia had cold eyes sometimes too, but while Lady Olivia directed such eyes at monsters or criminals, Lord Alex directed them at anyone."

        

        "......"

        

        She was observing more than I expected.

        

        She had only given up on thinking, but her eyes weren't completely blind.

        

        "There's one thing that puzzles me..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "I felt a strange aura from Lord Alex after... after he betrayed O-Olivia like that."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Before that, he was just a person with occasionally cold eyes, but after betraying Lady Olivia, he noticeably gave off the smell of monsters and an unpleasant presence."

        

        "......"

        

        The unpleasant presence was probably Death's power.

        

        Can she distinguish that?

        

        "I thought, 'Ah, this person has betrayed humanity.'"

        

        "......"

        

        "That's what I thought."

        

        I didn't ask why she remained silent despite knowing this.

        

        It would be cruel to ask such a question to a girl who couldn't even properly decide her own life or death.

        

        "Then does Alex know about those experiments too?"

        

        "Um... probably the entire family knows."

        

        "What!?"

        

        "W-well, it was the Reynolds family that provided financial support and helped conceal information so that our Bright family could conduct those experiments."

        

        "Two of the Four Great Noble Families were involved?"

        

        "No, depending on the circumstances, it might be three."

        

        "Three?"

        

        "If they were conducting something on such a large scale, I somewhat doubt that King Cromwell Clifford truly didn't know about it."

        

        "Are you saying King Cromwell was also involved?"

        

        "It's possible."

        

        I remembered Cromwell being particularly close with Alex, and his disposition couldn't exactly be called virtuous.

        

        I had simply thought that such traits were necessary skills for someone running a country.

        

        Sometimes, for the sake of one's own country, one must disregard potential harm to other countries.

        

        "I-I think so too."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "My father often said he had to report information about the experiments to someone... Ah, my father is the head of the Bright family. Who would the head of one of the Four Great Noble Families 'report' to?"

        

        The Four Great Noble Families.

        

        If the head of a family called royal needed to report to someone...

        

        "King Cromwell."

        

      

      
        "Th-that's what I think."

        

        It's not surprising, but Belita is trembling yet still saying everything she needs to say.

        

        And she has more information than I expected.

        

        "So three of the Four Great Noble Families were collaborators in that insane experiment?"

        

        "Indeed, it makes sense why there was no news outside."

        

        When three people lie together, it's easy to deceive one person.

        

        Especially if three powerful families decided to deceive others, they could certainly do so.

        

        "Then the remaining one is the Courtney family?"

        

        "Just because it wasn't mentioned doesn't mean they weren't cooperating."

        

        "Shall we go meet them? Wouldn't at least one person related to this Allied Human Nations conference have come?"

        

        Among the Four Great Noble Families, the Courtney family is the family of judgment.

        

        In simple terms, they're often involved in law and trials.

        

        If they hadn't been corrupted, there was a high chance they could help.

        

        "Belita?"

        

        "H-he's here... the head of the Courtney family."

        

        "What!? He's here!? Do you know where he is? No, you probably don't, right?"

        

        "I do."

        

        "How do you know?"

        

        "Whenever the head of the Courtney family sees me, he buys me something delicious and takes good care of me. I don't know why, but he also told me to come find him if I was in danger."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        There were two possibilities.

        

        Either he knew about the experiments but felt sympathy for Belita after seeing her suffering.

        

        Or he didn't know about the experiments initially but found out later and tried to take care of Belita, the victim.

        

        If it was the former, he would be wavering; if the latter, we could receive help.

        

        Either way, it was worth checking out.

        

        "Let's go, Belita."

        

        "Where?"

        

        "To greet the head of the Courtney family."

        

        "What? Suddenly? Sh-should I come too?"

        

        "If you don't come, who will guide the way?"

        

        "W-wait a moment. I'm too noticeable! This blue hair is a characteristic of the Bright family, and the fight earlier might have already become rumored! If we draw more attention here... then... then..."

        

        Belita stopped speaking, as if she herself couldn't make sense of what she was saying.

        

        "Then what would happen?"

        

        Unable to find meaning in life, she yearned for death.

        

        Yet fearing death, she pursued life.

        

        That contradiction was breaking Belita down even faster.

        

        At this rate, her self would collapse on its own, and she would fall like a puppet with cut strings, even if nothing was done.

        

        "Let's go."

        

        Livia pulled Belita's hand.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        "You need to be active. I don't like making you use that cursed power, but since it has already become your strength, I can't deny it either."

        

        "......"

        

        "Save people."

        

        "Save people?"

        

        "Yes, save as many people as possible from everything that's happening in Erkia, and prevent anything that might lead to people dying."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia looked at Belita and said:

        

        "If you think betraying me and trying to kill me was a sin, then do that."

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        "Oh, but don't die. If you die, I'll kill you."

        

        "Uh, what? ...Um, w-what?"

        

        If Titania returns in the evening, there's still time.

        

        Personally, I think it would be better to move after properly talking with Titania.

        

        But she probably wouldn't listen even if I said so.

        

        And I couldn't keep Belita with me for long either.

        

        Contacting the Courtney family feels like a gamble.

        

        But Livia's intuition is surprisingly accurate.

        

        It might be worth trying.
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        "......It's quiet."

        

        In the silent room, Alex carefully touched his neck.

        

        There's no turning back now.

        

        Everything is simply crumbling.

        

        The plan is already in motion.

        

        I don't know what kind of helper Olivia has acquired, but they came from Elven Heim, and the fact that Lilith came with Titania from Elven Heim means that Titania either already knows the truth or, even if she doesn't, is likely to be Olivia's ally.

        

        Because no matter how much prejudice of an arrogant hero remains, choosing between Alex and Olivia as an ally is not even worth considering from a 'moral' standpoint.

        

        In reality, the current king of the kingdom is none other than Alex.

        

        King Cromwell is finished.

        

        Among the four great houses, except for the Courtney family, all are essentially Alex's subordinates.

        

        But there were still variables.

        

        The first was the real saint.

        

        Belita was a fake who hadn't received the saint's mark, but that meant there was a real saint somewhere, and fate would inevitably draw that girl to the center of the commotion.

        

        Whether by coincidence.

        

        By ill fate.

        

        By strange connection.

        

        Or by inevitability.

        

        He couldn't know that much.

        

        The second was Olivia's helper.

        

        Not knowing who they were made it very difficult to counter them.

        

        "It's okay, I'm going to win."

        

        Alex clutched his chest.

        

        Looking beyond the window, he could see people moving about.

        

        Just opening the window would dispel the elegant silence that suited this luxurious room, filling it with the sounds of people.

        

        Laughter, merchants hawking their wares, all sorts of noise mixed together in the everyday scene of human life.

        

        'They look happy.'

        

        While there were ordinary people here, this place was also a tourist destination, so there were visitors as well, and they all seemed to be enjoying themselves.

        

        Like quenching a thirst, they naturally possessed from birth what Alex could never obtain no matter how much he tried.

        

        It had been a question since consciousness existed.

        

        Why do people smile and feel joy when they see happiness?

        

        Why don't they enjoy seeing death and despair?

        

        No, surely the latter is popular as a story. There are people who enjoy seeing protagonists or others being miserable, regretful, and writhing in pain.

        

        But in reality, no one smiles and feels happy watching someone they know suffering like that.

        

        At least Alex had never seen it.

        

        'Humans are mostly ambiguous beings.'

        

        They become good depending on the situation, and become evil depending on the situation.

        

        And occasionally fools are born who pursue good in any situation, or conversely, grow up to be evil in any situation.

        

        As a child, he couldn't understand people who hesitated to hurt others.

        

        They even hesitate to steal food to survive.

        

        Alex couldn't comprehend it.

        

        What could be better than the tears of others?

        

        What about a face despairing as blood flows?

        

        The corruption that comes from abandoning goodness in extreme situations is quite delightful.

        

        When beliefs and pride become stained with blood, it's clearly evolution.

        

        Beliefs and pride that don't protect your life disappear, and new beliefs and pride of blood are born—what else would you call this but evolution?

        

        'Humans are clearly creatures that can prioritize malice over goodwill.'

        

      

      
        Wouldn't it be unfair otherwise?

        

        Therefore, he will win.

        

        The world needs an order made of chaos.

        

        And that's what Alex desired.

        

        If a being like a death god or demon lord could achieve that, then so be it.

        

        If they couldn't achieve it, they were useless, but if they could, he would sacrifice everything.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        Alex exhaled briefly and got up.

        

        'It's time to meet Lilith.'

        

        Despite coming with Titania, Lilith was a person of the kingdom, and moreover, a woman of the Clifforth family.

        

        He needed to understand the situation, starting with why she went to Elven Heim.

        

        And it was also important to know how much she knew.

        

        He needed to find out why she wasn't revealing the truth. This point was somewhat predictable, but it was better to meet and talk directly.

        

        "Whether goddess or death god, either is fine. Just like it doesn't matter whether human or monster."

        

        Achieve the goal.

        

        Alex finishes his prayer.

        

        To whom was he praying, if not to a goddess or death god?

        

        Surely he was praying to a being that was truly a "god" in the real sense.

        

        Praying to a god whose existence is uncertain might seem unlike Alex, but he was actually inclined to believe in a true god.

        

        Though he didn't believe when he was young.

        

        Perhaps it would be more accurate to say he came to believe as he grew older.

        

        "If it is God's will that I am here, then I will win."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "But if it is not God's will that I am here, then I will be defeated."

        

        Or perhaps God doesn't exist at all.

        

        In truth, whether God existed or not wasn't particularly important to Alex.

        

        Alex properly dressed himself and opened the door.

        

        ***

        

        "......"

        

        "What's wrong? Did something happen?"

        

        "I was thinking about the experiment."

        

        "That disgusting experiment? I don't think you need to dwell on it."

        

        "It was certainly foolish, inhumane, and unpleasant to even think about in many ways, but something's bothering me."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Why did they bother repeating it?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I couldn't shake off my doubts.

        

        When I first heard from Belita that the experiment had happened again, the pain of the past made me feel dizzy without even realizing it, but now thinking about it calmly, I couldn't understand why they conducted the experiment again.

        

        Maybe it could be explained as human greed being endless, but it seemed like there was some other purpose.

        

        "The research was destroyed when the laboratory exploded. There might have been some remaining data, but it would have been minimal, and restarting the experiment with that would have been difficult."

        

        "So?"

        

        "Heh, heh... You're wondering why they would take on such a risk, right, Lord Royce?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "It had already failed once, most of the people involved died in the explosion, and it was an expensive and dangerous experiment. There's no need to do it again, right? Unless they had a goal worth spending that money and taking that risk."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Livia touched her chin thoughtfully.

        

      

      
        "So it wasn't just about artificially increasing the number of spirit mages, but had some other purpose?"

        

        "Spirit mages are certainly convenient in many ways, but honestly, it doesn't seem like a talent worth taking such a risk for."

        

        "W-well, since it works by embedding spirit cores in the body... the higher spirits beyond the advanced level might actually be uncomfortable with it."

        

        In reality, while advanced spirits showed goodwill toward me, the greater spirits like the World Tree spirit and the Temple spirit didn't particularly seem to favor me.

        

        They helped me for reasons other than my having a core or having high empathy with spirits.

        

        "What does it feel like to have a spirit core in your body? I'm curious now."

        

        "It's like your body becomes part of nature itself."

        

        "A-and that's why I like forests. The more abundant the natural energy, the more comfortable I feel."

        

        "Come to think of it, Royce, you lived in a forest, right?"

        

        "I just built my house there because I like quiet places. Well, it's true that I'm more comfortable in a forest than in a city full of people."

        

        That was more due to my personality than the spirit core. Even before I had the spirit core implanted, I preferred being alone.

        

        "A-and since I've maximized my healing abilities, my combat ability itself isn't that high. I-I think I'd be weaker than you, L-Lord Royce."

        

        "Hmm, why would they need technology to forcibly create such spirit mages? I don't really want to know, but they must have made it for some purpose, right?"

        

        "If it was just the Bright family acting on their own, we could dismiss it as greed, but if multiple families were involved, they might have been preparing for something more sinister."

        

        "Belita, is the experiment still ongoing?"

        

        "A-as far as I know, there haven't been any since they completed me. But that's just what I know. If they continued after I left with the hero's party, I would have no way of knowing."

        

        "I see."

        

        They were trying to do something with artificially created spirit mages.

        

        I couldn't tell what that something was, but it definitely felt like more than just greed.

        

        "Belita, do you know anything else?"

        

        "Even when I asked, they only said it was for my sake... If there were ulterior motives, I don't think they would have told me."

        

        "I guess so... Hey, stop scratching!"

        

        "Ah."

        

        I was caught scratching my wrist again and Livia grabbed my hand.

        

        Blood flowed from my wrist, then quickly disappeared as the wound regenerated. This is why even if someone saw me scratching, they wouldn't pay much attention. Since the wounds vanish instantly, even if they saw me scratching, they wouldn't consider it a serious issue.

        

        "You need education before punishment."

        

        "I-I've received h-higher education."

        

        "You need common sense education."

        

        "I have that..."

        

        "If you did, you wouldn't be living like this."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        When I looked at her with a surprised face, Livia tilted her head.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "Nothing, just... I had a somewhat rude thought."

        

        "Tell me, you rude person."

        

        I haven't even said anything yet.

        

        Since I've already been scolded, I decided to just say it.

        

        "I never imagined I'd see Livia criticizing someone else's common sense."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "At least say something I can argue against."

        

        "......"

        

        She doesn't even say "That's not true!"

        

        I consider it a strength.

        

        Knowing your own shortcomings is important.
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        For Belita Bright, 'thinking' was synonymous with pain.

        

        Because when she began to think and search for rationality in her circumstances, there was nothing but suffering.

        

        For Belita, who was far too young, it was unbearably cruel, and she stopped thinking for herself. She lived a passive life, listening to orders, following anyone's words.

        

        Because it was easier that way.

        

        Once she started thinking, she would have to find reasons for all that pain and all those irrational things.

        

        She had to recognize that an invisible leash was tied around her neck, preventing her from escaping that suffering even if she wanted to.

        

        So she closed her eyes instead.

        

        No, someone had gouged them out.

        

        Her ears were cut off.

        

        Her mouth was sewn shut.

        

        Her limbs were bound.

        

        It would be no exaggeration to say she was in a situation where she merely breathed, with her free will as a human being extremely diminished.

        

        Even now, she was following Olivia and Royce only because Olivia had ordered her to follow.

        

        Having been unable to refuse countless tortures due to threats disguised as parental requests, perhaps there was no request she could refuse.

        

        If told to die, she could do that too.

        

        In fact, Belita secretly wished for it in the depths of her heart.

        

        Would the order to die ever come?

        

        Finally.

        

        She could die.

        

        Belita wasn't living because she wanted to live.

        

        She was simply living because she had no reason to die.

        

        She had a survival instinct, but beyond that, a desire for destruction writhed inside her. Strangely enough, everything broken within Belita was what prevented her desire for destruction from taking over.

        

        If she hadn't been broken, the desire for destruction might never have emerged, but because she was broken, the curse of having to live as a saint prevented her from taking her own life.

        

        And despite everything, Belita Bright was a clergy member.

        

        Because she genuinely believed in God, she couldn't choose to end her own life.

        

        It wasn't that she hadn't tried, but she did feel a sense of resistance to it.

        

        "So how long are you planning to keep Belita with us? Alex will notice."

        

        "What about ambushing Alex when he comes to get Belita?"

        

        "Would he actually move his heavy behind to come get Belita?"

        

        "That's true. Come to think of it, does Belita know Alex's location?"

        

        "I wasn't told..."

        

        "This is really frustrating, ugh."

        

        "Ah, but."

        

        "But?"

        

        "Felix would probably know."

        

        "Felix?"

        

        "Prince Felix has come to Erkia?"

        

        Royce touched his neck with a "hmm."

        

        Come to think of it, Royce had joined the hero's party at Felix's request.

        

        At first, everyone disliked him for joining through the prince's connections, but he turned out to be more capable than expected and a good person who was easy to talk to, so he blended in quickly.

        

        And just as he was blending in, Olivia expelled him.

        

        Belita couldn't understand why he was expelled from the party.

        

        He had been attentive to Belita in that party, and his manner of speaking was gentle, which she liked.

        

        Olivia and Reina had cold and somewhat sharp ways of speaking that scared her, and while Alex's manner of speaking was gentle, the coldness in his eyes was impossible to ignore.

        

        But Royce's eyes and voice were both gentle, so she could feel somewhat comfortable around him.

        

        He probably treated Belita well out of a slight pity for her, seeing how young and timid she appeared, and noticing that there was no one else looking after her.

        

        Such pity might hurt the pride of some people, but Belita wasn't one of them, and she had no pride left to protect anyway, so she wasn't offended in the slightest.

        

      

      
        "Yes, Felix might know Alex's location."

        

        "Indeed, but if we approach Felix, we'll certainly be discovered."

        

        "Actually, Royce, I hate to ask this, but is that person on our side?"

        

        "..."

        

        Silence fell at Olivia's words.

        

        "From what I'm hearing, the Clifford family seems to have been complicit in that experiment. Lilith was originally frail and never participated in politics, but Felix is different, isn't he?"

        

        Of course, they could have hidden it from Felix if they wanted to.

        

        After all, the real power in the Clifford family was currently held by Cromwell, the king of the kingdom, so it wouldn't have been impossible if they wanted to do it.

        

        But rather than that, it would be wiser and less risky to bring Felix over to their side.

        

        "What do you think, Royce? I probably know less about Felix Clifford than you do."

        

        "I don't know that well either..."

        

        "That person."

        

        Royce let out a small sigh.

        

        "He's similar to Alex."

        

        "What? You mean..."

        

        "But I think we can consider him an ally."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "When I saw Prince Felix, I immediately thought he was similar to Alex. But there was a crucial difference, which is why I think we can trust him."

        

        "..."

        

        "I think it's unlikely that he would have approved of such experiments, and even less likely that he would have betrayed humanity. Of course, this is just my judgment as someone who has a personal relationship with him, so I might not be making an objective assessment. Please don't rely too much on my opinion."

        

        Emotions can unexpectedly sway people.

        

        Royce's assessment of Felix was entirely from Royce's perspective, so the possibility that he had interpreted things in the most favorable light couldn't be completely denied.

        

        "I'm not sure, but you're saying it's worth talking to him?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Then we'll go see him later. First, the head of the Courtney family."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        Belita scratched her cheek.

        

        "No, it's just that you seem to have changed a lot..."

        

        "..."

        

        "The Olivia I remember was a sharp person in many ways."

        

        She was so sharp that she seemed likely to cut not only those around her but herself as well.

        

        But now, Olivia didn't give off that impression as much.

        

        If anything, she seemed...

        

        Yes.

        

        Ordinary.

        

        She seemed like an ordinary person.

        

        She expressed joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure in such an ordinary way that she seemed like a completely different person from the Olivia that Belita remembered.

        

        "People change."

        

        "..."

        

        "You can change too."

        

        "I..."

        

        "I won't show you the way."

        

        "..."

        

        "I won't give you detailed orders like 'follow me' or 'do this' or 'do that.' You have to choose for yourself. What are those perfectly good legs for?"

        

        When I trembled slightly, Olivia stopped speaking, and eventually Royce stepped between Olivia and Belita.

        

        "Emotions give power to our expressions of sincerity toward each other, but sometimes they become blades that wound each other. Livia, you know what I mean?"

        

      

      
        "...I know. ...Belita."

        

        Slowly, Olivia approached and took Belita's hand.

        

        It was so warm that Belita trembled momentarily.

        

        "Your life of about 15 years has had no light, but you have many days ahead of you. It would be a waste of your remaining life to dwell in 15 years of tragedy, wouldn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Your 15 years were tainted by others' desires and selfishness and died. You have to start over from here. You can't completely remove the sticky, muddy filth of the past."

        

        Olivia wore a slightly sad expression.

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        "You don't have to. You might not understand now, but just remember this. Wishing for death is not right, and if you judge that there is no value if you're not in that place... that's wrong."

        

        Who was that message for?

        

        It was clearly directed at Belita, but in Olivia's eyes, it seemed as if she was seeing someone else besides Belita.

        

        "Have you ever been kind to Belita, not the Saint?"

        

        "..."

        

        "...Someone once asked me if I had ever been kind to Olivia, not the Hero. I couldn't remember, and you probably can't either."

        

        "..."

        

        "Consumed by our roles as Hero and Saint, we forgot who we were. We need to remember who we are, and Belita... you need to learn how to choose your own path."

        

        Silence followed.

        

        Belita could only watch Olivia's back, unable to say anything.

        

        "If you don't, you'll never see the light until the moment you die."

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        "To summarize."

        

        Royce smiled.

        

        "It could be summarized as 'love yourself.'"

        

        "That's too simplified."

        

        "But it's true, isn't it?"

        

        "Love?"

        

        Royce looked at the dumbfounded Belita and said:

        

        "I give you life, so love one another. As I have loved you, so you should love one another."

        

        "Those are the Goddess's words."

        

        "Someone who cannot even love themselves cannot love another, and someone who praises another can see that person's virtues through that praise. What are Belita's virtues?"

        

        "I... don't know, I've never thought about it. Just, doing what people... want me to do, I suppose that's what you'd call virtue?"

        

        "Then you need to find it now."

        

        His somehow calm voice seemed to echo in her ears.

        

        "Your virtue."

        

        "..."

        

        After walking in silence, Belita stopped.

        

        "It's over there. The head of the Courtney family should be there."

        

        "It does look quite high-class."

        

        "Well, that's to be expected."

        

        "But how do we get in? There must be security? We should have had Sylphie with us..."

        

        "That's why I said we should wait for Titania."

        

        "We don't know how the situation might change, Royce. Any good ideas?"

        

        "..."

        

        Royce looked at the building for a moment and said:

        

        "Shall we use a somewhat primitive method to get in?"

        

        "Should we break in?"

        

        "Not that primitive..."
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        "I opened it."

        

        "What's primitive about it?"

        

        "The somewhat illegal means is what's primitive."

        

        "That's ridiculous."

        

        I thought when Lois mentioned using primitive means, she would choose some violent method involving breaking things.

        

        But thinking about it, Lois wasn't me, so it didn't seem likely she'd choose such violent methods.

        

        She chose to transfer her spirit's power to the inside of the window, materialize it on the opposite side, and open the door.

        

        "That's amazing. I've heard that spirit mages can use something like penetration magic to pass through walls and such because they manipulate nature..."

        

        Belita exclaimed with her mouth open in admiration.

        

        "To think you could make it so thin and exert physical force from the inside—spirit mages are already a rare profession, but with this level of skill, there must be very few."

        

        "In terms of core ability, Belita is superior to me, so you should be capable of it too."

        

        "I-I... hehe, most of my core is focused on healing. As Olivia knows, my attack capabilities aren't very high."

        

        "No, they're sufficient. You could take down most monsters, couldn't you?"

        

        Of course, her attacks might not work against masters who have honed their weapons to the extreme, but Belita was a healing specialist to begin with.

        

        What's the point of criticizing someone specialized in healing for not being good at attacking?

        

        Belita's value shines not only during battle but especially after it ends.

        

        Treating the injured and those with physical ailments was important, and it often determined the outcome of a fight. After all, you couldn't call it a victory if you won at the cost of numerous casualties.

        

        In reality, no matter how strong I was, people would still get injured or severely wounded, which made Belita's presence essential.

        

        Without Belita, countless lives would have been lost.

        

        I was good at cutting down enemies, but I had no skill in saving those who were already dying.

        

        "So which room is it?"

        

        "Room 303."

        

        "That one over there."

        

        "But this door is locked too. Couldn't we just open the window inside the room?"

        

        "That side faces the street. What would people think if they saw someone opening a window where everyone could see?"

        

        "Window cleaner?"

        

        "I sometimes really wonder what Livia would have done if she hadn't become a hero."

        

        "Your wife?"

        

        "Then I guess being a hero now isn't suitable."

        

        "What!? That's not what I meant!"

        

        "Um... staff might come by, so please keep it down..."

        

        "Ah, I know...! Lois, what about this door?"

        

        It seemed a bit more challenging than the window earlier.

        

        Lois approached the door and said:

        

        "It'll take longer than the window, so keep watch around... Hm?"

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "It's open."

        

        Lois grabbed the doorknob and turned it, and it rotated naturally.

        

        Was it not locked?

        

        "Is no one inside?"

        

        "If they went out, wouldn't they have locked the door even more carefully?"

        

        "Is this head of the Courtney family perhaps careless?"

        

        Since Belita said she knew the head of the Courtney family, I thought she would know what kind of person they were, so I asked. Belita tilted her head.

        

        "No, he's a diligent person befitting his position as family head. In fact, the Courtney family often serves as judges in trials when crimes occur."

        

      

      
        "Ah, that's right, you mentioned they were in the legal field. Then what's going on?"

        

        "Shall we go in?"

        

        "Should we, um, knock first?"

        

        "You're quite conscientious for someone already breaking and entering."

        

        "Even if you break the law, you should maintain courtesy between people."

        

        "That's a statement easily prone to misinterpretation. I'll open it now."

        

        With a creak, Lois carefully opened the door.

        

        I felt goosebumps on my skin and instinctively grabbed my holy sword.

        

        There was a foul smell.

        

        That smell that assaulted my nostrils as soon as the door opened was enough to put me on instinctive alert, and shortly after my vigilance heightened, Lois also significantly raised her guard.

        

        As the door opened fully and we saw the scene, Belita's eyes widened and her face turned deathly pale.

        

        "L-Lord William!!"

        

        The head of the Courtney family, William Courtney, was lying on the floor in a pool of blood.

        

        "...What."

        

        "...!"

        

        For a moment, both Lois and I were stunned, but Lois quickly slapped her own cheek hard and rushed to check William's condition.

        

        "I-I can heal him! I can heal—"

        

        "No, it's too late."

        

        "What?"

        

        "He's already..."

        

        "..."

        

        He wasn't breathing.

        

        Lois reached out to the face of the man who had already died, William, and closed his eyes that were open in a pitiful state.

        

        "This can't be... L-Lord William..."

        

        Belita staggered.

        

        "Belita, calm down!"

        

        "Ah... L-Lord William? No, right? No, I can heal... I'll heal him, I'll heal him..."

        

        Belita's condition deteriorated rapidly.

        

        Her breathing became rough, her face turned deathly pale, and her pupils trembled as if there was an earthquake.

        

        But not only that, magical power was flowing out of her body. It was a kind of runaway that occurs when someone who can't properly control their magical power becomes emotional.

        

        Come to think of it, she was forcibly awakened by the spirit core, so there was no way she could handle that magical power stably.

        

        Even Lois had said that if she used too much, she couldn't control it properly and would go berserk, so this experiment was definitely far from stable.

        

        "Livia! Knock her out!"

        

        "...Got it!"

        

        Thwack!

        

        I quickly moved behind Belita and struck the back of her neck hard.

        

        With the sound of impact, Belita instantly lost consciousness and was about to collapse, but I caught her with one hand and lifted her up.

        

        "That was dangerous, she almost went berserk..."

        

        That magical power just now.

        

        If she had gone berserk, this entire area might have been blown away.

        

        Usually, those who can't properly handle magical power receive some correction during childhood, so I had never seen someone with such powerful magic who couldn't control it properly.

        

        No matter how talented someone is, magical power needs to be continuously trained and developed, so it's natural that even talented individuals don't have much magical power in their childhood.

        

        It wasn't normal for 15-year-old Belita to have this much magical power.

        

        It's somewhat similar to muscles in a way.

        

      

      
        Around the age of 30 tends to be the prime for magical power, and after that it declines. Even maintaining the magical power of your 30s is considered diligent.

        

        "Lois, how is it?"

        

        "His neck was taken out in one strike. It must have been a surprise attack."

        

        "Indeed, looking at how clean the room is, that seems likely."

        

        Was he killed with a single slash to the neck without even being able to resist?

        

        "Judging by his trained body, he doesn't seem to have been unskilled. Plus, this cut mark... it looks like a blade made of magical power."

        

        "A blade made of magical power? Could it be a mage? Or an assassin?"

        

        We humans basically find it difficult to materialize magical power into physical form.

        

        You can create a magical blade with magic, but it's temporary, and it's impossible to make it into a weapon you can hold and carry around.

        

        Or to be more precise, it is possible, but it's literally just for surprise attacks and not useful in actual combat.

        

        The efficiency is too poor.

        

        It's better to just carry a weapon, which is why this method is typically used by assassins.

        

        Assassins have a lower survival rate once they're discovered, so they operate on the premise of not being detected. That's why it's good to temporarily materialize a dagger with magical power for a surprise attack.

        

        They can quickly create a weapon and then erase what would otherwise be evidence, which is why assassins use this method quite frequently.

        

        But as I said, once it comes to actual combat, the magical efficiency is poor and it consumes a lot of concentration, so it's not a preferred combat method.

        

        But occasionally, there are crazy people who fight with this technique. The world is vast, and there are always people who choose to take the road less traveled rather than the main path.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Lois?"

        

        "It's likely the work of a monster."

        

        "What are you saying? This is Erkia... Wait a moment."

        

        There's Alex.

        

        Even if there's a barrier protecting the city, it ultimately only serves to prevent things outside from coming in, so if something somehow gets inside, the barrier becomes ineffective.

        

        "If this is the work of a monster, it would conversely prove that William Courtney did not betray humanity. Whether he was a good person from the beginning or was involved in bad deeds and tried to betray them when things got too extreme, we can't know..."

        

        "..."

        

        The problem is Belita.

        

        Her benefactor and second father, or perhaps just her father figure, was assassinated without even knowing the proper reason.

        

        I managed to put her to sleep just now, but I didn't know what to say to her when she woke up.

        

        I looked at Belita.

        

        Oh God.

        

        Not just powerful beings like goddesses or death gods who were simply born stronger than us, but a truly transcendental and omnipotent God.

        

        Why do you give such trials to such a young child?

        

        Are you punishing me now for the sin of betraying you?

        

        Then please withdraw that punishment.

        

        The cross of sin may be forever engraved on my back, but please don't take away this child's future, I beg you.

        

        'Footsteps...!'

        

        I heard footsteps.

        

        "Lois, someone's coming."

        

        "It would be dangerous if we're caught."

        

        "We'd be screwed."

        

        "Let's use prettier language, please. Words are mirrors reflecting one's mind."

        

        "The situation isn't pretty. Anyway, let's go. It's dangerous if we're caught here."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Lois seemed to have obtained something, quickly putting it in her pocket as she ran.

        

        I watched her and ran while carrying Belita.
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        "It's good that you're back, but what are you going to do?"

        

        Livia laid Belita back down on the bed.

        

        How many times would Belita faint today? And in such short intervals, too.

        

        I set up another silence barrier in the room while taking out the item I had retrieved from William earlier from my pocket.

        

        "What's this?"

        

        "It's what Lord William was holding in his clenched fist."

        

        "It's extremely thin, but it looks familiar somehow."

        

        "It's probably a dragonkin scale."

        

        "I see... Wait, dragonkin?"

        

        William must have sensed his impending death the moment he was attacked and his throat was pierced.

        

        Perhaps he already knew he might die.

        

        "Could the assassin be a dragonkin? And he got a scale from that dragonkin...!"

        

        "If that were the case, the opponent would have noticed, no matter what."

        

        "That's true. Then what happened?"

        

        "Lord William probably knew he was going to die, and if someone was going to kill him, he likely knew who it would be."

        

        "..."

        

        "In fact, he had several different items prepared in his inner pocket."

        

        What I had found were emblems of House Reynolds and House Bright, as well as a small crown ornament symbolizing the king.

        

        William must have been certain of his death when his throat was stabbed, and he identified his killer.

        

        Then he died clutching the appropriate item he had prepared in advance.

        

        Since he hadn't stolen it from his opponent but had prepared for his death beforehand, even an assassin might not have anticipated this, and as a result, William left evidence at the cost of his life.

        

        "If he left evidence, does that mean William was a good person? He made it possible for someone who knows the situation to see this and reach the truth."

        

        "...Well, perhaps he was betrayed and prepared this out of anger, knowing he might be discarded after being used."

        

        "That's possible too."

        

        "But... William Courtney was known for being fair in court. We can only hope he was the person his reputation suggested."

        

        "He really only knew the law and didn't understand society well..."

        

        "It seems so."

        

        Perhaps if he had prepared more thoroughly, he might have survived, but maybe this was the best William could do.

        

        Perhaps there was a kind of resignation mixed in—the belief that if the other side wanted him dead, he would die no matter what he prepared.

        

        If I had gone to meet him a little earlier, he might have become a reliable ally, but he had already left the unpredictable stage of life and could never return.

        

        "Besides, looking at the items there—House Reynolds, House Bright, and the crown—they're all connected to that experiment."

        

        "...Are the dragonkin involved in that experiment too?"

        

        "I'm not sure. There's no evidence, but it certainly makes sense to think so."

        

        The Human Alliance consists of humans, elves, beastkin, dwarves, and dragonkin.

        

        Among them, the dragonkin were once so violent they were called "sociable monsters." But the one called the Current King of the dragonkin minimized those instincts and joined hands with humans.

        

        That's how the dragonkin entered the Human Alliance, but naturally, after the Current King died, conflicts large and small continued to arise.

        

        To put it more extremely, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that anything that could shake the Human Alliance would come from the dragonkin.

        

        "Sigh... What do we do now?"

        

        "Personally, I think it would be best to wait for Titania to return and report this."

        

        "I agree. At least finding out something about the dragonkin is good news, but it seems we've lost more than we've gained."

        

        "..."

        

        "If only we had gone a little earlier..."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "I know, there's no point in thinking about what's already too late. The real problem is..."

        

        Livia naturally looked at Belita, who was lying unconscious.

        

        "What should we really do with her?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Her parents aren't like parents at all, the person who acted as her parent was assassinated, her life has been a series of experiments, and everyone around her only thinks about using her. Even worse, she knows that the end of that exploitation means she'll be discarded and killed."

        

        She even wished for that end to come.

        

        The final moment.

        

        Death.

        

        She was waiting for it to come to her neck. For a girl who couldn't choose anything, there was nothing she could do but wait for peace to come.

        

        "Well, life really sucks."

        

        "..."

        

        That was true.

        

        There wasn't much we could do for her.

        

        It was hard to think this could be fixed in a day or two, and it might take twice as long to undo all the suffering she had endured for about 15 years.

        

        Even the smallest wound, if not properly treated, would linger for a long time.

        

      

      
        If you don't properly face and heal the wounds in your heart, they create wrinkles that remain as scars in your heart even when you're about to die.

        

        "Anyway..."

        

        Livia was speaking when her eyes suddenly widened, and she immediately stretched out her hand.

        

        Crash!!

        

        As the window shattered, a dagger flew toward Belita, and Livia caught the dagger aimed at her.

        

        "An ambush...!"

        

        Could they have been following us since William?

        

        Livia gritted her teeth and grabbed a sword.

        

        "Royce, take care of Belita!"

        

        "We can't be too conspicuous!"

        

        "I know!"

        

        It was possible they had followed us.

        

        If they had happened to see us, it wouldn't be strange for them to follow.

        

        But with me and Livia here, why target Belita specifically?

        

        Normally, they would target me or Livia.

        

        Why specifically target Belita?

        

        "Ah, ugh."

        

        "Belita?"

        

        There was a whooshing sound as magical power surged.

        

        'Is she unconsciously releasing magical power?'

        

        I took a deep breath.

        

        "You really were a gem after all."

        

        If I didn't calm this down, not only would the entire area be blown away, but Belita's life would also be in danger.

        

        I had to calm her somehow.

        

        No choice.

        

        "Spirit Unity."

        

        The magical power in my body swelled greatly.

        

        I found the core in the collapsed Belita.

        

        "These crazy bastards... They even split the core into three parts?"

        

        They had divided the core into three parts and inserted them into both arms and the heart.

        

        By doing this, even if one core had a problem, the remaining cores would automatically repair it.

        

        No joke, at this point, I wondered if she would even die from having her head blown off.

        

        But placing them all in areas that activate magical power meant Belita's magic would be excessively used 24 hours a day without rest, which would lead to a burden on her.

        

        She must have periodically suffered from severe pain, and it was best to assume that her lifespan had already been affected.

        

        "What do you people think human life is? ...Alex, how far do you have to go before you're satisfied?"

        

        How many people did you kill to achieve this level of perfection?

        

        "..."

        

        No, I need to clear my mind of distractions now.

        

        First, I need to save her.

        

        ***

        

        I ran quickly.

        

        I had already pinpointed the location from where the dagger had been thrown.

        

        I sprinted at full speed across the rooftops.

        

        There were ordinary people around, but they would have difficulty seeing my current speed.

        

        And after a few seconds...

        

        I spotted a trio of masked figures fleeing.

        

        Despite having thrown the dagger, they were quite far away.

        

        Whether they had fled quickly or used some technique to snipe with a dagger from a long distance, it was clear they were quite skilled.

        

        As I swung my sword, one of the masked figures quickly blocked my attack.

        

        Boom!! With a loud sound, two of the masked trio quickly retreated in surprise, while the one who blocked my attack concentrated all their strength in both hands, gritting their teeth as they held off my attack.

        

        "Three of you, huh."

        

        "..."

        

        "I can kill two of you, right?"

        

        "Y-you bastard!"

        

        Of course, it's a bluff.

        

        I don't intend to kill them right now, but this should make them nervous.

        

        Sorry, but I don't plan to let any of them escape.

        

        "Did you kill William Courtney? You, the one in the middle. The one who blocked my attack. You're skilled. You use that skill to go around assassinating people? How impressive."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        "Don't like conversation? That's fine, I don't like it either."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "If you raise both hands and surrender right now, it won't be troublesome for either of us. This is my last act of kindness, so..."

        

        Thwack!

        

        Once again, a dagger was thrown, precisely aimed at my head.

        

        "You talk too much, one-armed swordsman. That's why you die."

        

        "...That's why."

        

        "What?"

        

        I had blocked the thrown dagger with my mouth.

        

        Did they think I couldn't defend because I'm missing an arm, and I'm holding a sword with my remaining arm?

        

        That would make sense logically.

        

        But if logic applied to me, I wouldn't be a hero.

        

        Or rather, I couldn't be.

        

        "Ptooey. Ugh. The iron taste is strong."

        

        "She blocked the dagger with her teeth?"

        

        "W-what is this woman!"

        

        Right now, I was wearing Royce's perception-hindering cloak, and my hair was dyed black, so they didn't seem to recognize me.

        

        Besides, even if they knew my name, quite a few people might not know my face, so they might not recognize me unless I drew the holy sword here.

        

        "Hey, you in the middle."

        

        "...What?"

        

        "You're pretty skilled. I'll just disable your legs. Got it?"

        

        "What?"

        

        Slash!!

        

        The opponent couldn't react.

        

        I struck down the two on either side, knocking them unconscious.

        

        Then I stabbed the leg of the one in the middle. With a crunch, the assassin fell forward, and the other two collapsed forward without being able to do anything.

        

        "Argh...!"

        

        Crunch!!

        

        I stomped on his head with my foot.

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        "Shh, there are still people around. ...It's not good for children's mental health to hear screams of agony. Let's keep quiet."

        

        If you don't want to lose your voice completely, you'd better behave.

        

        "..."

        

        "Don't resist, don't try to escape. Follow my instructions obediently. Then I can treat your wounds."

        

        "..."

        

        "Did you think I was soft just now?"

        

        "N-no. I didn't think that."

        

        Why do assassins always have communication problems?

        

        I shouldn't be the one to talk, but still.

        

        "If you don't keep your word, your fingers and toes will disappear one by one."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'm definitely weak when it comes to people I need to protect. For example, if the families of people I couldn't save get angry at me, I can accept that calmly."

        

        Some say it's wrong for their anger to be directed at me, but it's difficult to expect such rationality from people who have lost family members.

        

        And in reality, it was true that as a hero, I failed to save them.

        

        "But you and those two collapsed beside you aren't within my protection right now."

        

        "...I, I understand. I'll comply."

        

        "Good, that's how it should be. I don't want blood on my sword either, so behave. ...Now, let me see that face."

        

        I put away my sword and roughly pulled off the assassin's mask.

        

        The facial features suddenly began to change.

        

        Wait, was this not just a mask to hide the face but a magical item?

        

        The perception-hindering cloak I'm wearing now is the same type of item.

        

        I frowned as I looked at the assassin's face.

        

        "Dragonkin..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Wow, really."

        

        I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

        

        "The evidence just walked right into our hands?"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.103The City of Water, Erchia - 11

      
        When a spirit's core goes berserk, it accelerates the circulation of magical power in the body.

        

        While magical power is naturally meant to circulate through the body—which isn't inherently bad—it becomes problematic when the circulation becomes too rapid.

        

        The circulation should match one's physical capacity, but if it occurs excessively and too quickly, it becomes life-threatening.

        

        Belita's body was already in a precarious state, having forcibly activated her core.

        

        'I should... I should have noticed when I was with the hero's party.'

        

        It wasn't something easily noticeable from outward appearance, but if I had paid more careful attention, I might have recognized Belita's condition.

        

        No, perhaps her condition had worsened recently, but I couldn't shake off this feeling of guilt.

        

        Pushing aside distracting thoughts, I tried to forcibly cut off the core's magical power to somehow calm the circulation.

        

        Temporarily severing the magical power can restore normal circulation. However, doing this could put strain on Belita's body.

        

        Still, that's far better than death.

        

        If left unchecked, Belita would die.

        

        Not only that, but she would take this entire area with her, so despite the physical pain it would cause, calming the magical power was the right choice.

        

        'The magical power... I'll have to use my core for this.'

        

        My body would suffer intense pain too, but what choice did I have?

        

        Saving a life comes first.

        

        With a crackling sound, the magical power took form and swelled greatly. One mistake and I could die too.

        

        That fact stirred a slight fear within me, but then I remembered—

        

        The battles with the World Tree spirit where I nearly died.

        

        Thinking about that, I realized this was nothing new, and I quickly shared my magical power with Belita's core. I had to do it slowly, but not too slowly, and with absolute precision.

        

        Even the slightest deviation would be dangerous.

        

        I could almost hear the sound of magical power moving with a soft rustle.

        

        "..."

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        'The tripartite core is functioning properly. I thought it would be operating 24 hours a day, but at this level, the usual burden must have been considerable.'

        

        Just while talking with me and Livia, she must have been hearing all sorts of strange noises in her head due to this burden.

        

        It would have been beyond mere tinnitus—more like full-blown auditory hallucinations—and maintaining sanity in such a situation was remarkable.

        

        I was surprised that a child who should have been mentally dead by all rights was still somehow alive.

        

        I found myself wondering, just a little, which outcome would be better for Belita.

        

        She had lost everything.

        

        She had only suffered.

        

        She had become a sinner who stained her hands.

        

        She no longer bore the mark of a saint.

        

        If all the facts were revealed to the world, even if Belita herself deserved sympathy, the world would never forgive her.

        

        But there's a saying: "Life comes before everything else."

        

        Whatever happens, one must be alive to see better days.

        

        Above all...

        

        'Her magical power is resonating with mine.'

        

        I took Belita's hand.

        

        "You want to live, don't you? Right? You're only fifteen. If your days of suffering have been too painful, then your future days should be happy. For that to happen, you must live. Right?"

        

        Even if there are still matters requiring accountability, there will surely be days to live after resolving them.

        

        Wouldn't life be too unfair if you don't find happiness equal to your suffering?

        

        This young girl.

        

        She shouldn't think the world is so painful that she'd rather die.

        

        She shouldn't blame herself and cry when she can't even blame others.

        

        You need to live.

        

        Live to take responsibility, and then you must find happiness.

        

      

      
        "Fa... father..."

        

        "..."

        

        She looked at me with vacant eyes.

        

        Are you still calling that person "father"—someone who doesn't deserve to be called a father after breaking you like this?

        

        Perhaps you don't even have the option to hate someone.

        

        The emotion of hatred was suppressed.

        

        Because in your circumstances, if you hadn't suppressed the feeling of hatred, you would have gone mad from the pain.

        

        You probably couldn't accept the fact that you were in an environment where you should hate and resent someone.

        

        "I thought... you were father... Of course you're not... He never... held my hand... not even once..."

        

        "..."

        

        I gritted my teeth.

        

        It had been a long time since I wanted to hit someone this badly.

        

        This child doesn't hold hope.

        

        She doesn't even despair at the world. She can't even despair.

        

        She doesn't wish for anything.

        

        Has no emotion emerged in this small girl living like that?

        

        What was he thinking while watching his daughter crying, bleeding, and suffering?

        

        Did he feel no pain in his heart while conducting such experiments?

        

        "Mr. William..."

        

        At that single murmur through her tears, I couldn't say anything.

        

        I just calmed the magical power.

        

        "It's as if the world wishes for your death, giving you such a cruel fate."

        

        Like Livia, if there truly were an omnipotent god in this world, why would they give such trials to this child?

        

        It's too cruel.

        

        Too harsh.

        

        "But please, live."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even if recalling these memories will never bring a smile and can never be easily digested... I hope you can look to the future rather than the past."

        

        The light faded in an instant.

        

        It was calming down.

        

        Tears were flowing from her vacant eyes.

        

        "Th-thank you..."

        

        Belita murmured, perhaps because I was holding her hand.

        

        I wanted to take this child away from this village.

        

        It seemed she needed treatment somewhere peaceful. Treatment wasn't just for the body but also for the mind.

        

        "Oh my, what happened here?"

        

        "Why are you casually carrying three dragonkin with one hand?"

        

        "Wow, these guys were even wearing masks to hide their faces. I thought they were human, but when I removed the masks, they turned out to be dragonkin."

        

        "They were trying not to be recognized even if someone saw them."

        

        "So what happened?"

        

        "Belita's magical power went berserk, so I calmed it down."

        

        A dull pain spread through my chest.

        

        This will last for a while.

        

        But I saved a life, so it's worth it.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Why is one of them in such bad shape with his leg?"

        

        "This one seemed skilled. Unlike the other two, restraint alone wouldn't be enough."

        

        "I see."

        

      

      
        At my gesture, water appeared around the dragonkin Livia had brought, effortlessly restraining them.

        

        "A-are you a spirit mage?"

        

        "What, you picked a fight without knowing that? It seems you don't know who Livia is either."

        

        "..."

        

        "Then your target was Belita, right? Your first sneak attack was aimed at her too."

        

        Checking the thrown dagger, I found it was coated with poison.

        

        Considering Belita's physical condition, I didn't think it would kill her, but that was just a "might not die" scenario. Given her unstable condition, there was no guarantee that healing or detoxification would function normally 24 hours a day.

        

        "Huh, ignoring me and Royce to target Belita."

        

        "I'm curious about the reason. Outwardly, she was Alex's colleague... Wait a moment."

        

        "..."

        

        "Hey, Mr. Assassin."

        

        "..."

        

        "Does silence give us answers? Answer properly. Feel free to stay silent if you're okay with losing your fingers and toes."

        

        "Y-you amateurs don't even know how to torture..."

        

        "That's why I'm saying this—our methods are crude. What if you get roughly cut and it doesn't heal properly later? Or should we ask Belita, whom you tried to kill, to regenerate them for you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "The dragonkin and Alex are allies, but apparently not very solid ones. I'm guessing the dragonkin are plotting something too."

        

        "Y-you're talking nonsense..."

        

        Let me give an example.

        

        Alex and the dragonkin have a temporary cooperative relationship, but it's not based on trust—they're using each other to achieve their own goals. In that process, the dragonkin decided Belita was troublesome.

        

        After all, her overwhelming healing ability.

        

        The power to even regenerate.

        

        Plus, the ability to create barriers around her if she wanted—an overwhelming support capability.

        

        There's a saying that when facing enemies, kill the clerics first.

        

        By killing clerics first, the opponent's ability to heal, cure, or detoxify becomes difficult, leaving them with only one chance.

        

        Conversely, if clerics survive longer, they can heal the injured or somehow remove poisons and curses, turning what could be a quick defeat into a prolonged battle, increasing the possibility of defeat.

        

        "Your high-quality clothes... and weapons are not cheap either. You're clearly not just some random thugs but have backing, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "And this mask that changes facial features—such magical items aren't cheap at all."

        

        "..."

        

        "Is there a dragonkin noble behind this? Or perhaps the dragonkin king?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You're staying silent. Well, fine. What matters is that we now have questions for the dragonkin too. We're already busy dealing with Alex, you know? It's too much of a headache to deal with the dragonkin as well."

        

        "What are you going to do with us?"

        

        "Hand you over to the appropriate authorities."

        

        "What?"

        

        "What's going on here?"

        

        "Oh, perfect timing!"

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        The figure who opened the door and entered frowned at the scene.

        

        "An unconscious saint, restrained dragonkin—how should I interpret this situation?"

        

        "Titania, welcome."

        

        I had already arranged for someone to direct Titania to our room when she returned.

        

        "To summarize what happened: William Courtney was assassinated, the perpetrators are presumed to be dragonkin, and it seems that not only Alex but also the dragonkin are plotting something in Erkia. There's a high possibility that the dragonkin king is preparing something unpleasant."

        

        "Good summary."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania momentarily looked dizzy, then said:

        

        "Instead of a summary, could you explain in more detail?"
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        "Indeed, I understand the situation."

        

        Titania nodded as she spoke after hearing our information.

        

        Though even Titania couldn't hide her bewilderment at the absurd situation, the way she quickly regained her composure seemed to reveal why she had been able to govern a country for so long.

        

        Titania approached the fallen dragonkin and said:

        

        "It might be difficult to prove William Courtney's assassination without securing testimony from these individuals, but at the very least, we can certainly establish the attack against you. It would be best to proceed from that angle."

        

        "If possible, Livia and I would prefer not to draw attention to ourselves."

        

        "I understand. We could say they were attempting to attack humanity... or perhaps they were trying to attack the Saint. That would be most appropriate. The problem is..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "If I were the one who orchestrated this assassination plan, I wouldn't have executed it so foolishly."

        

        "..."

        

        "While it's best if war doesn't break out at all, the wisest war strategy is to make the opponent strike first. And there's hardly a more ideal scenario than making the opponent believe their attack came from somewhere else rather than from us."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        As Livia tilted her head in confusion, I spoke up:

        

        "In other words, William Courtney wasn't just assassinated—there was a designated scapegoat meant to be identified as his assassin."

        

        "We can't know who that scapegoat is, but Belita was probably also ordered to be eliminated if possible."

        

        "Well, killing priests first is basic strategy. Especially a powerful priest like Belita would be a primary target for elimination."

        

        This was simple logic that even monsters understood.

        

        The reputation of adventurers or knight orders is often determined by how long their priests survive. Even without major achievements, groups where priests survive for a long time tend to be well-regarded and considered excellent.

        

        However, unless they had exceptionally high achievements, parties that frequently let their priests die would inevitably have a bad reputation regardless of what else they did.

        

        Knight orders in particular, being formed to protect people, would face criticism along the lines of "how can you protect others when you can't even protect your own priests?"

        

        Of course, battles always had exceptions, and priests didn't necessarily always survive.

        

        Above all, as mentioned, since enemies also prioritize targeting priests, their mortality rate was certainly somewhat higher than other professions.

        

        Conversely, there were cases where focusing solely on killing the priest led to predictable movements and defeat, or instances where killing the priest still resulted in total annihilation, even when skill levels were otherwise equal.

        

        "What about Sylphie and Lilith?"

        

        "They said they were going to meet Felix."

        

        "Did you send just the two of them?"

        

        "They didn't go because I sent them—they went on their own. While I was briefly distracted, they left only a small note. It said they were being considerate of an old person, and while I am indeed in a state deserving of consideration, it wasn't particularly pleasant."

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Anyway, I'll handle these dragonkin. So... what will you do with Saint Belita over there?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Ordinarily, her fate would be execution for the grave crime of assassinating the Hero and betraying humanity, or at the very least, aging in a dark underground prison where she would never again see sunlight."

        

        What Titania said was true.

        

        The law can be rather cold, not paying much attention to individual circumstances. And unfortunately, the more powerful one is, the warmer the law tends to become.

        

        "But you don't seem inclined to allow that."

        

        "This child was not protected by the world or the kingdom. A child who sees death itself as hope cannot distinguish anything, and her time stopped at age five when she underwent that cursed experiment or whatever it was. I cannot bring myself to punish her."

        

        "..."

        

        "Some legal punishment might be necessary, but that can be worked out after everything is over with my testimony. There's no direct evidence of her betraying humanity, and regarding the biggest issue—the Hero's assassination—I, as the Hero, will personally defend her."

        

        "Are you sure about this? Whatever the reason, the fact that you're in your current state is also partly due to that child over there."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia looked at Belita for a moment, then smiled.

        

        "Kids can be like that sometimes, you know."

        

        "...Hahah, hahahah! Don't you think that's too major an incident to dismiss so lightly?"

        

        "Well, if the victim is saying it's okay, isn't that enough? I'm not saying she shouldn't take responsibility, but taking away all her future in the name of judgment when she does take responsibility would be far too cruel."

        

        "If that's what you wish, I have nothing more to say. First, I'll deal with these dragonkin. As long as we can get their testimony, it doesn't matter how we handle it, right?"

        

        "Let's avoid killing them if possible."

        

        "Of course."

        

        When Titania snapped her fingers, the fallen dragonkin were lifted up.

        

        "I'll be away for a moment."

        

        "Understood."

        

        With that, Titania left with the dragonkin. Once again, only I, Livia, and the unconscious Belita remained in the room.

        

        "Phew."

        

        Livia, seemingly relieved of some tension, sat in a chair and let out a deep sigh.

        

        "Royce, I've decided."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I'm going to take responsibility for this one."

        

        "Hmm, tell me more."

      

      
        

        "I've always known the kingdom had some negative aspects. But I thought that was just an inevitable part of being a nation. I believed that evil naturally occurs in any group, and that taking others' benefits for the group's interests was sometimes unavoidable."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "But there's a limit. I can't accept if this child receives proper punishment."

        

        "I'm sure you can't."

        

        "Help me a bit, Royce."

        

        "...Why should I help?"

        

        "..."

        

        At my words, Livia smiled.

        

        "Since when do you need a reason to help someone?"

        

        "...Well, that's true."

        

        Clearly, in the past, when I helped Livia, there wasn't any particular reason either.

        

        It was just as Livia said now.

        

        Why do you need a reason to help someone? That was all there was to it.

        

        "Ugh, ungh."

        

        "She's waking up."

        

        "Her recovery ability is still amazing."

        

        "It's not necessarily a good thing. It feels more like she's borrowing from her future."

        

        If she doesn't know how to regulate the forcibly activated spirit core from the experiments, she'll likely have a short life at this rate.

        

        No, perhaps the experiments have already made it difficult for her to live long, but shouldn't she try to live even one day longer if possible?

        

        Is there really no way?

        

        Earlier, I momentarily stopped Belita's rampage by deactivating her core's activation.

        

        If that could somehow be done in everyday situations, it might be possible to forcibly deactivate the core. The forced activation itself was an abnormal state.

        

        Since the core being forcibly activated is abnormal, there must be a root cause.

        

        If that cause could somehow be addressed, it wouldn't be impossible to normalize Belita's core, deactivating it and only activating it when necessary.

        

        But it was difficult to do anything right now.

        

        Belita's physical condition needed to be thoroughly examined, and stability established before proceeding, otherwise her life would be at risk. It was essentially a kind of surgery.

        

        "Oh, Lady Livia..."

        

        "Yes, it's me. How much do you remember?"

        

        "..."

        

        Belita stared blankly at the ceiling.

        

        Then slowly sat up.

        

        "Lord William..."

        

        Livia's lower lip trembled, if only for a moment.

        

        "He's dead."

        

        "..."

        

        "Belita."

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I'm fine. I'm fine... I'm fine, I'm fine... I'm a Saint. No, I'm not a Saint, but I hold that position. I'll work properly. Yes, I'm a Saint. There's no problem."

        

        Belita muttered in a rapid tone while scratching her wrist.

        

        Even her breathing was unstable, and it was hard to consider her in any positive state.

        

        She was just repeating the word "fine" as if casting a spell on herself.

        

        It was a psychological defense mechanism.

        

        After years of abuse, accepting that her situation was terrible would make it impossible to live and endure, so Belita's mind was deceiving itself with the magical word "fine."

        

        She's not in the worst state.

        

        She's fine.

        

        There are many people more unfortunate than her, so she can't complain.

        

        She must be fine.

        

        She is fine.

        

        That's how she had protected herself.

        

        Somehow turning her eyes away from the pain that tormented her.

        

        "You're not fine."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia slowly approached Belita and took her hand.

        

        "Belita, you're not fine right now."

        

      

      
        "No, I am fine. Perfectly fine. I have many lives to save in the future. I, I have to obey. I shouldn't be sad. I wasn't ordered to do that."

        

        "Emotions can't be controlled by orders."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're not fine. Lives to save in the future? What are you talking about? You need to save yourself first."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        I decided to leave this to Livia.

        

        In many ways, Livia and Belita were similar in how they were consumed by their positions and only adopted attitudes fitting those positions.

        

        The difference was that Livia was active, while Belita was passive.

        

        And she was still too young to endure all that pain.

        

        It was something difficult even for a healthy adult to bear, yet she was shouldering it at such a young age. It couldn't be right to place all of that burden on such a young girl.

        

        "Come with me."

        

        "What?"

        

        "No one around you has ever told you that your life has value. They treated you not as a living being but as a tool, and even you yourself treat yourself as a tool. Just a tool that can think and speak."

        

        "..."

        

        "But I absolutely cannot stand that. I'll help you. Come with me. And just to be clear, I'm not asking you to choose—I'm ordering you to follow me."

        

        "Oh, really."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "You once said you wouldn't say anything and let me choose for myself..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, Livia's words do change with her mood sometimes."

        

        "Ah, you know that!"

        

        She seemed slightly embarrassed.

        

        "What is the value of living?"

        

        "I don't know."

        

        A direct answer.

        

        "Y-you don't know?"

        

        "I probably won't know until the moment I die. I don't know my own value either. At the moment when everything ends and we close our eyes, we'll learn what value our lives held. Until then, we're just fools running without knowing our value."

        

        "..."

        

        "You've lost too much and suffered too much. That's enough now. Take my hand. Come with me."

        

        "B-but."

        

        "You are human, Belita. Not a tool."

        

        Belita hesitates.

        

        Livia looked like she wanted to grab that hand forcefully out of animal instinct, but she already knew that wouldn't lead to a good outcome.

        

        Had she gained patience, or was it judgment based on experience?

        

        "Why are you helping me?"

        

        "Since when do you need a reason to help someone?"

        

        "Is it because you're the Hero?"

        

        "No."

        

        "..."

        

        "I, Olivia Reinhart, want to help you now! I don't want you to die like this! It's worse than an abused child soldier! I hate the idea of holding you responsible when your emotions and thoughts have been suppressed and you've only been used!"

        

        Oh, I whistled and smiled.

        

        Such honest and straightforward words.

        

        Perhaps they had such appeal precisely because they were sincere.

        

        How did Belita see such a Livia?

        

        "I—"

        

        "B-big trouble!"

        

        "Wha!! Perfect timing! Who is it!? No, Sylphie!? And Lilith too! Weren't you supposed to be meeting Prince Felix?"

        

        "W-we did go to meet him! Oh my! It's a disaster!"

        

        Their deathly pale faces suggested this wasn't positive news.

        

        "Felix has been arrested as William Courtney's assassin!"

        

        At those words, Livia's expression soured.

        

        "Seriously? They move like turtles when we ask for support for destroyed villages, but they're as fast as wolves or rabbits for this?"

        

        I sighed softly as I looked at Livia.

        

        "Didn't you know? Public officials are always fastest when doing shady business."

        

        That aside, Felix of all people?

        

        With everything going on, it would be more surprising and a tremendous plot twist if no major incident occurred in this Erkia.
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        "Geez, I thought they were planning something, but... I never imagined it would come to this."

        

        Felix muttered in disbelief from inside his prison cell.

        

        He had suspected they were plotting something unpleasant, but he never thought they would go so far as to assassinate the head of the Courtney family, one of the four noble houses, and then frame him for the crime.

        

        It was certainly Felix's mistake to assume it would merely be some kind of power struggle over interests.

        

        A metallic sound rang out. The handcuffs binding his hands were not only sturdy but also had the function of suppressing magical power, making it impossible for Felix to break free.

        

        Literally, someone like the hero Olivia Reinhart might be able to break them, but unfortunately, Felix didn't possess that level of strength.

        

        Though he had trained diligently, he had only ever practiced in the safety of the royal capital, and his practical experience wasn't particularly extensive.

        

        It wasn't that he had none at all, but compared to those who fought for their lives daily and made combat their livelihood, his experience was undeniably lacking.

        

        "Haaah."

        

        He sighed, leaning against the prison wall.

        

        News of William's assassination hadn't even reached Felix's ears yet. He had been quite shocked when he was arrested, accused of being the perpetrator of William's murder.

        

        In other words, the fact that they moved so quickly suggested that most of the influential powers were their allies. Whether they had become allies willingly or through some other means, Felix couldn't tell, but he could sense that many inexplicable things were happening here.

        

        'How troublesome.'

        

        Even thinking had become tiresome.

        

        "As I thought, this position doesn't suit me, Sister."

        

        He thought of his sister, Lilith.

        

        Though emotional at times, she was excellent and wise.

        

        Her instinctive choices were always correct, and she was like the sun itself.

        

        That's why Felix believed that if someone had to be king, Lilith would be better suited than himself.

        

        But Lilith herself had no such intention, and for various reasons, it was Felix, not Lilith, who was designated as the next ruler.

        

        Felix found it absurd.

        

        Anyone could see that Lilith would make a more suitable ruler.

        

        "..."

        

        Felix remembered.

        

        He recalled how the townspeople had recently begun calling him a good person, waving at him as he passed.

        

        A good person.

        A soft-hearted person.

        Kind.

        

        He had compassion, affection, benevolence, and justice.

        

        Because of this, unlike before, more people began to think that Felix would be more suitable as king than Lilith.

        

        Unlike before, Lilith's activities had become restricted, and she wasn't stepping forward as much, which was probably the biggest reason, but in any case, the public opinion of Felix had genuinely improved.

        

        'It was absurd.'

        

        Did they know what Felix was really thinking?

        

        Felix was merely trying to follow what Lilith had wanted to do.

        

        He was simply remembering and following what Lilith had said in their childhood about creating a better world.

        

        Lilith seemed to have forgotten the conversation they had back then, but for Felix, those words had shaped who he was today.

        

        But it was true that he was tired, and he had been thinking that it might not be so bad to just live as he pleased.

        

        -Aren't you tired?

        

        That was when it happened.

        

        He heard those words from a man who had coincidentally helped him.

        

        -How did you know?

        

      

      
        -I know someone like you. You must be tired, but considering how the world evaluates you now, you're doing admirably. You're truly fulfilling your duties excellently.

        

        -...

        

        The man had helped Felix and asked for nothing in return. He said he was about to leave, claiming he hadn't saved Felix knowing he was a prince.

        

        Every aspect of that brief encounter was intense for Felix.

        

        Having seen too many situations where politics seemed to rot one's brain, he had grown cynical toward many things. In such a state, witnessing kindness that expected no return was powerful, especially considering the man had risked his own life. A burning emotion welled up inside him.

        

        That's what Royce had said to Felix.

        

        For Felix, who had been on the verge of giving up on many things, it was quite an impactful encounter, and he could say it was the first time he had been so moved.

        

        Felix Clifford was fundamentally skeptical about everything.

        

        Unlike his past childlike innocence, as he matured, he began to calculate everything.

        

        'But the problem wasn't there.'

        

        As an adult and potential future king, being calculating and seeking benefits wasn't inherently wrong.

        

        The problem wasn't Felix's outward demeanor but what lay in his heart.

        

        Felix couldn't fully grasp the value of life.

        

        But he had been given a good environment.

        

        For Felix, who enjoyed reading, there were plenty of opportunities to read the Goddess's books and ordinary moral and ethical texts.

        

        Because of this, he could hide his heretical thoughts, which differed from others, and live without anyone discovering them.

        

        At this point, only two people had discovered Felix's true heart.

        

        One was Lilith.

        

        His sister had remarkably keen intuition, almost as if the future revealed itself to her.

        

        Even Lilith herself described it as just a "feeling," but it was so extraordinary that it was inevitable she would discover it.

        

        But he never thought he would be seen through by a man he met by chance.

        

        -Would you criticize me?

        

        -What? Why should I? Why would I criticize someone who is diligently fulfilling his duties?

        

        -...

        

        He was at a loss for words.

        

        Felix had an unpleasant disposition.

        

        Sometimes the sound of people laughing irritated him, and seeing people looking happy annoyed him even more.

        

        But he had been striving to see what Lilith had seen in their pure childhood, yet no matter how much time passed, there seemed to be no hope of seeing it.

        

        So, just as he was thinking of letting everything go, he met Royce, who not only saved Felix from danger but also asked for nothing in return.

        

        Even though knowing Felix was a prince would likely make him want something, Royce refused, saying he was fine as long as he could make a living.

        

        And even though he had figured out that Felix wasn't actually a good person, he didn't criticize him.

        

        While still calling him a good person.

        

        It was absurd.

        

        The fact that he called Felix a good person despite knowing his true nature.

        

        For the first time in a very long time, or perhaps for the first time ever, Felix shouted in anger.

        

        From Royce's perspective, it must have seemed like an absurd outburst, and he had no reason to hear such words.

        

        Felix childishly demanded to know what Royce knew about him, and Royce simply stood there and listened.

        

        He didn't argue back, didn't look bewildered; he just stood there, waiting for Felix to finish speaking.

        

        Despicable thoughts.

        Disliking the sight of people looking happy.

        Feeling irritated to the point of hatred when seeing fools who believed he was a good person.

        

      

      
        He spilled it all out.

        

        He shouldn't have.

        

        He should have responded calmly, but all the frustration that had built up over time burst forth.

        

        He thought Royce would kill him, or even if he didn't, Felix would be socially ruined. Would Lilith become the ruler then? He was thinking that might be better, when Royce spoke:

        

        -Everyone has ugly thoughts inside them. You're normal.

        

        -...

        

        -It might be a bit extreme, but within the range of normalcy, a "perfectly normal person" who doesn't deviate at all doesn't exist. Strangely, it's because we have parts that aren't normal that we are normal.

        

        -You're saying I'm normal?

        

        -You're a prince, so you're not ordinary. But... you've felt ashamed of those thoughts and lived normally. You've understood evil as evil, acknowledged it as your nature, and come this far.

        

        -...

        

        -If I don't find that remarkable, what else would I call it? Prince Felix, you are a good person. After all, you've never truly listened to the whispers of evil in your heart.

        

        "Truly, it's absurd."

        

        Just that brief conversation.

        

        Being saved by Royce without asking, pouring out all his feelings—whether it was inferiority or something else—to a commoner, and even being comforted.

        

        As those heightened emotions settled down, he felt so embarrassed he wanted to die, and he couldn't believe what he had said to someone he had just met that day.

        

        Anyway, he felt somewhat lighter afterward.

        

        He just considered it the kind of anguish that normal people experience.

        

        He thought that even if he had unusual or strange worries, everyone could have such uncommon concerns or anguish.

        

        He didn't know if that was really true, but thinking that way made him feel more at ease.

        

        And he had recommended Royce for the hero's party.

        

        As a spirit mage, he had ability, and Felix believed he would provide rationality to the hero's party.

        

        He never thought Royce would be expelled after just half a year.

        

        Olivia Reinhart had turned out to be more of a ruffian than he had imagined.

        

        Or rather, she was more like a child struggling under the curse of her father's shadow.

        

        "Haah... what do I do now?"

        

        He couldn't get out.

        

        And honestly, he didn't feel like making the effort.

        

        It seemed unlikely anyone would rescue him, as everyone had apparently sided with the other faction after assessing the situation.

        

        Even if there were still people supporting Felix, no one would be foolish enough to try to rescue him from such a prison.

        

        "Oh, it really broke through!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        A sound came from the ceiling.

        

        With a loud boom, a hole opened in the ceiling, and someone fell through.

        

        "Wh-what! Who are you!"

        

        "Who, you ask?"

        

        That voice.

        

        "It's your sister, you idiot."

        

        "S-Sister?"

        

        There stood Lilith Clifford.

        

        Wait, why did she appear from the ceiling?
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        The Felix Clifford I remember was similar to Alex.

        

        He tended to interpret things negatively rather than positively, and he was self-aware of this tendency.

        

        When I first met him, I didn't know he was Felix Clifford, and I saved his life.

        

        I happened to be passing by when he was being attacked by a monster, so I helped him, and Felix thanked me with a smile.

        

        A well-crafted smile.

        

        He looked tired.

        

        I could have said he looked exhausted instead, but at least the Felix I saw appeared very tired and seemed like someone who was wandering aimlessly.

        

        He hated everything.

        

        While others would see happy people and call it heartwarming, he couldn't understand that. He couldn't comprehend putting others before oneself, and he didn't have the emotional capacity to mourn each person's death.

        

        But he pretended otherwise.

        

        If someone asked him, "Don't you feel good seeing people happy like that?" he knew to reply, "Of course, that's why we're in these high positions."

        

        While inwardly mocking and belittling those who put others before themselves, he knew to offer praise: "Your spirit of sacrifice has saved many."

        

        Even though he felt no desire to mourn or shed tears when people died, he still conducted proper funerals and showed condolences for their deaths.

        

        While recognizing himself as a heretic, he knew how to hide it, believed it was wrong, and felt shame as he concealed it.

        

        That's why I thought Felix was remarkable.

        

        He was inherently inclined toward evil, yet he was ashamed of it, hid it, and strived to be good. If that isn't called noble, then what is?

        

        When I met him again later, I was confused about why he suddenly recommended me for the hero's party.

        

        "We need to make contact with him."

        

        "But he's in prison?"

        

        "We can go there. If we go with Sylphy, we should be able to get in."

        

        "Me?"

        

        "You had stealth skills, didn't you, Sylphy?"

        

        "Huh? You're learning stealth skills?"

        

        "Yes... well, I'm learning them."

        

        Lilith seemed unaware and opened her eyes wide in surprise.

        

        It's a skill known as assassins' technique, and even among real assassins, those who could use this stealth skill were extremely rare.

        

        In fact, the assassins who just tried to kill Belita couldn't use this stealth skill.

        

        If they had known how to use it, they wouldn't have been caught so easily by Livia.

        

        "But what exactly are we supposed to do there? Don't tell me we're helping him escape?"

        

        "No, if Prince Felix were to escape at this point, Alex would use that to wage a public opinion war. For example, if he says first that Felix escaped because he had something to hide, many people would believe it."

        

        "People are so gullible..."

        

        "For those who don't know the truth, it's not easy to doubt what's being announced, and even if they do doubt it, it's difficult for civilians to learn the truth."

        

        "If they don't know, they should just not talk about it."

        

        "Most people just use it as drinking conversation."

        

        Unless something directly and immediately affects their own lives significantly, people don't pay much attention.

        

        As long as whoever was king of the kingdom would rule peacefully, they didn't care who it was.

        

        Even if the current king were to lose his position through rebellion, there would only be a brief commotion before people quietly resumed their lives as if nothing had happened, as long as the new ruler governed peacefully.

        

        This wasn't strange; it was simply how ordinary people lived.

        

        Those who claimed they wanted to know the truth, or who would sacrifice everything to get revenge on their enemies, abandoning tomorrow for today's cause, were the minority.

        

        Who would call someone normal if they were willing to trade their future for instability in the present?

        

        For most people, immediate stability was the priority, and that could be called living.

        

        "If we're not helping him escape, then what are we doing?"

        

        "We need to explain the current situation and hear what we can. This is just my guess, but..."

        

        "Just your guess?"

        

        "Prince Felix's life could be in danger today."

        

        "What? What are you saying? They arrested him to frame him as an assassin, right? If that's his role, they shouldn't kill him, should they?"

        

        "Even if they torture Prince Felix, he's not the type to talk or change his mind. Right, Lilith?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Anyway, they can only hold him for a limited time. So they might as well make it look like suicide."

        

        "Suicide?"

      

      
        

        "Guilt, or perhaps an inability to reveal who was involved in the assassination—they could add some plausible explanation that citizens would accept. Then this case would be closed, and if they're lucky, they could even arrest others who opposed them as co-conspirators with Felix."

        

        "That's so vicious..."

        

        "Hmm, but I agree with Royce's opinion."

        

        Titania said while sitting and drinking tea.

        

        "If it were me, I'd choose to make it look like suicide. That approach offers many potential benefits. And if Alex is really behind this, Felix would be in his way, so he'd want to remove him quickly."

        

        "B-but isn't that too risky?"

        

        "That risk is only if this drags on for too long. If they're trying to do something in a short period, it's not that big of a risk."

        

        The assassination of William Courtney and the attempted assassination of Saint Belita Bright.

        

        Now they're pinning the blame for William Courtney's assassination on Felix Clifford.

        

        They've already been operating in this water city of Erchia, and their activities have been far too conspicuous to be called covert.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, they might do something even before the United Humanity Conference begins.

        

        I thought they would at least hold the conference, but they're rushing.

        

        What is Alex after?

        

        What does he want that makes him choose such cruel actions?

        

        "If Alex does something, civilians are in more danger than we are. Most covert operations stop at killing people who are in their way. But would Alex care about citizens' safety?"

        

        "..."

        

        "The goddess in that Spirit Forest said there's a Dragon King under Erchia, right? Just waking that up would cause tremendous damage."

        

        That's the problem.

        

        Even if we wanted to somehow lead the citizens out by persuasion, the power was on their side.

        

        While it might be difficult for them to completely discredit us, it would be simple for them to throw citizens into confusion and prevent them from moving.

        

        Above all, it was entirely plausible that they might forcibly wake the Dragon King or take citizens hostage.

        

        "And the biggest problem as I see it," Titania said, putting down her teacup.

        

        "Is that none of us would be able to stand by and allow citizens to be massacred as 'necessary sacrifices' if they were taken hostage."

        

        "Ah, it's hard to live righteously."

        

        "Goodness comes with trials, and evil comes with judgment."

        

        "Not all evil gets judged, though."

        

        "We don't judge. We just send them to where they will be judged. There's only evil that hasn't been judged yet."

        

        "Please let there be a hell; this is too unfair."

        

        I think so too.

        

        I don't know about heaven, but I wish there was at least a hell where people who lived their entire lives without facing consequences for their sins would burn. Wouldn't that bring peace to those who suffered because of them?

        

        If causality is the law of the world, then the process of sin should result in judgment.

        

        "So what are we going to do?"

        

        "We'll split up."

        

        "Split up?"

        

        "We'll explain the situation to Prince Felix and bring him completely to our side. I'll leave this to Lilith and Sylphy."

        

        I quickly wrote something on a piece of paper.

        

        It was a note letting him know that Livia and I were here.

        

        "Prince Felix knows my handwriting, so when he sees this, he should understand. That will likely make him join our side."

        

        "H-he'll become our ally because of your handwriting rather than me, his sister?"

        

        "Of course not. It's meaningful because you, his sister Lilith, will deliver it."

        

        "...You're good with words. Just like a man Livia would like. People are naturally drawn to qualities they don't have themselves."

        

        "Right? ...Wait, that sounds like you're saying I can't speak well."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Both of you, look at me!"

        

        Honestly, I'm not that good with words.

        

        Well, sometimes I am, but it's more about being persuasive rather than eloquent. If you ask if I'm good with words, it's somewhat ambiguous.

        

        From word choice to occasionally crossing lines that shouldn't be crossed with certain people.

        

        Sometimes those lines need to be crossed, but usually they exist for a reason.

        

      

      
        "So Sylphy and I will go report to Felix. What about the rest?"

        

        "Titania, please don't move. Unlike us, your movements would be too noticeable and could quickly turn into political talk."

        

        "Right. I should stay and talk with those dragonkin."

        

        I decided not to ask what kind of conversation that would be.

        

        I didn't think we'd get much useful information anyway.

        

        If Titania was staying here, it would be good for Sebastian and Les to remain as well. They needed to guard Titania, and having too many people moving around would only increase the chances of being discovered.

        

        "And Livia and I will—"

        

        "Go to the Bright family's place."

        

        "..."

        

        "What? Huh? What? My family? So suddenly?"

        

        Belita, who had been quietly listening, shook her head in confusion and looked back and forth between Livia and me.

        

        "W-why are you going there?"

        

        "Is the head of the Bright family here?"

        

        "Y-yes, he is here. But I haven't seen him."

        

        He hasn't even faced his daughter?

        

        At this point, I was almost curious enough to study his mindset to understand how someone could live like that.

        

        It was almost admirable how completely he lacked conscience, shame, or morality.

        

        "A-are you really going? My issue isn't that important! Rather than that, there's all this covert activity... It would be better to go to the dragonkin first... We could use the captured dragonkin to get related information."

        

        "..."

        

        "So I think it would be better to infiltrate the room where the dragonkin king is. If we're lucky, we might be able to catch some evidence."

        

        As I thought earlier, she's quite sharp.

        

        "Or we could ask Prince Felix about Lord Alex's location..."

        

        "True, but we have time before we get information from Prince Felix. We're going to your family to use that time."

        

        It wasn't really spare time, but I decided not to point that out.

        

        "W-what are you going to do there?"

        

        Belita looked up at Livia, who smiled in response.

        

        "Talk."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence followed.

        

        "Is this the kind of 'talking with swords' that prosecutors often mention?"

        

        "I'm really not going to do much."

        

        "Then what is it?"

        

        "I'm going to take you under my wing."

        

        "Me?"

        

        "When this is over, you'll travel with me... no, with us, and learn to love yourself and recognize that you're human. After that, you can face punishment or not. If I sentenced you to death now, would that be punishment? Would that uphold benevolence and righteousness? I don't think so."

        

        "...I-if punishment differs from person to person, that's not justice."

        

        "That's also true."

        

        Livia approached Belita and said:

        

        "But punishing you now is not my justice."

        

        "..."

        

        "And it's not about treating people differently; it's about punishing according to the situation. That's why we have concepts like self-defense that change legal punishments based on circumstances."

        

        Belita just stared at Livia.

        

        Her blank gaze suggested she might be in shock. I imagined Belita was experiencing a whirlwind of indescribable emotions inside.

        

        "Now come with us. We're going to take you away from your father."

        

        She kept saying "we," implying that I would naturally be with her.

        

        Even after all this was over.

        

        ...Well, I don't mind.

        

        "If we've decided, let's move quickly. They might be doing something while we're talking."
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        "And that's how Sylphy and I ended up coming here."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Felix looked at the note Lilith had given him.

        

        The handwriting was definitely Royce's.

        

        Moreover, if Lilith was on that side as well, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that justice was on their side.

        

        While Felix had to think about various things and distinguish between good and evil in a complex way, Lilith instinctively found what was right.

        

        Royce was also the type of person who would say, "Why do you need a reason to help people?"

        

        It was admirable.

        

        Felix wanted to become someone who could help people and say such things afterward, but for better or worse, Felix lacked flexibility in that regard. He believed that saying such things without sincerity was inappropriate and deceitful.

        

        Because he had calculations even while helping others and felt dirty about it, Felix couldn't say those words sincerely.

        

        "Anyway, this has become quite an absurd situation."

        

        "I think so too. Felix, haven't you noticed anything suspicious?"

        

        "I thought Alex was plotting something. That's why I followed him to Erchia, the City of Water. But I assumed it was just a nobleman trying to increase his own benefits."

        

        "That's a reasonable assumption."

        

        "After all, he was one of the members of the hero party that defeated the Demon King. Since the hero is officially declared dead, all we know about their actual exploits comes from rumors and stories told by those still alive."

        

        Basically, what people knew about Alex was that he was a member of the Reynolds family and a warrior who fought on the front lines as part of the hero party.

        

        Not only that, but despite having the honor of being in the hero party, he was the very model of nobility, fulfilling his duties diligently.

        

        Because of this, people's opinion of Alex was so favorable that they would gossip over drinks about whether Alex, not Felix, might become king.

        

        Moreover, during their journey, whenever Olivia Reinhart showed a sharp attitude, it was Alex who smoothed things over, which likely made him appear even kinder and gentler by contrast.

        

        "The Red Dragon King... Death God... The Demon King's army still strong even after the Demon King's death... It's absolute chaos. I don't know where to start. It feels like while dealing with one issue, another will explode elsewhere."

        

        "About breaking you out—at first, I was told not to do it, but ultimately, the decision was left to me. Whether to take you with us or not."

        

        "If I leave here now, the assassination of Lord William Courtney will essentially become fact in people's minds, which would be truly dangerous. It would be troublesome to have that label follow me forever, even after everything is resolved."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Felix shrugged at Lilith's gaze and said:

        

        "Sister, please. You know, right? Nothing changes if I leave here. Though I'm sure it doesn't look good to see your only brother locked up in a place like this."

        

        "If you don't plan to leave, at least give us some useful information—like Alex's location, or the Dragon Kings' locations, something that could help."

        

        "Alex is staying at a large inn that's probably visible even from here. He's likely rented all the rooms on the top floor."

        

        "That's really extravagant."

        

        "Unfortunately, for nobles like us, showing off is sometimes necessary. There are moments when somewhat lavish displays are needed, and that becomes our value."

        

        It was an easy-to-understand value.

        

        It could also serve as advertising that "I can afford to do this much with ease." People's evaluations often depended significantly on this aspect of showing off.

        

        No matter how much it was just for show, there was a clear difference in atmosphere between someone drinking cheap alcohol at a tavern and someone drinking the most expensive alcohol in the establishment.

        

        Even something as simple as saying, "It's on me today," and treating everyone in the place was showing off, but it changed one's reputation.

        

        The saying "ostentation is essential for nobility" didn't exist for nothing.

        

        While the assessment of being extravagant was unavoidable, that too was part of politics.

        

        "By any chance, do you know where the Red Dragon King is sleeping?"

        

        "You are..."

        

        "Ah, excuse me. I'm Sylphy."

      

      
        

        Ears that were long but short for an elf.

        

        A half-elf.

        

        That alone was enough to understand how much this small girl named Sylphy must have suffered.

        

        Elves were the longest-living race in the human alliance, making it difficult to distinguish age by appearance, but for a half-elf to have grown to that age meant she had endured a lot.

        

        She had suffered her share of hardships.

        

        And she would have faced discrimination as well, which probably hadn't completely disappeared even now.

        

        There were people everywhere who disliked half-breeds, and half-elves, being the most typical half-breeds, received the worst treatment.

        

        But separate from that, whether her elven blood had strongly awakened or not, she appeared closer to an elf than a human.

        

        And she was beautiful.

        

        'Sister only has pretty women around her.'

        

        Olivia, whom his sister had sung praises about, was quite a beauty with a powerful physique, so perhaps this time she had befriended someone on the opposite end of the spectrum.

        

        Noticing Felix's curious gaze, Sylphy smiled awkwardly, and Felix immediately turned his head away.

        

        He had given an impolite look.

        

        As he thought, 'I made a mistake,' Sylphy said:

        

        "For your information, I'm male."

        

        "Uh... what? Huh?"

        

        "Hahaha! Felix, look at your face! It's hilarious!"

        

        "Lady Lilith had a similar expression."

        

        "Huh? Really?"

        

        "Ho, how confusing."

        

        Lilith laughed and approached Sylphy, placing a hand on his shoulder.

        

        "Sylphy, that's amazing. It's not easy to make this guy show such a confused expression. You saw earlier, right? How calmly he was sitting here despite being suddenly framed for an inexplicable assassination and imprisoned."

        

        "Could you please stop implying that my gender is more shocking than being framed as an assassin?"

        

        "No, but are you really male? Hmm, even your bone structure..."

        

        "Enough, let's drop this topic!"

        

        "R-right..."

        

        Sylphy let out a small sigh and said:

        

        "So, do you happen to know where the Red Dragon King is sleeping?"

        

        "I can't be certain, but I have a suspicion."

        

        "Where?"

        

        "There's a cathedral here in Erchia, and I've always wondered why its basement is always locked."

        

        "The basement? With your level of authority as Prince Felix, couldn't you enter?"

        

        "We live in a place where there's actual evidence that the Goddess once existed. In such a place, using power to suppress religion? It seems more realistic to stage a rebellion and take the throne instead."

        

        "Is, is religious power that strong?"

        

        Lilith thought for a moment with an "hmm" and then said:

        

        "It's partly about power, but also about people's consciousness. Even those without deep faith would grab whatever club is nearby and rush to help if they heard the cathedral was under attack, saying, 'Are you crazy?'"

        

        "..."

        

        "There have been several instances of salvation and miracles that couldn't be explained unless the Goddess herself was involved. Faith reaches the heavens, and even those with little faith maintain at least a minimum level of respect."

        

      

      
        "Let me tell you an interesting story."

        

        Felix smiled.

        

        "In the past, a certain king tried to suppress religion. The power was too strong—the Pope had authority that could be said to be equal to the king's. But the king who tried to suppress it was brought down by the citizens."

        

        "Was it that serious?"

        

        "If there's any consolation, the Pope at that time said, 'We have no interest in power,' and conceded many things after that incident."

        

        That's why the Pope had power but couldn't actually do much with it.

        

        It was a position that couldn't afford any personal flaws.

        

        The position of Pope wasn't a symbol of power or a title given to the highest among the clergy, but rather an honorary position given to "the most honest person who has saved the most people."

        

        It was just a lot of hard work without much pay.

        

        The amount was quite substantial for one person, but not particularly high for someone at the top of their field.

        

        Therefore, the higher one rose in the clergy, the less efficient it became.

        

        However, if one could use healing magic, they were accepted regardless of status, so there was almost no discrimination.

        

        Following the Goddess's words, if someone made racist remarks inside the cathedral, they could be judged on the spot, and even the courts would say, "Well, they deserved it."

        

        "Anyway, forcibly searching what's hidden in the cathedral? You'd see the country burn."

        

        "What if a search revealed criminal activity?"

        

        "Unless it's something truly serious, the 'forced search' itself would be considered the greater offense."

        

        "Basically, if the cathedral is hiding the path to that basement, it's probably not because they're plotting something bad, but because knowing about it would easily throw people into confusion."

        

        Who could live comfortably knowing that the Red Dragon King was sleeping beneath where they lived?

        

        It was even questionable whether it was still alive.

        

        If it really was there, they probably tried every means available to them but received no response, so they decided to leave it buried for now.

        

        "And father... that is, King Cromwell, received letters from Erchia's cathedral once every half year. They were letters addressed to the king that even I couldn't access."

        

        "I see, so there's a possibility."

        

        "Even if it is there, what should we do about this Red Dragon King?"

        

        "Olivia could kill it."

        

        "Well, that might be possible."

        

        Lilith nodded and said, "Good."

        

        "First, let's go report this. Breaking into a cathedral won't be easy."

        

        "How about simply asking for help? They might be reasonable."

        

        At Sylphy's suggestion, Lilith nodded.

        

        "There might be a chance... Anyway, Felix, I'll go first. Are you really not coming with us?"

        

        "Right now, it's better for me to stay put, Sister."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Are you leaving already?"

        

        Lilith and Sylphy both opened their eyes wide.

        

        The light in the dark corridor cast an ominous glow, and footsteps seemed unnecessarily loud.

        

        The approaching footsteps grew closer, and the man revealed himself with an unpleasant smile.

        

        "Alex."

        

        "It's been a while, Princess Lilith."
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        "Alex, why are you here?"

        

        "You already know the answer in your head, which is why you came here, Princess Lilith. That unnecessarily sharp intuition of yours is incredibly annoying. No logic, no process."

        

        "......"

        

        "Did you come to kill Felix?"

        

        "...!"

        

        Lilith had thought of that the moment she saw Alex's face.

        

        Felix's death was something that had to happen, and such an important task couldn't be left to demons. So there was a good possibility he would act himself.

        

        There was a risk of being caught, but all choices came with risks, and someone who refused to take any risks could never move forward.

        

        That's why Alex came here personally to kill Felix, despite knowing the dangers.

        

        "You came here just as I expected. Originally, I planned to act after the Human Alliance meeting ended, but that would have been within your range of expectations."

        

        "......"

        

        Alex thought to himself.

        

        If everyone used the Human Alliance meeting as a reference point, they would all think the same way, judging that it was more likely for something to happen after the meeting rather than before.

        

        And Alex had indeed planned to act after the meeting ended. It would have been more stable that way.

        

        But there were battles that couldn't be won by pursuing stability.

        

        If everything revolved around the Human Alliance meeting, then acting before it would leave the opponent unable to do anything, forcing them to lose their turn.

        

        That's why Alex had set things in motion, even if it meant pushing things a bit, and acted.

        

        In the end, the world's fate had only shifted by a few days.

        

        Nothing would change with just those few days.

        

        Though there were some unstable aspects and regrettable points due to the rushed nature, he was still achieving his objectives properly.

        

        "After causing such a big incident, you call it within expectations? Aren't you afraid of the aftermath?"

        

        "Only losers bear the aftermath. A true winner is someone who can redirect that aftermath to others. The masses are stupid; they only know how to curse or praise based on the information they're given."

        

        "......"

        

        "Unless someone comes into their home with a knife, they won't move much for any righteous cause... or any evil one. They just click their tongues and repeat foolish phrases like 'the world is ending.'"

        

        "Wow, I just heard something similar earlier, but why does it feel so different coming from you?"

        

        Royce had said something similar.

        

        He had mentioned that the public doesn't question rumors much and just consumes them as gossip, so it wasn't that different from what Alex was saying, yet it felt completely different. Perhaps it was because the speaker was different.

        

        Or maybe it was because even the same words could have different intentions.

        

        Or perhaps it was because they were standing in different places?

        

        "Alex Reynolds."

        

        Felix, who had been leaning against the wall, carefully opened his mouth.

        

        "I thought you might be plotting something unpleasant, but I believed it was for the kingdom. I thought that despite criticism, it was for the nation... But to join hands with the Death Cult and demons, my eyes must have been full of knots."

        

        "No, Prince Felix."

        

        Alex straightened his clothes and smiled.

        

        "You weren't wrong. For the kingdom, you ask? Of course, who thinks about the kingdom more than I do?"

        

        "What are you saying, borrowing power from demons and the Death Cult?"

        

        "Power is just power; there's no good or evil in it. I simply use the power of demons, the Death Cult, and even Death itself for the sake of the nation. Don't you understand? With all this talk of chivalry and faith, you're just placing more constraints on yourself in an already disadvantageous situation."

        

        "......"

        

        "You impose moral and ethical constraints and lose disgracefully in battles you could win if you abandoned them. How foolish, how foolish... What meaning is there in goodness that cannot achieve victory?"

        

        "Yes, you're right."

        

        "My, I never imagined Princess Lilith would understand my ideology."

        

        As Alex laughed, Lilith looked at him.

        

        In that moment, she viscerally understood that he wasn't just a fool seeking power, but a madman with complex convictions.

      

      
        

        "But not everyone in the world can live by pursuing efficiency alone. Why do we honor the dead, maintain unnecessary courtesies, and perform those false acts of consideration?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Because we can't live in this world alone... Alex, even you couldn't have lived alone. As a baby, someone must have helped you. You're not going to tell me you've lived alone since infancy, are you?"

        

        Alex continued to remain silent.

        

        "You want so much while refusing to give anything to others, Alex."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "You try to kill Olivia, steal the glory that should have been hers, destroy Felix's position, and take his place... You only know how to covet what belongs to others. It's truly sad that you don't know the value of what's yours."

        

        "...Perhaps you're right."

        

        Alex's eyes wavered, if only slightly.

        

        "Well, I wonder. I don't know anymore... Maybe I just wanted to vent my frustrations. From your perspective, it's a ridiculous way to vent, and I think it's ridiculous too. But I couldn't bear it without doing something."

        

        "Let me ask this time, what do you mean?"

        

        With a whooshing sound, a sword materialized in Alex's hand.

        

        "Materialization of magical power...! The same thing demons do...!"

        

        "What is happiness, Lilith Clifford?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Why do you all smile like that?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Why do you all look so happy?"

        

        "Alex, you."

        

        "Can one be happy by achieving their goals and obtaining the results they desire? Then I'll aim for that too, obtaining what I've always wanted and destroying everything."

        

        Alex stared at Lilith with an indifferent face.

        

        "You'd even resurrect the Red Dragon King for that?"

        

        "I wonder where you got that information..."

        

        "I won't let that happen..."

        

        "You should have just stayed quietly locked up in your room as a princess."

        

        "We nobles, with all our privileges, power, and everything commoners can't enjoy, are in our positions to bear responsibility."

        

        "......"

        

        "When nobility was first established long ago, the first nobles said... 'We are superior to them, so we must protect them'... That's how it began. Are you sitting in a noble's seat without even understanding that?"

        

        Suddenly, Lilith's magical power fluctuated.

        

        Seeing that fluctuating magic, both Alex and Felix widened their eyes.

        

        "No, it can't be."

        

        Alex frowned.

        

        "I've changed my mind, Princess Lilith. I'll have to capture you alive. Starting with those legs...!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        Alex was startled by the sudden arrow.

        

        'Fast, almost no preparation movement visible. A bowman even more skilled than Reina.'

        

        Only then did Alex become aware of Sylphie's presence.

        

        While Alex had been focused on Felix and Lilith, it was still strange that he hadn't noticed someone right beside him.

        

        'A stealth technique.'

        

        Annoying, and a rare skill to possess.

        

        But from what he could see, she didn't seem to be professionally trained in assassination.

        

        Not only that, but her combat experience didn't seem very high either. She had clearly practiced more than engaged in actual combat. Her basic abilities were well-trained, but that was all.

        

      

      
        She was no match for Alex.

        

        Above all else.

        

        "A half-elf, how vulgar."

        

        "I am indeed a vulgar half-elf. But that's rich coming from someone from the slums. Since we're both vulgar, why don't we get along?"

        

        Sylphie smiled, and Alex frowned.

        

        "You. How did you know that?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Not many people know about my origins anymore... How did you find out? Who told you? Was it Reina? No, even Reina wouldn't have known about my background. Where on earth..."

        

        With a click, Felix jumped in and pushed Alex away.

        

        "Sister! The sword!"

        

        "Oh, right!"

        

        Lilith had brought a sword in case Felix managed to escape. She quickly threw it to Felix, who caught it properly.

        

        "Escape to the Grand Cathedral now!"

        

        "What?!"

        

        "Alex probably intercepted us because we mentioned the Grand Cathedral! There must be something there! Talk to the Pope at the Grand Cathedral! If they'll listen, we can end this quickly!"

        

        "But!"

        

        "I won't die! Sister! Don't confuse what needs to be done!"

        

        "Lady Lilith, let's go!"

        

        "...You, if you die, you're really dead!"

        

        "Well, that's frightening."

        

        He was curious how one could kill someone who was already dead.

        

        Lilith and Sylphie quickly escaped through the ceiling hole they had entered through.

        

        "......"

        

        Alex slowly got up and looked at Felix.

        

        "Do you think you can defeat me?"

        

        "Hardly."

        

        No matter how much Felix had trained, there was a world of difference in their practical experience, and if Alex was truly receiving help from the Death Cult or demons, he might have gained even more power.

        

        Felix knew better than anyone that he might die here.

        

        "If I can just stop the Red Dragon King, many people will be saved. I should deal with the most dangerous threat first."

        

        "It's already too late for that."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I told you, I rushed everything... Oh, did I not mention that? It doesn't matter."

        

        "......"

        

        "That's not what they sent you to handle anyway, Prince Felix."

        

        Felix swallowed hard.

        

        In that moment.

        

        In a very brief instant, Felix and Alex reached the same conclusion.

        

        "I looked everywhere but couldn't find it, never imagining it would be so close. ...Truly, I'm speechless with surprise. I'm also disappointed in myself."

        

        "...You seem rather composed for someone saying that."

        

        "Don't you understand? Erkia is already in the palm of my hand. I just need to wait for the final gamble. The process means nothing; only the result creates meaning."

        

        Alex readied his sword.

        

        "Your death will be among so many that it will hardly be significant."
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        The Bright family has been clergy for generations.

        

        As such, Helen Bright, the current head of the Bright family, was also a cleric.

        

        Unfortunately, her healing magic wasn't exceptionally remarkable, but it could at least be considered above average.

        

        For Helen, protecting the Bright family was paramount, and she believed her own life was expendable.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The operation might begin soon.

        

        Originally, she had planned to thwart things after the Human Alliance Council meeting, but she ended up rushing matters.

        

        If there was one concern, it was the hero Olivia Reinhart.

        

        If she were alive, she could certainly be a significant variable.

        

        People unanimously called her a monster, unanimously claimed she was the reincarnation of the first hero, so powerful that her strength transcended imagination.

        

        While previous heroes were by no means weak, they always gave the impression of borrowing power from the holy sword. Olivia, however, was simply strong.

        

        The person was strong, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say her body was specialized for killing enemies.

        

        A body whose strength might be impossible to describe with mere words.

        

        "History will be rewritten. Our Bright family will become eternal."

        

        "Lady Helen."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "We've received reports that Lady Belita's whereabouts are unknown."

        

        "Belita?"

        

        Helen poured wine into her glass and snorted.

        

        "That one never manages to grow up, does she? Was she even in Erkia to begin with?"

        

        "Yes, she was."

        

        "At this point, Belita's usefulness isn't great, but she can still be used. Her healing magic is extraordinary, after all."

        

        She wouldn't live long anyway.

        

        She was forcibly activating the spirit core continuously, and it was causing an overload by being split into three parts.

        

        With that, she had obtained power in a realm normally unreachable, but it was limited to healing magic, and naturally, the strain on her body was no joke.

        

        "At the very least, she should fulfill her role of continuing the Bright bloodline. That would be enough of a contribution."

        

        Since she wouldn't live long anyway, Helen wished she'd die quickly, but if she was going to live longer, there was a need for her to bear children to sustain the Bright family.

        

        The blood of a saint would still have value, and Belita had shown talent in healing magic even before the spirit core was implanted, so there was a good chance of producing an even more excellent child.

        

        I see.

        

        Then first, I need to find a man.

        

        "This will be my final order to Belita. Once this matter is settled, a husband for Belita..."

        

        *Thud!*

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Turning her head, she saw the butler she had been conversing with collapsed on the floor.

        

        Helen immediately grabbed her sword by the window.

        

        Then she dashed into the hallway.

        

        "W-Who's there! Someone! Anyone, come here! There's an intruder!!"

        

        "No one's coming."

        

        "...!"

        

        From the dark corridor.

        

        Someone was walking out of the room where Helen had just been.

        

        Where had they been hiding?

        

        No, were they even hiding?

        

        Helen recognized the woman's face.

        

        Pale white skin and even whiter hair.

        

        Her red eyes shone with a beautiful light reminiscent of rubies. The bandages wrapped around her body indicated that her wounds were far from superficial.

        

        Though not clearly visible, Helen could tell that her right arm was missing, and it seemed she was also missing an eye.

        

        "O-Olivia Reinhart..."

        

        She uttered the name as she steadied her sword.

        

        "You were truly my last hope."

        

        "..."

        

        "I thought you might have at least some final conscience, I had hoped. But you're just treating your daughter as a broodmare? Things have certainly become simpler. I just need to tear you apart now, and it couldn't be more straightforward, but I'm not the least bit happy about it."

        

        "What are you saying? What are you talking about?"

        

        "I was at least hoping you'd be a 'parent.' To find out she doesn't even have parents—what could be worse than that?"

        

        "You've been spouting nonsense!!"

        

        A clean sound like "swoosh" was heard.

        

        And Helen realized that the arm holding her sword had been severed.

        

        "AAAAARGH!!"

        

        "Livia, everyone else has been knocked unconscious. There's only us here now."

        

        'That man...'

        

        Royce.

        

        One of the members of the hero's party.

        

        But a man who had been expelled by Olivia midway.

        

        Why was he here?

        

        And behind Royce, Helen's eyes widened as she saw another familiar woman.

        

        "B-Belita... What are you doing there?"

        

        "F-Father..."

        

        ***

        

        To Belita, Helen Bright was a father.

        

      

      
        Or rather, it would be better to say she tried to see him as a father.

        

        Most of Belita's childhood was marked by hours of pain from experiments, but the only times she could avoid suffering were during sleep and when reading books in the cathedral, filling her faith as a saint and gaining knowledge.

        

        She was in pain.

        

        But through reading, she learned that the distortion in her life was not normal.

        

        Unfortunately, Belita Bright wasn't that stupid.

        

        She simply didn't want to acknowledge it.

        

        She simply didn't want to accept it.

        

        Even if she knew that her entire existence was steeped in pain, that the person who was her parent saw her only as an experimental subject, and that she was treated as a tool rather than a living being, the young girl didn't have the strength to resist.

        

        So she simply prayed to God.

        

        Tragically, her unhappy and irrationally painful past created her faith.

        

        If the Goddess's words were all true, then children should love their parents, and parents should love their children. It's a kind of instinct that shouldn't be violated.

        

        It was Belita who was wrong for trying to deny that instinct.

        

        Belita was the heretic.

        

        Didn't Helen always say this was all for Belita's sake?

        

        -Belita, this is all for your sake. When everything is over, you can be happy.

        

        He whispered such words while cutting off Belita's arm.

        

        -Just endure a little longer, Belita. This is all for our family.

        

        He said in a gentle voice while gouging out Belita's eye.

        

        -You are a saint, you must sacrifice everything. Everything.

        

        It hurts.

        

        It's painful.

        

        I want to die now.

        

        But the Goddess's book said there's no sin that disregards life more than suicide.

        

        So Belita fought with contradictions even during prayer.

        

        The desire for someone, anyone, to kill her, and the feeling that she shouldn't harbor such thoughts clashed.

        

        That faith was certainly solid, but when combined with a broken mind, it trapped Belita in a strange logic.

        

        When Alex first brought up the idea of killing the hero Olivia Reinhart, Belita laughed inside.

        

        Ah, I can finally die.

        

        The Olivia that Belita saw never forgave evil and never lost.

        

        If there was such a thing as the strongest or invincible in the world, she thought it was Olivia.

        

        Cowardly, she chose to die by someone else's hand rather than taking her own life, but Belita was too young and too broken to recognize this as cowardice.

        

        But due to a strange curse, Olivia ended up dying.

        

        Belita wanted to die at the thought of having to continue living without dying, but more than that, she was shocked that she could no longer wear the "mask of a saint" after killing an innocent person.

        

        In the end, she was just a child.

        

        A child whose time had stopped at the tender age of five when she began receiving experiments.

        

        It's okay.

        

        I'm okay.

        

        It's itchy.

        

        Because it's itchy.

        

        "It's not okay."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce suddenly grabbed Belita's shoulder and said the same thing as Olivia.

        

        Belita hadn't said anything, but Royce spoke as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.

        

        "It's not okay, and that's right."

        

        "I..."

        

        "You don't have to think about difficult things. Right now, you just need to think about one simple thing. Were you satisfied with the life you led following that person?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Is that how your life should end?"

        

        Silence.

        

        Belita couldn't speak.

        

        "If every human life has value, then surely your life has value too. Those who try to sacrifice something saying it can't be helped, their expressions change when it's their turn to be sacrificed."

        

        "..."

        

        "Above all, sacrifice is noble because one chooses it oneself. If you were placed in that position by others, it's not sacrifice but an offering."

        

        There was a sound like something cracking in Belita's brain.

        

        An offering?

        

        Belita's life could be summed up in one word: an offering.

        

        She thought she was sacrificing herself to save many things, but Royce was saying that what Belita, who had never once wished for such a thing, was doing wasn't sacrifice but being an offering.

        

        "Helen Bright."

        

        "Lady Olivia."

        

        Belita looked at Olivia.

        

        She approached Helen with her sword drawn.

        

        If she didn't stop her, the person who was like her father would die.

        

        But Olivia and Royce said nothing.

        

        They didn't tell her to stay still or to cover her eyes; they simply left Belita free. What would they do if Belita went berserk and attacked?

        

        "B-Belita! Help me quickly! With your ability..."

        

        "You can help if you want to."

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        Olivia spoke in an indifferent voice.

        

        "You choose."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Belita's breathing became rough.

        

        Everything was becoming distorted.

        

        The voice of the person who had always been her father rang out, and her limbs trembled.

        

        "Belita! What are you doing?! Quickly!! Can't you see the blood flowing from your father's arm?! Heal me! Help me escape from here! Not yet, not yet! Soon fate will change! I can't die in a place like this!"

        

        "Fate will change? What do you mean? Depending on that information, I might let you live."

        

        "..."

        

        Helen's eyes wavered at Olivia's words.

        

        It sounded like she was proposing a deal, so Helen pressed hard on her bleeding arm and said:

        

        "S-Soon, monsters will attack this Erkia."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Monsters..."

        

        "Monsters?"

        

        Belita's brain refused to understand.

        

        Why are monsters being mentioned here?

        

        She could understand if it was Alex.

        

        But she couldn't understand what Helen was saying.

        

        Wasn't it Helen who always told her to protect humanity as a "saint"?

        

        So why is he talking about monsters attacking?

        

        Why does he sound like he knows about it and is even counting on it? Why?

        

        "Are you in your right mind? Do you seriously think you can cooperate with monsters? We cannot coexist with them."

        

        "It's not cooperation! It's utilization! I don't care about the good or evil of power! We use all available power to protect the kingdom!"

        

        "The people of Erkia are also people of the kingdom."

        

        "With the sacrifice of a few, peace..."

        

        *Swoosh!!*

        

        Olivia had certainly intended to cut.

        

        But it wasn't Olivia.

        

        When Olivia turned around, even Royce looked slightly surprised, and Belita had shot an arrow of light with her hand extended.

        

        "AAAAARGH!!"

        

        Helen rolled on the ground with his shoulder pierced.

        

        "B-Belita! What are you doing...!! Who are you attacking!! Are you in your right mind?!"

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        Belita clutched her head and panted.

        

        Many things crossed in her mind, and instinct and contradiction mixed in her brain, making her feel like she was about to break.

        

        Magic power was becoming disturbed, and uncontrolled spirit power was leaking out bit by bit. But unlike before, there was no sign of going berserk.

        

        I don't know.

        

        I don't know.

        

        I don't know anything.

        

        She couldn't tell what the right choice was.

        

        It seemed strange for Belita, who had already committed sins, to speak of justice or such things.

        

        Then why did she attack Helen just now?

        

        "Ah, ugh..."

        

        Belita staggered and was about to collapse, but Royce lightly supported her.

        

        "R-Royce..."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know... I don't know... I..."

        

        "It's alright. You've done enough."

        

        Belita breathed roughly.

        

        Her chest was painful, and her head was hot.

        

        She felt like she had done something she shouldn't have and simultaneously something she had to do, making her head and heart feel like they were about to burst.

        

        At that moment.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Helen lunged toward the only remaining sword. The magical power rising from his body was flickering with a ferocity that was hard to believe was human.

        

        "I have no choice, I didn't want to use this power, but..."

        

        His skin color changed, and Helen was transforming into what looked more like a monster than a human. His nails were sharp, and his physique was growing several times larger than the original Helen.

        

        "The power of the Death God, I see."

        

        "You knew! But with this, from you guys..."

        

        "That's convenient."

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        Helen didn't understand her words.

        

        Olivia put away the sword she was holding and grabbed the holy sword.

        

        "I was debating whether to kill you since you're still human. I was thinking of blowing off your limbs like what was done to Belita, then keeping you barely alive until the matters in Erkia were settled."

        

        "The power of the Death God... Father, you... You criticized the evil of monsters and the Death God's cult, telling me to protect humanity, yet you collaborated with them? What about all the things you told me...!"

        

        The emotions that had once been breached now blazed violently inside Belita, as if about to explode.

        

        "There were two reasons to keep you alive."

        

        First, if Belita, the direct victim, chose to forgive and show mercy to Helen.

        

        Second, Olivia's personal reason that they shouldn't kill a human.

        

        But.

        

        "Just now, those two reasons almost simultaneously disappeared."
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        Swoosh!!

        

        Helen's body was sliced in an instant.

        

        It wasn't even a contest.

        

        It was impossible to follow Olivia's movements with the naked eye, even though she wasn't in proper condition due to her injuries. Helen was simply being cut down one-sidedly and regenerating.

        

        The pain accumulated, and no matter what she tried, there seemed to be no way to defeat Olivia.

        

        "ARGHHHH!!"

        

        "You have regeneration comparable to a Berserk Wyvern."

        

        "Huff... Huff..."

        

        Helen had been slightly intoxicated by the sense of omnipotence after obtaining the power of the Grim Reaper, but she was immediately being violated in every way by Olivia, an existence beyond normal standards.

        

        There was no possibility of victory, and she even began to feel reverence for Alex, who had driven this being to the brink of death.

        

        All talents related to violence were in her hands.

        All instincts related to combat loved her.

        All things related to fighting had blessed her.

        

        Truly overwhelming warrior talent.

        

        Helen had always heard that Olivia was strong, but she never imagined she would be this powerful.

        

        Despite being cut multiple times, Olivia's breathing remained completely steady, while Helen, even with all the power she had gained, couldn't even touch a strand of Olivia's hair.

        

        Helen had never neglected her training.

        

        She had always diligently performed the training required as the head of the Bright family, but it simply wasn't enough.

        

        Even with the Grim Reaper's power—essentially a form of cheating—she still couldn't reach Olivia.

        

        Protector of humanity.

        Hope of humanity.

        

        Not an individual, not a group, but the hope that protects all of humanity—is this how powerful such a being is?

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        When she swung her fist, her finger joints were sliced apart, and soon her arm was severed.

        

        In that moment.

        In that single moment, how many cuts had been made?

        

        "ARGHHHH!!"

        

        "Where is the King of the Red Dragon?"

        

        "What? How do you know about—"

        

        CRACK!!

        

        The holy sword pierced through Helen's thigh.

        

        "Ah, ugh! Kuhh!"

        

        "I'm the one asking questions. It's nice that you regenerate—I can cut you as many times as I want. Fingers and toes are especially painful, I hear. Even when I cut your arms, I'm deliberately slicing each finger joint first."

        

        "...And you call yourself the Warrior, protector of humanity! What inhumane treatment!"

        

        "Inhumane?"

        

        Olivia's red eyes seemed to glint with murderous intent in the dark corridor.

        

        "That's rich coming from someone who performed inhumane experiments on her own daughter. Have you ever shown her affection as a daughter? Giving birth doesn't make you a parent. No one has ever played the role of a parent for that child."

        

        "What nonsense!! No one has worked harder for Belita than I have! I prepared everything for her to become a Saint!! To make something that isn't even real more real than the real thing!!"

        

        "Please."

        

        Olivia said.

        

        "Could you say something normally comprehensible for once? ...Now, I'll ask again. Where is the King of the Red Dragon? You must know its location?"

        

        "...I-I don't know."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Since she doesn't know, shall I send her off?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        Royce looked coldly at Helen and said.

        

        "There's no reason to keep you alive if you have no information."

        

        "A-alright! I'll talk!"

        

        "Then."

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "ARGHHHH!!"

        

        Helen screamed as her waist was deeply cut.

        

        "Answer me."

        

        "The C-Cathedral...! It's hidden beneath the Cathedral...!"

        

        "The Cathedral? The clergy allowed that? No, come to think of it, you're also some kind of clergy, aren't you? The Goddess would faint if she saw this. Royce? What do you think?"

        

        "It's entirely possible. I'd like to cross-verify this further, but that would be difficult in this situation. Let's head to the Cathedral right away."

        

        "..."

        

        "Belita?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        Olivia had intended to finish Helen off, but seeing Belita approach, she stepped back slightly.

        

        Helen, her body torn to shreds, looked at Belita, and Belita looked back at her.

      

      
        

        "Father, my mind is still in turmoil. I've lived my entire life this way, and now I'm being told it was wrong. ...I wish you had dragged me away with enough force to tear off my hand, but instead you're just reaching out your hand and waiting for me to take it."

        

        Despite having many ways to forcibly take Belita away, Olivia and Royce had not done so.

        

        They simply extended their hands and waited patiently in front of Belita, who sat crying.

        

        They seemed to be waiting for Belita to eventually take that outstretched hand, no matter how long it took.

        

        Belita looked at Helen, who was now little more than a monster.

        

        "...Actually, I knew. I knew that this wasn't right, but if I acknowledged that... it would make me too miserable."

        

        "..."

        

        "My lifespan is shortened, and all that remains in my hands is pain and forcibly inserted cores. At the very least, I could believe it was love, albeit distorted, and tell myself that following someone's orders was normal—I had no other options."

        

        Silence.

        

        Olivia and Royce said nothing.

        

        "Why did you kill Sir William?"

        

        That was what Belita wanted to ask most.

        

        And the answer would determine Belita's future.

        

        No one had ever truly been Belita's ally, but if there was anyone she could call somewhat of an ally, it was William.

        

        Unfortunately, he couldn't directly save her, but William had shown Belita kindness that no one else had.

        

        While being forced to sacrifice herself as a Saint.

        

        She remembered that kindness.

        She longed for that gentleness.

        She thought it would be okay if such people existed in the world.

        

        It comforted her to think that her life was connected to the survival of such people. But after attempting to assassinate Olivia, she couldn't think that way anymore.

        

        She had committed an evil act.

        She had failed to protect someone she should have protected, and killed someone she shouldn't have killed.

        

        No matter how many books she read or how much she prayed, she couldn't find anything to justify that action.

        

        She was breaking down.

        She had killed someone.

        Someone who would have saved many people in the future.

        

        Contradiction upon contradiction made Belita's already poor state even worse.

        

        Even if Olivia had truly died, Belita's mind wouldn't have held out for long before collapsing.

        

        But then she heard that Olivia was alive.

        

        Ah.

        I'm going to die.

        

        That's what she thought.

        

        Her mind froze with fear, but at the same time, Belita found stability in her relief.

        

        I'm going to die, finally.

        

        She had waited for that day.

        Praying.

        Repenting.

        

        Even as her legs trembled with fear, that desire for destruction rose from within.

        

        She had even thought about how to die naturally. But when it came down to it, Olivia didn't kill Belita.

        

        "Oh, oh... B-Belita. Save your father, quickly. I-I admit the experiments were somewhat cruel. But it was all to raise you properly as a Saint. Don't you know how serious it is that our family hasn't produced a Saint?"

        

        "Please answer my question."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia valued human life, and that included Belita's life.

        

        Yet some people value life too lightly.

        

        What's the difference?

        Is Belita standing somewhere in between?

        Is she about to decide which way to go?

        

        "Why did you kill Sir William?"

        

        "Listen, Belita. ...H-he abandoned efficiency in the name of law, and chose personal beliefs even though he could have made the kingdom stronger. He simply paid the price."

        

        "The price, you say."

        

        "Yes, there are certainly necessary sacrifices."

        

        Bleeding, Helen said.

        

        "I-I'm heartbroken too. But it was necessary to make the kingdom stronger, to create an invincible nation that no one would dare challenge! If we obtain everything, we won't need stories about warriors and demon lords! Only the kingdom will ascend to the empty throne and become supreme!"

        

        "So, you did it for the kingdom?"

        

        "...Yes! Absolutely not for personal gain."

        

        "Then shall I continue in your place?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "If you die here, I'll continue your work. I'm superior to you in every aspect except for my lifespan issue."

        

        "..."

        

        "What's wrong? You said it was for the kingdom, didn't you? So I'll take over instead. That should be fine—you just need to quietly fall asleep here. No, I phrased that incorrectly. You just need to die here."

        

        "W-wait. I'm still your father."

        

        "Didn't you say it wasn't for personal gain but solely for the kingdom, for the public good? Why are you suddenly bringing up personal matters?"

        

        "..."

        

        "That was the extent of the value, wasn't it? ...Or perhaps it was just self-interest disguised as public good."

        

        Belita turned and walked toward Olivia and Royce.

        

      

      
        That was a choice.

        For the first time, Belita chose the path she would take.

        

        Where should she go?

        She didn't know.

        At least this way seemed more right.

        

        After this was over, Belita would have to go to prison.

        She didn't know what would change, but that outcome might remain the same. Still, she felt that this wasn't right.

        

        Her heart was beating wildly, and cold sweat was pouring down.

        Making a choice with the first freedom of choice she'd ever had in a life without options was dizzying beyond imagination, making her feel sick and nauseous. She felt like she might stumble and fall while walking.

        

        "BELITAAAA!!"

        

        Helen struggled to raise her body.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A large arrow of light fell from the air and pierced through Helen.

        

        Without even looking at Helen collapsing to the floor, Belita said:

        

        "After teaching me so much about being a Saint, you violate it yourself. ...No, those are all excuses. Perhaps my choice was already made when you killed Sir William."

        

        "ARGHHHH!!"

        

        Helen barely managed to raise her body with her shattered legs.

        

        Blood was flowing from her entire body, and her face, contorted with pain, showed injuries that would have killed an ordinary person many times over.

        

        But the Grim Reaper's power was actually preventing her from dying, keeping her in that state of agony. Despite the pain, her survival instinct remained, and Helen ran backward.

        

        As if trying to escape.

        Running in an ugly manner.

        

        Matching Belita's pace, Olivia walked and said:

        

        "I'm going to do it, Belita."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        With a whoosh, Olivia's figure disappeared in an instant.

        

        At least, she was invisible to Belita's eyes.

        

        Olivia appeared right in front of Helen, who was trying to escape.

        

        "P-please spare me!! I don't want to die!!"

        

        "I told you earlier."

        

        "What?"

        

        "That all reasons to keep you alive have disappeared."

        

        A swooshing sound was heard.

        

        And simultaneously, Helen's body was split in half.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Not stopping there, Olivia swung her sword repeatedly.

        

        She swung the large holy sword at a speed unimaginable for such a weapon, literally shredding Helen until only pieces of flesh remained, falling to the floor.

        

        Looking at the twitching flesh, Olivia cut once more.

        

        "Let's go to the Cathedral. First, let's contact Titania. Belita?"

        

        "She fainted."

        

        "Again? ...No, I suppose that makes sense."

        

        She had confronted her own values and, for the first time, rejected Helen's words.

        

        For some, it might have been an insignificant step, and for others, an obvious choice, but for Belita Bright, it was a heavy step taken for the first time in 15 years.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I can't make contact."

        

        "What? Could something have happened to Titania?"

        

        "No, it's not Titania's problem, but the connection..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Suddenly, a sound like an earthquake erupted.

        

        Olivia and Royce simultaneously opened the window and looked outside.

        

        "Livia, above us!"

        

        "Above?"

        

        Looking up at the sky, they saw a red magic circle inscribed there.

        

        "Monster magic..."

        

        "..."

        

        Momentarily stunned, Olivia jumped out the window.

        

        Royce followed, carrying Belita.

        

        "Royce! Where should we go first?! Should we head to the Cathedral?!"

        

        "Prince Felix's prison is right on the way! We should check there first!"

        

        "Got it! ...!"

        

        Something was falling from the sky.

        

        Monsters.

        Monsters were falling from the sky one by one.

        

        "What the hell...!"
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        Titania quickly assessed the situation.

        

        First, the matter of the Bright family.

        

        Honestly, this wasn't something that needed to be done right now. But if she didn't step up there, would she be worthy of being called a hero?

        

        No, if she had been a wise person who wouldn't have volunteered to go there in the first place, she wouldn't be running around Erkia doing the foolish task of trying to save people.

        

        Second, information about Felix Clifford.

        

        Whether to break him out or not would be left to Lilith, but it was unclear what she would decide.

        

        Third, guarding the communication stone.

        

        This was naturally Titania's responsibility.

        

        Since communication stones could only connect with other communication stones, using a single stone to connect with multiple people wasn't easy unless it was a special type. These had more restrictions than regular communication stones and hadn't been commercialized yet.

        

        Therefore, someone needed to act as a communications officer, receiving messages from everyone and relaying them to others, and Titania had taken on that role.

        

        Her physical condition wasn't good, and as the Meteor Bow and the World Tree's blessing had shifted to Sylphie, Titania was slowly approaching the end of her life.

        

        Still, by human standards, she would survive for quite a long time, but she no longer possessed her former strength.

        

        Moreover, since this wasn't Elvenheim, her power was further weakened, and maintaining the barrier protecting Elvenheim through the World Tree was also taxing.

        

        And fourth, the location of Alex Reynolds and the King of Red Dragons.

        

        It would be good if they could hear about this from Felix, but that wouldn't be easy either.

        

        With luck, they might be able to learn something from Helen Bright.

        

        'Time is limited. Move quickly, show the spirit befitting young ones.'

        

        There was no guarantee that Alex would wait until after the Human Alliance meeting to act because of the assassination attempt.

        

        If they were going to act, they needed to do it quickly.

        

        Manpower.

        

        They were critically short on manpower.

        

        'If I had known it would come to this, should I have brought more elves from Elvenheim?'

        

        But Elvenheim was also in poor condition due to the Demon Lord's army's attack, which was why she had only brought a few. They hadn't anticipated that Alex would resort to such blatant methods.

        

        At any rate, each of them was skilled in their own field.

        

        She was somewhat worried about Lilith, but she had an intuition that others lacked.

        

        An intuition that ignored logic and achieved results.

        

        That wasn't something easily obtained.

        

        The choices made by someone who could select the best option without logical reasoning might surprisingly have value.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        After sitting quietly, Titania frowned.

        

        All the communication stones had turned red.

        

        Evidence of communication failure.

        

        Suddenly, communication failure?

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "The sky!"

        

        "......"

        

        When Titania opened the window and looked up at the sky, a red magic circle had formed.

        

        'A summoning magic circle, mixed with an interference magic circle. Has it been set up for a long time? Who did this?'

        

        The preparations for creating Erkia's magic circle must have been made in advance, which meant someone had been operating in secret for a long time.

        

        It couldn't have been Alex, who had been working for the kingdom and the hero's party until coming here.

        

        Who could it be?

        

        Someone had casually been in Erkia, setting up magic circles.

        

        "Step back."

        

        "...!"

        

        Les stepped back at those words.

        

        And then.

        

        Ting!!

        

        "Titania!!"

        

        A body twice Titania's size.

        

        And a greatsword even larger than that body swung at Titania, instantly blasting apart the room of the lodging, sending Titania flying backward.

        

        Immediately regaining her posture and landing on the rooftop of the building, the man revealed himself.

        

        "It's been a while, Titania. How inconsiderate of you to come to Erkia without even greeting me."

        

        "You haven't changed, Dragonia."

        

        The King of the Dragonkin.

        

        Dragonia.

        

        Violence.

        

        Ferocity.

        

        The strongest dragonkin who inherited the characteristics of dragonkin more intensely than anyone else.

        

        In other human nations, the king wasn't necessarily the strongest.

        

        Kings were chosen through wisdom, bloodline, and various other factors rather than strength, but the condition for becoming king among the dragonkin was very simple.

        

        That was strength, and only the strongest was given the qualification to become the king of the dragonkin.

        

        Dragonia, large even for a dragonkin, effortlessly wielded a greatsword larger than himself with one hand and possessed speed that didn't match his build.

        

        He was truly a powerful figure worthy of the name of the strongest dragonkin.

        

        "Haven't changed? You're the one who hasn't changed. You've just gained some maturity since I was a kid, but nothing else has changed."

      

      
        

        "Elves live longer than other races, and our youth is extremely long. Elderly elves literally only remain for a few months before the end of their lifespan."

        

        Therefore, if an elderly elf appeared, it was truly time to prepare oneself mentally.

        

        The longest an aging elf had survived was about a year.

        

        In other words, once aging began, it was fair to say they were essentially diagnosed to die within a year, but elves who had lived their full lives mostly just accepted that their time had come.

        

        It wasn't so much fearlessness as acceptance.

        

        Rather, it was often the people around them who were surprised and cried.

        

        "I've been targeting only you. Are those two your only companions? They won't be a match."

        

        "Unfortunately, allies of justice are always short on manpower."

        

        "You'll just be picked off one by one and die."

        

        "Well, the same goes for your side."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I know you're cooperating with monsters. You have no sense of cooperation, so you'll all be moving separately anyway."

        

        "......"

        

        "Only the results will tell the whole story."

        

        Would their scattered forces lead to them being picked off one by one, or would it result in victory that protected more?

        

        That couldn't be known until the results came in.

        

        "Above all, young people can create miracles."

        

        "How amusing. Are you trying to be a sage king?"

        

        "A sage king?"

        

        "A tyrant like me can't understand that logic."

        

        "Dragonia, let me tell you something interesting."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "I'm not a sage king."

        

        She had made mistakes many times.

        

        Some were fatal and irreversible. She had done bad things to protect her nation and could hardly be called a good person. There were times when she had ignored dying lives right before her eyes in the name of protecting Elvenheim.

        

        "And I don't know if you're truly a tyrant either."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "It's not for us to judge. Only history knows the answer; people in the future, after we're dead, will make that judgment."

        

        "......"

        

        "Even the man who was called the Wise King among the dragonkin kings for being the wisest wasn't much different from you."

        

        Titania recalled the dragonkin king who had been called the Wise King.

        

        "At the time, he was called a ruffian or a tyrant, but as time passed, he came to be called the Wise King and was evaluated as the only dragonkin king who wasn't a tyrant."

        

        Evaluations always change.

        

        And for positions like kings, it was quite difficult to evaluate a king's ability in the present.

        

        Because they were their own kings.

        

        In the future, after much has died and time has passed, only history will speak the truth.

        

        Only those living in the future have the right to evaluate those who lived in the past.

        

        "Hmph, how amusing. Are you saying you'll sacrifice the present for the future?"

        

        "We must do our best in the present so as not to be ashamed before those living in that future. Just as we shouldn't be consumed by the past, we shouldn't forget it either."

        

        "......"

        

        "For example, yes."

        

        Titania smiled.

        

        "You shouldn't forget that you once confessed to me and were rejected."

        

        "You bastard."

        

        "So it's curious."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        "Why side with monsters? You're violent and rough, literally the epitome of dragonkin, but... you're not stupid. You're not foolish enough to not understand what it means to become an ally of monsters."

        

        "Indeed, you're right. If I fail, I'll be recorded as an unbelievable fool."

        

        "......"

        

        "But what if I win?"

        

        Dragonia looked at Titania and smiled, showing his sharp teeth.

        

        "We dragonkin ultimately desire blood. Survival of the fittest, dying in battle is the greatest death... Our instincts are more similar to monsters. An era where monsters flourish would be the era of us dragonkin."

        

        "Even if it means dying in the process?"

        

        "That is precisely the instinct of us dragonkin. Peace where we suppress our instincts versus war where we unleash our instincts—I chose the latter."

        

        "I see."

        

        She didn't really understand, but she knew he had his own reasons.

        

        "When I was a kid, I never beat you. ...But I've grown stronger, and you've grown weaker."

        

        "......"

        

        "After sacrificing everything for your country, you'll die at the hands of a tyrant like me, Titania."

        

        "That's the role of a king. The position of king exists to dedicate everything for the sake of the country."

        

        "No! You're wrong!"

        

        Dragonia raised his sword.

        

        "The proof that everything in that country belongs to you is what makes the position of king!!"

        

        "This is why it's impossible to communicate with dragonkin."

        

      

      
        "I feel the same way; it's impossible to communicate with elves."

        

        "No, not just elves, but all human nations don't rule their countries with violence or employ the logic of tyrants."

        

        What did he think would happen if he openly spoke like that in front?

        

        There was a reason why courtesy and such things were emphasized in politics.

        

        Someone in a public position like Titania understood better than anyone that there was a right way and a wrong way to say things.

        

        "Oh, and another reason I became an ally of monsters is..."

        

        "......"

        

        "I might be able to see our ancestors, you know? You know that dragon blood flows in us dragonkin, right? I really want to see them."

        

        "Sigh, you haven't changed since childhood."

        

        "I've grown this big, what hasn't changed?"

        

        "No, nothing has changed at all."

        

        With a whoosh, mana materialized in Titania's hand, forming a bow.

        

        "What happened to the Meteor Bow? You're using materialized mana instead?"

        

        "It's about time I passed it on to the next generation."

        

        "Heh, so even you experience aging."

        

        "As a living being, I'll eventually fade away."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Dragonia gripped his greatsword firmly.

        

        "Then at least... I'll kill you with my own hands, Titania."

        

        "You're being too rough with an old woman, really."

        

        ***

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh!!

        

        "Th-Thank you!"

        

        "Run to the shelter! Right now!! Hurry!!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Royce, what about the monsters!?"

        

        "The soldiers in Erkia are engaging them, but there are quite a few. However, their quality isn't particularly high. The soldiers should be able to hold them off sufficiently."

        

        "Argh! If I had known it would come to this, I would have prioritized something other than the Bright family in Belita..."

        

        "Then the people here would have died."

        

        It was because we came here that we obtained the information about the dragon sleeping in the cathedral.

        

        Felix might have had the same information, but that's just speculation.

        

        "Let's go ahead foolishly. When have you ever used your head as a hero?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Belita probably couldn't choose for herself either."

        

        To be honest, no one could know what impact this choice, which gave Belita the freedom to choose, would have on the future.

        

        Just that.

        

        If she hadn't decided to act that way here, she wouldn't have been Livia, and she wouldn't have been a hero.

        

        "Hmm, is that a compliment? It's ambiguous."

        

        "Well. At least I like you for being that way."

        

        Livia was slightly surprised at my words, then smiled.

        

        "...Then I'll continue to be this foolish."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Because that foolish you is always shining.

        

        It's dazzling and good.

        

        "By the way, will the soldiers be alright?"

        

        "As I said earlier, they can hold them off sufficiently."

        

        At this level, it was possible for trained soldiers to work together and defeat them.

        

        Meanwhile, Livia was running and cutting down everything in her path.

        

        In her wake, only the corpses of monsters remained, and the monsters were dying without even understanding why they had died.

        

        'The communication stones still aren't working. That magic circle... it wasn't just activated now; it was set up in advance. That means it was prepared long ago... who could have done this?'

        

        It couldn't be monsters.

        

        They would be caught by the barrier.

        

        Then humans.

        

        Alex had been in the royal capital continuously, and before that, he had moved as part of the hero's party, so it was physically impossible.

        

        It was hard to imagine that Helen or other collaborators would have such technology.

        

        At that moment.

        

        Something occurred to me.

        

        'A human who might have such technology.'

        

        If someone could hide their power, it wouldn't be that difficult to enter this tourist city of Erkia pretending to be a civilian.

        

        'The first hero, Mihail Reinhart.'

        

        If it was him, doing something like this wouldn't be impossible.

        

        Is he really here?

        

        In this city of water?

        

        The first hero?
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        CLANG!!

        

        The sound of clashing swords echoed heavily, and a wall crumbled.

        

        Felix Clifford frowned at the sounds around him as he exhaled roughly. The sounds of soldiers fighting could be heard.

        

        Fortunately, it seemed the response had been swift.

        

        Felix had instructed the captain to strengthen security in advance because he couldn't shake his ominous feeling. Thanks to that, the response was a bit quicker, and the sounds of battle were ringing out.

        

        That red magic circle seemed to be the culprit, but Felix didn't have the luxury to see the bigger picture right now.

        

        The man emerging from the prison area smiled like a demon.

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        Alex smiled as he spoke to Felix.

        

        "I thought you were a wiser person."

        

        "Wise, you say..."

        

        "If I were you, I wouldn't have sent Lilith and that half-elf away earlier. I would have attacked me together."

        

        "Against an endless opponent, total annihilation might be possible. Above all, I needed to help my sister escape."

        

        "Yes, that's one thing we agree on."

        

        Alex nodded as if acknowledging this.

        

        "Who would have known you were hiding so close? Moreover, Lilith Clifford has been too weak to properly function for a long time. How could anyone think such a frail being was such an important figure?"

        

        "Shut up."

        

        "I'm feeling quite good."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "The sounds of battle, the screams, the sound of blades cutting into flesh—all of it makes for a wonderful melody. Only in these moments do I feel at ease, don't you agree?"

        

        "Heretic."

        

        "Heretic... You're the same, aren't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        Felix closed his mouth, and Alex laughed.

        

        "The sound of people laughing, the sight of them looking happy immersed in peace, everyday noise, children playing—that very ordinary tranquility."

        

        Felix remained silent.

        

        "Not once have I felt warmth in that."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're one of us."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Felix smiled slightly.

        

        "A certain friend who saved me in the past once asked how I knew he had such twisted thoughts inside. No, I think he asked more directly. How did I know he was a heretic?"

        

        "..."

        

        This time, Alex was silent.

        

        "He said he knew someone similar. Indeed, could that be you?"

        

        "Was it Royce?"

        

        The wind blew with a whoosh.

        

        Alex's pupils trembled ever so slightly.

        

        For Alex, there had been several important choices in his life, but he had a strange certainty that no matter which path he chose, he would have ended up similar to who he was now.

        

        But if he had chosen differently on a few occasions...

        

        Perhaps there could have been a different Alex, he thought.

        

        And whenever he thought about it, there was only one man who came to mind.

        

        "...!"

        

        Ting!! Slash!

        

        "Ugh!"

      

      
        

        "God! Why did He create heretics like us? Have you ever thought about that, Felix?"

        

        He was being pushed back.

        

        No matter how much people said the hero's party could have been handled by the hero alone, or how amazing Olivia's performance was, being part of that party already meant he was sufficiently skilled.

        

        Reina was the daughter of Titania, an archer especially beloved by the wind, and Belita's healing magic was beyond human limits.

        

        And Alex was no different.

        

        One couldn't join the hero's party just by having power; a certain level of skill was required.

        

        Though weaker than Hero Olivia Reinhart, Alex Reynolds was plenty strong.

        

        At the very least, there was bound to be a difference between someone who had been in actual combat and someone who had been doing politics in the royal capital.

        

        "God wouldn't make mistakes. I'm not talking about the goddess who is merely a higher being than us. If there truly is an omnipotent God in the real sense... then the birth of heretics like us is also within God's grasp."

        

        Clang!

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Wounds were increasing one by one.

        

        Under the storm-like attacks, Felix was accumulating more and more injuries, and he was so overwhelmed with just defending that he couldn't find proper opportunities to counterattack.

        

        Even the few counterattacks that did land were easily blocked by Alex, clearly showing the difference in their capabilities.

        

        "Then what if I, who am no different from a heretic, win? If I win by tearing apart even the wishes of noble heroes and good people, I will prove something."

        

        "What would that be?"

        

        "That my birth was not a mistake, that I am not a heretic who goes against providence."

        

        There was a question he had harbored for many years.

        

        If there truly was a God in this world, why was he born?

        

        How could someone as wicked as himself come into existence?

        

        It was truly puzzling.

        

        So he wanted to prove it.

        

        His limits and his worth.

        

        "Is that why you joined hands with the Death Cult and even monsters? Are you really sane? Is Father involved in this?"

        

        "Father? You mean Cromwell Clifford? How stupid, that man is dead."

        

        "What?"

        

        "It was just a puppet I prepared that was playing that role. Family ties, loyal retainers—it's laughable that you couldn't even detect that it was a puppet I prepared."

        

        "Father... then..."

        

        "This is why I think people shouldn't be trusted based on ability alone. Don't you agree, Felix?"

        

        "You bastard!!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Felix fell backward, and Alex pointed a sword made of magical energy at him.

        

        "If you're willing to join me now, I wouldn't mind sparing you. Why not show off that malice inside you?"

        

        "..."

        

        Felix remained silent.

        

        It was certainly true.

        

        Though they stood on different sides, Felix could understand what Alex was saying.

        

        From birth, he knew he was different from others, so he wore a mask and lived among others while hiding his ugly inner self.

        

        Extreme thoughts rippled through his mind many times, and the temptation of evil deeds impulsively visited and tormented Felix.

        

        He wanted to hit people.

        

        To torment them.

        

        To laugh while watching their faces contort in pain.

        

        But Felix looked at Alex and laughed mockingly.

        

      

      
        "I refuse."

        

        "I see. That's a shame."

        

        With seemingly genuine regret, Alex thrust his sword down at Felix.

        

        Precisely at the neck.

        

        It was a moment when Felix was certain he was going to die.

        

        With a strange creaking sound, Felix opened his eyes that had closed in fear.

        

        The sword made of magical energy had stopped, and someone was blocking it with their foot.

        

        More precisely, with the top of their foot.

        

        It was astonishing that they had blocked it with just their magically enhanced body without wearing any special shoes, but seeing who had blocked it, Felix smiled awkwardly, while Alex's expression could only freeze.

        

        "It's been a while."

        

        The snow-white hair seemed to glow faintly even in this late night, and the red eyes were beautiful like rubies.

        

        Missing one arm and wrapped in bandages all over, her light seemed even more brilliant and firm than when Alex had last seen her.

        

        Even the somewhat murky light she had shown when she was with Alex was no longer perceptible.

        

        Alex quickly stepped back and said:

        

        "Yes, it's been a while, Hero."

        

        "Cut the crap. Formal speech is for people who know how to show respect to others. Don't you agree?"

        

        "..."

        

        Hmm, Alex thought for a moment and then smiled.

        

        "You look healthier than I expected. The death curse has been lifted, but it seems your body is still not completely well. Belita could have done it, but you have her, don't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Why didn't you get treatment? Or were you worried about Belita's desire for destruction? To regenerate that right arm would require advanced techniques. It seems you couldn't get treatment because of the possibility that Belita might deliberately accept the curse."

        

        Even if only other parts were treated, Belita might have harbored different intentions in that brief moment and deliberately tried to regenerate the arm.

        

        "Good people are so nice; they're easy to read."

        

        "I don't like evil people; they're stupid."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know why others live virtuously, why they live considerately, why they live with manners. Being critical and pessimistic doesn't make you cold and smart."

        

        "You've become quite articulate."

        

        "I'm not that smart either, but do you know the difference between you and me? It's whether you're aware of your own stupidity or not. You, who can't even realize it and haven't gained a conscience while doing all this, are stupider than me."

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "Congratulations, you're the first person I've thought was stupider than me, Alex."

        

        "Hmm, is that provocation? ...It seems you've gained quite a bit of insight and mental stability. As expected, you weren't alone; someone helped you, and you've recovered considerably because of it."

        

        Whoosh.

        

        The sound of wind was heard.

        

        Alex opened his eyes wide.

        

        A man appeared, carrying what seemed to be an unconscious Belita.

        

        Uncommon black hair.

        

        The calm blue eyes seemed to make Alex nostalgic for the past.

        

        The man and Alex locked eyes.

        

        "Prince Felix, are you alright?"

        

        "*cough* Thanks to you, I'm alive."

        

        The cold night wind blew with a whoosh.

        

        "Royce."

        

        As if slightly dazed, he called that name, and Royce replied:

        

        "It's been a while, Alex."

        

        Alex froze momentarily at the appearance of this unexpected figure.
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        "Prince Felix, can you move?"

        

        "More or less."

        

        "Please take care of this child."

        

        "Saint Belita?"

        

        "She's only unconscious, but I don't think I can protect her while fighting. I would be grateful if you could take her either to the shelter or to Titania's side."

        

        "...Very well, I'm just a hindrance here anyway."

        

        "Not at all. I'm simply assigning you a more suitable task."

        

        "You've always been good at making dirty things sound clean, both then and now."

        

        "Everyone has both clean and dirty aspects to them. Isn't it human decency to show the clean side when someone only sees the dirty and hangs their head?"

        

        Felix laughed awkwardly.

        

        Life's moments of change can come unexpectedly.

        

        For Felix, there were two stories that changed his life.

        

        The first was learning that he and Lilith were siblings.

        

        If they hadn't been siblings, Felix would have become cynical much faster, ending up not much different from Alex.

        

        The second was meeting Royce.

        

        As he entered politics, he grew increasingly distrustful of human goodwill and suspicious of malice. His mind and body were wearing down day by day when he met someone who believed in the cyclical nature of human goodness.

        

        The mere existence of such a person was enough.

        

        Rather than hastily sympathizing with Felix, who lived ashamed of his malice and wore a mask, Royce simply accepted him as he was.

        

        Felix might not know how his actions appeared to God, but he could now believe that if someone found value in what he did, that was enough.

        

        Felix took Belita from Royce and said:

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "You once saw through my rotten nature. That's why I asked how you knew... You answered by saying you knew someone similar."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "You were certainly correct. I am exactly like him. I could understand everything he said."

        

        Unfortunately, Felix's nature was more aligned with Alex's side than this one.

        

        He had impulses to make people cry, and eventually, those accumulated into impulses to kill.

        

        Sometimes when he hunted monsters with a sword he didn't need to wield, it was merely a way to vent his frustrations since he couldn't hunt people.

        

        That's why some people remarked that, contrary to his appearance, Felix's swordplay was excessively violent.

        

        After hearing Felix's story, Royce said:

        

        "No, being similar and being exactly the same are different things."

        

        "..."

        

        "You didn't do anything, Felix."

        

        "...Haha, calling a prince by his name now?"

        

        "Will you arrest me for insulting nobility?"

        

        "Unfortunately, this isn't the time for that. I will definitely take this young lady to a safe place."

        

        "I apologize for not being able to escort her myself. While Prince Felix should have no trouble with wandering monsters, I can't guarantee there won't be stronger ones."

        

        "Understood."

        

        Royce handed Felix what looked like pre-drawn maps.

        

        "One shows Titania's location, the other the shelter's. The choice is yours, Prince Felix."

        

        "...Understood."

        

        With those words, Felix jumped from the rooftop and ran.

        

        Though he didn't fully grasp the situation, dealing with the consequences took priority over understanding everything.

        

        Rather than asking why and how this happened, the most urgent task was to respond quickly to what had already occurred and minimize casualties.

        

        First was Belita.

        

        He needed to think about moving the unconscious Belita to a safe place.

        

        'Titania or the shelter... Where should I go?'

        

        It was time to choose.

        

        ***

        

        "Royce."

        

        "It's been a while. Are you that surprised to see me here?"

        

        Alex laughed awkwardly.

        

        "Well... I shouldn't be surprised. Who else would do something so stupid yet admirable? Did you feel sorry for the woman who exiled you?"

        

        "You've become talkative."

        

        "..."

        

        "You were so quiet when you were in the Hero's party."

        

        "Alex, words aren't necessary, are they? I might have asked why you discarded me, the Hero, but this calls for summary judgment."

        

        Livia pointed at the red magic circle as she spoke.

      

      
        

        She meant exactly what she said.

        

        While assassinating the Hero was certainly a serious crime that needed to be punished, it could potentially be handled through legal channels depending on the circumstances.

        

        However, what was happening here was clearly a betrayal of humanity.

        

        Unlike the Elven Heim incident, evidence could be easily found, so if Alex were to be defeated here, there would be no way out.

        

        The crime of betraying humanity—even if his head were cut off on the spot, he would have no grounds to complain, and Livia seemed to recognize this.

        

        "How kind of you. Does that mean you weren't planning to execute me just for the assassination?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Because you're stronger than me?"

        

        "Yes, but not right now. I don't know what you've prepared. Depending on the circumstances, you might surpass me."

        

        "Are you sure about that? You might never be able to clear your name."

        

        "Indeed, I've lived in fear of bearing that stigma, but now I'm fine with it. I didn't save people to be praised."

        

        "..."

        

        The wind blew with a whoosh.

        

        Alex smiled in an uncharacteristically human way.

        

        "Really... I like people too much. No hero could be more heroic than you. It's so irritating."

        

        "..."

        

        "It makes me sick just looking at you. You believe you can save the world with kindness."

        

        "Not really, I don't think that way. ...But the world can't be saved by cruelty alone either. If you think I'm a fool, that's fine. Heroes are supposed to be fools anyway."

        

        "True."

        

        Alex straightened his posture.

        

        "Can you defeat me?"

        

        "It's a ridiculous question, but coming from you, it's convincing. Despite your condition, I can't be certain of victory with my current state. Perhaps it's fortunate that you weren't healed by Belita, if you can call that fortunate. I'll have to leave it to someone else."

        

        "Someone else?"

        

        "Let's have people with connections to each other fight."

        

        "...!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        Someone appeared.

        

        Killing intent.

        

        The killing intent that seemed to dominate the space made my flesh tremble.

        

        The man immediately leaped at Livia. With a clang!! of metal on metal, Livia was pushed back by the force and flew backward.

        

        "Livia!"

        

        "I'm fine! Don't worry about me and fight!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        I caught a glimpse of the man who had sent Livia flying.

        

        Snow-white hair.

        

        That hair...

        

        "You!"

        

        "Hup!"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        The man narrowly avoided Alex's attack and retreated.

        

        Meanwhile, he quickly ran in the direction where Livia had been thrown.

        

        A moment of distraction.

        

        Everyone had their assigned roles anyway.

        

        If that man was truly the First Hero, no one here except Livia could face him.

        

        I didn't know how well the current Livia could handle the First Hero, who was called the strongest, but believing in her was all I could do.

        

        I was certain that letting Alex escape now would cause ripples far beyond just losing an enemy.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        A windy night.

        

        The sounds of battle echoed around us, and the ominous red magic circle cast light like a spotlight.

        

        A sword gripping materialized magical power.

        

        Not human technology.

        

        "Just."

        

        "Hm?"

        

        "Have you considered just leaving this city?"

        

        "What?"

        

        I frowned.

        

      

      
        "This doesn't concern you, does it? If you want to flee, I won't stop you. More people will die, and although you're quite skilled, that's all you are—you won't survive."

        

        "Alex, we were childhood friends after all."

        

        "..."

        

        "Do I look like someone who would say 'Yes, understood' and run away after hearing that?"

        

        "...No. That's why I made the offer. Then die. At least by my hand."

        

        Whoosh!

        

        As Alex leaped forward, I created flames, and Alex cut through them as he lunged at me.

        

        I stepped back while moving my hands.

        

        The flames eventually surrounded Alex, rising like a tower of fire.

        

        With a swoosh! sound, Alex cut through even the flames, and an ominous energy flowed from his body.

        

        "Spirit users are excellent, but when it comes to combat power, I'm superior!!"

        

        Indeed, trying to defeat Alex in a normal state might be too presumptuous. Even if I somehow won, it would consume too much time.

        

        I'll end this quickly.

        

        Spirit Unity.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "This power..."

        

        Since Alex was charging forward, he couldn't properly avoid my flames and took the hit directly.

        

        With a crash!! he tumbled across the roof before barely stopping. His body was burning with burns, but he glared at me as if such burns were insignificant.

        

        "You, that power... Impossible. Could you be from that experiment...?"

        

        "What, you didn't know? It was an experiment before the one done on Belita."

        

        "I heard there were no survivors... This is why those fools who only understand power can't be trusted."

        

        Alex was panting, and I readjusted my stance.

        

        "Was there something you wanted so badly, Alex?"

        

        "You wouldn't understand! You, with your capacity to empathize with everyone!! I need to find the answer!"

        

        "Whatever that answer is, it doesn't justify the sacrifices happening now."

        

        "That's not a problem for me."

        

        Whoosh, a strong wind blew around Alex.

        

        A purple energy flickered, healing the burns on Alex's body as his magical power grew.

        

        Seeing it this often, I could easily tell what power it was.

        

        "Where did you get that power of death? It will only accelerate your downfall."

        

        Alex looked up at the sky briefly and said:

        

        "Then God has punished me. For being a heretic who forgot the grace that gave me life and committed evil."

        

        "Alex."

        

        "But."

        

        Alex placed his hand over his heart and smiled.

        

        "What if this wish of destruction is fulfilled? What if I, who have no ideals, no blessings, no ideology, not even sublimity—what if I fulfill this wish of destruction?"

        

        "..."

        

        "There's no logic of sacrificing the few for the many! No conviction or pride! If someone like me fulfills a wish that might destroy the world! Wouldn't that mean... God has affirmed me!!"

        

        Hahaha! Alex's laughter echoed.

        

        "My existence would be acknowledged by God!! Even evil like me would be proven worthy of existing in this world as God's creation!! And that is the answer!! The affirmation of existence! Isn't that the identity and need for recognition that humans desire most?!"

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        I wanted to say he hadn't changed, but some parts had.

        

        It wasn't that something major had happened or that something bad had occurred—it was that no one had thought to stop him, and no one had been there to hold him back.

        

        That was all there was to it.

        

        Perhaps that's why I'm here—to be the one who stops him.

        

        "Then I must stop you."

        

        "Yes, that's good too. If I am defeated and die without accomplishing anything."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "It would mean God has denied my existence. Then I should quietly burn in hell and accept that punishment, right?"

        

        "You've become twisted."

        

        At my words, he stopped smiling and looked at me with a cold face.

        

        Those eyes seemed to belong to someone who had cut off all hesitation and humanity.

        

        "..."

        

        The vibrating magical power felt like it could tear apart anything it touched.

        

        In my Spirit Unity state, I had excellent regenerative abilities and firepower, but I was certain that if I let my guard down, I would be the one to suffer.

        

        Looking at the increasingly distorted Alex, I said:

        

        "You fool."
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        Titania, embedded in the wall, slowly rose to her feet.

        

        Blood flowed, and she dusted off the dirt on her clothes.

        

        Watching her, Dragonia frowned.

        

        "You've grown weak, truly weak, Titania."

        

        In the past, Dragonia had been unable to do anything against Titania and was defeated.

        

        Originally, Titania should have died long ago, but she had extended her lifespan by making a contract with the World Tree. And as that blessing passed to Sylph, Titania gradually grew weaker.

        

        She was far from her prime, and with her lifespan rapidly reaching its limit, her life expectancy wasn't very long either.

        

        Compared to when she fought Dragonia, her power had diminished considerably, while Dragonia, through bloody training, had obtained power of a completely different dimension than before.

        

        "Ptui."

        

        Titania spat out saliva mixed with blood.

        

        Or was it blood mixed with saliva?

        

        Either way, she was undeniably in a terrible state. Though she had barely avoided vital spots, Titania no longer had the strength to defeat Dragonia.

        

        Being past her prime was one thing, but she was still maintaining power in Elvenheim. In other words, she had lost the advantage of the World Tree's blessing, yet still bore the burden of protecting Elvenheim.

        

        Therefore, Titania was not only in poor condition but also expending power elsewhere, making it impossible for her to fight at full strength.

        

        "I! I admired you! To become so weak! What's the point if I can't kill you at your strongest?!"

        

        "......"

        

        Boom!

        

        Boom!

        

        Even when dodging attacks, the shockwaves hurt her skin.

        

        It was an absurd amount of magical power, exploding with each use. In other words, even if Titania narrowly avoided a direct hit, the impact would still reach her.

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Les swung his sword at Dragonia, and a loud metallic sound—ting!!—rang out.

        

        He came from the front.

        

        Shouting openly.

        

        Upon collision, it was clear that Les was no amateur, and moreover, he was an elf who served as Titania's aide.

        

        But rushing in like this seemed strange no matter how one looked at it.

        

        In that moment, Dragonia sensed someone behind him.

        

        The elderly swordsman thrust his sword.

        

        Swish!!

        

        With a loud sound, Dragonia's shoulder was torn.

        

        "I apologize. You created such a good opportunity for us."

        

        "No, it's enough, Sebas."

        

        Dragonia smiled as he looked at the blood flowing from his shoulder.

        

        Les, the captain of Elvenheim's guard.

        

        An elf who unusually wielded a sword rather than a bow.

        

        Sebas Alvarei.

        

        He was once a renowned knight.

        

        Though his abilities had somewhat diminished with age, his experience surviving on battlefields was not to be taken lightly.

        

        Indeed, with his aged body, he had managed to pierce Dragonia's skin and wound him—quite commendable.

        

        "Interesting."

        

        Dragonia drew up his magical power and charged immediately.

        

        Boom! Boom!!

        

        He pushed away both Sebas and Les simultaneously and targeted Titania.

        

        No matter how skilled they were, Dragonia was the undisputed leader of the dragonkin, a race known for combat, and bore the name of the strongest.

        

        Titania deployed a barrier, but Dragonia shattered it with brute force and grabbed her throat.

        

        Bang! As she hit the wall, Titania let out a choked breath.

        

        "It pains me to kill someone as weak as you, but I have no choice. ...Hehe, or would you become my woman? I might consider sparing you then."

        

        With just a little more pressure, Dragonia could kill Titania now.

        

        Unlike in the past, he now held an overwhelming advantage, which should have been delightful, but it wasn't particularly so.

        

        Above all else.

        

        He disliked how Titania's eyes showed neither wavering nor fear.

        

        "Aren't you afraid of dying?"

        

        "......"

      

      
        

        "Why aren't you saying anything? If I just squeeze my hand around your neck a little more, I can break it and kill you."

        

        "You're."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You've become talkative. On the battlefield, excessive talk indicates hesitation. Is it confusion, or some other emotion? Are you becoming confused by your actions? Or is it because your opponent is me? Can't forget your first love?"

        

        "......"

        

        "That's why you're still a child, Dragonia."

        

        "Fine, I understand."

        

        Dragonia intended to break her neck right then.

        

        At that moment.

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Something fast passed by, and an arrow pierced through the arm holding Titania's neck.

        

        Instinctively, Dragonia released Titania and stepped back.

        

        "Where? With an arrow..."

        

        If it was an arrow, was it an elf?

        

        No, not Les.

        

        Les was using a sword.

        

        Not Sebas either, nor Titania.

        

        Where was it being shot from in the first place?

        

        Thwoom!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        He grimaced as an arrow pierced his thigh.

        

        He looked in the direction it came from.

        

        A dragonkin's eyes could see far when focused.

        

        But.

        

        "What is that elf?"

        

        A half-elf?

        

        Holding a meteor bow.

        

        No, that wasn't the important part.

        

        The meteor bow was certainly significant, but what mattered more was...

        

        "Shooting from this distance...?"

        

        And with such power too.

        

        Clear hostility and killing intent.

        

        Dragonia smiled and readied his greatsword.

        

        "Interesting."

        

        ***

        

        Clang! Clang! Clang!!

        

        Without moving from their positions, they continued swinging their swords as if gauging each other's abilities.

        

        It felt almost like a territorial battle, repeatedly invading and being invaded in each other's domains, like a nation of swords.

        

        This territorial struggle showed no sign of ending, disturbing the surrounding air and causing magical power to ripple.

        

        It felt as if the space around me and this man was being torn apart, and eventually, without either of us taking the lead, our continuous attacks stopped as our swords clashed.

        

        After what seemed like an endless exchange, the man spoke.

        

        "You're strong."

        

        "...You too."

        

        "Formal speech? It seems you already know who I am."

        

        "Snow-white hair is a characteristic of the Reinhart family. Not always, of course, but it's not a common color."

        

        "Yes, no need to hide it. I had wanted to keep it as an element to unsettle you, but..."

        

        He had planned to reveal his identity at the decisive moment to throw me off balance.

        

        Indeed, it seemed effective.

        

        The man stepped back slightly and said:

        

        "Mihail Reinhart, the first Hero and your quite distant ancestor."

        

        "Olivia Reinhart, the current Hero, greets her ancestor and senior Hero."

        

        "You're polite. I heard the current Hero was a reckless, stubborn person with no manners."

        

        At least I wasn't called a scoundrel, so that's something.

        

      

      
        "Then let me send you to the afterlife."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "...Is that all you have to say?"

        

        "What else should I say?"

        

        "Well... something like 'Why did you, a Hero, become an ally of monsters?' or 'I admired you.' You know, those cliché conversations? I was expecting something like that when I came."

        

        Chuckling, his demeanor seemed too frivolous to believe he was a Hero who had joined the monster side.

        

        There wasn't much information left about Mihail Reinhart, the first Hero, but it was said he was the Hero of Heroes who never forgot his heroic duty. Either that was a lie or the records weren't accurate.

        

        "I understand."

        

        "......"

        

        "Since I understand, I won't criticize or condemn you. I think your choice wasn't wrong, either rationally or emotionally."

        

        If someone who had worked hard to defeat the Demon Lord, saved many, and literally became a hero was met with betrayal in return, they would fall into an indescribable state.

        

        "I don't know how you found out, but it seems you know my circumstances completely."

        

        "I heard it directly from the Goddess."

        

        "I see. What did she say about me?"

        

        "She said she was sad that her voice couldn't reach you."

        

        "......"

        

        I thought he would be angry.

        

        I expected him to express fierce anger, asking what she had ever done for him to be sad now, but contrary to my expectations, Mihail showed a rather emotional expression.

        

        He looked sad, somewhat regretful, and nostalgic.

        

        Perhaps he had met the Goddess directly?

        

        I had never met the Goddess directly and only got to meet her after defeating the Demon Lord and going to the Spirit Forest.

        

        But that was my case; Mihail might have had opportunities or experiences to meet her directly during his journey.

        

        "Olivia, you said?"

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "May I ask you a question?"

        

        "Yes, go ahead."

        

        "...Why are you still there?"

        

        I opened my eyes wide at that question.

        

        "Is it because Alex Reynolds was an ally of Death? You weren't betrayed by 'humanity,' so you remain in that position? But it was humans who carried it out nonetheless."

        

        "......"

        

        "Why do you stay there?"

        

        What should I answer?

        

        There were plausible answers.

        

        There were heroic answers.

        

        But I smiled slightly.

        

        All the answers that came to mind disappeared, and only the one answer remaining in my heart came out of my mouth.

        

        "Because I'm a fool."

        

        "......"

        

        Mihail looked surprised, then smiled just as I had.

        

        "Indeed, it seems the Goddess didn't choose poorly this time."

        

        "...Mihail, let me ask you once. ...Won't you stop here?"

        

        Mihail smiled.

        

        His red eyes seemed to tremble with passion.

        

        "I can't. I can't stop. I'm no longer a Hero but a madman swinging a sword, unable to contain my rage."

        

        "I see."

        

        I take a deep breath.

        

        I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        "Then I'll kill you here, Mihail."

        

        "Good eyes... Being kind and being soft are different things. Eyes that look at me favorably yet seek to kill me... Truly the eyes of a fine warrior!!"

        

        Ting!!

        

        Once again.

        

        My sword and Mihail's clashed.
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        Mikhail Reinhardt.

        

        A man known as the first hero and the strongest hero.

        

        His strength was transcendent, and he was literally called the hope of humanity.

        

        Mikhail had a woman he loved, received the blessing of the goddess, and possessed a heart that wished for everyone's well-being.

        

        But just as a righteous person falls endlessly when broken compared to someone who takes things lightly, so did Mikhail.

        

        "Ah, why..."

        

        He saved many things.

        

        He protected many things.

        

        He defeated countless magical beasts.

        

        He even defeated the Demon King.

        

        And then he was betrayed.

        

        Betrayed by everything, and no one wanted Mikhail anymore. After being used as much as they could use him, despite saving them all, he was bewildered by the betrayal instead of receiving gratitude.

        

        Above all, he hated himself because he couldn't hate those who betrayed him.

        

        He hated that he might still save someone else.

        

        He cursed with tears streaming down his face.

        

        He was so angry his head felt like it would explode.

        

        It was at that moment.

        

        -This is absurd. This is why you shouldn't value anything other than power. To treat someone with power like this.

        

        Someone spoke to Mikhail, who would have died if he had remained still.

        

        ***

        

        Clang!!

        

        Olivia stepped back and blocked Mikhail's attack.

        

        Moving quickly, Olivia defended against the relentless storm of attacks while creating distance between them.

        

        They moved as if they could see each other's attacks, but in terms of raw power, Mikhail clearly had the advantage over Olivia.

        

        But that wasn't what mattered.

        

        'This is absurd.'

        

        Mikhail couldn't help but be surprised as he swung his sword.

        

        He had been briefed on Olivia's condition beforehand.

        

        Because of that, despite it being somewhat troublesome, Mikhail thought he could win decisively. Rather, since tormenting a patient wasn't to his taste, he had wanted to end it quickly.

        

        But in reality, Olivia was keeping up with Mikhail's movements, and far from being quickly defeated, Mikhail felt he might lose if he let his guard down.

        

        Clang!!

        

        'Come to think of it, she's missing an arm.'

        

        As he tried to circle around and attack from a direction that would be difficult to counter, Olivia gathered magical power in her foot and blocked with her leg.

        

        Enhancing physical abilities in one concentrated area could provide ridiculously powerful defense, and when someone as strong as Olivia did it, it was even more formidable.

        

        But it was usually difficult to use.

        

        Because focusing enhancement on one area meant other areas wouldn't benefit from magical reinforcement, and if you were hit somewhere other than the reinforced area, it could be irreversible.

        

        Yet she chose this action.

        

        The flexibility to make such decisions.

        

        And finally, the talent to apply all of this in battle.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Narrowly avoiding Olivia's attack, Mikhail regained his stance.

        

        Mikhail's plan had been to finish this quickly and go help elsewhere, but far from helping others, he might actually die at Olivia's hands.

        

        No.

        

        He couldn't die yet.

        

        Claaang!!

        

        Their magical powers collided and repelled each other violently.

        

        'My swordsmanship is still superior. But her overwhelming explosive power is absurd.'

        

        Moreover, according to reports, not only was she missing an arm, but there was also a hole in her heart.

        

        Considering that the focal points for circulating magical power are both wrists and the heart, Olivia had two-thirds of her power sealed, yet she still displayed overwhelming explosive force.

        

        According to reports, this Demon King was by no means weak.

        

      

      
        Yet Olivia had defeated him without major injury, and the battle had been completely one-sided in her favor. Mikhail had expected her to be strong based on these accounts.

        

        'But usually, strong individuals who rely solely on talent quickly become vulnerable when their condition deteriorates even slightly.'

        

        "Hup!"

        

        Because they had always been successful.

        

        Because they had never experienced defeat.

        

        It was common to see them collapse and despair from such injuries.

        

        But.

        

        Olivia Reinhardt had been defeated many times.

        

        She hadn't been winning from the start; she had gotten back up after defeats, gritted her teeth, and charged forward. For someone whose talent had blossomed through such experiences, fighting with one arm unusable was almost routine, and situations where she couldn't use her full power were well within her ability to handle.

        

        So she could fight without issue.

        

        Clang! Clang!!

        

        'Besides, even if her swordsmanship is inferior to mine, the difference isn't overwhelming.'

        

        He could be certain.

        

        If Olivia were fully healed, or even if just her arm or heart were intact, Mikhail would have been the one at a disadvantage.

        

        While there are no absolutes in battle, so he wouldn't say he would definitely lose, but rather than the current back-and-forth, Olivia would have been the one pressing the attack.

        

        And even with damaged magical circuits, her firepower was absurd.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Kaboom!!

        

        The slash that cut through the ground seemed to sweep away everything in its path. While her physical technique might be inferior to Mikhail's, everything else about her overwhelmed him.

        

        "Impressive."

        

        "..."

        

        "You are certainly a stronger hero than I am. If your body were intact, I would surely have lost to you. There are no absolutes in battle, but the difference would be enough to warrant such a statement."

        

        Once one reaches a certain level of mastery, a single decision in battle can determine victory or defeat.

        

        Even with overwhelming differences, one never knew when luck might suddenly turn, so there were no absolutes in combat.

        

        But still, there were clearly differences significant enough that one could reasonably speak of near-certainties.

        

        "Indeed, I understand why Alex fears you so much."

        

        "Alex is afraid of me?"

        

        "You didn't know? He trembles at the thought that your recovery would mean their defeat."

        

        "Well, he might have been cautious, but I'm not sure if he feared me."

        

        "...Is that so?"

        

        "I could never understand Alex, and even though we were in the same party, we weren't close. I still don't understand why he's going this far."

        

        "Well, I feel the same way. But there are people in this world who are heretics from birth."

        

        "..."

        

        Mikhail thought of Alex.

        

        "Some people might not understand why, even after being betrayed like that, in a situation where it wouldn't be strange for you to be broken to the point of not wanting to believe in human goodness, you still believe in human kindness and save people."

        

        Ting! Ting!

        

        "Similarly, Alex Reynolds is a man who has thoroughly become a heretic. He's like a pitiful lamb born already broken from the moment of his birth."

        

        "For a pitiful lamb, he's causing too much damage. Even if he is a pitiful lamb, that doesn't mean those who die because of him aren't pitiful lambs themselves."

        

        Ting!

        

        "I don't particularly like distinguishing by numbers, but to reduce greater harm, Alex needs to exit the stage. If he surrenders now, at least he can face legal judgment."

        

        "Don't joke. Even if he's judged, it would be the death penalty, right?"

        

        "At least he would die as a 'human.'"

        

        "I see, so that's what you mean."

        

        If he dies like this, Alex Reynolds will die as a magical beast.

        

        That's unavoidable, and Olivia wouldn't hesitate to kill him, but it seemed she wanted him to at least die as a human.

        

        "Then shouldn't you hurry and defeat me? Your comrade might die."

        

        "Royce is strong."

        

        "Yes, he didn't seem weak. But Alex is favored by Death, a human born with the spirit of magical beasts... a true heretic. Perhaps that's why Death took an interest in him."

        

        They read each other's killing intent, read each other's hostility.

        

        They read each other's movements.

        

      

      
        "Compared to Alex, that man seemed rather shabby. At best, he'll die after receiving an evaluation of 'fought well.' Don't you need to save him?"

        

        "That battlefield is Royce's. My battlefield is here and now."

        

        She doesn't waver.

        

        It didn't seem like a normal comradeship, so he thought he'd try to shake her a bit, but she didn't waver at all.

        

        Was she pretending not to waver, or was she truly unwavering?

        

        Probably the latter.

        

        She didn't seem capable of such delicate acting.

        

        'Well, fine.'

        

        There was no need to fight desperately.

        

        Mikhail's job was just to buy time by continuing to fight Olivia like this.

        

        If this woman were set free, that would be the moment of defeat.

        

        She would move freely and cut down all the named magical beasts, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the story would change from magical beasts invading Erkia to magical beasts being slaughtered in Erkia.

        

        Clang!

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Olivia retreated for the first time.

        

        She had been constantly attacking until now, so why did she suddenly back away?

        

        "I think I get it now."

        

        "What?"

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia readjusted her stance.

        

        With a whoosh, she charged forward even faster.

        

        But it was a straight line.

        

        He could deal with it sufficiently.

        

        Swoosh! Slash!

        

        "Oh."

        

        Olivia's sword strike cut right through Mikhail. Until now, neither of their attacks had properly connected, but for the first time, Olivia's attack had reached Mikhail.

        

        Before his surprise could turn back to composure, Olivia swung her sword again.

        

        'This is.'

        

        Swoosh! Slash!!

        

        "No way... You're joking, right?"

        

        Mikhail exhaled roughly in disbelief.

        

        "You, did you just memorize all my movements?"

        

        "Something like that."

        

        'This woman...'

        

        Overwhelming explosive power.

        

        So it's best to drag it into a long battle.

        

        Somehow, she needs to be tired out to reduce that explosive power.

        

        Conventionally, such genius-level beings are weak in prolonged battles.

        

        But.

        

        This woman, in a prolonged battle, memorizes her opponent's movements and completely changes her own movements to match them.

        

        In other words, she observes movements, creates a strategy, and then applies movements suited to that strategy to her own body.

        

        In the middle of a fight.

        

        A being who should be defeated through a prolonged battle actually gets stronger the longer the fight goes on.

        

        Step, step.

        

        "...!"

        

        Mikhail looked at Olivia approaching with cold sweat.

        

        "Here I come."

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Mikhail laughed awkwardly.

        

        "And this isn't even your prime? That's absurd."
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        "Sylphy."

        

        Titania's eyes wavered, despite her composure even in a situation where her neck might have been broken.

        

        Why did she come this way of all places?

        

        The answer was obvious.

        

        Titania couldn't help but feel her own powerlessness.

        

        At times like this, she certainly envied Dragonia's ability to use everything she had for herself.

        

        Unfortunately, Titania could not become such a ruler, nor could she live that way.

        

        Countless wars had instilled in Titania an attachment to her country, and that had become Titania herself.

        

        But that didn't mean she lacked the feelings a person should rightfully have.

        

        'Sylphy can definitely draw the Meteor Bow, but...'

        

        She still lacked proper control.

        

        Even with the World Tree's blessing, since she hadn't officially become Oberon, even that power was minimal.

        

        In contrast, Dragonia was incredibly powerful, and if she truly had joined hands with Alex, she might try to use the power of Death that the Demon King's Army executives had used in Elvenheim.

        

        According to Olivia's testimony, the demonic beasts who were executives in the Demon King's Army had physical abilities comparable to the Demon King himself, so Dragonia might be hiding even greater power.

        

        It was hard to imagine a future where Sylphy could handle that.

        

        Or.

        

        Should she.

        

        Pass on the name here?

        

        Titania wouldn't mind doing so, but giving the name to someone who wasn't ready and forcing a complete contract with the World Tree could be too much of a burden for Sylphy.

        

        In the worst case, she could lose consciousness on the spot and suffer severe mental damage.

        

        Considering that, passing it on later when stability returned would be the wisest, most plausible, and most orthodox approach, but she couldn't just leave Sylphy to die either.

        

        "Titania!"

        

        "*cough* I'm sorry I couldn't be of help..."

        

        It was Les and Sebas.

        

        It wasn't that they were weak.

        

        They too were heroes who had slain countless demonic beasts and saved many people as ordinary soldiers or adventurers.

        

        They simply lacked some of the glamour and didn't have achievements like Olivia or other heroes who had left their names in history.

        

        Besides, being defeated by Dragonia was nothing to be ashamed of.

        

        The king of the dragon people, a warrior race.

        

        The absolute strongest among the current dragon people.

        

        It would have been better if she had devoted her talent and fighting spirit to serving humanity, but she was using it for personal desires.

        

        For someone in the position of a king to act this way was incomprehensible to Titania, but if that was Dragonia's way of kingship, there was nothing to be done.

        

        When a king crosses the line, the citizens don't remain silent.

        

        She had seen such scenes many times, and the fact that Dragonia still maintained her position as king meant that among the dragon people, her behavior was considered acceptable to some extent.

        

        "You may be injured, but go immediately. We can't let Dragonia escape. If we leave her be, many people will be in danger."

        

        Moreover, if Dragonia were to interfere while someone was fighting a powerful enemy, it would be dangerous.

        

        Dragonia certainly preferred one-on-one combat, but in a war like this, she didn't care about such things.

        

        She wouldn't complain if she herself was surrounded by many, but conversely, she wouldn't think twice about surrounding others with numbers.

        

        As long as she won, that was all that mattered.

        

        That mindset was so deeply ingrained that she considered "cowardice" to be the logic of losers.

        

        So if they lost her here, the lives of comrades fighting powerful enemies elsewhere would be in danger.

        

        If Dragonia were just an ordinary dragon person, it might be different, but as the strongest of her kind, her intervention would undoubtedly be dangerous.

        

        "Go."

        

      

      
        "Yes."

        

        "Leave it to us."

        

        The fact that Sylphy had come likely meant that Lilith had come with her.

        

        With an ominous feeling, Titania hastened her steps.

        

        ***

        

        Ting! Ting!!

        

        Dragonia deflected the arrows with her greatsword as she ran.

        

        In response, Sylphy retreated while continuing to shoot.

        

        The bow in hand was the Meteor Bow, but the arrows were being created with magic.

        

        In other words, this meant Sylphy was a High Elf, but Dragonia could easily tell she was a Half-Elf because her ears were shorter than those of a typical Elf.

        

        'Interesting. I heard Half-Elves are discriminated against even in Elvenheim. Did Titania give her the Meteor Bow?'

        

        Titania was a ruler in both good and bad senses.

        

        She was someone who devoted everything to her country and was prepared to cut away even what she cherished if it benefited the nation. She treated Half-Elves the same way.

        

        For Titania to entrust the Meteor Bow to a Half-Elf meant she intended to pass the throne to Sylphy.

        

        'How amusing.'

        

        Dragonia couldn't tell whether there had been a change in perception in Elvenheim while she wasn't looking, or if this was the first time Titania had acted on personal desire, but either way, she suddenly became interested in Sylphy.

        

        She closed the distance gradually, and eventually Dragonia leaped.

        

        A woman was visible a short distance from Sylphy.

        

        That was Lilith Clifford.

        

        The princess of the kingdom.

        

        But her combat ability was nothing special.

        

        So Dragonia quickly lost interest and focused on Sylphy.

        

        "Half-Elf!!"

        

        "It's Sylphy!"

        

        "Right, I'll remember that! Sylphy!!"

        

        KWANG!!

        

        When she swung her greatsword, a building cracked and a loud explosive sound echoed.

        

        And.

        

        Sylphy narrowly dodged and aimed for her head.

        

        'At this close range, not running away but aiming for my head.'

        

        Fighting with a bow while maintaining distance was the most orthodox and effective fighting style.

        

        But Sylphy deliberately didn't increase the distance, dodging Dragonia's wide swings and aiming for her head.

        

        Since this was their first close-quarters exchange, there were aspects of each other they didn't know, and it was hard to anticipate that Sylphy would not create distance but instead snipe with a bow at almost point-blank range.

        

        Swish!!

        

        Crack!

        

        "What."

        

        "Hehehe...!!"

        

        Dragonia caught the incoming arrow with her teeth.

        

        Blood spurted slightly, but the arrow didn't pierce through, blocked by her teeth, and Sylphy was surprised by this action.

        

        The fact that Sylphy could attack Dragonia in an unexpected way in their first fight also meant that Dragonia could use methods Sylphy wouldn't expect.

        

        BWAK!!

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        She struck Sylphy's abdomen with her fist that wasn't holding the sword, and Sylphy spat blood as she flew backward.

        

      

      
        "Sylphy!"

        

        "I'm fine!"

        

        "That method just now was quite good, Sylphy."

        

        Wiping the blood from the corner of her mouth, Dragonia smiled.

        

        As if satisfied.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        "Sylphy, Sylphy... I won't ask why you have the Meteor Bow, or how a Half-Elf like you came to possess it. Such circumstances don't matter to me. My blood is burning; fighting is an act that ignites the blood."

        

        "I don't like fighting."

        

        "I'm sure you don't. Most humans don't like fighting."

        

        "We could get along well, so why make this choice?"

        

        "I don't misunderstand the former king, the previous ruler. He was wise and believed this was the only way to maintain the lifespan of the dragon people, and I think so too."

        

        Before joining the Human Alliance thanks to the former king, dragon people were treated the same as demonic beasts.

        

        It was even worse than for Elves; dragon people were considered just another type of demonic beast, but the former king believed this shouldn't be the case and joined hands with humans.

        

        If not for that, the dragon people might have perished.

        

        So she didn't deny that approach.

        

        "But no."

        

        "..."

        

        "My heart doesn't race. A peaceful world is beautiful, and certainly the right answer for preserving our species. But I can't be satisfied with that..."

        

        "Are you saying you're only satisfied when fighting?"

        

        "Blood is spilled, lives are lost... what could be more tragic? Sylphy, understand this or not: my actions are a betrayal of the Human Alliance, and the consequences will never be gentle."

        

        Dragonia smiled.

        

        "Perhaps my end will be death after being used and discarded by whatever this 'Death' is."

        

        "If you know that, why are you here?"

        

        "I want an age of chaos."

        

        "..."

        

        "Suppress instincts and pursue peace, or unleash instincts and pursue chaos... I've chosen the latter. I'm trash."

        

        "..."

        

        "You don't have to understand; I didn't act hoping for understanding. I just hope your skill with that bow doesn't dull because you think I might have some circumstance."

        

        "You."

        

        "I have no hostages, I'm not being threatened, and I haven't been mentally manipulated. I'm here solely by my own will, wishing for a world filled with screams and blood, where survival of the fittest is the natural rule of the world! That's why I'm here!!"

        

        Pure evil.

        

        Incomparably pure malice.

        

        "Now, raise your weapon! Sylphy! Defeat me and you'll be a hero!! If not, you'll just be another dead victim!! Don't let your guard down! I won't go easy on you because you're a woman!!"

        

        There was no value in talking further.

        

        That's what Dragonia was telling Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth.

        

        "I'm a man."

        

        "..."

        

        Dragonia frowned slightly in surprise at those words, then soon smiled.

        

        "I apologize. I merely wanted to say that gender doesn't matter on the battlefield."

        

        "I know."

        

        A cold wind blew with a whoosh.

        

        "Then conversation is unnecessary now. Show me the power of the Meteor Bow."
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        Fighting is a joyful thing.

        

        For Dragonia, fighting is enjoyable, something akin to their own instinct.

        

        The previous king of the dragonkin suppressed that instinct through education, successfully socializing the dragonkin, and as a result, they became members of the Human Alliance.

        

        But was that truly the right path?

        

        They sing praises of suppressing instincts and moving rationally and ethically as the good and excellent path, while calling those who live by instinct vulgar, inferior, and undignified.

        

        Is that really true?

        

        What if it's not the world that was made that way, but society?

        

        If society were to collapse and a world of monsters were to come, would anyone still call the dragonkin vulgar?

        

        Could one argue that it's wrong to desire dominance over everything through the logic of power, following the law of survival of the fittest?

        

        Dragonia was intensely curious about this.

        

        Was the world made that way, or was it just the society created by the current Human Alliance?

        

        In a world broken by monsters, would there still be those who maintain goodness, observe courtesy, and live by logic other than power?

        

        He wanted to know.

        

        He was curious how someone who desires rules other than power would act in a world dominated by power.

        

        He even questioned whether such beings would exist.

        

        Is someone who rejects the world of power and adopts rules other than power a weakling?

        

        Or rather, if they reject the rules of the world and choose to live differently, doesn't that make them strong?

        

        Dragonia couldn't bear it any longer.

        

        He wanted to see it in a world of power.

        

        He wanted to face those who live by logic other than power.

        

        "Huaaap!!"

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        "What's wrong!? Your movements have slowed! That attack from earlier must have gone quite deep!"

        

        "......"

        

        The accuracy of the arrows had clearly deteriorated.

        

        It seemed the blow to the abdomen earlier had struck quite forcefully.

        

        Even by Dragonia's senses, it had penetrated deeply, so the impact must have been considerable, and though no bones were broken, there was a possibility of fractures.

        

        Probably with each breath, pain would stimulate the body from within.

        

        Moreover, unable to stay still and constantly moving to avoid Dragonia's attacks, it was truly torture in itself.

        

        There were no means to treat it immediately, and it would be even harder to find someone who could quickly heal such a wound.

        

        In the end, Sylphy understood that defeating Dragonia first and then healing slowly was the only and most efficient method, so she continued fighting without stopping.

        

        That instinct was correct.

        

        There was no way to escape from Dragonia, so fighting was the only option.

        

        In the end, it was simply the difference between winning and becoming a hero, or losing and becoming a corpse like countless victims.

        

        "How foolish!"

        

        Dragonia threw a punch at Sylphy as she dove inside.

        

        She seemed to think that by diving inside while he swung his greatsword, she could find an opening, but if Dragonia hadn't prepared for such a weakness, he couldn't have become the king of the dragonkin.

        

        Clang!!

        

        "Ugh."

        

        The one who groaned was Dragonia.

        

        A dull pain was felt from the thrown punch.

        

        'This one...!'

        

        Blood burst from Sylphy's forehead.

        

        She had momentarily gathered magic used for physical enhancement to her forehead and charged forward, deliberately taking Dragonia's punch with her head.

        

        "Huaaap!!"

        

        Whack!!

        

        'To think she'd swing the bow like a blunt weapon...!!'

        

        She had struck Dragonia's face using the bow as a blunt weapon, even faster than drawing the bowstring and shooting.

        

        The courage to attempt this despite knowing that concentrating magic in one place leaves the rest completely defenseless.

        

        And despite her own forehead being split and bleeding, she continued attacking without stopping, and that attack wasn't the typical elven arrow shooting but swinging the bow itself.

        

        "Tsk!"

        

        Sylphy clicked her tongue.

        

        Due to the slight delay in transitioning from defense to offense, she hadn't properly infused magic into the Meteor Bow.

        

        If the attack had been properly infused with magic, even Dragonia might have taken damage and suffered some injury.

        

        Dragonia licked the blood flowing from the corner of his mouth and smiled.

        

        "For someone with such a delicate face, you show quite courageous actions."

        

        Whoosh!

        

        Another arrow flew, but this time it wasn't from Sylphy.

        

        Turning his head, he saw Titania shooting arrows by materializing magic.

        

        And then.

        

        Whoosh! Ting!!

        

        Les and Sebastien also jumped in to attack.

        

        "Numbers are strength. Creating many numbers to tackle a strong enemy is also strength. Very good."

        

        Whoosh! Slash!!

        

        Quickly detecting and avoiding Sylphy's arrow, his cheek was cut.

        

        If he had been even slightly slower in dodging, his head might have been pierced.

        

      

      
        Was it his imagination?

        

        Despite being wounded, it seemed his magic was actually increasing.

        

        It happened occasionally.

        

        Normally, severe injuries should cause movement impairment, slowness, and problems, but instead, as wounds accumulate, the liver might burst out of the body, and all unnecessary movements disappear.

        

        Some people possessed such talent.

        

        Sylphy seemed to be the type whose strength emerged when she bled and was wounded.

        

        "However."

        

        Boom!!

        

        As Dragonia stomped the ground forcefully, it cracked and everything around shook as if an earthquake had occurred.

        

        "I possess strength that surpasses that!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        He swung his sword toward Sebastien, who barely blocked it, and in that gap, Les dove inside while arrows flew in simultaneously.

        

        It wasn't bad.

        

        Though it was close to improvisation, the timing of their entry was almost perfect, making Dragonia smile.

        

        First, Dragonia avoided Sylphy's arrow, blocked Les's sword with his hand, and deflected Titania's arrow with his greatsword.

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        "This is the end."

        

        "Stop!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        He grabbed Les's head and slammed it into the ground.

        

        Then he kicked Sebastien away and smiled at Sylphy.

        

        "Heheh."

        

        It was Dragonia's preference to save the tastiest for last, and among those present, Sylphy was the most interesting.

        

        Titania, who had already lost her strength, was actually less intriguing.

        

        Just as he was about to lunge at Titania.

        

        Whoosh, the wind blew, and chains of light emerged, attempting to bind Dragonia's body.

        

        "Sealing technique...!! Titania, you...!!"

        

        Titania had been trying to activate magic with her hands joined together.

        

        To perform a sealing technique, one must insert the formula while in contact with the target.

        

        "Don't tell me earlier...!!"

        

        Had she inserted the formula during that moment when he was choking Titania while talking?

        

        Titania slowly approached and stood in front of Lilith.

        

        Wiping away the flowing blood, Titania smiled.

        

        "You shouldn't approach an old person carelessly."

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        As the chains increased one by one, creating a sensation like being pressed down by gravity from above, Dragonia gritted his teeth.

        

        It felt as if all the strength and magic were being drained from his body, and he thought this was extremely dangerous.

        

        "In, indeed... Using those two to perfectly set up a sealing technique..."

        

        Les and Sebastien had charged in to activate the sealing formula that Titania had planted, and they had succeeded precisely.

        

        If it wasn't detected, that was good, and even if it was, it was already done, so Dragonia had no means to resist the sealing technique.

        

        "You should have just killed me."

        

        Boom!!

        

        The sealing technique grew even stronger, attempting to completely restrain Dragonia.

        

        "Stay still. That sealing technique is difficult to break by force."

        

        "Difficult? In other words, it's not impossible!"

        

        "And what can you do? You're already pinned down."

        

        "I am!! Dragonia!!"

        

        Crack!!

        

        A purple aura rose from his body.

        

        It was a power presumed to be the same as what the Demon King's Army executive who attacked Elven Heim had used.

        

        Olivia had suddenly grown stronger when a deep purple aura had fluctuated, and she had called it the power of death.

        

        "Sylphy! Shoot!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Sylphy straightened her posture, drew the bowstring, and shot.

        

        But in a split second, Dragonia tore through the seal and tried to block Sylphy's arrow with his arm. With a thud!! it pierced through Dragonia's arm and passed through, but simultaneously, Dragonia's arm was regenerating.

        

        "Have you gone that far, truly. You."

        

        Though he had thought it might be the case, Titania looked at Dragonia with a sad expression.

        

        "There's a sight I want to see! If you want to curse it as ugly, then curse it!! Titania!!"

        

        "Titania!"

        

        Whoosh! Thud!!

        

        A suddenly flying sword pierced through Dragonia's arm.

        

        Turning his head, he saw Titania gesture, and Dragonia was thrown backward.

        

        Titania staggered and looked in the direction from which the sword had flown.

        

        A battered man carrying a woman was visible, and he quickly ran toward them.

        

        "Felix Clifford, you're safe."

        

        "Not exactly safe, but I see the situation here isn't good either."

        

      

      
        With a cracking sound of bones, Dragonia rose to his feet.

        

        Originally known as the strongest dragonkin, Dragonia was now also using the power of death. It was a power close to a curse, but it made the user exponentially stronger, elevating Demon King's Army executives to rival the Demon King himself.

        

        With a whoosh, Dragonia suddenly appeared between Titania and Felix.

        

        "Oh no...!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        Titania quickly deployed a barrier, but Dragonia broke through it and struck both Titania and Felix.

        

        "...!!"

        

        Without a word, Sylphy shot an arrow, but Dragonia dodged it and leaped toward her.

        

        "No! Sylphy! Run!!"

        

        Lilith shouted, but the greatsword was swung toward Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy instinctively opened her eyes wide and blocked with the Meteor Bow.

        

        Clang!!

        

        A loud sound rang out as Sylphy's body hit the ground and bounced high. The temple area of her head burst open, spraying blood.

        

        Whack!!

        

        He kicked Sylphy, and she rolled across the ground, bleeding as she barely tried to get up.

        

        Looking at such a Sylphy, Dragonia smiled.

        

        "Tough one."

        

        Despite her fragile appearance, a beast lived inside.

        

        Her body was dying, but her eyes were not.

        

        "But this is the end."

        

        "Stop, stop it!!"

        

        That pleading voice went unheard.

        

        He placed no value on anyone except those who fought.

        

        There was no reason to turn his eyes away from Sylphy, who was fighting now.

        

        So he raised his greatsword to attack.

        

        "Stop it!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        "...!!"

        

        "...!!"

        

        Both Dragonia and Sylphy opened their eyes wide.

        

        A barrier had been deployed to protect Sylphy.

        

        Not only that, but Sylphy's wounds were naturally healing.

        

        'This is... Could it be that Belita has awakened?'

        

        He turned his head, but Belita, still collapsed on the ground, had not yet opened her eyes.

        

        For a moment, he regretted not killing Belita first, but it wasn't her.

        

        Then who did it?

        

        And light was flickering.

        

        It was shining.

        

        "What are you?"

        

        Lilith was holding her head and glowing.

        

        Light flickered from her body, and her breathing was rough.

        

        It was hard to call it a proper state.

        

        'I know that Lilith Clifford has aptitude for healing magic and barrier techniques, but I heard they weren't remarkable abilities.'

        

        She was physically weak, and her healing magic and barrier techniques weren't that exceptional, so he hadn't been wary of her.

        

        If she could at least use her body, he would have been cautious.

        

        Conversely, if she were good at healing magic and barrier techniques, he would have moved to deal with her first as an enemy that needed to be eliminated.

        

        She was neither, so he had left her alone and tried to deal with other enemies first.

        

        Taking hostages wasn't his style.

        

        But.

        

        "Li, Lilith-sama?"

        

        Even Sylphy looked at Lilith as if surprised.

        

        People tend to awaken in moments of crisis.

        

        Therefore, suddenly awakening some ability was a common occurrence.

        

        But Dragonia couldn't help but be surprised.

        

        "What is this immense amount of magic...?"

        

        Magic continued to leak out without stopping.

        

        That magic, overflowing as if it would reach the sky.

        

        It wasn't the kind of magic that a single person could possess.

        

        And then.

        

        Dragonia saw the back of Lilith's hand.

        

        "That's..."

        

        He knew that Belita Bright wasn't the real saint.

        

        The real saint hadn't been found, and no one knew where she was.

        

        Yes.

        

        What was on the back of Lilith's hand now.

        

        "The mark of the saint...!"
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        Lilith Clifford had been weak since childhood.

        

        Literally, she was frail.

        

        But she wasn't born weak.

        

        Slowly.

        

        Surely she grew weaker, and at some point, her physical condition suddenly deteriorated dramatically.

        

        Her body burned with fever, her strength failed her, and her limbs tingled until she could no longer move.

        

        The symptoms resembled those of young boys and girls unable to control their magical power, but that didn't mean she had an abundance of magic—or so said the clergy who examined Lilith at that time.

        

        But they weren't entirely wrong. Their assessment was incorrect, but not greatly mistaken.

        

        It was a reasonable evaluation.

        

        No one.

        

        No one could have imagined that Lilith had sealed her own magical power, judging that her body couldn't withstand such immense power.

        

        It was instinctual—her small girl's body simply couldn't handle that tremendous magical power.

        

        The Saint's blessing, like the Hero's mark, is bestowed based on ability rather than human condition.

        

        In other words, Lilith's already troublesome abundance of magical power awakened exponentially due to the Saint's blessing, and ultimately, she chose to seal her own magic to preserve her life.

        

        As an adult, Lilith's body had grown and the vessel was ready, but since neither Lilith nor anyone else knew she was the Saint, the awakening didn't occur and the Saint's mark didn't appear.

        

        "W-what is this...?"

        

        Until this very moment.

        

        Even Lilith herself was shocked by the dizzying amount of magical power flowing from her body, something she had never experienced before.

        

        Since Lilith herself had never thought her magical power was particularly abundant, the sudden flood of magic was nothing but bewildering.

        

        And only then did Lilith notice the Saint's mark engraved on the back of her hand.

        

        "Th-the Saint's mark? Why do I have this?"

        

        She had heard that Belita Bright wasn't the real Saint, and she knew the real Saint was heading to Erchia, the City of Water.

        

        Heading to Erchia, the City of Water.

        

        Indeed, when Royce and Olivia were gathering information in the Spirit Forest, Lilith was heading to Erchia, the City of Water.

        

        The information was accurate, but Lilith's brain couldn't keep up with the situation.

        

        "Lady Lilith!!"

        

        "Huh!?"

        

        While she was still confused, Dragonia leaped in quickly.

        

        "Saint!! I've got you!!"

        

        "Waaah!"

        

        Lilith let out a strange scream involuntarily, but then with a "ting!!" sound, Dragonia's attack was blocked by a barrier that Lilith had created without intending to.

        

        Dragonia's eyes widened, and Lilith followed suit, her mouth falling open.

        

        Lilith certainly knew barrier magic, but she could only use it with complete concentration.

        

        'Is this the Goddess's blessing? The blessing bestowed upon the Saint? The Saint's blessing is so amazing that even someone like me who can barely use barrier magic can use it so naturally!'

        

        That's what Lilith thought, but her assessment wasn't correct.

        

        Lilith had been sealing her own magical power all this time, so most of her energy went into maintaining that seal, leaving little capacity for anything else. Maintaining the seal even while sleeping inevitably took a toll on her body.

        

        Tragically, most of the problems afflicting Lilith's body were due to her constantly sealing her own magical power without rest.

        

        Forcibly sealing magic that should be circulating naturally was bound to cause problems.

        

        'I-I'm not sure, but am I the Saint now? Why me of all people? They chose someone like me to be the Saint?'

        

        Though it was said that Heroes and Saints were chosen solely based on their capacity as vessels, regardless of their character, Lilith couldn't understand why she had been chosen as the Saint when she didn't consider herself particularly virtuous or skilled.

        

        "Something like this!!"

        

        As Dragonia gathered strength to swing his sword again, an arrow flew in and pierced his wrist.

        

        "Guh!"

        

        "Lady Lilith! Stop it! Everyone around has been healed! Stop releasing your magic! You'll die!"

      

      
        

        "Huh!? How do I stop this!?"

        

        This was dangerous.

        

        Now that she was becoming aware of it, she was starting to feel dizzy.

        

        If this continued, the unceasing outflow of magic would cause more problems for Lilith.

        

        'St-stop! Stop! Enough!'

        

        No matter how much Lilith shouted, the magic wouldn't stop pouring out excessively, and she had no means to prevent it.

        

        She could only watch helplessly as her magic continued to escape.

        

        Only then did Dragonia realize that Lilith would self-destruct without him having to do anything.

        

        "Indeed, such tremendous magical power... You can't control it, can you? The Saint's awakening has made your magic sensitive, but I suppose I don't need to worry about it then?"

        

        "No, that attitude is annoying! You couldn't even break through my barrier to kill Sylphy and me! Ugh, I'm getting dizzy..."

        

        "It doesn't matter. What's elegant or crude about a battle? Winning is everything."

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith remained silent because she honestly agreed with that statement.

        

        Lilith staggered.

        

        The magic streaming endlessly toward the sky showed no signs of calming down.

        

        "That's not the way to do it."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Someone approached, grabbing Lilith's shoulder.

        

        Lilith was in the midst of a magical vortex, so even entering this space was no easy feat.

        

        When she turned her head, she saw a girl with blue hair that seemed to rise like the high sky.

        

        "Be-Belita?"

        

        Belita Bright.

        

        The Saint of the Hero's party and the false Saint.

        

        With a somewhat haggard and tired face, Belita approached Lilith and said:

        

        "Your magic is having a hypersensitive reaction right now. At this rate, it will completely deplete all your magical power."

        

        "Wh-what happens then?"

        

        "You die, quite simply."

        

        "That's terrifying...!"

        

        "Anyway, we need to calm it down first. Give me both your hands. I need to hold your wrists to make precise adjustments."

        

        The arms are the most important parts for magical circulation, so when there's a problem with magic, one typically checks the wrists first. On the battlefield, if someone's arm is cut off, they're considered unable to fight anymore.

        

        "I won't let you!"

        

        WHACK!!

        

        Sylphy leaped at Dragonia and struck his face with her meteor bow, sending him flying.

        

        "I don't really understand what's happening! But hang in there!"

        

        Sylphy said only that before shooting arrows at the flying Dragonia and charging after him.

        

        This would buy them some time.

        

        Belita immediately grabbed Lilith's wrists and began adjusting her magic.

        

        "Are you okay with this?"

        

        "With what?"

        

        Belita tilted her head, not understanding the question.

        

        "This is your position, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        Surprised by those words, Belita smiled slightly.

        

      

      
        "No, it was never mine. I was merely occupying an empty seat. It might sound like an excuse, but I didn't even occupy it by my own will."

        

        "But you've helped many people."

        

        "Yes, that's one of the few good things I did while in this position."

        

        She had brazenly sat in the Saint's vacant seat, but she had saved countless people.

        

        She had healed the wounded and freed those in pain from their suffering.

        

        Though the number of people she saved didn't match Olivia's, Olivia had prioritized protecting Belita during their journey because she could perform healing that Olivia couldn't.

        

        "But in the end, I was just a tool used by others, and as a tool, I crossed the line."

        

        She had done things she shouldn't have and failed to stop things she could have prevented.

        

        If Belita had become Olivia's ally, Olivia wouldn't have suffered so miserably.

        

        She lacked the courage to resist.

        

        She lacked the courage to voice her opinions.

        

        She had no such experience.

        

        Courage itself had never been given to Belita in her life, and she had lived in an environment where it shouldn't have been given.

        

        "..."

        

        Belita's eyes widened.

        

        "Incredible holiness—this is the true power of the Saint... I can feel something incomparable to what I had."

        

        Thanks to Belita's adjustments, Lilith's magic, which had seemed like it would burn endlessly, was gradually decreasing in output. As the magic slowly but surely diminished, Lilith's eyes widened.

        

        "H-how are you reducing it? It's not even your own magic."

        

        "Healing is ultimately about transferring magic to others. Clergy are quite adept at touching others' magic."

        

        "..."

        

        "If that's the case, perhaps..."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Belita's expression turned contemplative for a moment before she spoke.

        

        "Lady Lilith, right now in Erchia, many people are being attacked by monsters, and some may be dying. Even a Saint can't resurrect the dead."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "But as long as they're not dead, the Saint can save them."

        

        "That's also true. B-but I only know how to heal minor scratches with healing magic! Besides, searching for dying people all over Erchia..."

        

        And though everyone was fighting hard, Dragonia wouldn't just stand by and watch if Lilith left the battlefield.

        

        "No, we'll do it from right here. Without moving, we'll bestow a blessing across all of Erchia to heal the wounds of the dying."

        

        "Huh? Is that possible?"

        

        "With your m-magical power, it is."

        

        "I-I don't have the technique."

        

        She certainly had tremendous firepower, but her technique was so poor that she couldn't control it without Belita's help.

        

        Belita awkwardly touched her neck.

        

        "I-I can handle that part."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "I'll handle the technical aspects. If we succeed, it will change the scale of how many people die. But it will definitely be taxing. Are you willing to try?"

        

        A brief silence from Lilith.

        

        Very brief.

        

        Lilith almost immediately took Belita's hand.

        

        "Let's do it."

        

        It was practically an instant response.

        

        Belita smiled with a mixture of satisfaction and self-loathing.

        

        "As expected of the Saint."
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        Sylphie frowned as she looked at her recovered body.

        

        Pathetic.

        

        So utterly pathetic.

        

        She still couldn't properly handle the Meteor Bow.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Sylphie had only used the true power of the Meteor Bow once, and that was because Reina had fired it for her. Even then, the power had been devastatingly inadequate.

        

        Lilith and Belita seemed to be planning something.

        

        In other words, it would be better to assume that borrowing power from their side had become difficult.

        

        And that choice would increase the difficulty on this side, but it would be the option that would save countless people, while simultaneously meaning that this side must defeat Dragonia.

        

        What was Sylphie lacking right now?

        

        'My attacks can definitely pierce Dragonia's skin.'

        

        But the problem was that they didn't lead to fatal wounds.

        

        Dragonkin already possessed tough vitality, and after obtaining the power of the Grim Reaper, Dragonia's regeneration was becoming even faster. In other words, killing through shock damage was impossible, and if one wanted to kill, the most correct method would be to cause instant death in a single blow.

        

        Instant death.

        

        Would piercing the head, neck, or heart kill it?

        

        Naturally, as a living being, those would be fatal.

        

        Even magical beasts die when their heads are blown off, or when their hearts or necks are pierced through.

        

        'On the human side, there seems to be someone who didn't die even when hit in those areas... but that's because that person is an outlier. Normally, they would die.'

        

        Olivia had survived having a third of her head blown off, her heart pierced, one arm severed, and being poisoned after ingesting the Grim Reaper's curse. But using that as an example didn't seem quite right.

        

        Among the countless living beings in the world.

        

        Among the numerous heroes and villains in history.

        

        There probably wasn't anyone who could survive injuries like Olivia had.

        

        Dragonia was strong, but it didn't feel as overwhelmingly powerful as Olivia. How should one describe the moments when Olivia fought? Perhaps awe-inspiring?

        

        It was like watching a work of art in the form of combat.

        

        For Sylphie, it was similar in the sense that she was witnessing something she couldn't understand and could only marvel at.

        

        Anyway.

        

        To instantly kill Dragonia, simultaneously destroying its head, neck, and heart seemed like the most effective method.

        

        'If even that doesn't work, I'll have to blow that body away in one shot.'

        

        Turning it to dust so it could never regenerate again would be most effective, but she couldn't produce that level of firepower. Titania had unleashed that power when her chest was pierced, prepared to burn everything she had, and Titania had said that Sylphie's aptitude was actually higher than hers.

        

        In other words, could Sylphie also fire the Meteor Bow with the same power that Titania had?

        

        Moreover, Titania hadn't been able to exert her full power due to her injuries, yet it had been that powerful. If Sylphie could properly handle the Meteor Bow, wouldn't she be able to defeat Dragonia?

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        She narrowly avoided Dragonia's attack.

        

        'Its attacks are more monotonous than before.'

        

        It seemed that Dragonia was growing impatient with the fact that Lilith had awakened as a saint and was planning something.

        

        'But at this rate, I'll be pushed back. I need to find a better strategy.'

        

        Sylphie looked at the Meteor Bow.

        

        If she could fire at maximum power, there might certainly be a chance of victory, but the problem was that gathering magical power for maximum power took time, and unlike with Elvenheim, Dragonia would try to kill Sylphie as soon as it sensed what she was doing.

        

        She needed to buy time somehow, but was there anyone besides Sylphie who could fight properly right now?

        

        Les and Sebas kept rushing in, trying to help Sylphie get even one more breath, but against Dragonia, who had awakened the power of the Grim Reaper, Les and Sebas would be desperate just to protect their own lives.

        

        Titania's already poor condition had worsened.

        

        Should she just use the Meteor Bow, considering it a gamble?

        

        -Sylphie.

        

        'Ti-Titania?'

        

        She was speaking directly into her mind.

        

        Bleeding, Titania looked at Sylphie and said:

        

        -Don't be too fixated on the Meteor Bow.

        

        "......"

        

        -It's just a weapon, nothing more.

        

        Just a weapon?

        

        But without the Meteor Bow, how could she possibly...

        

        Sylphie's eyes widened.

        

        Come to think of it, she recalled Titania's fighting style.

        

      

      
        Titania had only recently started drawing the bowstring herself, but in the past, as Sylphie remembered, Titania could summon bows in mid-air and have them automatically draw their strings. If magical power could be materialized, then surely those materialized objects could be controlled.

        

        If that was possible?

        

        But if she failed, it wouldn't just end there.

        

        Did she have to succeed at something she'd never tried before?

        

        Crack!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        Even as she was hit and sent flying, Sylphie drew her bowstring and fired an arrow. Surprised by the incoming arrow, Dragonia quickly swung its greatsword to deflect it.

        

        "You're truly tough."

        

        She had just been healed, but this time it felt like the bones inside had definitely broken.

        

        Breathing was painful, and she could feel her field of vision narrowing.

        

        It felt like she would pass out within minutes even if she stayed still.

        

        Whoosh, magical power began to gather in the air.

        

        Eventually, it took the form of a bow.

        

        "That's Titania's...!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        Twang!!

        

        The bows summoned in mid-air rapidly fired arrows, and Dragonia quickly deflected them and retreated.

        

        'The power is weak.'

        

        "Cough!"

        

        Titania coughed up blood as she rose to her feet and spread her arms.

        

        "This much is elder abuse, you rascals."

        

        Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!

        

        Numerous bows materialized from magical power were created in the air, targeting Dragonia.

        

        "You still had this much strength left, Titania!!"

        

        "Sylphie!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "That bow is just a weapon! Don't be controlled by it! Is the bow using you? No, you are using the bow! How to use it, why do you ask! The conditions for wielding that bow have already been met!"

        

        Already met?

        

        What conditions have been met?

        

        The Meteor Bow was originally created to choose the king of the elves.

        

        Its original purpose wasn't for combat.

        

        The current Meteor Bow was what Titania, who had contracted with the World Tree, had modified through various alterations to make it combat-ready. In other words, the condition for wielding the Meteor Bow was very simple, and it could be said to be the one condition that had existed since ancient times.

        

        Dodging all the arrows Titania was firing, Dragonia instinctively judged that it needed to kill Sylphie and leaped toward her.

        

        Clang!!

        

        The swords of Les and Sebas, who jumped in to protect Sylphie, flew in and momentarily stopped Dragonia's movement.

        

        "With something like this!! ...Huh? Where did she go? Where did Sylphie go?"

        

        The one wielding the weapon was Sylphie.

        

        Sylphie wasn't Titania, and she couldn't overpower with brute force like Titania could.

        

        That's right.

        

        Sylphie.

        

        From birth, she was suited for this.

        

        "...!"

        

        Green light flickered around, and suddenly grass sprouted from the ground, followed by trees.

        

        "This is."

        

        As a forest formed, a green blessing was being transmitted to Titania and Les who were there. It was the ultimate technique that only Oberon, the king of the elves, or Titania could possess—forcibly turning the surroundings into a forest.

        

        And in places with forests, elves' physical abilities increased, and they could receive the blessing of the World Tree.

        

        As a dense forest was instantly created, Dragonia broke into a cold sweat.

        

        'No, calm down.'

        

        Dragonia took a deep breath, erased its agitation, and regained composure.

        

        No matter where it came from, if it wanted to kill Dragonia, it would have to do so in a single blow.

        

        Twang!!

        

        "What."

        

        Without even being aware of it coming, an arrow had pierced through Dragonia's body.

        

      

      
        "Is this an invisibility technique? Where... No, I see..."

        

        The forest strengthens all abilities.

        

        If one already possessed a powerful invisibility technique, that too would be enhanced. From the moment Dragonia lost sight of Sylphie and the forest was created, it could be said that Dragonia was at a considerable disadvantage.

        

        But even though a forest had been formed, it wasn't created that extensively.

        

        In that case.

        

        Crash!!

        

        "I'll just destroy everything!!"

        

        Dragonia laughed as it demolished the forest.

        

        If the forest was destroyed, Sylphie's invisibility ability would end, and not only that, but the blessing of the World Tree would also end.

        

        Crash!

        

        Crash!

        

        Boom!!

        

        Swinging its greatsword indiscriminately, it simply and unilaterally destroyed the forest.

        

        'Something... I feel like I'm missing something.'

        

        Dragonia couldn't shake that thought.

        

        In fact, at this very moment, Sylphie's arrows weren't coming. It would have been easy for her to attack Dragonia while it was busy destroying the forest, and Dragonia had intended to take a few hits to determine Sylphie's exact location.

        

        But nothing happened.

        

        What was she thinking?

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        For a very brief moment, a presence was felt.

        

        "There!!"

        

        Dragonia leaped in, but there was nothing there.

        

        And as soon as Dragonia jumped in, light flickered from the ground and pinned Dragonia down.

        

        "Another sealing technique...!!"

        

        It was Titania.

        

        She seemed to have recovered some strength as the forest grew.

        

        Dragonia could break free immediately.

        

        But.

        

        'Sylphie...!'

        

        It could see Sylphie's figure.

        

        Drawing the bowstring of the Meteor Bow, which seemed to be compressed with magical power.

        

        '...I see.'

        

        Dragonia understood immediately upon seeing her.

        

        The reason it had been allowed to destroy the forest was so that a fatal blow could be prepared in the meantime.

        

        The momentary presence it had felt wasn't a mistake or anything else; it was deliberately done to lure Dragonia to a specific position.

        

        Dragonia knew that although it could break free quickly, that brief moment in battle could feel like an eternity.

        

        And above all.

        

        'A crown.'

        

        Above Sylphie's head was a crown made of magical power.

        

        It was a symbol of qualification as the king of the elves and only temporarily revealed itself when one received the gaze of the World Tree.

        

        In other words, it was proof of the moment of being chosen as king.

        

        Dragonia sensed its own future.

        

        That's why it smiled.

        

        "Well done, Oberon."

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        Boom!!!

        

        With a sound that was unbelievable to have come from a bow, an arrow pierced through Dragonia's head and chest simultaneously.

        

        Not stopping there, the arrow that flew through the air in a parabolic trajectory might look like a beautiful meteor to someone who didn't know better.

        

        As Dragonia fell backward, blood burst from Sylphie's body.

        

        "Cough."

        

        The forest that had been created around them collapsed.

        

        And.

        

        Sylphie also collapsed backward as if falling apart.
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        Belita's eyes widened at the absurd magical power flowing from Lilith's body.

        

        This is a true saint.

        

        Though the magical power of past saints was said to be incredible, this magic was likely innate.

        

        The reason Lilith's body had been weak was because it had determined it couldn't withstand this magical power.

        

        Whether this was the goddess's doing or Lilith's own instinct was unknown, but the fact that it exceeded even Belita's power while she was awakening with a spirit core was truly remarkable.

        

        However, Lilith doesn't know how to use it efficiently.

        

        While Belita could save ten people with the same amount of magic, Lilith would use it all up saving just one or at most two people.

        

        Since she apparently didn't know how to properly control her magic, it couldn't be helped. Belita stared at the immense magical power and the saint's mark on Lilith's hand.

        

        'I thought I would be at least a little jealous.'

        

        Belita smiled awkwardly.

        

        She had been so obsessed with that position and had lived solely for it that she thought she might go berserk if she ever met the real saint.

        

        The temptation and conflict of unimaginable evil—that she might even kill the real saint to prevent her own false identity from being exposed—had stirred within Belita.

        

        Born as a saint.

        Living as a saint.

        Moving as a saint.

        Dying as a saint.

        

        That was what she had believed to be the very essence of Belita Bright's life.

        

        'It's okay, I'm okay.'

        

        Using the spirit core, healing this Erkia wasn't impossible.

        

        Not only that, but she could also inflict some shock on enemies. It might not affect powerful magical beasts much, but it could influence the movements of weaker ones.

        

        In some cases, it might even cause them to faint completely.

        

        Blessing the human side.

        Cursing the magical beast side.

        

        Calling it a curse might seem less holy, but when you think about it, blessings and curses only differ in whether they provide positive or negative effects.

        

        "L-Lilith-nim... I'm going to spread all the magic throughout Erkia. This will exponentially increase the number of lives that can be saved."

        

        "What about Olivia? If we can heal her now..."

        

        "Olivia-nim is an exception. This technique will cause natural healing, and it's difficult to provide separate treatment for her curse from this distance. We need to meet Olivia-nim in person. And that's something you must do, Lilith-nim."

        

        "Can't Belita do it?"

        

        "I... I can't."

        

        "If I can do it, there's no way you can't."

        

        "Th-that's an overestimation."

        

        In truth, it was possible.

        

        But there were two reasons.

        

        First, if Belita tried to do it, she might try to touch the irreversible curse remaining on Olivia's arm.

        

        She might not dispel the curse that would come to her, but rather refuse to dispel it.

        

        Though Belita's desire to live was burning now, her lifelong wish to die hadn't easily disappeared, and there was no guarantee that temptation wouldn't pull at her in that moment.

        

        Second, healing the entire Erkia region would cause tremendous physical exhaustion, and Belita would be incapacitated for a while, probably losing consciousness.

        

        "Listen carefully. When you find Olivia-nim, first dispel the curse on her arm, then dispel the curse that has entered you. You might experience significant physical exhaustion, but I'd like to tell you to endure it with determination."

        

        "Okay."

        

        Belita wasn't particularly strong either, but unlike Lilith who had lived indoors, she still had more stamina than most people.

        

        Even though she had only been assisting, she had followed Olivia's pace through those treacherous magical beast territories, panting but keeping up, so whether she liked it or not, her stamina had improved.

        

        "I probably won't be able to move after this is done. Yes... that's right. I'm counting on you."

        

        The light rippled with a whooshing sound.

        

        The sooner they acted, the better.

        

        Healing magic only "healed" wounds. It couldn't restore the physical exhaustion caused by injuries, so sometimes people with truly serious injuries died even after being completely healed. Their bodies couldn't endure and ultimately accepted death.

        

        Though rare, such cases did occur, and even without that, someone with severe injuries couldn't immediately return to battle or run just because they were healed.

        

        Unless you were a cleric, it was hard to know directly, but sustaining severe injuries caused tremendous physical exhaustion.

        

      

      
        The right thing to do was to save people first and then save Olivia.

        

        'If we were talking efficiency, abandoning everyone and saving Olivia-nim first would be correct.'

        

        But somehow...

        Somehow...

        If she abandoned everyone and went to save only Olivia...

        

        She felt Olivia would be angry.

        

        Therefore, she should save the people first and then go save Olivia. Above all, Olivia wouldn't die easily.

        

        No matter who her opponent was.

        

        "Then I'll begin."

        

        "W-what should I do?"

        

        "Don't be nervous. Just release your magical power. I'll handle the rest. Lilith-nim, you'll also experience considerable physical exhaustion, but as I mentioned earlier, please endure it with determination."

        

        "Aren't you going too far?"

        

        "Heh, heh... I think so too. In my life, how should I put it, this is the first time I've been so excited. Hehe, hehe... Even when I traveled with the hero's party, I never performed healing magic on such a large scale."

        

        She took Lilith's hand.

        

        Belita clearly wasn't a saint.

        

        She was a fake saint.

        

        Her sin of attempting to assassinate the hero wouldn't disappear.

        

        And despite knowing that Alex was plotting something...

        

        Despite thinking that something bad might happen in this Erkia, she did nothing. She did nothing and was just a powerless child with a large body, wandering around looking for a place to die.

        

        But.

        

        With a whoosh, the magic circle unfolded.

        

        A golden magic circle was forming in front of the red magic circle in the sky.

        

        As Belita felt her magical nerves twisting, light spread out.

        

        'For the first time.'

        

        Belita looked at that light.

        

        'I chose to act as a saint on my own.'

        

        Not because she wanted to be a saint.

        

        She acted because she wanted to live.

        

        That might be enough for now, but surely a day would come when Belita would be punished.

        

        On that day, she hoped she would feel just a little more at peace.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah, ugh..."

        

        Mikhail, who had been slammed into the wall, rose with an expression of disbelief.

        

        He had no choice but to use the power of the death god to restore his body. After regenerating his severed arm to make it somehow movable, he looked ahead.

        

        A woman was walking toward him through the damaged buildings and explosions.

        

        "..."

        

        Mikhail broke out in a cold sweat.

        

        At first, they had been evenly matched, both fighting for mastery of the sword's domain, but now that was impossible.

        

        No matter where he moved, Olivia predicted Mikhail's movements, overwhelming him to the point where attack and defense had lost their meaning.

        

        Some people start off modest but grow stronger as they go.

        

        People whose combat power differs greatly between the beginning of a battle and when it intensifies.

        

        People whose bodies are slow to ignite.

        

        Olivia was exactly that type of person.

        

        But no one had thought Olivia's body would be slow to ignite. Even without igniting, she could defeat and subdue most people who were already blazing. So no one had thought that way.

        

        Besides, just being able to buy time against Olivia was already a remarkable quality.

        

        "Regeneration, the power of the death god."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        "Even the berserk wyvern with its excellent regeneration died when I cut it. You'll die too."

        

        Negotiation wouldn't work.

        Threats wouldn't work either.

        

        She was a warrior who was typically weak only to allies and never showed mercy to those she judged as enemies.

        

        "With that level of power, you might find that no one wants you anymore. Doesn't that seem unfair?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Once the moment of crisis ends, we heroes are just dangerous elements with too much strength. If a hero sent by a worried demon lord kills that demon lord and creates an era of peace, what will become of us heroes?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Will we be praised by everyone as symbols of hope? Or will we be treated with caution as dangerous beings who even killed the demon lord?"

        

        "It could go either way."

        

        "What?"

        

        "People aren't simple; they're a mix of good and evil intentions. We don't have the purity of knowing only good, nor the wickedness of knowing only evil. We're just given the right to choose between good and evil depending on the situation."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia gripped the holy sword tightly.

        

        "Even those we call saints sometimes commit evil acts, and those we call villains sometimes do good deeds."

        

        "...Are you satisfied with that? Even if no one remembers your good deeds? Even if, far from gratitude, they might stab you in the back to save themselves?"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Olivia thought for a moment.

        

        "I'll think about that after I get stabbed."

        

        "Ha."

        

        Mikhail laughed in disbelief.

        

        It seemed they had chosen the right hero this time.

        

        The goddess, Grandia, hadn't made the same mistake as with Mikhail.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        A golden magic circle was appearing in the sky.

        

        "Is it Belita? No, something more... No, I shouldn't worry about that now."

        

        Olivia glanced at the new magic circle in the sky before focusing on Mikhail again.

        

        "...Here I come."

        

        She charged in again.

        

        All Mikhail could do now was defend.

        

        Just as their swords were about to clash again—

        

        -KAAAAAAAA!!

        

        Suddenly, both Olivia and Mikhail froze in place.

        

        This time, a roar that seemed to echo throughout all of Erkia was heard.

        

        "No way."

        

        The roar was intense and filled with clear malice.

        

        KWAGAGGANG!!

        

        A loud noise rang out from the cathedral.

        

        "Well, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        TING!!

        

        Olivia and Mikhail's swords clashed.

        

        "If you don't kill me quickly, everyone will die because of the Dragon King."

        

        "...!"

        

        "But my regeneration ability is annoying, isn't it? In this situation where you can't kill me immediately, what choice will you make, and how will you do it?"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.121[Erkia Invasion - 11]

      
        # Childhood Memories

        

        A day from the past.

        

        The same old slums as always.

        

        "Lois, are you going to leave these slums?"

        

        "Maybe?"

        

        "Why? Sure, there's no dreams or hope here, but it's not like we can't survive. Even if we leave, what can people like us who've grown up in a place like this do?"

        

        The night was deep, and perhaps it was somewhat sentimental.

        

        Lois and Alex fought often.

        

        Lois was an especially stupid person even in these slums full of idiots.

        

        Despite being from the slums, he refused to hit people, and especially refused to kill. At first, Alex thought it was because he was deeply religious, but it seemed different.

        

        There were quite a few religious people in the slums, but most were just people who had lost hope and turned to God as their last refuge.

        

        But Lois was different.

        

        He had dreams.

        

        "The slums are just a part of the world. In my view, these slums won't last long. They'll be demolished soon, let alone us growing old and dying here."

        

        "No way."

        

        Alex denied it, but just as Lois had said, the slums eventually disappeared.

        

        But at least back then, Alex thought that today would be the same as yesterday. He believed that since he survived yesterday, he would live today, and survive tomorrow as well.

        

        "But well, life is lived alone anyway, right? I might as well leave and try to succeed."

        

        "You're good at everything, so I'm sure you can do well. But life isn't meant to be lived alone. Maybe we're alone at the moment of death, but..."

        

        "We are alone. Children like us are struggling to survive, and no one even sees us."

        

        "I have you, and you have me. And we were once babies too. How could those babies have survived? We just didn't know it, but someone must have taken care of us."

        

        "..."

        

        "We can't survive without being cared for by someone."

        

        "..."

        

        Lois always seemed to see something different from Alex, even when looking at the same things.

        

        Surely they saw the same slums, lived together, and shared the same life, but in Lois's eyes, these dirty and ugly slums seemed to look different.

        

        At least, Alex thought Lois was seeing a completely different landscape than what someone like him saw.

        

        He would get angry and throw punches to stop someone if he thought they were just being a pushover for being kind, but otherwise, it was hard to see him get angry.

        

        His half-closed eyes made it impossible to know what he was thinking.

        

        That's why he was interesting.

        

        "They're fighting again."

        

        "Not a pleasant sight."

        

        "..."

        

        If Alex heard the sound of fighting in the middle of the night, he would casually watch or join in.

        

        Because it was fun.

        

        He really enjoyed seeing people fighting, bleeding, and suffering in pain.

        

        He felt a zest for life when he hit someone from behind who thought they had won, seeing their expression change from hope to despair. That's how he had lived, how he had survived.

        

        But Lois had no interest in such things, and his face suggested that having no interest was only natural.

        

        He would even try to intervene and stop fights if they seemed to be getting too intense.

        

        Even the trash of the slums seemed to have some thoughts when told by a child to be more level-headed. Though there were certainly some who didn't care and would beat up Lois too.

        

        Even after being beaten like that, Lois's behavior didn't change; he remained steadfast.

        

        In some ways, you could say he was hard-headed, or seemed to have a somewhat stubborn side.

        

        He was strong-willed despite his appearance and actions.

        

        Watching Lois from the side...

        

        "You're right, let's stop them if it gets too bad."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        Alex came to be able to say such things.

        

        Not that he had any intention of stopping fights.

        

        Rather, he wanted to encourage them and see blood splatter.

        

        If someone were to die, he was very curious about what kind of face they would make.

        

        What would they think in their final moments?

        

        Would it hurt when blood flowed?

        

        Would it be painful when bones broke?

        

        He thought he would be happy seeing those expressions.

        

        One of the few good things about the slums he hated was that he could see people lamenting their misfortune, suffering in pain, and dying in that state.

        

        And above all, that it happened every day and there was no law to prevent it.

        

        That's how it should have been.

        

        "Lois, what do you think would make you happy?"

        

        "Happy?"

        

        "Since we're in these slums, you can't be happy, right?"

        

        "I see, happiness."

        

        Lois smiled faintly.

        

        Reading a worn-out book, Lois said:

        

        "I think I'd be happy in a library. A place where the books are in good condition and I can read freely."

        

        "Ah, that's boring."

        

        "Shut up, this is my happiness."

        

        "Hmm, I guess personal happiness is hard for others to understand."

        

        "Maybe so. It's different for everyone, you know."

        

        "Different for everyone, huh."

        

        With an "oof," Lois got up.

        

        "It seems to be getting worse, let's go."

        

        "I think you and I both have talent. Should we apply to be soldiers? If we work for the country, at least we won't starve to death."

        

        "Oh, dealing with people every day would drain my mental energy..."

        

        "Why do you hate it when you're so good at it?"

        

        I guess having talent for something and liking it are two different things.

        

        Talking about such trivial matters.

        

        They walked together.

        

        ***

        

        WHAM!!

        

        "Ack!"

        

        The punch that slid in naturally and smoothly struck Alex's face decisively, and the flames had even caused burns.

        

        Both of their injuries regenerated easily.

        

      

      
        Lois with the power of spirits.

        

        Alex with the power of the Grim Reaper.

        

        They both showed powers close to regeneration, but to put it simply, Alex would be the one standing in the end.

        

        The spirit power that Lois possessed was a power that could burn people. Even Belita, the second test subject, had side effects.

        

        Lois surely had them too.

        

        Unfortunately, all the experimental data from that time had disappeared, so it couldn't be known exactly, but from the remaining data, maintaining that state of spirit unity must be quite difficult.

        

        Moreover, the longer the battle went on, the more hellish the experience would be for Lois.

        

        "..."

        

        An indifferent expression.

        

        Though he was glaring, his face wasn't contorted with pain.

        

        "Haha..."

        

        It was almost nostalgic.

        

        That face, which never seemed affected no matter how many beatings it took, made one wonder if he even felt pain.

        

        Even while thinking it was boring, Alex still found it interesting.

        

        Lois, who didn't match with Alex in any way, was rather an object of interest to Alex.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Come to think of it! We've never fought each other since our slum days!!"

        

        "There was no reason to fight."

        

        "Isn't the slums a place where reasons are created even when there aren't any?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        WHOOSH!

        

        FWOOOOSH!!

        

        A large fire blazed up and leaped toward Alex, who slashed through it with his sword and jumped back.

        

        The water flowing in the canal swirled and moved.

        

        It materialized as if trying to grab Alex, who quickly dodged and rushed toward Lois.

        

        Magic power compressed at the tip of Alex's sword, and he fired it.

        

        Lois countered by raising flames, and they collided in defense.

        

        The explosion from the collision created a blast, and Alex jumped straight through the blast and grabbed Lois's arm.

        

        "Got you!"

        

        Lois grabbed Alex's wrist in return and then caught the sword that Alex was swinging with his hand.

        

        SLASH!! He managed to catch it before it gained full speed, and though his hand was definitely injured, he was able to grab it.

        

        Not only that, but he must have momentarily concentrated magical reinforcement on his hand to minimize the damage.

        

        He seemed good at such fine adjustments, both in the past and now.

        

        They frowned at each other, neither letting go, as if in a test of strength.

        

        "Are you going to be alright?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "This sword was made with the power of the Grim Reaper. That curse will be quite penetrating."

        

        With a slithering sound, Lois's arm was turning purple, being contaminated by the curse.

        

        "I'll at least give you the right to choose whether to die by curse or by being cut... Urgh!!"

        

        FWOOOOSH!!

        

        Spirit flames gushed from Lois's arm that was holding Alex's wrist, and they were approaching to burn Alex's arm as well.

        

        "Will you burn faster, or will I die by curse faster?"

        

        "Heh, hehehe."

        

        Alex gave a sinister smile.

        

        "Let's find out!!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Without anyone taking the lead, they repeatedly used their powers violently, with flames rising and the aura of the curse spreading.

        

        The flames eventually tried to leap into the upper half of Alex's body as if determined to burn everything, and Alex gritted his teeth.

        

        Lois wasn't unscathed either.

        

        He was still the same.

        

        He was trying to burn Alex without caring about the pain from the curse.

        

        At this point, he didn't say, "Are you really trying to kill me?"

        

        Their paths had diverged, and they could no longer return to their past relationship.

        

        Just...

        

        I can't die yet.

        

        I will survive, even if it's in a disgraceful way, to achieve my goal.

        

        "Haaaa!!"

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Alex headbutted Lois's nose. With a crisp sound, Lois was pushed back, and as he fell backward, he kicked Alex's chin.

        

        SMACK!! Another crisp, light sound rang out.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        "Guh!"

        

        They both rolled on the ground, grimacing at the pain that was like an imprint on their bodies.

        

        "I didn't know you were such a passionate person, Alex."

        

        "Ha, heh..."

        

        Alex got up and said:

        

        "I always knew it would come to this with you, because we were so different."

        

        Even as he spoke, Alex couldn't hide his regret.

        

        After all, Lois was the first and last person he had considered a friend in his life.

        

        "...I never understood anything you said. Unfortunately, it seems you didn't know about my true nature either. I secretly laughed every time you saved someone."

        

        Lois also got up.

        

        Their staggering appearances revealed that they were in a critical state.

        

        Alex didn't feel too bad about it.

        

        "I just lived according to you. No matter what, I was destined to become like this. Are you ashamed of the past when you called me a friend?"

        

        "...I knew."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I knew what kind of person you were."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex frowned.

        

        "Don't be ridiculous, you sang about morality even in those slums."

        

        Even when adults didn't uphold it.

        

      

      
        "You tried to protect people and live virtuously! You must have hated evil just as much! If you knew what kind of person I was, why did you take my hand? Why did you cooperate with me!?"

        

        "Because."

        

        Lois smiled.

        

        "Because you were ashamed of yourself."

        

        "..."

        

        "You in the slums were ashamed of yourself. You couldn't control your impulses, yet you tried to hide it, and even though it was obvious because you were a child, you pretended otherwise."

        

        "..."

        

        Anyone could see him enjoying hitting people while pretending not to.

        

        Laughing at people dying in pain while pretending not to.

        

        He hid it surprisingly well for a child, but he was still just a child, and Lois had a talent for reading people's faces.

        

        "If someone born with an evil nature, who enjoys it, feels ashamed and tries to hide it, I believed that wasn't wrong."

        

        "..."

        

        "There's no difference in the result between good deeds done by someone naturally born good and good deeds done by someone born evil who suppresses their nature. It's just that the inner struggle is greater."

        

        If one chooses goodness even with more delusions, trials, and conflicts of choice than ordinary people face...

        

        That could be called nobility.

        

        "I see."

        

        Alex couldn't properly feel the pain despite his head feeling like it would explode from the burns covering him. As expected of spirit flames, his regeneration had slowed.

        

        "Why did you choose that path? Even in the slums, you were ashamed of those feelings."

        

        "I thought it was all the same."

        

        "What?"

        

        "When I came to the Reynolds family, I saw all kinds of political affairs. The height of ugliness, those who should be protecting the people from above were doing all sorts of filthy things to fill their own bellies."

        

        "..."

        

        "It was just a prettier slum, Lois."

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        "If that is 'normal,' then perhaps my ugliness is also normal. Lois, I just want to prove to myself."

        

        "..."

        

        "That I too am an ordinary creature of God, not trash that shouldn't have been born, but an ordinary life form that was okay to be born."

        

        Lois said nothing.

        

        Does it not matter if tens of thousands die for that?

        

        Is it okay if the world is ruined?

        

        There were many questions that could be asked, but Lois said nothing. He just looked at Alex while clutching his arm that was ruined by the curse.

        

        "To be a bit more honest, this is also my desire. ...Yes, destruction is enjoyable, and screams are my favorite music. When a blade tears flesh and blood splatters... people make the most beautiful expressions."

        

        "..."

        

        "It looks beautiful, good, and so lovely to me... It's ugly, right? I know too that this feeling and thinking is something that can never be accepted normally."

        

        Alex smiled as he bled.

        

        "That's why it has meaning. ...That's why my victory, my survival, my success is the affirmation of the world. ...If I, who destroy the world and make it a mess, am not punished."

        

        Alex gripped his sword tightly.

        

        "Only then is my existence affirmed."

        

        "I see."

        

        "..."

        

        "We are all in a whirlpool of good and evil intentions. Even as I say this, I have ugly thoughts just like you sometimes."

        

        "That's unexpected."

        

        Flames flickered on Lois's body.

        

        "We just made different choices."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Probably can't hold out much longer.

        

        One of them might end soon.

        

        Therefore.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        Just as they were about to leap at each other, a golden magic circle appeared in the sky.

        

        It was a healing magic circle, but its size was astonishingly large.

        

        Even Belita couldn't make one this large due to the amount of magic power required.

        

        -ROOOOOAR!!

        

        And.

        

        A roar that seemed to resound throughout all of Erkia was heard.

        

        The direction it came from was the cathedral.

        

        "Tch!"

        

        "Where do you think you're going...!"

        

        Alex swung his sword at Lois.

        

        Narrowly avoiding it, Lois regained his posture.

        

        "You recovered faster than expected... but it was according to plan."

        

        "Who woke the Red Dragon King?"

        

        "Wake it? There's no need for that. When this place is filled with monster magic power, it becomes no different from a monster realm. Just maintain that environment. It wasn't sealed or anything, it was just sleeping."

        

        "..."

        

        In other words, there was no need to do anything.

        

        Just create chaos and maintain it, and the Red Dragon King will wake up on its own.

        

        And it actually did wake up.

        

        "Now, what will you do? Heroes are truly tiresome. Even if you win and survive, if many people die, you have to be careful even about rejoicing in that victory."

        

        "Honestly... it is tiring."

        

        Lois smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Then why choose that path? It's only tiring, full of constraints, and sometimes your good intentions aren't even rewarded. Why walk that path?"

        

        Lois took a small breath and said:

        

        "Since when do you need a reason to help people?"

        

        "..."

        

        At those words, Alex's eyes widened.

        

        It felt like he'd been hit on the back of the head with a hammer.

        

        "I see."

        

        Alex stared blankly at the sky.

        

        There is no reason.

        

        He doesn't look for a reason.

        

        Is that so.

        

        "You're the same as me."
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        Light spread, gently embracing everything.

        

        But that light did not reach me.

        

        More precisely, I was rejecting it.

        

        If I, who carried a curse, accepted healing magic, it might become dangerous. Either the caster didn't know this, or they understood my personality and cast it knowing I would refuse.

        

        Besides, this light was probably just for minimal rescue purposes.

        

        Rather than complete healing, it was meant to help keep the light of life from extinguishing, so it wouldn't be enough to regenerate a severed arm.

        

        Still, it was better to refuse, considering the possibilities. It would be best to meet directly later for treatment.

        

        To begin with, the wounds I had sustained couldn't be regenerated with such dispersed magical power.

        

        Even Belita would need to consume considerable magical power for this level of healing, so it seemed better to give up on improving my condition right now.

        

        Seeing that it had no effect on Mikhail, who was also human, it seemed the spell could accurately distinguish between friend and foe.

        

        That level of discrimination ability made me think of no one but Belita, but this amount of magical power clearly exceeded Belita's capacity.

        

        Surely she wasn't forcibly increasing her magical power using that spirit's core or whatever? If she did something like that, even Belita would die.

        

        "......"

        

        I recalled the moment Reina died.

        

        If I had arrived just a little faster, I might have been able to save Reina, but she ended up dying.

        

        I didn't want to lose Belita in the same way.

        

        Some might curse me, wondering why I care about someone who betrayed me and tried to kill me, but I didn't want them to die like that.

        

        Since I, the betrayed party, am saying this, they should live.

        

        They don't have an obligation to die, but rather an obligation to live.

        

        "Mikhail!"

        

        "I'm honestly surprised."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You're strong, Olivia Reinhart. As your distant ancestor, I'm truly proud. There's a hole in your heart, you're missing an arm, and half your vision is gone, yet you're overwhelming me."

        

        "I wouldn't call it overwhelming."

        

        "From your perspective, if you can't kill with one strike, it's not overwhelming. ...You're quite harsh on yourself, aren't you?"

        

        Mikhail smiled.

        

        "Your swordsmanship is slightly below mine, but you surpass me in every other aspect. I hate to admit it, but in just a year, you might surpass me in swordsmanship too."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, I'm genuinely intimidated. I've lived for an incredibly long time and trained seriously in swordsmanship... I never thought I'd be outmatched by someone so young."

        

        Mikhail looked at me.

        

        His gaze of genuine wonder seemed to contain admiration as well.

        

        "As a swordsman, I truly pay my respects."

        

        "While you're at it, would you mind dying?"

        

        "Haha, sorry, but that's not possible. This is just the beginning."

        

        "What are you planning to do?"

        

        "Annihilation."

        

        "Annihilation?"

        

        "Of humanity, without exception."

        

        "...Do you really have to go that far? Is there nothing left in your heart but revenge?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Mikhail nodded.

        

        "The woman I loved burned to death, and no one reached out to me. No one believed my words, and they looked at me as if I were dangerous. Perhaps my statement about killing the Demon King meant nothing."

        

        "......"

        

        "You're fortunate that wasn't the case for you. Someone reached out to you, and even after being betrayed, you still believe the world is worth protecting. ...Truly, the goddess should have chosen someone like you as the first hero."

        

        "Mikhail."

        

        "I can no longer love humanity, nor do I want to protect it. Beyond that, I wish they would all die. Even if the person I loved wouldn't want that..."

        

        Mikhail's expression was beyond words.

        

      

      
        How could one describe that face—seemingly sad yet enlightened, detached yet filled with hatred?

        

        "I can't bear it anymore."

        

        "......"

        

        I couldn't deny it.

        

        This might have been my future as well.

        

        What if it had been Death, not Royce, who had reached out to me?

        

        If Death had whispered hatred and anger to me when I was at my weakest, promising salvation, what would I have done?

        

        Would I have declared that I would still protect people, or would I have closed my eyes and accepted death?

        

        I couldn't know.

        

        In reality, it was Royce who reached out to me, and I still wanted to protect people.

        

        There was definitely a sense of duty as a hero, but beyond that, I simply didn't enjoy seeing people suffer.

        

        I liked seeing people smile.

        

        I liked the bustle and noise.

        

        I loved the everyday sounds of life.

        

        However.

        

        I could easily imagine a future where I stood in Mikhail's place.

        

        "I see."

        

        "Don't make such a sad face, Olivia. Though you might only hear this as deception from me, I'm truly happy. My distant descendant was a proper hero, and unlike me, you're walking the right path."

        

        "......"

        

        "Are you uncertain? That's natural—the wicked boast continuously about a single good deed, while the virtuous lament the lives they couldn't save and constantly doubt their own goodness."

        

        Mikhail smiled.

        

        "From my perspective, all virtuous people must have obsessive-compulsive disorder. They carry guilt their entire lives over their own flaws."

        

        I simply remained silent, watching Mikhail.

        

        "Lives they inevitably couldn't save, words that caused hurt... They could just forget and move on, but instead they think about it their whole lives, trying to learn lessons."

        

        "I won't deny that."

        

        "Times change rapidly, and people lose their compassion. In the midst of all that, heroes like you sustain the world. The world never knows about the sacrifices of the few."

        

        "......"

        

        "Olivia, if you truly want to save the world."

        

        Mikhail's eyes shone sadly.

        

        "You'll have to kill me."

        

        I readied my sword.

        

        "As you wish."

        

        With a deafening roar, a dragon's shadow formed in the sky.

        

        A red dragon revealed itself, and simultaneously, Mikhail mounted it.

        

        The magical power flowing from the red dragon was immense.

        

        'Can I win?'

        

        This wasn't just a duel against a person—dragons were capable of tremendous firepower. From now on, I might have to fight while protecting others.

        

        But.

        

        I can do this.

        

        I will be able to do this.

        

        I muttered to myself as if casting a self-hypnosis.

        

        The holy sword still emitted a subtle glow.

        

        "I will win, without fail."

        

        

        ***

        

        "It's been a while, Ignil."

        

        Mikhail smiled as he stood atop Ignil.

        

        Ignil smiled as if familiar with this.

      

      
        

        Ignil was the first being Mikhail had fought after inheriting Death's power, and they had become friends after acknowledging each other's existence.

        

        But after the dragon kings were annihilated by the goddess, Ignil had said he was tired of everything and would sleep until the time came.

        

        It was quite a coincidence—or whatever you might call it—that a human city had been built above the sleeping Ignil.

        

        "......"

        

        The screams of people echoed.

        

        Sounds of struggle against the monsters.

        

        To be honest, Mikhail had wondered.

        

        If this moment came, what would he feel?

        

        He had thought his thoroughly corrupted emotions would feel nothing, but he could still feel something.

        

        "Indeed, not bad."

        

        It wasn't that he felt nothing—he found it not unpleasant.

        

        Not a fragment of morality or conscience remained within Mikhail.

        

        His former comrades would surely be disappointed in the current Mikhail.

        

        Especially the woman he loved—she would continuously apologize to Mikhail, crying and saying she was sorry for dying.

        

        He knew.

        

        This revenge was something no one wanted.

        

        The humanity about to die had committed no sin.

        

        It was merely self-satisfaction.

        

        He knew all of this.

        

        But despite that, Mikhail couldn't stop, and all options except charging forward had been cut away.

        

        Now Mikhail simply wanted to create humanity's end with blood.

        

        "Goddess..."

        

        Mikhail called out to Grandia.

        

        He had received much help from her but ultimately betrayed her, and the happy ending she seemed to desire never reached Mikhail.

        

        Perhaps Grandia also didn't know at that time that humanity's purity could turn malicious, so maybe it couldn't be helped.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Ignil's flames enveloped Mikhail.

        

        He felt his power increasing again.

        

        Mikhail was certain that even with this much power, he would still be weaker than Olivia.

        

        She was beyond being called a genius of combat.

        

        Moreover, her body hadn't even reached its prime yet.

        

        Considering how much stronger she would become, she might eventually become an entity that even gods couldn't defeat.

        

        "Now, let's go, friend."

        

        "KIEEEK!!"

        

        With a loud roar, flames burst from Ignil's mouth.

        

        They flew forth to burn everything in their path, not just people, but a brilliant golden light flickered and a magical sword strike flew through, cutting through the flames.

        

        The flames dissipated powerlessly, and in the direction from which the sword strike had come stood Olivia.

        

        "Yes, you would interfere. That's natural. ...Does this mean I can't kill anyone unless I kill you first?"

        

        "......"

        

        "But."

        

        Mikhail gripped his sword tightly.

        

        "Can you protect them? With that body... I mean all those people."

        

        "It's simple."

        

        "Hmm, what will you do?"

        

        "I'll kill that lizard. That should solve everything."

        

        Mikhail stood dumbfounded for a moment, then laughed.

        

        "Indeed, when you say it, it sounds convincing."
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        WHOOSH!!

        

        The dragon's flames were undeniably powerful.

        

        I couldn't ignore the searing heat that seemed to seep into me the moment it touched me, as if it were burning my flesh.

        

        If this continues, I'll burn to death trying to prevent damage to the village.

        

        But aside from that, is there any way I can reach the red dragon and Mikhail right now?

        

        I could jump up there, but if I can't kill it in one strike, Mikhail's interference would hinder my ability to block the dragon's next attack.

        

        Well.

        

        What should I do?

        

        'Normally, living creatures die when their heads are cut off.'

        

        If I could behead the red dragon, wouldn't that kill it somehow?

        

        Of course, the red dragon might be on guard, but it doesn't know my full capabilities yet, so what if I leap in and cut its neck before it can adapt to my movements?

        

        It was a somewhat reckless plan, but it was the fastest and most efficient way to end this.

        

        'Alright, once decided, execute immediately.'

        

        I positioned myself, targeting the neck.

        

        One strike.

        

        If I could cut it in one strike.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        I leaped up, aiming for the neck.

        

        My position wasn't bad, and I put in just the right amount of force.

        

        I had considered the possibility that the red dragon's neck might be too tough for me to cut, but my instinct—something close to intuition—whispered that 'it can be cut,' and there had been very few things I couldn't cut when I thought this way in the past.

        

        I can cut it.

        

        TING!!

        

        "What."

        

        I opened my eyes wide as someone blocked my attack.

        

        Small dragon wings.

        

        Mikhail, whose arms and parts of his body had transformed to resemble a dragon, was smiling as he blocked my attack.

        

        "As if I'd let you cut it so easily?"

        

        SMACK!!

        

        He kicked me away while simultaneously lunging forward, and I raised my sword to brace for the impact. CLANG!! With that crisp sound, I was pushed back through the air and crashed to the ground.

        

        With a loud noise, I broke through a building and landed inside. I immediately got to my feet.

        

        That hurts.

        

        'His physical abilities have increased dramatically. And that appearance of Mikhail's, is he using the dragon's power?'

        

        Whether he made a contract, stole the power, or did something else, Mikhail had become stronger than before.

        

        That was the only factual conclusion, and thinking about the cause-and-effect wasn't my role. It wasn't something I could figure out just by thinking about it, and even if I knew, it wouldn't change what I needed to do.

        

        If Royce were here, I might have asked him, but Royce isn't here right now.

        

        'This might be difficult for me as I am now.'

        

        If it were just Mikhail or just the red dragon, I might have managed somehow, but facing both of them seemed too challenging.

        

        Are there no other comrades available?

        

        No, there weren't many people who could even buy time against the red dragon or Mikhail.

        

        The only one who came to mind was Royce.

        

        Titania's body was weakened right now, and it was too early for Sylphy to face such enemies.

        

        To begin with, it didn't seem right to drag an archer into a direct confrontation.

        

        Royce was probably still fighting Alex, and Alex was by no means weak.

        

        His overall physical abilities might be inferior to Mikhail's, but he seemed to possess something that Mikhail didn't.

        

        "I have no choice...!"

        

        "That's right, you must. So what will you do now?"

        

        "...!"

        

        CLANG! CLANG!!

        

        As our swords continued to clash, light flickered above.

        

        Flames were blooming from the dragon's mouth.

        

        "Do you know what's in the direction it's aiming?"

        

        'The direction it's aiming?'

        

        That direction is...

        

        The shelter.

        

        There would be overwhelmingly more people there than anywhere else.

        

        The soldiers couldn't handle those flames.

        

        I had to stop it somehow.

        

        "Get out of my way!!"

        

        CLANG! CLANG!!

        

        I pushed Mikhail aside and leaped forward.

        

        Oh no.

        

        I jumped in too hastily.

        

        I couldn't gather enough magical power.

        

        But there's no choice.

        

        I'll block it as is!

        

        "Are you serious."

        

        I heard Mikhail mutter in disbelief behind me, but I swung my sword.

      

      
        

        KABOOOOM!!!

        

        The flames were definitely more intense than before.

        

        Unlike earlier, this was a focused attack, and it seemed that Igneel's power had grown stronger than before due to something like a contract with Mikhail.

        

        It wasn't just Mikhail benefiting one-sidedly; it was a mutually reinforcing contract.

        

        I think I read about something like that in a book before.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        "This...! Damn it...!!"

        

        My body heated up intensely.

        

        I could feel severe burns developing, but that wasn't a reason to stop.

        

        I could cut it.

        

        The moment I was certain of that...

        

        I saw Mikhail leaping up.

        

        He swung his sword.

        

        A slash imbued with magical power flew toward me.

        

        "Tch!!"

        

        I clicked my tongue hard and released magical power.

        

        It was pathetic compared to the output I could normally produce. But I had to reduce the impact somehow.

        

        And then...

        

        BOOM!!

        

        With that sound exploding in mid-air, I was blown backward and fell.

        

        ***

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Someone came crashing through the wall of the shelter.

        

        "Is, is it a monster!"

        

        "Oh, Goddess above."

        

        "So they've reached the shelter after all..."

        

        "No, wait. It doesn't seem to be a monster?"

        

        The ordinary citizens were trembling in the shelter, praying for this calamity to pass.

        

        But when the wall suddenly burst open, they naturally assumed it was the work of monsters, though there was something off about the idea that someone had broken in.

        

        People quickly approached, and only then did they realize that what had come through the wall was a person.

        

        "It's, it's a person! A human!"

        

        "The burns are severe...!"

        

        "Get, get medical supplies! Bandages, anything! They'll die at this rate!"

        

        "Is it a soldier?"

        

        "No, not a soldier."

        

        "Does it matter who? It's definitely one of the people protecting us from the monsters! Hurry!"

        

        "What about the hole in the wall?"

        

        "For now, let's make a temporary barrier with lumber or something...!"

        

        People moved about in disarray.

        

        For people who had lived peacefully, such an emergency was unexpected, and they didn't know what to do. But they were awkwardly doing what needed to be done.

        

        All those who could fight, including soldiers, were focused on repelling the monsters, so there was no one with specialized knowledge in the shelter.

        

        They were awkwardly proceeding with their tasks using the emergency instruction manuals that had been prepared.

        

        "Whoa... This child's blood is burning."

        

        "So young, probably just barely in their twenties."

        

        "Younger than my daughter..."

        

        "The, the arm is gone."

        

        "More importantly, that's a huge sword... Huh? Wait a minute! I've seen this sword before!"

        

        "What? Why does the sword matter? We need to save this person!"

        

        "No, it's the Holy Sword! That one!"

        

        "The Holy Sword?!"

        

        The Holy Sword was usually kept in the cathedral in the royal capital and couldn't be seen by ordinary people, but it was displayed during certain periods, giving people a chance to see it.

        

        So while not everyone had the opportunity to see the Holy Sword, quite a few people had if they were lucky.

        

        Moreover, since Olivia Reinhart had been wielding the Holy Sword in the current era, surprisingly many people had seen it recently.

        

        "Then this child..."

        

        "The Hero?"

        

        "Is, is it Hero Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        "I've seen her from afar. It does look like the Hero."

        

        "But, but she was said to have died with the Demon Lord..."

        

        "No, there were rumors somewhere that she was alive..."

        

        "Regardless of the reason, we need to save her first. Medicine! There must be burn medicine!"

        

        "Can burn medicine really help with injuries like these?"

        

        "It's better than doing nothing! Whether she's the Hero or not doesn't matter right now!"

        

        "Right! Medicine! Bring the medicine!"

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Olivia groaned and opened her eyes.

        

        Her blurred vision, along with the severe burns, seemed to be making her consciousness hazy.

        

      

      
        The sight of her blood literally burning from the heat was serious, and it seemed she would die if left like this.

        

        All the necessary personnel had already gone out to fight and protect the people in the shelter, so even if there were soldiers here, they would be rear guards with no knowledge of healing magic.

        

        Normally, there should have been at least one cleric capable of healing magic in the shelter, but due to the sudden attack and severe shortage of personnel, even that cleric had gone to the battlefield.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        With a wind close to a hot blast, a large monster appeared through the hole Olivia had crashed through.

        

        A red dragon.

        

        The moment they saw it, everyone present froze.

        

        "It's, it's a dragon...!"

        

        "Oh, Goddess..."

        

        "It was a short life, damn it."

        

        The Red Dragon King, Igneel, and Mikhail looked at the people in the shelter.

        

        And then they smiled a sinister smile.

        

        It was an expression like that of a mischievous prankster mixed with malice, combined with a sadistic smile that could corrupt people.

        

        It made thoughts and expressions that Mikhail could never have had in the past appear in his mind now.

        

        "The Hero Olivia should have come here... No, perhaps you don't understand? A woman with burns should have fallen here?"

        

        'Tch.'

        

        Olivia clicked her tongue inwardly.

        

        He was playing a nasty game.

        

        Olivia tried to get up again, but someone held her, preventing her from stepping forward.

        

        What are they doing?

        

        They must know what will happen if Olivia doesn't step up.

        

        "Where is she? Tell me, and I'll spare your lives. How about it? Not a bad deal, right? No monsters will come here, so hand over Olivia Reinhart."

        

        Mikhail probably already knew where Olivia was.

        

        This was just a prank to torment Olivia. A thoroughly corrupted soul both admires and envies a pure soul.

        

        They desperately want others to taste the same corruption they have.

        

        After all, there were annoyingly many people who found a hero's fall as entertaining as a villain's redemption.

        

        "That girl went outside!"

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia's eyes widened.

        

        And so did Mikhail's.

        

        "Yes, that's right! She went that way!"

        

        "She ran away quickly! If you follow now, you might catch her!"

        

        "Yes! That's right!"

        

        "That, that way! That way!"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia and Mikhail were simultaneously silent.

        

        Mikhail unconsciously grabbed his head.

        

        "I know she's here. I'll give you one more chance. Hand over Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Everyone remained silent.

        

        The person holding Olivia trembled but held her even tighter, trying somehow to hide her.

        

        At that meaningless struggle...

        

        Olivia smiled slightly.

        

        No one opened their mouth.

        

        No one tried to clear a path.

        

        They just stood there in silence, trembling with fear.

        

        Olivia slowly freed herself from the woman's embrace.

        

        "No, don't...!"

        

        "Thank you, grandmother. No, thank you all."

        

        No one spoke, just looking at Mikhail and Igneel with complex expressions.

        

        Expressions that included fear.

        

        They didn't take any action, nor did they say anything.

        

        Mikhail watched this with a complicated expression.

        

        Even Mikhail himself didn't know exactly what expression he was making.

        

        "...!"

        

        Meanwhile, Olivia was walking out from among the people.

        

        "Your expression is truly difficult to put into words, you know."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia said, looking at Mikhail.

        

        At those words, Mikhail's expression became even more distorted.

        

        "I'm actually surprised too, but I told you, didn't I?"

        

        "Shut up."

        

        Olivia looked at Mikhail.

        

        "That people exist in a whirlpool of good and evil. They don't always choose the malicious option. It's complicated, isn't it? I think so too."

        

        "SHUT UUUUP!!"
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        "Huff, huff... I really feel like I'm going to die!"

        

        Lilith panted as she ran.

        

        She was running together with Sylphy.

        

        Actually, she wanted everyone to move together, but that wasn't possible because Sebastian and Belita had become incapacitated.

        

        Healing magic could treat wounds, but it couldn't restore stamina or bring back lost consciousness.

        

        Thinking about that, they couldn't leave Sebastian and Belita behind, so Titania and Les stayed with them.

        

        In fact, Sylphy should have stayed behind too, but she was running alongside Lilith because she was worried about her.

        

        "Do you remember what Lady Belita told you?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Belita was still maintaining the magic circle.

        

        It had consumed a considerable amount of Lilith's magical power, but somehow, if they could just open it, they could maintain the magic circle with Belita's magic. This would drastically reduce the number of deaths.

        

        However.

        

        It was only a reduction, not a complete solution. They needed to somehow heal Olivia and resurrect her in a complete state.

        

        That's why Belita, while using up all her magical power, had taught Lilith the basic methods of healing magic and curse removal.

        

        She had said that removing someone else's curse versus removing your own curse had significant differences in method.

        

        The difficulty level wasn't that different, but it required more delicate handling. Healing wounds was much simpler when treating oneself, but curses were different.

        

        Anyway, Lilith had hurriedly learned the methods from Belita, but it was just a temporary measure.

        

        Between the severe physical exhaustion and the considerable magical power consumption, Lilith would likely be unable to fight after saving Olivia.

        

        In fact, Sebastian was needed as someone who could carry Lilith and escape when that moment came.

        

        "Olivia...!"

        

        "The dragon is over there!"

        

        "She must be there!"

        

        Lilith thought that Olivia must be fighting the dragon, as she wouldn't avoid such a confrontation.

        

        She just needed to heal Olivia.

        

        Thinking this way, she continued running while gasping for breath.

        

        Somehow.

        

        She believed that healing Olivia's arm and heart would be the turning point in this battle.

        

        "My, my side hurts."

        

        "You're too exhausted, Lady Lilith. You have even less energy than I do, and I'm nearly dead."

        

        "Most of my life has been spent in bed! You should be praising me for running this far!"

        

        "Ugh," Lilith grimaced.

        

        She felt like she might throw up if she wasn't careful.

        

        'Olivia, please be safe.'

        

        No matter what, she didn't want to show Sylphy the sight of her vomiting.

        

        ***

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Mikhail was feeling a sense of unease.

        

        'Is this person immortal?'

        

        At first, he had attacked in anger.

        

        He attacked recklessly, intending to destroy everything in denial of Olivia.

        

        During those moments, Mikhail would strike whenever he found an opening, and no matter how powerful Olivia was, it was difficult for her to face both Mikhail and Ignil simultaneously in her current condition.

        

        So naturally, she was being overwhelmed, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was being dominated.

        

        However.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        "...Hnngh!!"

        

        CLANG!!

        

        "You bastard!!"

        

        SLASH!!

        

        Even as he sent her flying again, Ignil aimed his flames at the citizens, but a sword strike flew in, and Ignil quickly dodged. Simultaneously, Olivia charged through the smoke once more.

        

        It was a repetition.

        

        No matter how many times he attacked Olivia, cut her, hit her, and sent her flying, she would counterattack and rise again as if nothing had happened.

        

        It was like facing an immortal.

        

        'Do you realize your cuts are so deep that the bones are visible?'

        

        Olivia stood up nonchalantly and spat out blood.

        

        Was she bothered by the blood in her mouth but not by the slashes all over her body or the burns inflicted by Ignil?

        

        Her expression was so serene that it was frightening.

        

        CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!!

        

        'This one is now focusing on targeting me.'

        

        Mikhail could tell that Olivia's movements weren't slowing down; rather, they were getting faster.

        

        She was becoming so fast that it was becoming challenging to follow her with his eyes.

        

        "I, Mikhail Reinhart, the first Hero, acknowledge you."

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        "You monster!"

        

        "KEEEEE!!"

        

        "Stop! Ignil!! Don't approach!!"

        

        Ignil targeted Olivia as she floated in the air.

        

        It was the correct judgment.

        

        She was in mid-air, unable to move, and Olivia didn't have a particularly strong aptitude for magic, so she couldn't move in the sky.

        

        It was an extremely natural judgment, and if the opponent had been an ordinary enemy, Ignil's judgment would have been correct.

        

        In fact, Mikhail would have suggested targeting her while she was in mid-air.

      

      
        

        But that wasn't the case.

        

        It wasn't like that at all.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        She used Ignil's outstretched arm as a foothold to move.

        

        SLASH!! SLASH! SLASH!!

        

        Ignil's extended arm was cut into three pieces. Instantly severed, Ignil fell to the ground in pieces, and Olivia, landing on a building rooftop, exhaled.

        

        The breath of someone dying.

        

        She was definitely dying.

        

        All the impacts affecting her entire body were certainly leading Olivia to death.

        

        Blood was gushing out, bones were breaking, and her internal organs were being damaged.

        

        Nevertheless.

        

        Even facing death.

        

        'That calm expression is infuriating.'

        

        She rises again as if her wounds are nothing.

        

        No joke, she had a face that seemed to feel neither the pain of her wounds nor the fear of death.

        

        Was she pretending not to be flustered because showing distress to an enemy would do no good?

        

        Or had she truly reached a state of selflessness where she felt no emotions? It was impossible to tell.

        

        Just.

        

        Terrifying.

        

        Mikhail thought this as he broke out in a cold sweat.

        

        Unbelievable strength.

        

        Innate talent.

        

        A good nature that everyone desires.

        

        And a ruthlessness that allows her to be colder than anyone when it comes to battle.

        

        She possessed everything needed to fight as a good person, and it was becoming increasingly frightening.

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        As Mikhail moved his hand, the ground beneath Olivia shifted, and rocks rose to restrain her.

        

        But.

        

        Just a few seconds.

        

        With a slashing sound, she cut through even those rocks and her red eyes gleamed.

        

        And then.

        

        She spoke.

        

        "I understand now."

        

        Mikhail's heart pounded as if he had received a death sentence, and he trembled.

        

        "What do you understand?"

        

        "..."

        

        With a cracking sound from her neck, Olivia moved again.

        

        BOOM!

        

        She leaped at Ignil, who, perhaps gripped by the fear of having his arm cut off, quickly flapped his wings and retreated.

        

        It was an emotional decision, but the right one.

        

        "KEEEEE!!"

        

        'In that case, we'll attack simultaneously.'

        

        She jumped down toward Mikhail along with Ignil's flames.

        

        No matter how skilled Olivia was, she couldn't use magic, so her movements were inevitably restricted in mid-air. If that was the case, then they could ambush her during that moment of vulnerability, with her vision obscured by the flames.

        

        The head.

        

        Pierce the brain.

        

        That would surely kill Olivia.

        

        Beheading her?

        

        No, that might not kill her.

        

        He needed to pierce her head and completely destroy her body.

        

        "Why are you so worked up? You seem like a different person from before."

        

        "Shut your mouth."

        

        "Were you surprised that people tried to protect me?"

        

        SLASH! SLASH!!

        

        She moved in a spinning motion, cutting through Mikhail's body as she passed.

        

        And then.

        

        She cut through Ignil behind him as well.

        

        But.

        

        Ignil, igniting flames from his body, had anticipated the hit and inflicted deeper burns on Olivia. Her skin began to melt, and Olivia staggered back, regaining her posture.

        

        'She's weakened, no doubt about it.'

        

        But she was definitely reading Mikhail and Ignil's movements completely.

        

        She just couldn't respond perfectly because of her body's condition.

        

        A monster.

        

        Truly, no joke, she was a monster who might make even a goddess or death god seem human in comparison. They were born with transcendent power, but they themselves weren't special.

        

        However, with Olivia, it wasn't that her power was special, but that Olivia wielding that power seemed special.

        

        'She must be killed.'

        

        If he missed this opportunity, such a chance would never come again.

        

        So he shouted.

        

        "Ignil!!"

        

      

      
        "KEEEECK!!"

        

        Ignil looked up at the sky. The flames he shot toward the sky soon divided and flew in all directions. Naturally, among those directions was the evacuation shelter from earlier.

        

        Olivia was momentarily surprised.

        

        But it was very brief.

        

        Soon, she gritted her teeth and gripped her sword.

        

        She swung her sword widely enough to cut all the dividing flames, and with a slashing sound, her strike, which seemed to cut through space itself, eventually cut through all the divisions.

        

        That attack, close to killing intent.

        

        STAB!!

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        "I knew a gap would definitely occur."

        

        SLASH!!

        

        He pierced through Olivia's body.

        

        But.

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        

        Mikhail staggered.

        

        The attack that had deeply cut from his arm to his shoulder was incredible.

        

        Even in that situation, again.

        

        Even after being stabbed in the neck, she had counterattacked again.

        

        How much effort did she know he had put into drawing attention?

        

        It was absurd.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "But... with this..."

        

        Olivia, who had finally fallen to the ground, didn't move.

        

        But he couldn't let his guard down.

        

        He needed to eliminate that corpse right now.

        

        'I don't usually like this sort of thing.'

        

        Desecrating an already dead body wasn't his preference, and he would have preferred to preserve the body and make a grave for such a strong opponent.

        

        She should have been moderately strong.

        

        She might still move in that state.

        

        He had to cut her into pieces to make sure she was dead.

        

        That was when.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Haa, haa...! Olivia!!"

        

        Someone was running toward Olivia.

        

        A girl.

        

        He remembered her.

        

        Lilith.

        

        Lilith Clifford.

        

        Mikhail hadn't noticed her approaching until now.

        

        'Have my senses dulled? Well, I didn't have time to be vigilant while dealing with Olivia.'

        

        She was definitely Olivia's friend.

        

        But unfortunately, she couldn't be allowed to live. It was already a precarious moment.

        

        It would be best to kill them all at once.

        

        "...!"

        

        Mikhail's eyes widened.

        

        From that distance.

        

        He could see it.

        

        The mark on Lilith Clifford's hand.

        

        "No way, no...!!"

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        Mikhail leaped in, aiming for Lilith's neck. He intended to kill her with a single slash.

        

        With a thudding sound, an arrow flew through his body, simultaneously pushing Mikhail back.

        

        Powerful force.

        

        Turning his head, he saw a half-elf standing there with a meteor bow.

        

        'Who is that...!!'

        

        He didn't know this person.

        

        Why was a half-elf holding a meteor bow?

        

        No, there was something more important right now.

        

        "Ignil!! Kill them!!"

        

        "KAOOO!!"

        

        With a roar, flames flew precisely toward Olivia and Lilith.

        

        With a massive explosion, the powerful flames that seemed to turn the surroundings into a sea of fire engulfed Olivia and Lilith.

        

        And then.

        

        For a moment, a quiet silence flowed.

        

        A moment that perfectly embodied the calm before the storm.

        

        Like entering the eye of a storm, that stillness.

        

        And then.

        

        "..."

        

        A golden light.

        

        Mikhail saw it flickering within the flames.
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        I thought this was the end.

        

        My wounds were too severe, and my body wouldn't obey my commands.

        

        My physical condition had deteriorated rapidly, and perhaps it couldn't be helped since I wasn't fighting one-on-one but two-against-one while trying to protect everyone.

        

        It would have been better if I had ignored all that and just fought, but unfortunately, I wasn't smart enough to engage in such wise combat.

        

        The first thought that came to mind was that I had to protect them no matter what, and my mind was focused solely on that. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't think of any other possibilities.

        

        My wounds were too severe, and now I couldn't do anything.

        

        Just when I thought I could finally see a path to victory.

        

        'I'm dying.'

        

        I hate this.

        

        I hated it.

        

        I didn't want to die like this.

        

        Royce's words suddenly came to mind.

        

        He had said that if I had suffered so much, tried so hard, lived so righteously, and saved so many people, shouldn't I deserve happiness in return?

        

        I saved many people and saved the world.

        

        So I should be happy.

        

        I wanted someone to see my story and be inspired to help others.

        

        To be honest, I was so happy earlier in the shelter.

        

        It was meaningless for people to try to protect me, and not only was I in danger, but their lives were at risk too. It might have been more likely to survive if I had taken Mikhail's offer.

        

        From the beginning, Mikhail's goal was annihilation, so there was no chance of survival, but from the perspective of people who didn't know that, they could have chosen that cold and cruel option driven by survival instinct.

        

        But.

        

        They didn't choose that.

        

        They deliberately gave wrong information about my location, and even though they knew I was in the shelter, they absolutely refused to hand me over. Not only that, but they remained silent against Mikhail and continued to protect me.

        

        That choice made me so happy.

        

        It was a dangerous choice, but my heart warmed at the fact that people chose kindness in that life-or-death moment. It was truly complex and difficult.

        

        Royce said that most people choose good or evil depending on the situation, and the people themselves could go either way.

        

        To do good no matter what happens.

        

        To do evil no matter what happens.

        

        He said that's what makes someone unrealistic.

        

        So what were those people thinking at that moment when they chose to be good? What circumstances led to that goodness that made them want to protect an injured woman in order to protect themselves?

        

        "Ugh, urgh."

        

        The spark of life was fading away.

        

        I don't want to die.

        

        I wanted to be happy.

        

        I wanted to prove my happiness.

        

        I wanted to prove that goodness circulates in this world by becoming happy. I should have both the duty and the right to be happy.

        

        Definitely.

        

        "Olivia!!"

        

        I opened my eyes wide at that voice.

        

        Lilith was running toward me.

        

        Why is she here?

        

        No.

        

        This place.

        

        Lilith didn't look around and rushed to me, reaching out her hand. The first thing I noticed was the mark engraved on the back of her hand.

        

        I was momentarily stunned, unable to understand why that mark was on Lilith's hand.

        

        But as all the puzzle pieces that had existed until now came together, that mark on Lilith's hand seemed to forcibly connect all the pieces.

        

        It was simple and definitive evidence that even a fool could understand in that situation.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Ignil's flames were spewing toward us.

        

        And simultaneously, a golden light enveloped me.

        

        She was pouring all her magic into me without any technique. At the same time, Ignil's flames rushed toward us, swirling around, and the golden light shone even more brilliantly.

        

        The magic channels that hadn't been used for years burst open, continuously raising Lilith's peak, and that highest-level healing magic entered me.

        

        "You only know how to push yourself too hard."

        

        "You're... one to talk, hehe."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

      

      
        As I swung the holy sword, the swirling flames were all deflected.

        

        Holding Lilith with one hand, I slowly rose to my feet.

        

        My stamina was severely depleted.

        

        My physical condition was probably still not perfect.

        

        But it was enough.

        

        Rustle.

        

        "It's been a while since my field of vision has been this wide."

        

        The bandages burned away and fell off, and where there should have been nothing but an exposed skull, there was now definite skin. My eyes, which had been closed for a long time, were now open.

        

        I felt somewhat disoriented, and I was dizzy from the depleted stamina.

        

        Healing magic may heal wounds, but it doesn't restore stamina, and healing wounds actually consumes some of the recipient's own stamina, so the more severe the injury, the more stamina is depleted.

        

        It could be said that people who die despite receiving healing magic die because they can't withstand this stamina depletion.

        

        That's why severely injured people are often healed just enough to keep them from dying, and then the rest is done gradually.

        

        "Being a saint doesn't suit you, Lilith."

        

        "Ha, haha... I, I think so too."

        

        Lilith was trembling.

        

        She had used too much magic and stamina in an instant. She wouldn't die from overexertion, but it might cause some problems.

        

        "I, I wanted to heal you completely..."

        

        "It's okay, it's enough."

        

        Most of the external wounds were healed.

        

        Only the internal parts were probably not fully healed.

        

        Sensing someone's presence, I picked up Lilith and ran toward Sylphy.

        

        "O-Olivia-sama...!"

        

        "Sylphy, can you run?"

        

        "I-I'm fine."

        

        Judging by her condition, Sylphy was also quite exhausted. Her magic depletion was serious, and her stamina too.

        

        She might be in an even more serious state than Lilith.

        

        It pained me to have to ask for help in this situation, but I had no choice.

        

        "L-Lilith-sama... blood..."

        

        "It's okay, she used too much magic to heal me, causing internal ruptures. It's not a light injury, but she won't die."

        

        "I-I see."

        

        "Sylphy, run in that direction. There's a shelter there. There should be first aid supplies that can stop Lilith's bleeding. Also, there's a hole in the shelter."

        

        "A hole in the shelter...!"

        

        "I made it."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        It wasn't intentional.

        

        I was pushed back while trying to block and collided with the shelter.

        

        But I didn't have time to explain all that now.

        

        "Sylphy, I'm sorry to ask when you're tired, but please protect those people. Soldiers are guarding them, so monsters might not go there, but now that there's a hole, people will be anxious."

        

        "B-but I'm a half-elf... people might not welcome me."

        

        I hesitated for a moment.

        

        I hadn't thought that far.

        

        Despite everything, half-elves were still often discriminated against, and Sylphy was from a generation that had directly experienced that discrimination, so it would feel more personal to her.

        

        "Sorry, I didn't consider that. ...Then tell them you're my companion."

        

        "B-but still."

        

        "It's okay, I'm sure those people will be fine."

        

        "..."

        

        "I believed in them. Now it's your turn to believe, Sylphy. People today might make different choices than those from hundreds of years ago. See it with your own eyes."

        

        "And if they make the same choice?"

        

        "I'll help convince them with you when you're hurt. We need to talk, don't we?"

        

        "...Understood."

        

        Fortunately, Sylphy accepted and took Lilith from me as she stood up.

        

        Her panting appearance worried me, but no matter how tired she was, Sylphy had enough skill to defeat simple monsters.

        

        "Then, go!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

      

      
        Watching Sylphy run away, I caught my breath.

        

        It hurts.

        

        Lilith did her best, but the time was too short. Even so, completely healing me in that situation would have been too much to ask.

        

        Moreover, although Lilith healed me, there were signs that she had received technical assistance from someone, albeit temporarily.

        

        In other words, someone had helped position her and maintained that posture as Lilith ran all the way here.

        

        If Lilith had come alone, she might have burned to death with me rather than fully healing me.

        

        Only one person came to mind who had that level of healing technique.

        

        It was Belita.

        

        Knowing Lilith was a saint, she helped position Lilith for my treatment and sent her to me in that state. Believing that something would change if I were healed.

        

        Just like the healing magic circle that spread throughout Erkia earlier.

        

        I could tell that Belita had done a lot.

        

        'This might be the right thing this time.'

        

        I went to the Bright family and caused a separation between Belita and her father.

        

        Even if I hadn't done that, Belita might have made the same choice now, but perhaps it helped her resolve herself a little faster?

        

        I hope so.

        

        'Let's see...'

        

        I examined my body.

        

        Head healing complete.

        

        Arms healed too.

        

        The regrown arm feels strange.

        

        I naturally switched the holy sword from my left hand to my right.

        

        It just feels right in my right hand.

        

        Even though I was trained to use both hands, I still had a dominant hand.

        

        And my heart was good too.

        

        It's beating properly.

        

        I could tell the hole was gone.

        

        "The magic channels aren't completely restored. The internal burns aren't fully healed either. The outside is almost recovered, but the inside is still a mess."

        

        But.

        

        "It's enough."

        

        I looked up and saw Mikhail and Ignil.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        Boom.

        

        With my arms and heart recovered, my magic circulation power greatly increased.

        

        My magic channels weren't perfect, so I was still below my prime, but it was enough.

        

        The erupting magic shook the air.

        

        Calm down.

        

        If I release too thoughtlessly, I'll collapse Erkia with my own hands.

        

        I looked at Mikhail and smiled.

        

        "You look like you've seen a monster."

        

        "I'm speechless. What else should I call you if not a monster?"

        

        Mikhail smiled awkwardly.

        

        And.

        

        I leaped up.

        

        Boom!!

        

        "...No way!"

        

        I landed behind Ignil and readied my sword.

        

        Neither Mikhail nor Ignil noticed me until I landed.

        

        Good.

        

        A soft light flickered from the holy sword.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        "I told you."

        

        I mirrored Mikhail's movements exactly and cut off his arm.

        

        "Guh...!!"

        

        "I already figured it out."
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        The way to defeat an enemy is simple.

        

        I just need to stand longer than the enemy.

        

        The way to not lose to an enemy is also simple.

        

        I just need to stand longer than the enemy.

        

        The content of the battle doesn't matter; if you want to be the victor no matter what, the one who somehow desperately survives and remains standing becomes the winner.

        

        Olivia Reinhart wasn't the strongest warrior from the beginning.

        

        Even when forming the hero party, while she certainly had physical abilities, she lacked technique, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she had no practical experience, so she often got one-sidedly beaten or defeated.

        

        To be honest, the reason I didn't treat my companions as fools and generously appreciated their efforts even after conquering the Demon King's castle was because without them in those early days, I would have died.

        

        No.

        

        Though it's not a pleasant story since I banished the person who took care of me the most among them.

        

        There were times when I was surrounded by Black Wolves and wounded to the point of excessive bleeding, and times when I defeated a Black Bear with my bare fists.

        

        In the early days of our journey, I cared about maintaining a minimum level of dignity, but after nearly dying several times, I realized that "dignity" was unnecessary.

        

        I learned that if you can't overwhelm with sheer power, saving as much as possible and killing as quickly as possible is the true dignity needed by a hero.

        

        But.

        

        "At this rate, you won't be able to endure."

        

        "......"

        

        I saved, and saved, and saved.

        

        I cut down so many things that I nearly lost my mind, and slashed through countless enemies.

        

        During that time, Royce, who was still my companion then, said that to me. That I wouldn't be able to endure.

        

        I think he said it out of genuine concern.

        

        But at that time, with my twisted thinking, I interpreted it as Royce trying to find a way to rest because he couldn't keep up with my pace. There must have been clear good intentions behind it.

        

        I maliciously misinterpreted it on my own.

        

        I was truly foolish.

        

        I was an idiot.

        

        But even a fool can understand some things, even an idiot can reach certain places, and even a simpleton can see certain things.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "......"

        

        The sound of slashing echoes loudly.

        

        My eyes meet Mikhail's.

        

        "I thought I was pretty strong... In this world, there are few who can even face me, let alone defeat me."

        

        "That's not wrong."

        

        "Yet I can't even graze you now."

        

        "It's simple. I'm just stronger, and I've seen your movements until I'm sick of them. The same goes for Ignil. If I can read your movements, that's enough."

        

        As I said, I nearly died many times in the early days of our journey.

        

        During those times, I thought:

        

        Isn't there some way to avoid getting hit?

        

        Ah, I just need to read them.

        

        So I focused on the enemy's movements. Sometimes I got hit while watching too closely, but I continued to observe the enemy's movements.

        

        The movement of their pupils.

        

        The movement of their muscles.

        

        Subtle changes in air currents.

        

        All these things were telling me what their next move would be.

        

        At first, even those readings were wrong, and I got slashed, but gradually my accuracy improved, and by the time we reached the Demon King's castle, they moved as I predicted eight or nine times out of ten.

        

        Sometimes they moved unexpectedly, but in those cases, they were usually aware of it themselves and were likely trying to move inefficiently on purpose.

        

        Anyway, once you can read your opponent's movements, everything starts to become visible.

        

        "What nonsense!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        Sword clashed against sword.

        

        As he forcefully pushed me off Ignil, the dragon's flames leaped toward me at the same time.

        

        I see.

        

        So Mikhail, who has a contract with Ignil, doesn't get burned even if he's hit by the flames? Or at least, he takes less impact from the flames than I would.

        

        But.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        My lightly swung sword cut through Ignil's flames, and then sliced through Ignil's arm behind them.

        

        Mikhail laughed in disbelief.

        

        "Our biggest mistake was that—not killing you properly. We should have found you while you were dying from the Reaper's curse and finished you off."

        

        "......"

        

        "Strong, strong... Everyone praised you like that, but all the heroes throughout history were treated that way."

        

      

      
        Hahaha, Mikhail laughed.

        

        "But this is cheating... You're just too strong... Both in power and in spirit. You don't break down; you're truly unwavering."

        

        "That's wrong."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I also waver and can break down like anyone else. In fact, right after being betrayed, I was prepared for death, and having lost my meaning as a hero, I felt like my mind was about to collapse."

        

        I recalled the fear of the powerless.

        

        Even when I was weak, I had definite means to fight. But when I lost everything and became truly weak in the real sense, fear invaded my mind and my body wouldn't move properly.

        

        The face of just human Olivia, hidden behind the mask of Hero Olivia Reinhart, was revealed, and the mask completely shattered and disappeared.

        

        "I met many people."

        

        "......"

        

        "I saw someone who tried to save others even in the face of death, driven by their sense of duty. There was someone who saved me with a face that said, 'Why do you need a reason to help people?'"

        

        "What a beautiful story."

        

        "Isn't it? They weren't heroes or anything special, and they could have prioritized their own lives, but they saved me. Despite being consumed by fear, they had the courage to protect something. That's what being heroic is."

        

        In that East Port.

        

        And here too.

        

        People knew they might die, and they could have prioritized their own lives over mine, and it would have been "understandable." After all, there was nothing they could do, so it would have been fine for them to run away.

        

        They didn't have to protect.

        

        Personally, I was a stranger to them, so there would have been no problem if they had sold me out to save themselves.

        

        But they protected.

        

        They fought.

        

        "Mikhail, we are heroes, but we're not the 'only' heroes. Everyone can be a hero. We just happened to be qualified to wield the holy sword."

        

        "Courage without power is just recklessness."

        

        "But it's our job to charge in even knowing we can't win. We're the ones who turn recklessness into courage, and it's also our job to give them the goodwill to overcome evil."

        

        Helping people.

        

        Protecting people—that act gave someone a small bit of courage.

        

        We were just fulfilling that role.

        

        "Being the small flame that allows people to muster a bit of courage, that was the role of a hero."

        

        "You might be betrayed by that small courage."

        

        "Maybe. But I... no, we."

        

        I looked at Mikhail.

        

        "We weren't wrong, were we?"

        

        "......"

        

        We might have been betrayed.

        

        We might have been somewhat obsessive.

        

        We might not have done those things out of justice or absolute goodness.

        

        We weren't like angels in stories who only know goodness and therefore can only choose goodness.

        

        We always have to choose between good and evil, and only in that situation can we understand how significant the choice between good and evil is.

        

        Will you save a fallen child during a disaster?

        

        Will you protect an injured comrade when monsters are right in front of you?

        

        Will you sell out your companions when a villain promises to spare your life if you betray them?

        

        Life is a series of choices, and no matter what choice we make, we will definitely regret it, looking at the options we didn't choose and thinking "what if" over and over again.

        

        It's meaningless.

        

        Time doesn't turn back for me, doesn't grieve with me, and doesn't stand still to comfort me.

        

        "The connected embers will always create a brilliant blazing flame."

        

        "We'll die before that happens."

        

        "Someone in the future will inherit it."

        

        "It might go out in the middle."

        

        "Then we just need to light the embers again."

        

        "It might be impossible forever."

        

        "But if we don't say we'll do it, it will definitely be impossible forever."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Silence.

        

        Mikhail smiled awkwardly.

        

        Is he remembering something?

        

        "I."

        

        "......"

        

        Mikhail says.

        

      

      
        "I can't stop."

        

        "I know."

        

        With a whoosh, he readied his sword.

        

        "This is the end."

        

        ***

        

        Mikhail Reinhart was a typical hero.

        

        Righteous and steadfast.

        

        Though he was somewhat mischievous, he was also somewhat rigid in public matters.

        

        He had someone he loved, and could have concluded with a boring yet typical story of defeating the Demon King.

        

        But what kind of shock did a hero stronger than the Demon King give to people?

        

        He must have had many conversations and saved many people.

        

        But perhaps to them, Mikhail's character didn't matter.

        

        It wasn't about whether Mikhail would do bad things or not, but whether they could stop him if he did—that seemed to be what concerned them more.

        

        "No, don't die! Please!! Don't leave me!!"

        

        "Mi...khail...!"

        

        I can't even remember her face now.

        

        Not the face of the person I loved, nor her voice...

        

        I couldn't recall anything.

        

        "On behalf of humanity, I apologize."

        

        "......"

        

        "Don't... give in to their malice... you are..."

        

        She was probably going to say "you are a hero" at first.

        

        But eventually, she smiled and said:

        

        "You are Mikhail."

        

        In the end.

        

        Mikhail couldn't endure.

        

        He took the Reaper's hand.

        

        And only hatred for humanity accumulated in his heart.

        

        After all his suffering, the anger that bloomed in his heart couldn't be erased, and in the end, he became trash who couldn't even keep her dying wish, only caring about exterminating humanity.

        

        There was no grand cause, no lofty belief or pride attached to it. He just wanted revenge.

        

        He wanted to take from what he had tried to protect as much as he had lost.

        

        But then.

        

        'Don't you think so too?'

        

        He saw Olivia charging toward him.

        

        The clashing swords broke and flew through the air.

        

        'You're dedicating your life to keep that ember burning? For such a fragile flame that might go out and disappear again at any time.'

        

        He began to question it.

        

        He became skeptical about it.

        

        'People think the price of doing evil is cheaper than doing good. Good intentions aren't always returned with good intentions, and sometimes inexplicable malice strikes.'

        

        Isn't that disgusting?

        

        Don't you find it unpleasant?

        

        "Mikhail!!"

        

        "......"

        

        Their eyes met.

        

        Her red eyes shone purely and beautifully.

        

        Ah.

        

        'You don't think about it at all, or even if you do, you affirm it as just being a normal person.'

        

        Did she find a good guide?

        

        Or was she always that kind of person?

        

        He could almost see the flame in Olivia's eyes.

        

        And that momentarily shook Mikhail.

        

        He wavered.

        

        At that point, Mikhail's fate was already decided.

        

        There was only one thing Mikhail could do now.

        

        'I've lost.'

        

        The only thing he could do was to be defeated by her.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        The slash passed through, bisecting both Ignil and Mikhail.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.127Erkia Invasion - 17

      
        I gasp for breath.

        

        I staggered.

        

        'Ah, I really took quite a beating.'

        

        I felt dizzy from taking too many hits from Mikhail and Ignil before receiving treatment. I could sense that my stamina had significantly dropped due to the healing process.

        

        I steadied my breathing while watching Ignil fall after being slashed.

        

        Not only that, but forcibly drawing out my magical power caused tremendous pain as a backlash. Since Lilith and Belita were here, I could deal with this part after the battle ended.

        

        Lilith had completely lost consciousness, and the fact that she came here alone meant that Belita wasn't in any condition to move either.

        

        "......"

        

        I approached Mikhail, who had collapsed after being cut in half.

        

        I needed to check if he was still alive, at least.

        

        Since he possessed Death's power, there was a possibility he might regenerate.

        

        I approached cautiously.

        

        Some might wonder why I needed to be careful given the difference in our strength, but just because someone is weaker doesn't guarantee my victory.

        

        Strength is merely one of the conditions that helps achieve victory.

        

        If winning by any means is the goal, physical strength isn't necessarily the invincible method for certain victory.

        

        Anyway, if he was still breathing, I had a duty to finish him off.

        

        At the very least, as a hero who wanted to carry on the embers of the same courage, I needed to kill him.

        

        I thought it was the proper thing to do.

        

        "Are you alive?"

        

        "......"

        

        Mikhail moved his eyes.

        

        His unfocused pupils proved that his body could no longer survive. Blood was flowing from the severed parts, creating a puddle as if rain had poured down.

        

        Those eyes, staring at who knows what, indicated that the flame of life was fading away.

        

        "What do you think went wrong?"

        

        "......"

        

        "My will was covered in darkness with nothing left. But you still radiate brilliant light. Do you still believe in people?"

        

        "......"

        

        "I wanted to say something like that, but you're there because you trusted people."

        

        Mikhail smiled.

        

        It was a peaceful face that was hard to believe belonged to a dying man.

        

        "It's finally over."

        

        "Did you want me to stop you?"

        

        "No, that's wrong."

        

        Mikhail immediately denied it.

        

        He had a look as if he knew I would think that way.

        

        "I simply couldn't suppress my desire for revenge. Whether it was just venting anger or whatever, it didn't matter. Even the most saintly person becomes somewhat irritable in the face of death and might say harsh words."

        

        "......"

        

        "Depending on the circumstances, they might lash out. I was just having a rather long outburst, and even if I wanted to stop, I couldn't, and I didn't know any other way except to charge forward foolishly."

        

        "Mikhail."

        

        "Weren't you resentful?"

        

        "I was."

        

        "Is the reason I'm here and you're there simply because humanity betrayed me, while Death's subordinates betrayed you?"

        

        "I don't know about that."

        

        Mikhail wanted revenge and plotted terrible things.

        

        But he was taken aback when people protected me.

        

        Surely he must have wanted to believe.

        

        He probably wanted to keep believing in human goodness, to depend on it, but having been betrayed, his wounded heart couldn't believe or even love anymore.

        

        In his completely shattered heart, no matter how much he tried to believe, there was only the whisper of anger telling him that betrayal was inevitable.

        

        "I knew it."

        

        "Knew what?"

        

        "That people are such beings."

        

        "......"

        

        "The end of my journey was betrayal, but in the process of reaching that end, countless people helped me. There were those who ignored and persecuted me, but there were also clearly those who believed in hope, reached out their hands, and helped me."

        

        I was one of them.

        

        "It's just that I..."

        

        Blood poured from Mikhail's body.

        

        "I couldn't bear losing the person I loved."

        

        "...If I lose someone I love, would I become like that too?"

        

        "Ha, you won't."

        

        Mikhail laughed.

        

        "Because no matter the situation, you'll surely choose a better answer than I did."

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        "Be careful of Alex."

        

        "What?"

        

        "He's plotting something with an even more distorted sensibility than mine. I don't know what it is, and he might end up being a sacrificial lamb who loses everything to Death in the end... but somehow, his gambles tend to succeed."

        

        "......"

        

        Mikhail's breathing grew fainter.

        

        "Unfortunately, I won't be able to meet my beloved. And neither will you. Because I'm a man destined for hell."

        

        "......"

        

        "Do well, hero. I hope that the intelligent and beautiful embers will blaze brightly."

        

        With that, Mikhail breathed his last.

        

        I don't know.

        

        If I were to defeat Death, somehow restore peace, and then be betrayed by people and lose Royce, what would happen?

        

        As Mikhail said, would I still choose a better path than he did?

        

        Or would I become a second Mikhail Reinhart, expressing anger and hatred toward the world, forgetting the value of life?

        

        I don't want either.

        

        I don't want to lose anyone.

        

        If I don't know what will happen, then I should prevent the situation from occurring in the first place.

        

        "Alex."

        

        I was worried about what might have happened to Royce.

        

        Although my physical condition was poor, my abilities had returned, so I decided to push myself a bit more.

        

        ***

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Our fists accurately struck each other's faces as they passed by.

        

        There was no dignity left.

        

        If today's stamina was depleted, we were drawing on tomorrow's reserves, fighting like madmen.

        

        The precision of our techniques had deteriorated, delicate movements had lost their luster, and we were just swinging wildly like beasts, attacking as if begging the other to die.

        

        "HAAAAAAH!!"

        

        "Where do you think—!"

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Once again, Alex's attack struck my face, and I gritted my teeth as I hit his side just as hard.

        

        The sound of breaking bones echoed loudly as Alex and I gasped for breath.

        

        Though our bodies were restored by Death's power and the spirit's power, our depleted stamina wasn't recovered, and like healing magic, the healing process itself consumed some stamina.

        

        It seemed that healing through Death's power also consumed some stamina.

        

        This couldn't go on forever.

        

        And in a prolonged battle, I would inevitably be at a disadvantage with my limited power.

        

        It would be great if Livia and others could provide support, but expecting that in the current situation wasn't very positive.

        

        We had moved quite far while fighting, so even if Livia won her battle, she would have to search all over to find me since I wouldn't be where I originally was.

        

        Moreover, she wouldn't be able to ignore people in danger while searching around.

        

        In other words, I had to defeat Alex somehow.

        

        'If this drags on, I'm finished. My body won't hold out much longer. In that case...!'

        

        I needed to kill him with one powerful strike.

        

        Because I thought something was strange all along.

        

        The invasion of Erkia.

        

        The red barrier.

        

        And reviving the Red Dragon.

        

        The First Hero.

        

        It was a plan that was prepared in many ways and malicious in many ways. Certainly, this might be enough on its own, but I knew better.

        

        -Listen, Royce. In strategy, there's the surface plan and the hidden plan. It's not that the surface plan isn't important, but it serves as a flashy distraction to hide the real plan. It's important to set it up so that at least the primary objective can be achieved.

        

        I remembered what Alex had said in my childhood.

        

        If everything used in the invasion of Erkia was for a hidden plan, then the longer I dragged this out, the higher the chance that plan would succeed.

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Flames erupted.

        

        I had already resolved to kill him long ago.

        

        I would kill him with this.

        

        As I took my stance, Alex quickly lunged forward.

        

        "I knew you'd use a big technique."

        

        SLASH!!

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        Alex's sword pierced through my body, cutting deep. Then Alex kicked me, sending me flying backward, and the spreading flames began to disappear.

        

        Though Alex suffered severe burns from charging in, he smiled as if it didn't matter.

        

      

      
        "Too bad."

        

        "Judging by the light just now, Livia might have been healed. In that condition, you can't defeat Livia."

        

        "I know her better than you do. Her power is truly overwhelming. If she hones it just a bit more, she'll undoubtedly enter the realm of transcendence, becoming an entity that no one can approach."

        

        "......"

        

        "But not yet. I can still kill her now."

        

        "How will you kill her?"

        

        "She's a hero after all. She can't help but protect people."

        

        "What a boring method."

        

        "But it's the most effective one."

        

        Alex slowly approached.

        

        "Don't speak of cowardice regarding evil, don't speak of efficiency regarding good... We shouldn't strive to live virtuously, but rather try not to live wickedly."

        

        I smiled while bleeding.

        

        "You're saying that, you bastard?"

        

        "Believe it or not, I often taught children such lessons."

        

        Alex raised his sword.

        

        He aimed precisely at my neck.

        

        "This ends it... Hmm?"

        

        I raised my hand.

        

        My palm was glowing red, a gesture Alex couldn't understand.

        

        "I often summon flames. I can summon them not just around me. In other words, the range of my attacks is quite wide."

        

        "What?"

        

        FWOOSH!!!

        

        Precisely.

        

        Flames erupted, piercing through Alex's chest.

        

        Literally burning him, melting him, Alex was impaled by the spirit's flame that seemed to erase everything in its path. He staggered, clutching his chest.

        

        "Could it be."

        

        He seemed to have figured it out.

        

        When I was cut earlier and the flames disappeared, it wasn't because my concentration broke and the flames vanished—they had merely compressed.

        

        The extremely compressed magical power created intense flames, and directing where they would fly was an easy task.

        

        "Compression of magical power... applying it to spirit arts... that's absurd."

        

        I rose to my feet with flames flickering in my hand.

        

        "It's over for you, Alex."

        

        "No, it's just beginning."

        

        "......"

        

        Without a word, I raised more flames.

        

        I felt an inexplicable chill and judged that I shouldn't drag this out any longer. The flames engulfed Alex's body.

        

        I raised enough flames to reduce him to ashes, but instead of diminishing, the magical power inside was growing stronger.

        

        'What's happening? What's going on?'

        

        "Royce, I'm taking a gamble."

        

        A purple energy flickered within the flames.

        

        "I believe."

        

        "What?"

        

        "That this gamble will succeed."

        

        "Alex! What are you trying to do?!"

        

        "God, affirm my existence."

        

        BOOM!

        

        The flames were repelled.

        

        Purple magical energy was rising toward the sky. The magical power that made my mind go blank just by being near it gave me chills, and I could tell it wasn't normal output.

        

        If he could produce such output, he should have fought like this from the beginning.

        

        Then he could have easily dealt with someone like me and moved on.

        

        What did he do?

        

        "This sensation, from somewhere."

        

        Yes.

        

        I've felt it before.

        

        The sensation as if even the surrounding magical power was being transformed.

        

        I had felt it in the Spirit Forest.

        

        It was the same sensation as when I saw the Goddess in the Spirit Forest.

        

        In the Spirit Forest, the temple spirit had summoned the Goddess into its body.

        

        Then...

        

        "Could it be Death?"

        

        Has he summoned Death into his own body?
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        Alex thought of one possibility.

        

        A plausible possibility.

        

        But an absurd possibility.

        

        A gamble.

        

        What were the chances of success?

        

        But clearly, the probability of success existed, and that success would require others to step up rather than Alex himself.

        

        Were there people in this Erkia who could create such a miracle?

        

        The strategies he had wanted to hold in reserve until the final moment were about to be erased from Alex's mind, but now a possibility had emerged.

        

        It was believable.

        

        If asked what was believable, he firmly believed it was possible.

        

        It didn't matter if it failed anyway. If the time came to use this strategy, it meant defeat was already imminent, and Alex's life was approaching its end.

        

        If that was the case, he needed to take this one miraculous gamble with his fading life to turn the tide.

        

        That's why Alex Reynolds wanted to gamble.

        

        'If I lose this gamble, I'll simply die as a creature rejected by God, as a being that shouldn't exist. I'll just fall into hell lamenting my fate.'

        

        Since the probability of losing was higher, he had prepared himself for it.

        

        Some might ask why he was thinking about losing, but from the beginning, Alex had taken this action because he wanted to erase and deny that thought, so the fundamental premise of denying his own existence was unavoidable.

        

        A fundamental worry and skepticism about the malignancy within himself.

        

        That was who Alex Reynolds was now.

        

        If it's natural for people to help each other without needing a reason, then surely it's just as natural for people to kill and cause pain to others without needing a reason.

        

        That's what he wanted to believe.

        

        That it was perfectly natural, and that he was God's creation named heresy.

        

        'But what if I win? What if I triumph in this gamble?'

        

        If he lost, he would just be a fool used by the Death God, a loser, a third-rate villain who accomplished nothing.

        

        But if he won.

        

        Surely.

        

        His existence could be affirmed by this world.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        I stepped back, gasping for breath.

        

        Alex and I had been fighting, and we had both consumed a considerable amount of vitality and magical power. The battle had been intense, and in terms of basic abilities, Alex had the upper hand over me.

        

        I might have stood a chance against Alex without the Death God's power, but with it, he was formidable.

        

        However, I had managed to gain an advantage with a surprise attack, but Alex responded by dramatically increasing the Death God's power as if triggering some kind of berserk mode, with a face that seemed to say "This will do it."

        

        Eventually, it shook everything around us, and that compressed magical power clung to Alex's body, making him seem like someone else entirely.

        

        The flames I had conjured were devoured and disappeared into the purple magical power, and slowly that form revealed itself.

        

        "Uhahh!"

        

        A frivolous laugh.

        

        It was Alex's voice, but it didn't sound like Alex.

        

        Just that voice sent shivers down my spine, and I couldn't shake the sensation of curses spreading around us.

        

        "Uahahahaha! The sky! The earth! Screams! Blood! I can clearly hear the sound of life falling!!"

        

        Walking slowly out of the flames, "he" spoke.

        

        His hair color and eye color had changed, and his skin color was slowly transforming. I wasn't stupid enough not to realize that he was becoming someone completely different from Alex.

      

      
        

        And the absurd magical power that seemed to flow out.

        

        While the temple spirit temporarily summoned the Goddess, this case was outright theft.

        

        It would be fair to say the Death God had seized Alex's body as his own flesh, meaning unlike the temple spirit, there probably wouldn't be a time limit.

        

        That time limit existed for the temple spirit because the Goddess was concerned about the burden on it, but the Death God wouldn't care about Alex's body.

        

        In other words.

        

        This wasn't a situation where he would withdraw on his own when time was up.

        

        "No matter what era, there's never a moment as simultaneously calming and exciting as this."

        

        He makes an evil laugh, "Kekeke."

        

        "Wouldn't you agree, youngster?"

        

        "...What have you done?"

        

        "Don't ask when you already know. It's a summoning. This is the method I taught Alex Reynolds to use in the final moment, when defeat seemed imminent. I didn't think he'd actually be crazy enough to use it though."

        

        "..."

        

        "But well, the fact that he used this summoning technique means he admitted defeat to you all. At least, that's how Alex Reynolds judged it, which is why he summoned me here."

        

        A last resort.

        

        The fact that he didn't use it from the beginning but saved it until the end suggests it's a technique with significant risks even for them.

        

        If I had known this would happen, I should have asked the Goddess more details about summoning techniques, but there wasn't enough time then.

        

        Rather than regretting what had already passed, it seemed better to think about what was unfolding before my eyes.

        

        The Death God's summoning.

        

        It might not be a complete summoning, but at the very least, this power was beyond anything I could handle.

        

        "The world is always in chaos."

        

        "You created it."

        

        "What did I do in this world? Because of that damn seal, I just had a few conversations and lent some power. It was none other than you yourselves who created this chaos with that power."

        

        "Is that why Alex deliberately made humans his allies... like the first hero did?"

        

        "Hooh."

        

        The Death God's eyes gleamed.

        

        "You, what's your name?"

        

        "...Royce."

        

        "Yes, Royce. That's exactly right. If the world is plunged into chaos by the hands of humans, the Goddess's creations, so that no one can live in peace, wouldn't that be victory in the truest sense?"

        

        "That's incomprehensible to me."

        

        "Understanding isn't important. You need to be of a certain caliber to understand. Just as no one seeks understanding from a passing insect, I don't need your understanding."

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        "Hmm? You want me to repeat myself?"

        

        "That's not it... If you have enough power to break the seal, why not just come out directly? I don't understand why you need to use Alex as a vessel for your summoning."

        

        "Oh? You know more than I expected."

        

        The Death God smiled.

        

        "Yes, yes, as you say, the damn seal is a problem, but the bigger issue is that both I and Goddess Grandia currently don't have physical bodies. For a direct summoning, we must borrow someone's body."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Grandia and I fought, and as a result, we both suffered fatal wounds and lost our bodies. We were sealed in that state."

        

        So they were sealed with only their souls?

        

        It's not completely implausible.

        

      

      
        Is that why he's using summoning as a means to appear in this world by borrowing someone's body?

        

        If so, is the ultimate goal to create his own body to exist completely in this world?

        

        Either way, it didn't seem positive for us.

        

        "By the way, you said your name was Royce, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "You seem quite sharp. And despite your wounds, you're still glaring at me. Plus, there seems to be some unusual power mixed in your body... Would you consider working under me?"

        

        "I am human."

        

        "I know that. I don't discriminate based on such things. Power is all that matters. The fact that Alex had no choice but to summon me means you have power comparable to his. That alone makes you worthy of being my subordinate."

        

        "...Huh, huh."

        

        I gasped for breath.

        

        And then immediately said:

        

        "I refuse."

        

        "...Couldn't you at least pretend to think about it, to consider it? Don't you have any human conflict?"

        

        "Unfortunately, the tragedy unfolding in this Erkia is not to my taste."

        

        "Is that so? Differences in taste can't be helped. Come to think of it, it makes sense that someone crazy enough to glare at me in this situation wouldn't become my subordinate. How ironic."

        

        The Death God scratched his head.

        

        "Why is it that all the ones I like refuse to become my subordinates? Perhaps I like them precisely because they won't become my subordinates. In this world, there are cases where treasures that cannot be obtained are considered the most valuable. Is that it?"

        

        The conversation seemed to flow better than expected, but there was a strong sense of disconnect on important points.

        

        The Death God who created monsters.

        

        If so, I could understand where the monsters' way of thinking originated.

        

        While humans weren't necessarily identical to the Goddess's way of thinking, they were certainly influenced by it. Similarly, monsters might not be exactly the same as the Death God, but they were surely influenced by him.

        

        Especially on crucial points.

        

        "Well, fine."

        

        The Death God condensed purple magical power to create a sword.

        

        "Come to think of it, you seem to know Grandia. Is she doing well? It seems protecting is harder than destroying, as she appears to have weakened more than I have."

        

        "..."

        

        "How foolish, but that foolishness is precisely what makes her a gem."

        

        The Death God's magical power sparkled more and more with a "whoosh."

        

        "You also have eyes like gems, to the point I want to gouge them out."

        

        In an instant, he vanished from my sight.

        

        As an attack came toward my neck, my eyes widened.

        

        Ting!!

        

        The sound of swords clashing rang out.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Should I say that was close, or should I say it was perfect timing?"

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        "Livia..."

        

        "Me?"

        

        Livia blocked the Death God's attack and said:

        

        "Your natural enemy."
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        "Livia."

        

        "I know, you're the Reaper, right?"

        

        "...That's right."

        

        As soon as I arrived, I could see that Royce was in danger, so I stepped in front of him.

        

        And I could understand.

        

        Someone was borrowing Alex's appearance, and I knew who that someone was.

        

        I looked at Royce for a moment.

        

        Thanks to the spirit's power, his wounds seemed to be healing, but separate from that, his body appeared quite damaged from the curse. In other words, he wasn't in any condition to fight.

        

        I wasn't in a normal state either, but my opponent wouldn't suddenly weaken based on my condition, so I couldn't afford to show any weakness.

        

        "That's the holy sword, the one Grandia used."

        

        The Reaper said that.

        

        "So you're this era's hero. I've heard a lot about you, but this is our first time meeting face to face, isn't it? My name is Pluto, currently known as the Reaper..."

        

        "...Hup!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        The Reaper, who had introduced himself as Pluto, stepped back from my deep attack.

        

        Looking at his severed shoulder, he smiled awkwardly.

        

        "How rude, I was in the middle of introducing myself."

        

        "Nothing to say, and I only show courtesy to those who deserve it. You don't."

        

        "I see."

        

        As I lunged forward, the Reaper retreated, and something like purple wings spread behind him, lifting him into the sky.

        

        My biggest weakness was that I couldn't fight in the air.

        

        But if I couldn't fight, I could make the opponent come down.

        

        I channeled magical power into the tip of my sword and swung it.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As my sword strike flew as if cutting through the sky, the Reaper's eyes widened, and he blocked it with his own sword.

        

        Kwang!! There was a loud explosion, and the Reaper definitely felt the impact, but it probably wasn't a fatal blow.

        

        If he died that easily, he wouldn't have earned the name "Reaper."

        

        Kwaang!!

        

        The incoming purple beam was full of magical power, and instinctively, I could understand that it contained something similar to the curse that had poisoned me.

        

        I protected my entire body with magical power and eventually jumped in to cut through the attack.

        

        "You're strong."

        

        Somehow the Reaper had approached my side, and I swung my sword to match.

        

        Ting!!

        

        The air around us was disturbed by magical power, and it seemed as if the magic was corroding the atmosphere, changing the color of everything around us.

        

        Throughout all this, I kept my eyes on the Reaper, who was looking at me with an amused smile.

        

        "Talent, effort, greed—you possess it all. You're like a ghost made for battle. It's lamentable that someone like you is playing the boring role of a hero."

        

        "You're right, it is boring."

        

        "Oh? An unexpected answer. With that strength, have you never thought about what you could do to the world? It wouldn't be difficult for you alone to plunge the world into terror."

        

        "..."

        

        "Those fools don't realize that the tip of your sword could turn against them if they don't treat someone with such power properly. But I'm different. Despite how I look, I'm merciful to the strong."

        

        "And?"

        

        "Why not join me? If you do, I'll grant your wish. You like that man, don't you? You could live together forever. Not bad, right?"

        

        "The nobility of life should never be forgotten."

        

        "What boring words."

        

        "We can remember our nobility because we experience loss... Transcendent beings who don't die of old age and live eternally as long as they have magical power might not understand. The fear of death will torment us forever as long as we live."

        

        Who would want to die?

        

        If humans evolved over a long period and changed their lifespan to live as long as elves, that would be different, but I think that would only happen after an absurdly long time.

        

        "I don't need it. I'm human."

        

        "Fighting is like instinct. What changes by denying it?"

      

      
        

        "Indeed, people need conflict to progress. Whether we like it or not, through conflict we can find our shortcomings. For humanity, fighting is something most rejected, but at the same time, it's a means to find our deficiencies."

        

        "Are you affirming war?"

        

        "Of course not."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even that foolishness is part of who we are. Our past, our present, our future—we must affirm it all because there's no perfect being anywhere."

        

        Clang! Clang!!

        

        Attack after attack continued to clash.

        

        "You live a complicated life."

        

        "If you live simply, it's easy to forget many things. I don't want to forget that even someone who dies from my carelessly swung attack has family, circumstances, and pain."

        

        "In the end, they made the mistake of defying you, a strong one. What's wrong with the powerful suppressing the weak? Especially if they provoked you first, there's no problem in killing them, right?"

        

        "There's nothing more disgusting than when those with power forget their responsibility and become intoxicated by that power."

        

        "How amusing. Are you trying to educate me? Is it right to educate people based on one person's justice?"

        

        "You're the amusing one."

        

        "What?"

        

        I frowned.

        

        "Someone who rose through slaughter and bloodshed is now trying to teach me what's right? Are you going to talk about cliché good and evil? What kind of conversation am I supposed to have with those who feel no guilt about killing and tormenting people, and believe it's right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "You're no different from beasts that can talk."

        

        That's exactly what criminals always say.

        

        As if we're the same, as if both sides are wrong, and you have no right to speak to me with superiority.

        

        "Even a pet dog gets put down if it kills someone. We prioritize our survival, and in the process, we just want to make the world a little better."

        

        That was much better than letting the world fall into chaos.

        

        I wanted a world where someone could reach out their hand and another could take it without suspicion, where people naturally help those in trouble.

        

        Of course, consideration should remain consideration and not be forced, but how beautiful would a world be where it happens naturally?

        

        "Is that justice?"

        

        "At least it's more just than someone who kills indiscriminately, isn't it? It's always the criminals, the ones who don't value human life, who keep questioning those who save people about good and evil. Do you have some kind of inferiority complex?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Do you have some logic that because you're garbage, others must also be flawed and garbage? Why do you keep asking people who save others if they're truly just? Do you actually care about true justice?"

        

        I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        "All you want to do is cause harm."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        The Reaper smiled.

        

        "Ah, how should I put it... I feel such deep revulsion toward you. Especially among the heroes chosen by the goddess. I feel so disgusted I could vomit."

        

        "The feeling is mutual."

        

        "Then let's see."

        

        With a booming sound, a purple magic circle appeared in the sky.

        

        It gradually grew until it covered all of Erkia. Clouds formed rapidly, turning black, with purple lightning flickering through them, looking as if lightning would strike at any moment.

        

        In front of those clouds, the Reaper spoke.

        

        "There are many people in this town. Even soldiers can't block this attack of mine. It's meaningless to just protect ordinary civilians, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Watch it all."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I check my physical condition.

        

        The healing wasn't complete, and it seemed that being beaten, rolled, burned, and cut by Mikhail and Ignil before receiving treatment was causing problems.

        

        Even if I wanted treatment, Lilith and Belita probably weren't in a position to heal, and there was no time for that now.

        

        Kuuung!!

        

        I summoned a great amount of magical power.

        

        Seeing that power, the Reaper smiled awkwardly.

        

      

      
        "What are you, you monstrous bastard? That blazing magical power, are you merely a creation we made?"

        

        "Just as children can be stronger than their parents, there may come a time when a god's creation surpasses the god."

        

        "Do you know how insane that sounds? An exception among exceptions, a monster that hasn't been born even once in this lifetime. Do you really intend to protect them?"

        

        "That's my job."

        

        "...Then let's see you try!!"

        

        Protect the people.

        

        Stay calm.

        

        I can do this.

        

        I am the strongest hero.

        

        I can surely do it.

        

        Believe.

        

        "Here I go."

        

        ***

        

        "No, it's impossible..."

        

        I coughed up blood and panted.

        

        Even for Livia, protecting all of Erkia against that technique was impossible.

        

        If some compromise was possible, it might be different, but if I had the personality to make such compromises, I wouldn't have become a hero in the first place.

        

        What should I do?

        

        Livia seemed to have received considerable healing, but it didn't appear complete, and his injuries before treatment must have been severe because his stamina was visibly depleted.

        

        Despite showing movements on a different level, it was still dangerous to leave him be.

        

        What should I do?

        

        I need to think of something.

        

        It would be good to place a barrier around all of Erkia to protect it, but if Livia was treated but not completely healed, it means something went wrong with the healing process.

        

        In other words, those who did the healing are also not in a normal state right now.

        

        Think.

        

        Gather your wits.

        

        What can I do now?

        

        My job wasn't to sit here sucking my thumb while watching Livia burn himself out and be consumed for Erkia's sake.

        

        Even in a one-on-one fight without all this, there was no guarantee that Livia in his current state could defeat the Reaper.

        

        -Can you hear me, Royce?

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I opened my eyes wide at the voice that seemed to resonate directly in my head.

        

        This voice.

        

        I've heard it somewhere before.

        

        "Goddess?"

        

        -I have a proposal. Time is short, so may I explain right away?

        

        "I'll do it."

        

        -Yes, hesitating would be... What?

        

        "I said I'll do it. At this rate, Livia is in danger."

        

        -...

        

        At this rate, Livia would collapse first.

        

        I couldn't let that happen.

        

        While the Reaper was still toying with Livia and attacking Erkia, I had to do something.

        

        I decided to think later about why and how the goddess was speaking to me.

        

        "I don't know what you're planning, but I'll do it."

        

        At my words, the goddess was silent for a moment, then spoke.

        

        -Olivia has... how should I put it... really good fortune with people. ...Then I'll explain quickly, please listen carefully.

        

        "Yes."
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        Goddess Grandia thought.

        

        That her own inadequacy had created this situation.

        

        Looking back, the actions she believed were, if not the best, at least the second-best for each situation, seemed not to have been the right ones after all. She even wondered if they might have been the worst choices rather than second-best.

        

        Humans are foolish and repeat the same mistakes.

        

        Being selfish, cold, and self-serving is considered efficient and a good life.

        

        Being altruistic, reaching out to save someone, and trying to live kindly is seen as frustrating and a foolish life that makes one's head spin.

        

        When Mikhail Reinhart, the first hero, was betrayed by humanity, Grandia was overwhelmed by feelings difficult to put into words.

        

        They need guidance.

        

        They need education.

        

        Grandia thought they were fragile beings who couldn't survive without someone leading them, and she believed that judgment wasn't entirely wrong at the time.

        

        No matter how evil their actions, as their creator, Grandia couldn't choose to abandon them. She wanted to somehow break the seal and guide them onto the right path.

        

        Just as Grandia had once led humanity from their side.

        

        But.

        

        "What reason do you need to save someone?"

        

        "Take my hand!"

        

        "I came to save you."

        

        She had witnessed countless stories.

        

        History creates stories, and among them were ugly ones. That couldn't be denied, but there were also many stories that embodied righteousness and beauty.

        

        Helping others even in moments of crisis.

        

        Willing to sacrifice everything to protect what matters.

        

        She couldn't make the pretty claim that they never repeated mistakes, but as time passed, they seemed to learn something, never stopping their education about each other, and instinctively trying to understand what was right.

        

        They understood that reaching out to one another was beautiful, and they created morality and ethics, gradually increasing the courtesies that should be observed.

        

        There were those who didn't follow these principles, but even they understood that these were fundamentally good and right.

        

        'Perhaps they don't need me anymore?'

        

        She gradually began to think this way.

        

        Rather, if someone transcendent tried to make humanity conform to everything they said, wouldn't that become tyranny and eventually no different from a dictatorship?

        

        Anything, when misused, becomes a tool that harms people.

        

        Faith.

        

        Belief.

        

        Pride.

        

        Even justice.

        

        They needed to be shown how to use these weapons, but it didn't necessarily have to be Grandia who showed them, and even Grandia didn't always choose the right option.

        

        In the final moment, Grandia ultimately couldn't kill Pluto, the God of Death.

        

        Just like that, everyone makes mistakes, errors, and commits sins—Grandia was no exception.

        

        If that was the case.

        

        There was no need for Grandia to lead everything.

        

        The embers would continue.

        

        Even if they were just small sparks, they would surely transform into blazing flames someday, and perhaps it would be better if humans themselves kindled those sparks.

        

        Living long.

        

        Being strong.

        

        A transcendent being who unconditionally guides might make humanity comfortable and lead them to a happy path, but she couldn't be sure if that was truly the best path for them.

        

        It makes them abandon thinking and follow blindly.

        

        Is that a lifetime of happiness?

        

        Or happy slavery?

        

        She couldn't tell anymore.

        

        There might be people who don't care about free will and would follow Grandia, but from Grandia's perspective as humanity's creator, she thought humans should be more free.

        

        "I must do..."

        

        Grandia opens her eyes.

        

        "What needs to be done."

        

        ***

        

        "You want to enter me?"

        

        -I told you before. I created spirits to fight against Pluto, the God of Death. Unlike humans, spirits were created as partial imitations of myself.

        

        "So if humans are like your children, spirits would be more like your twins?"

        

        -That's not exactly right, but the analogy will suffice for now.

        

        Indeed, there wasn't time to quibble over such details right now.

        

        From their conversation, I could roughly understand what Grandia was planning to do.

        

        "Are you thinking of making a contract with me?"

        

        -...You're quite perceptive, as expected. A spirit mage who can contract with spirits can essentially form a contract with me as well. Unlike heroes or saints who receive power from above, this would be a contractual relationship where we join hands.

        

        "That's quite an honorable yet burdensome role."

        

        I smiled while bleeding.

        

      

      
        My condition was deteriorating due to the curse. Either way, if we didn't defeat the God of Death right now, everyone's lives would be in danger.

        

        But.

        

        There was a problem.

        

        "My vessel may not be suitable to receive a goddess. I'm merely someone who had spirit cores forcibly inserted into my body."

        

        -Indeed, it might be difficult. That's why I want to use an alternative method.

        

        "An alternative?"

        

        -Normally, manifesting myself in your body would be the most proper form, but that might be very difficult with your body. Even if successful, there's a high chance you would die.

        

        "..."

        

        -Therefore, instead of manifestation, let's choose succession.

        

        "Succession?"

        

        -I'll replace one of the spirit cores in your body with a goddess core, in other words, the source of my power. This should be the least burdensome method.

        

        If the spirit cores in my body were truly created as imitations of a deity, then a goddess core would fundamentally function the same as a spirit core.

        

        In other words, is she saying that this would be the least burdensome approach, and that I, who has had cores in my body for a long time, am the most suitable?

        

        In Belita's case, the fact that her core was active 24 hours a day showed that she couldn't control the core herself, and moreover, since it was inscribed after mine, its safety couldn't be guaranteed.

        

        At the very least, I was definitely safer.

        

        "But is this alright? I can't fully control the cores either. If I use them for too long, even I have difficulty regulating them."

        

        -No, you can do it.

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        -The reason you can't properly use the cores now is because you can't shake the idea that they are not absolutely yours, that you're borrowing someone else's power.

        

        "..."

        

        -Do you think you're borrowing your arms and legs when you use them? That's how you're using the cores now. You can't properly handle them because you think you're borrowing power rather than drawing it out.

        

        A difference in mindset.

        

        Magic certainly changes greatly according to a person's state of mind. There were cases where magic power suddenly increased when someone was on the verge of death.

        

        Or stories of magic power jumping to several times its normal level when emotions ran high were commonly heard.

        

        Therefore, 'emotion' was something that could never be neglected when handling magic power.

        

        Not everyone handled magic through emotions, and in fact, becoming emotional often led to more dangers.

        

        "Are you really sure about this?"

        

        -Now you're asking me. ...You really are a clever child. I was planning to proceed without revealing this, but...

        

        "Just inheriting power—such a convenient story seems unlikely. I am far too weak to have your personality engraved within me through a contract."

        

        -You are not weak.

        

        "Perhaps Livia instead..."

        

        -Unfortunately, while that child has the talent to wield the holy sword, she absolutely lacks the empathic ability to receive me.

        

        So it has to be me?

        

        But regardless, is this really okay to do?

        

        The goddess smiled at my expression.

        

        -Haha.

        

        "You find this amusing now?"

        

        -When you might be in danger, you accept immediately, but when I might be in danger, you hesitate?

        

        "..."

        

        -I'm glad there's someone like you. Yes, truly. Olivia found a wonderful guide.

        

        "I wonder about that. Even without me..."

        

        -But you were there, weren't you?

        

        "..."

        

        -So there's no problem. Come now, we don't have time, do we? Let's begin quickly.

        

        "Wait! If we do this, what will happen to you? Even if it's succession, you won't be transferring all your power—there's no way an insignificant human like me could receive everything from you."

        

        I would simply become a being like a weakened goddess.

        

        A being inferior to the goddess in every way.

        

        -I'll simply become mortal instead of immortal. My endless life will become one that can end. But that doesn't mean you'll become immortal, so don't worry about that.

        

        "..."

        

        -An ordinary person might rejoice at the prospect of immortality, but you don't seem like that kind of person.

        

        With a whoosh, the goddess appeared before me in a golden light.

        

        She placed her hand on my chest where my core was located.

        

        "Now, here we go. It might be painful and difficult, but..."

        

        "...If that is your decision, I won't refuse. I just hope you won't regret it."

        

        "That's all I've been doing throughout my life. Still... this choice seems the most meaningful to me."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The golden light shone brightly.

        

        Then.

        

        That light began to flow into my body.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        "Haa, haa... Ah, this is maddening."

        

        "..."

        

        I gasped for breath as I split countless lightning bolts.

        

        At this rate, I felt like I would collapse first.

        

        "This is absurd."

        

        "...Haa, haa."

        

        "You cut down all the lightning so not a single bolt falls on Erkia. Heroes are all monsters, but you especially so. Indeed, there was meaning in everyone being so wary of you."

        

        The God of Death said, brushing back his hair.

        

        "I wonder if there's anyone who could defeat me."

        

        "Then I just need to kill you."

        

        "You talk big for a half-dead corpse."

        

        Crackle—lightning flickered again.

        

        "Shall I increase the speed a bit more? What's wrong? Don't tell me you thought I was using my full power?"

        

        "..."

        

        Can he shoot even faster than this?

        

        I had assumed it would just be an increase in firepower.

        

        If he increases the speed, firepower, and number any further, I won't be able to handle it alone, and lightning will definitely strike Erkia.

        

        And that will cause a curse that will kill people even if they aren't directly hit.

        

        "I'll kill you directly!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The God of Death's form blurred and disappeared.

        

        "I'm over here. There's no way I'd show myself properly when dealing with someone like you."

        

        "This is...!"

        

        "Come on, try your best."

        

        Crash!!

        

        Lightning strikes simultaneously.

        

        I can't block them all.

        

        At least a third will hit Erkia.

        

        At that moment.

        

        "...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        The God of Death and I simultaneously sensed a powerful presence.

        

        Someone was standing there, radiating golden magic power. For a moment, the magic reminded me of the goddess, but it wasn't her standing there.

        

        "This is Grandia's..."

        

        "Royce?"

        

        Why is Royce there?

        

        One of Royce's eyes was glowing golden.

        

        The saying that eye color reflects soul color suddenly came to mind.

        

        Royce took a stance.

        

        "Hm."

        

        As Royce spread his hands, golden magic power extended across all of Erkia, blocking the falling lightning.

        

        "Livia!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Fight!!"

        

        That was enough.

        

        Words that seemed to say, "Leave this to me."

        

        I don't ask how he did it.

        

        I don't ask what happened either.

        

        I ask nothing.

        

        In this moment, you're looking at me as if telling me to trust you.

        

        That was enough.

        

        "That bastard, could he have... Grandia's power?! Gave power to a weakling?! Grandia, are you serious...!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        "Huh...!"

        

        The God of Death seemed startled when I appeared behind him.

        

        "How did you find my position...!"

        

        "I've seen it once before, so I can figure it out."

        

        "What are you, really...!!"

        

        "I told you," I said, raising the holy sword.

        

        "I'm your natural enemy."
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        It was a strange feeling.

        

        A strange feeling, as if I might be immersed in a warm sense of omnipotence.

        

        Indeed.

        

        If this much power could be obtained without any effort, simply by being born, it was enough to make one misunderstand their own value.

        

        Moreover, the power I received wasn't even the true power of the goddess, but merely borrowed power, so the difference in strength would be incomparably vast.

        

        Oh no.

        

        I shouldn't think that way.

        

        Calm down.

        

        Having inherited it, this power was now mine. Though the circumstances were different, it could be considered as a form of enhancement magic pushed to its limits.

        

        Using enhancement magic to strengthen oneself was also one's own power.

        

        By that logic, embedding spirit cores into one's body and activating them to use their power could also be called my power.

        

        One of those cores had been replaced with the goddess's core, and now the goddess's magical power, which normally couldn't flow through me, was flowing through my body.

        

        I was able to manage this much only because I had spent a long time with cores and could use basic activation and deactivation. An ordinary person would have collapsed under the strain.

        

        For example, Belita was a more talented girl than me, but she was mentally unstable and had the fatal flaw of not knowing how to handle cores at all.

        

        Besides, she naturally had less time with the cores than I did.

        

        Of course, having started after me in many ways, she would be more skilled, but in terms of stability, I could certainly claim to be superior.

        

        -Can you do work other than defense?

        

        "I can."

        

        -Good. Use me as a medium to freely wield my power. From now on, that power is yours. Please become accustomed to it.

        

        "Are you really sure about this?"

        

        -What do you mean?

        

        "Even if you give it to me, it won't match your power, and I am ultimately mortal... I will close my eyes and leave this world in less than 200 years, whether quickly or slowly."

        

        -...

        

        "If you're hoping I'll continue your role in caring for the world, you've made the wrong choice."

        

        I had no interest in immortality.

        

        People die.

        

        That's how it should be, and I never wanted to be a being that lives forever.

        

        Life is a process of walking toward death, and we change many things along the way before ultimately dying.

        

        Immortality and such things are clearly a kind of wish that humanity continuously desires, and at the same time, human death is sad and an unbearable severance.

        

        However, I was born human, grew up human, and came this far as a human.

        

        Therefore, I believed I should die as a human too.

        

        I don't know if reincarnation exists, but I hope the world will be a better place next time.

        

        -I never wished for that.

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        -I think the same way. Perhaps immortal beings to care for you all aren't necessary. Throughout this long time, I've only intervened a few times, yet you all continue to live like this.

        

        "......"

        

        The voice resonating in my mind was quite benevolent and seemed to be smiling.

        

        -I told you, didn't I? Whether weakened or whatever, that power is now yours. You might not be able to fully control it yet, but do your best with what you can.

        

        "Of course."

        

        The overflowing power was difficult to handle, and it would be no exaggeration to say that I could only draw out a portion of it.

        

        But it would be enough to help.

        

        Looking up, I could see Death Flute and Livia fighting.

        

        Because of the barrier I had raised, the lightning bolts couldn't penetrate Erkia, but if Death directly jumped in and tore through the barrier, it would probably be easily ripped apart.

        

        In the end, I still couldn't properly handle this power, and unfortunately, I didn't possess a vessel excellent enough to fully use that power as soon as I awakened it.

        

        However, I was confident in using the power I could access efficiently.

        

        Doing my best.

        

        I had no choice but to do what I could.

        

        'Livia and Death seem to be fighting properly.'

        

        As expected, Death also didn't seem to be in a complete state.

        

        After all, Death had essentially descended using Alex Reynolds' body, so its power wasn't complete.

        

        It was natural, considering that even the goddess who had descended into the temple's spirit wasn't complete.

        

        Nevertheless, it seemed fundamentally stronger than Livia.

        

        Livia wasn't in a complete state either.

        

        Anyway.

        

        From the current situation, it seemed that Death was somehow gaining the upper hand, but the biggest problem was that they were engaged in an aerial battle, yet Livia couldn't fly while Death could.

        

        Livia's weakness was that she didn't have a particularly high aptitude for magic.

        

        This had never been exposed as a weakness because of her tremendous strength, and even if an enemy could fly, it wasn't a significant problem for Livia.

        

        Only someone like Death could make Livia's "inability to fly" a meaningful weakness.

        

        Wait?

        

        So then.

        

        'Can I do it now? Isn't it too arrogant to try to do that while properly protecting Erkia?'

        

        I exhaled roughly.

        

      

      
        My body was still causing trouble, and there were too many things to do right now to heal it.

        

        Do what you can do.

        

        "Livia!!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Livia immediately responded to my voice.

        

        Livia's eyes, focused on the battle, were sharp, reminding me of how she used to be.

        

        Back then, she was truly arrogant beyond measure.

        

        It felt like talking to a wall rather than a person.

        

        When she said she would exile me, it was almost painful.

        

        But.

        

        I never imagined we would have this kind of relationship.

        

        I could entrust things to her when asked, and I could trust her.

        

        I wanted to be that kind of person for you too.

        

        "Jump!! Trust me!!"

        

        "...Alright!"

        

        I created matter to make a foothold for Livia.

        

        Creation of matter.

        

        Materialization of magical power.

        

        So this works.

        

        "Cough!"

        

        I coughed up blood.

        

        -No, what is this...

        

        The goddess was surprised.

        

        I ignored it and enhanced my vision and reflexes to the extreme with magical power.

        

        Maintaining the barrier.

        

        Creating footholds for Livia.

        

        To somehow match Livia's movements, I gave up other enhancements and even stopped the healing I was doing to minimize bleeding, focusing only on enhancing my eyesight and reflexes.

        

        Even so, I couldn't completely keep up with Livia's movements, but I believed she would somehow manage on her own.

        

        -W-wait a moment! Royce! You're drawing out too much magical power! It's too strong for you who just received my power!

        

        "I can do it...! No, I can do this...!"

        

        -...I didn't know you were this manly.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        That might be true.

        

        It was funny to say it myself, but.

        

        "Fighting properly in front, and now saying I'll protect you... she's too strong for that."

        

        -...

        

        "Shouldn't I at least try to look cool?"

        

        -Indeed, is that so?

        

        I slowly extended my hand.

        

        Calm down.

        

        I can do this.

        

        No, it's not that I can do it.

        

        I will do it.

        

        Without fail.

        

        ***

        

        'Don't worry about it.'

        

        Don't worry about how much Royce is pushing himself, how much pain he's in.

        

        Royce told me to trust him.

        

        I believe those words.

        

        Now.

        

        And in the future.

        

        I will believe.

        

        What I need to do now is not to let emotions cloud my judgment, but to defeat the being before me that could throw not only humanity but the entire world into chaos.

        

        Whoosh!

        

        Ting! Ting! Ting!!

        

        Death's sword and my sword continued to clash, and eventually Death's sword changed shape, transforming into a spear.

        

        Can it freely change its form?

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Just as I moved, a foothold was created perfectly timed.

        

        And as I moved, it disappeared.

        

        It was matter created literally to serve as my foothold, and I couldn't even imagine how much effort it was taking to do this.

        

        Ting!!

        

      

      
        "Kugh!"

        

        Death's magical power suddenly surged as it frowned.

        

        The clouds slowly darkened, and the lightning that had been striking toward Erkia was disappearing. It seemed Death had decided it couldn't face me while I was charging in with the help of footholds and maintain other attacks at the same time.

        

        Using Alex's body, Death wasn't in a complete state either.

        

        So I needed to kill it now.

        

        If it was this powerful in an incomplete state, I couldn't imagine how powerful it would be in its complete form.

        

        If you prepare 99% of a spell but can't prepare the remaining 1% to reach 100%, that spell won't activate or will have problems.

        

        Similarly, it was hard to think that Death's power would only increase proportionally if its current power was considered 100%.

        

        It might increase exponentially, becoming incomparably stronger than now. The difference between 99 and 100 is only 1, but the difference between incomplete and complete can be enormous.

        

        Clang!

        

        Clang!

        

        Clang!

        

        Death continued to block my attacks.

        

        "Like a monkey."

        

        Speed is a weapon.

        

        Strength is a weapon.

        

        Use every weapon you have, honed to perfection.

        

        As we clashed again and again, Death's movements were being etched into my eyes.

        

        With a crackling sound, lightning struck my leg, and Death seized the opportunity to thrust its spear.

        

        Then.

        

        Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!!

        

        We exchanged blows multiple times in the air within seconds, without moving from our positions.

        

        Our attacks, constantly aiming for each other's vital points, literally shook the surrounding space, not only allowing the curse to infiltrate my body but also creating wounds from subtle hits.

        

        Thump!

        

        Death grabbed my arm and smiled.

        

        Smack!!

        

        It struck my abdomen with its knee.

        

        'Damn...!'

        

        Thump!!

        

        Deflecting the following attack with my arm, I kicked Death's chin with my foot.

        

        Thwang!

        

        With a loud sound, I retreated, and naturally, a foothold was created by Royce.

        

        Death licked the blood flowing from its face and said:

        

        "You're becoming more and more valuable, truly strong, you are."

        

        "......"

        

        "So I should fight more seriously, right? You can enjoy it, I'm sure."

        

        Death's sword changed form, becoming a scythe.

        

        Is that its original form?

        

        For some reason, I thought so.

        

        "Really? It doesn't matter."

        

        I wiped the blood flowing from the corner of my mouth and said:

        

        "I've pretty much figured it out."

        

        "What?"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        As I leaped in, Death was slightly surprised and quickly swung its scythe.

        

        And.

        

        Swish! Slash!!

        

        "Oh."

        

        I passed by, cutting off one of Death's arms.

        

        Though it regenerated quickly, the fact that the arm was cut seemed shocking, as Death stared at me with wide eyes.

        

        As expected.

        

        Despite the descent or whatever, the physical body itself was Alex's.

        

        It was merely forcibly occupying it.

        

        With the body and soul not properly mixed, it couldn't exert proper power.

        

        'I need to kill it now.'

        

        I couldn't know when it might suddenly become accustomed to that body.

        

        Now, while it hadn't completely permeated the body, was the opportunity to kill it.

        

        "Here I come."

        

        "Yes, I can't deny it."

        

        Clang!!

        

        A loud sound rang out as the sword and scythe collided.

        

        "You are indeed my natural enemy...!!"
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        # Death God Pluto

        

        Pluto thought from the moment of his birth.

        

        That Grandia, who was born beside him, was his family and the only being equal to him.

        

        So he believed that no matter how much they fought, hated each other, or grew apart, they would ultimately be able to join hands again.

        

        But.

        

        Grandia transferred his power to an insignificant human. No matter how much one might glorify it as "succession," it was still giving power to someone else.

        

        That power would erode, and if the successor died, it would disappear meaninglessly. Even the one who gave the power would eventually become mortal and die.

        

        Grandia had essentially abandoned everything.

        

        It was an incomprehensible choice.

        

        Grandia had always looked at Pluto as if he couldn't understand him, but the feeling was mutual.

        

        What's wrong with those who have power ruling through that power?

        

        Values and standards are better when they're simple; the more complex they are, the easier it is for unnecessary exceptions to arise. So having a straightforward standard was preferable.

        

        For Pluto, that standard just happened to be power.

        

        What did it mean to give up that power?

        

        Even if Pluto were to win and gain the world, there would be no one left to take his hand.

        

        In that war.

        

        Grandia had defeated Pluto and could have ended it all.

        

        A moment of hesitation led to both of them being sealed away, but if Grandia hadn't hesitated, Pluto would have died.

        

        In the end, he hesitated.

        

        As expected, Pluto thought.

        

        Only Pluto and Grandia were true living beings, capable of feeling respect for each other's worth.

        

        Even if they fought, they would eventually reconcile.

        

        But.

        

        That's how it was supposed to be.

        

        ***

        

        'What ridiculous nonsense!! Grandia! Grandia!! You fool...!! Are you trying to give all your power to mere humans?'

        

        It was impossible to accept.

        

        Even if the power was transferred, it would take time to use it freely, and that was beyond the lifespan of humans.

        

        Even elves were ultimately mortals who would eventually die.

        

        Even if, by some miracle, a human who received the power could quickly master it, the fact that they would die remained unchanged.

        

        Die.

        

        Grandia would die.

        

        At that realization, Pluto could feel his blood running cold.

        

        Ting!!

        

        "What are you thinking about so deeply? Having other thoughts while fighting me—how leisurely!"

        

        Whack!!

        

        Olivia kicked Pluto in the abdomen and jumped back, landing effortlessly on a platform created in mid-air.

        

        She believed that platform would be there.

        

        Despite understanding that her movements were superhuman, her faith that a platform would definitely appear to match her movements was incomprehensible to Pluto.

        

        For someone as strong as her to have the weakness of trusting and relying on others was beyond absurd to Pluto—it made his blood boil.

        

        'Her attack accuracy is increasing.'

        

        He had a terrible thought.

        

        Was she reading Pluto's movements?

        

        No.

        

        She seemed to be doing more than just reading—she was analyzing them.

        

        It wasn't that Pluto's movements had become sluggish; rather, Olivia was adapting her movements to match his.

        

        Any intelligent being develops habits in combat, and for skilled fighters, these become distinctive fighting characteristics that are difficult to change.

        

        Temporary changes might be possible, but permanent changes would require considerable time and effort.

        

        And yet.

        

        Olivia was effortlessly discarding her habits and confronting Pluto with new combat methods.

      

      
        

        She analyzed and read her opponent's movements while making her own movements impossible to analyze.

        

        Because once Olivia analyzed her opponent's movements, she would change her own, rendering any previous analysis meaningless.

        

        'Overwhelming talent, far beyond the level of Grandia's ordinary creations.'

        

        Come to think of it, Grandia had once said:

        

        Though they created them, these beings might become stronger than themselves.

        

        Pluto had laughed at the idea then, but now he was certain.

        

        It was possible.

        

        While she didn't possess omnipotent power, Olivia had the potential to surpass Pluto in combat ability alone.

        

        She was still overall inferior to Pluto, but this clearly wasn't her prime.

        

        Judging by her incomplete body and mind, she would grow even stronger.

        

        A human's magical power peaks in their 30s before gradually declining.

        

        After their 30s, even maintaining one's magical power required diligent self-management.

        

        Olivia was a woman who had just entered her 20s, meaning:

        

        Even in terms of lifespan, she hadn't reached her prime yet, so with continued training, she truly could become stronger than Pluto.

        

        "Ha...!"

        

        Pluto laughed.

        

        It was a bitter laugh.

        

        Though he appreciated strength, he never imagined that an ordinary creation could become stronger than him. If anyone were to kill Pluto, he believed it could only be Grandia.

        

        And since Grandia was essentially his twin, born at the same time, he believed that no matter how rough things got between them, they would never truly try to kill each other.

        

        At the end of that war, when Grandia ultimately hesitated to kill Pluto, it became one of the reasons for Pluto's belief.

        

        "Open."

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        As he slashed through the air, a spatial rift opened.

        

        Olivia, who had been charging toward Pluto, quickly halted and retreated onto a platform created by Royce.

        

        Unpleasant hand-like appendages emerged from the rift as purple magical energy surrounded Pluto.

        

        Crack!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        The appendages grabbed Olivia's arms and legs, squeezing hard enough to break bones.

        

        As the curse spread, Olivia quickly swung her sword to cut through them and retreated.

        

        "Hahaha!! Magnificent! Olivia Reinhart!! My heart is filled with excitement! Only the strong can discuss truth, only the strong can understand everything!!"

        

        "..."

        

        "If you claim to be right, then prove it by defeating me with your strength!!"

        

        "I won't deny that."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Unfortunately, I'm not that clever, so I can't think of any words to persuade you or anything like that."

        

        "..."

        

        "The goddess always looked sad when she talked about you. I thought I should at least tell you that."

        

        "..."

        

        For the first time, Pluto fell silent.

        

        "If strength is good, then I'll crush you head-on, that proud strength of yours... You've been preaching the logic of power, right? Then you have nothing to say if you're crushed by the same power, do you?"

        

        That they have greater numbers.

        

        That he can't use his full power yet.

        

        Pluto said nothing.

        

        "Fine by me."

        

        If it was a provocation, he would accept it.

        

        Rising into the sky, he drew forth his magical power.

        

        Pluto's scythe grew enormously, glowing with enough power to obliterate not just Erkia but the entire surrounding area in a single strike.

        

        "Royce!! You have to do this right!!"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        Royce didn't answer.

        

        He merely nodded.

        

        Whoosh!!!

        

        Simultaneously, golden light flowed from Olivia's holy sword.

        

        Purple magical energy dominated the sky, while golden magical energy ruled the ground below.

        

        Their clashing energies rippled, seeming ready to explode at any moment.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Neither needed to go first.

        

        They attacked.

        

        The slash that seemed to cleave the world would hit Erkia directly if Olivia failed to block it.

        

        Even if Royce was protecting them, he couldn't possibly block an attack launched with Pluto's full power.

        

        She had to do it.

        

        She had to block it.

        

        "Aaaah!!"

        

        Crash!!!

        

        Boom!!!

        

        'Haha, is this real...!! I'm being pushed back?'

        

        He was starting to lose in a simple contest of firepower.

        

        The endlessly blazing flames seemed to reach the realm of divinity.

        

        But.

        

        "Yes, being strong is good. And being strong means... winning!! That's what a battle is about!! The one who cries 'unfair' is the loser!! Olivia!!"

        

        "...!!"

        

        Purple magical hands emerged from the curse that had infected Olivia's skin, grabbing her neck, arms, and legs.

        

        "What, what is this...!!"

        

        The curse that had infiltrated Olivia's body when she was grabbed earlier was now activating, seeking to kill her.

        

        Boom, boom...!!

        

        Olivia began to be pushed back as Pluto's attack now overwhelmed her.

        

        Olivia said nothing.

        

        Despite her pain, she remained silent.

        

        She could have called him unfair or something similar.

        

        Or perhaps she thought the same way.

        

        That in a battle, calling someone "unfair" is merely praise for the victor.

        

        "Yes, there's no such thing as unfairness in a battle."

        

        "...Grandia?"

        

        With a whoosh, the goddess's blessing enveloped Olivia.

        

        It was merely a temporary blessing—the last flickering flame of power remaining after giving so much to Royce, a final flash of light that dispelled Olivia's curse and blessed her.

        

        Instantly, Olivia's curse began to disappear.

        

        "Grandia...!!"

        

        "Farewell. I'll be going too. If heaven and hell exist, will we be able to meet? If there truly is an omnipotent being, how would they judge us? At least, let's meet in the next life."

        

        "Why, you...!! You could have stayed with me!!"

        

        "Pluto."

        

        Grandia wore a sad expression.

        

        Pluto recognized it as the expression Olivia had mentioned.

        

        "We are not omnipotent."

        

        "...!"

        

        "Haaaah!!"

        

        Boom!!

        

        With that, light spread forth, piercing through Pluto's attack as Olivia's strike flew toward him.
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        Grandia remained silent.

        

        What should she say?

        

        It was too cruel to end things on a good note after all the atrocities Pluto had committed, yet she couldn't bring herself to speak ill of him either, as she couldn't completely hate him.

        

        After all.

        

        Despite everything, he was still family.

        

        Grandia had decided to keep these improper, inefficient, and immoral feelings of sympathy toward Pluto to herself.

        

        She alone would sympathize with Pluto, and she alone would mourn his death.

        

        If someone rejoiced at Pluto's death, threw stones, and celebrated, she wouldn't question it. He had done things deserving of such treatment, so it was only natural.

        

        Not all tragedies were Pluto's fault, but there were certainly some where his role was significant.

        

        That alone gave humanity sufficient reason to hate Pluto.

        

        And Grandia knew she shouldn't stand in the way of that.

        

        'By the way, Olivia is truly impressive. What incredible power. Even though she borrowed some of my strength, to think she would defeat Pluto in a direct confrontation.'

        

        Part of it was because Pluto hadn't been fighting at full strength, but then again, Olivia wasn't exactly at her peak condition either.

        

        In that situation, Olivia had defeated Pluto through sheer power, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say her combat ability had reached the realm of gods.

        

        Well, she wasn't literally an omnipotent deity, but many people were already calling her a god anyway.

        

        In any case.

        

        'Now I've become ordinary.'

        

        The great power would have transferred to Royce by now, though it would be somewhat diminished. It wouldn't be as effective as when Grandia used it directly.

        

        Still, Grandia believed that Royce would use that momentary power well.

        

        Now Grandia had transformed from an immortal to a mortal who would eventually die.

        

        She might live longer than an ordinary human, but there would still be an end.

        

        A life without end would eventually create its own conclusion and slowly begin approaching the end of life.

        

        She didn't know when that would be—perhaps she would live an absurdly long time, or perhaps she would die tomorrow.

        

        Even so, there would be an end.

        

        With her power greatly diminished, Grandia could now simply be classified as a spirit.

        

        "Well, with this..."

        

        Huh? Grandia was surprised.

        

        The barrier around Erkia was still in place.

        

        Was Royce being cautious and deliberately not removing the barrier yet?

        

        That could be the case.

        

        Indeed, it would be like the cautious Royce not to confirm Pluto's status yet.

        

        That's what she thought, but then.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        Light was bursting from Royce's body.

        

        It was clearly not something he was controlling himself.

        

        Grandia quickly approached him.

        

        "Royce, calm down. That power is yours now. Don't think of it as borrowed—take deep breaths and calm yourself."

        

        "..."

        

        'Is he already unconscious?'

        

        It was a mistake.

        

        She should have done this more slowly.

        

        She had hastily passed on her power because of Pluto.

        

        She had thought that if she were to pass it on to someone, Royce would be the best choice.

        

        By channeling mana into Olivia's imprint, she had been able to receive Olivia's memories.

        

        Royce was exactly the kind of ideal human Grandia had envisioned.

        

        She thought that if all humans were like him, she would be in a position to learn from them rather than teach them.

        

        She had seen countless humans.

        

        Royce had once nearly been consumed by malice, but he found that shameful and decided he didn't want to live that way, choosing instead to believe in people's goodwill.

        

        She thought it was remarkable.

        

        He had been in circumstances where it would have been completely understandable to hate people, become delinquent, break laws, and lose all sense of morality and ethics.

        

        Life in the slums.

        

        The artificial spirit experiments.

        

        It wouldn't have been strange if he had been consumed by hatred and pursued only that, but Royce didn't. Instead, he helped people.

        

        He said that living with hatred and selfishness seemed boring, meaningless, and just not right.

        

        There might have been external factors, but he had chosen that path himself, and eventually, it became the catalyst that greatly changed Olivia's heart.

        

        That's why she had chosen Royce.

        

        She believed he would use that power for good and wouldn't become dogmatic by being consumed by it.

        

        But having such inclinations and having the capacity to handle it were two different things.

        

        "Royce, open your eyes. Royce!!"

        

        She couldn't lose him here.

        

        She had to calm him down somehow.

        

        ***

        

        I exhale.

        

      

      
        What was I doing again?

        

        For a moment, everything seemed to be drifting away, and my body felt like it wasn't my own.

        

        I had wanted to save them somehow.

        

        To protect them somehow.

        

        To help them somehow.

        

        To do everything I could.

        

        If I didn't do it...

        

        If I...

        

        'No, that's not right.'

        

        I immediately clenched my fist.

        

        There's no way there are things only I can do.

        

        I just happened to be here by chance.

        

        Don't become arrogant.

        

        Calm yourself.

        

        What am I doing right now?

        

        Why am I exerting so much power?

        

        I should wield power.

        

        I shouldn't be controlled by power.

        

        If I let power control me, someone will be sad.

        

        I didn't want that.

        

        "Haaah!!"

        

        "Royce!"

        

        The goddess's voice echoed in my ears.

        

        Blood was pouring from my entire body, and my mind was hazy.

        

        What had I just done?

        

        I had been continuously pouring out mana, nearly using it until the moment my body died. I had been completely intoxicated by the goddess's mana, which gave people a sense of omnipotence.

        

        It felt like some kind of drug that couldn't possibly belong to humans had been injected into me, creating a comfortable yet pleasant sensation.

        

        But just as I was about to fall to the depths, I was finally able to open my eyes.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        "Amazing, Royce. To think you could restrain yourself."

        

        I was about to stagger and fall forward.

        

        At that moment, someone caught me from the front.

        

        More precisely, they let me lean against their body to prevent me from falling.

        

        "Livia?"

        

        My vision was slightly blurred, but that distinctive snow-white hair had to be Livia.

        

        "It's okay, it's okay."

        

        "..."

        

        Perhaps because of the mana that was still flowing out and hadn't subsided, Livia just held me and said that.

        

        That it was okay.

        

        "..."

        

        Slowly.

        

        Very gradually.

        

        The mana was subsiding.

        

        It was mana that an ordinary person couldn't even approach, but Livia had come near without any problem.

        

        Truly, it was hard to tell who possessed divine power.

        

        Livia looked at the real me and smiled.

        

        "As expected, it's Royce. You got it exactly right, didn't you? Creating that foothold that matched my movements—that was you, right? Amazing! I believed in you, but to actually pull it off! Maybe we really are destined for each other?"

        

        The same words as always.

        

        I laughed, "Haha."

        

        "I suppose we might be."

        

        "...Hehe, are you okay?"

        

        "I don't think I am..."

        

        My head hurt.

        

        No, my entire body hurt.

        

        With a series of problems erupting one after another, my head was in a daze. My thoughts weren't functioning properly, and my head felt like it had hardened.

        

        "Your body, it's healed."

        

        "Yes, Lilith fixed it for me."

        

        "..."

        

        I was dazed again for a moment.

        

        Lilith.

        

        Lilith Klipoth.

        

        As soon as my thoughts reached that point, I immediately knew the answer.

        

        I could immediately tell who the real saint heading to Erkia was. I had my suspicions, but to think Lilith was actually the real saint—should I say it's surprising?

        

      

      
        Or should I say it's only natural?

        

        It was a difficult appointment to react to.

        

        Anyway, if I could somehow meet Lilith, she could probably heal the wounds, but handling the goddess's power freely would require quite a bit of skill.

        

        To be honest, it was a bit troublesome, but if I could master it, the things I could do would increase exponentially.

        

        I didn't actually expect to be able to create such precise materializations of mana.

        

        At best, I could only create restraints like ropes with my spirit's power.

        

        "Anyway, Livia."

        

        "Hmm? Are you going to confess? In this situation? I'm fine with it. No, I'll confess instead."

        

        "Let's find the Reaper's corpse."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia's lips noticeably protruded, so I forcibly pushed them back in with my hand.

        

        "We can't say we've won until then, right?"

        

        "Alright."

        

        Though I wondered if there would even be a corpse left.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia and I fell silent simultaneously.

        

        The goddess also looked up at the sky.

        

        Because there was something in the sky.

        

        "So he was still alive."

        

        Livia carefully set me down and grabbed her holy sword again.

        

        In that state, she could definitely win.

        

        But.

        

        Something.

        

        Felt off.

        

        "Livia, wait."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I stopped Livia as she was about to jump in.

        

        Instinct.

        

        I had a feeling that she shouldn't go now.

        

        'Besides, that is...'

        

        Pluto's clothes were torn, exposing his skin, and in the middle of his chest, a single glass-like orb was visible.

        

        That's a core.

        

        The Reaper's core?

        

        No, that's impossible.

        

        The Reaper had merely borrowed that body, so there's no way an actual core could have formed in it.

        

        In other words, that core had been there since the time of Alex Reynolds.

        

        Could it be.

        

        Whoosh!!!

        

        "W-what is this!?"

        

        "No way, you... even to yourself... No, did you actually complete it?"

        

        Experiments to artificially create spirit users.

        

        The goddess herself had said she was no different from a spirit.

        

        The goddess was simply a powerful spirit.

        

        Wouldn't that be a possible definition?

        

        Then conversely, the Reaper too might be something close to a powerful spirit.

        

        And.

        

        A spirit user is.

        

        "Hahah."

        

        A dry laugh echoed.

        

        "Hahahahaha!!"

        

        The man laughed in midair.

        

        It wasn't the Reaper, not Pluto.

        

        "I won! I've won! Hahahahaha!! Truly, I have won!!"

        

        He shouted with an extremely excited voice.

        

        The man slowly looked down at us.

        

        "I believed in you, Olivia... and Royce."

        

        "You, could it be."

        

        "Alex."

        

        Just as I had inherited power from the goddess.

        

        Alex had.

        

        Stolen the Reaper's power.

        

        "Betting on trusting you two was the right answer."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.134[Erkia Invasion - 24]

      
        Alex Reynolds pondered.

        

        Is malice weaker than benevolence?

        

        Is it predetermined fate that evil people eventually crumble, and good people triumph—the classic moral of good rewarded and evil punished?

        

        Probably not.

        

        But the explosive power couldn't be ignored.

        

        Stories were common of people who, after losing family members, either fell into despair and wept or displayed extraordinary power to avenge their loved ones.

        

        If that's the case, the anger of a good person who has lost someone precious, or the desire to protect something, can sometimes surpass malice and produce an explosive force stronger than anything else.

        

        'Then I can't help but use that.'

        

        When he first learned about the artificial spirit master experiments, he thought they were foolish.

        

        The risks were too great, and if anything went wrong, it would be irreversible.

        

        But.

        

        After hearing about the origin of spirits from the death god Pluto, he thought:

        

        'So the goddess is essentially a powerful spirit? If that's the case, then death gods like her must also be something close to spirits?'

        

        At that moment, Alex realized.

        

        A means to bring down beings above him.

        

        That's why he conducted experiments to create new artificial spirit masters, and conveniently manipulated the Bright family, which lacked a saint, making them the main culprits to advance his plans.

        

        And after countless experiments, Alex forcibly implanted a spirit core inside himself.

        

        For one gamble.

        

        If Alex were ever on the verge of defeat, he would resolve matters through the death god's descent.

        

        In that case, Alex would completely lose his body, and death god Pluto would never return it to him.

        

        Then Alex would simply become a loser.

        

        In the end, he would die as an apostate abandoned by the gods, a heretic—truly a piece of garbage, a life form that shouldn't exist.

        

        If that were the outcome, perhaps he should accept it, but he had no intention of giving up his struggle until the very end.

        

        That was his final struggle.

        

        'If someone could push the death god to the brink of death.'

        

        The possibility was low.

        

        Moreover, if things weren't handled quickly and too much time passed, the death god's control would become too strong, and even if pushed to the brink of death, Alex wouldn't be resurrected.

        

        Alex would choose the death god's descent when pushed to the verge of defeat.

        

        And someone would have to push that death god to the brink of death right there.

        

        If those preconditions weren't met, Alex would die a meaningless death, and his life would create no significance.

        

        But.

        

        It was worth the gamble.

        

        'The explosive power of goodness is extraordinary. That's why heroes throughout history have defeated demon lords and protected the world.'

        

        The desire to protect something.

        The act of cherishing something.

        

        'I envy that.'

        

        These were things Alex didn't have.

        

        Rather than protecting, he saw value in using; rather than cherishing, he assessed whether something could be exploited.

        

        Similarly, Alex was now evaluating the utility of that goodness.

        

        If all heroes had defeated demon lords, or died trying.

        

        Then that goodness has value.

        

        That benevolence has meaning.

        

        It can certainly be used.

        

        'Well then, I must believe.'

        

        He believed in them.

        

        From the beginning, he had no choice but to believe.

        

        If he could win this gamble and steal the death god's power.

        

        Alex would finally.

        

        Be recognized as a divine creation.

        

        ***

        

        "Alex, is that you?"

        

        "Given how much I've changed, that's a very reasonable question. Unlike you, I obtained this through different means, so I had to pay my own price."

        

        Alex smiled.

      

      
        

        Even Alex himself hadn't thought he would succeed.

        

        It wasn't called a gamble for nothing—the chances of success were low, and it was more like a desperate attempt to do something when backed into a corner.

        

        The most likely future was that he would completely lose his body to the death god—a common and predictable outcome.

        

        But Hero Olivia Reinhart was stronger than imagined.

        

        And eventually, Royce legitimately inherited the power of Goddess Grandia, using it to support Olivia and lead them to victory.

        

        It was no exaggeration to say he perfectly fulfilled his role as the hero's guide.

        

        As a result, it could be said that there were virtually no casualties caused by the death god Pluto.

        

        It was truly remarkable.

        

        "You."

        

        "Don't push yourself, Olivia. We're both exhausted, aren't we? Or do you want to fight in that condition? I don't mind, but I won't fight you."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I'm not stupid enough to engage in a direct confrontation in this situation. There are many ways to prevent you from fighting, right? I'll just focus on attacking civilians while we fight."

        

        "......"

        

        Olivia's eyes glowed red.

        

        Her face showed she wanted to kill Alex immediately, but it was questionable whether the current Alex could be killed in one strike.

        

        Even the weakened death god Pluto hadn't completely died from Olivia's world-splitting slash.

        

        It wasn't realistic to think that Alex, who had completely stolen the death god's power, would die in one blow.

        

        "Want to try? You might be able to kill me if you sacrifice all of Erkia. The sacrifice of the few for the many—that's the simplest answer that could be called 'justice.'"

        

        "Those words."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Those words shouldn't come from someone who belongs to the majority. They're meant for the minority to give meaning to their own sacrifice."

        

        "......"

        

        "There's nothing I want to beat to death more than a bastard who speaks coldly, rationally, claiming to be wise while saying such things from above. It's obvious what expression they'd make if they were in the minority's position."

        

        "Indeed, I understand."

        

        He still couldn't communicate with Olivia.

        

        But that was proof of her goodness.

        

        Previously, unable to understand the reasons for evil, she was dogmatic, no different from a monster of goodness, but now she seemed different.

        

        A woman who was consumed by the title of hero.

        

        Someone who was a hero before being a person.

        

        Someone had made her human, and this being who could only distinguish between good and evil simply now seemed to realize that the world had many colors beyond black and white.

        

        'It was you, Royce.'

        

        As a guide, he was truly beyond expert level—a master.

        

        How could he have transformed those eyes filled with nothing but hostility into ones that shone so brilliantly?

        

        If.

        

        Just if.

        

        If Alex hadn't been taken to become a nobleman.

        

        'No, that's nonsense.'

        

        He almost became emotional again.

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "Then let's end it here for today."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I've achieved my goal, so there's no need to fight any further. Honestly, Mikhail Reinhart's death was unexpected. My forces have been significantly reduced, which is troublesome."

        

        "I'm not letting you escape from here."

        

        "Shall we continue our earlier conversation? I'm fine with that. Unlike you, I quite enjoy people's screams."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Why? That's what I want to ask."

        

        Alex looked at Olivia.

        

        "Why do you save people? Why can you feel content seeing them smile and be happy? How can you be like that? How can one acquire such ordinary sensibilities?"

        

        That was his genuine truth without any lies.

        

        Why couldn't Alex understand?

        

        Why couldn't he comprehend?

        

        Why was he like this?

      

      
        

        Why couldn't he empathize with what others found heartwarming?

        

        Why did he smile at things people found disturbing?

        

        He couldn't accept it.

        

        He couldn't understand it.

        

        He couldn't comprehend it.

        

        "You people answered about why you help others by saying there doesn't need to be a reason to help people."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "Then I'll give the same answer. There is no reason, that's all."

        

        "Alex, you."

        

        "Are you saying that those of you who can choose to live righteously from birth are superior, while I, who can only choose to live wickedly from birth, am nothing but a flawed heretic?"

        

        Alex clutched his chest.

        

        "Are you saying I was someone who shouldn't have been born from the moment of my birth, abandoned even by the gods? ...The world can be so unfair."

        

        "So that's why you did all this?"

        

        "Yes, I believed that if a truly omnipotent god—not like the goddess or death god—was watching over us, they would surely answer my question. Will I be affirmed? Or will I be denied? It's a truly fascinating subject."

        

        "Then all the more reason to settle this here, isn't it?"

        

        "Despite appearances, I value planning. We could fight here, but I think I'll need to crush you in my own way."

        

        "What?"

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        "You are like beings of collected goodness in this world. If I am the garbage light of malice, you are like stars of benevolence in the sky. I can begin by bringing those stars crashing down to earth."

        

        "If this is a journey of self-discovery, couldn't you do it more quietly?"

        

        "Even now, the remaining monsters are still fighting people in real-time. Some might be dying. It seems the healing magic circles have lost their effect too."

        

        "...!"

        

        The healing magic circles had disappeared.

        

        It seemed Belita had reached her limit.

        

        Rather, she deserved praise for holding out this long.

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        Royce, gasping for breath and supported by Olivia, said:

        

        "Wouldn't it be better for you to fight here? Both Livia and I are in tatters. Killing us here would be more 'efficient' for you, wouldn't it?"

        

        "This was the death god's strategy."

        

        "......"

        

        "I enjoy puppet shows, but I detest being the puppet."

        

        Alex slowly rose into the air.

        

        "Royce, you inherited the goddess's power, while I, conversely, stole the death god's power."

        

        "......"

        

        "We were born and raised in the same slums, yet we're so different. ...I'll send you an invitation soon."

        

        "Wait!!"

        

        Olivia quickly lunged forward, but Alex's figure faded away.

        

        "This is the death god's...!!"

        

        It was the illusion magic the death god had used.

        

        Olivia hadn't realized when the switch had been made.

        

        Perhaps it had been an illusion from the moment he first appeared.

        

        "Damn it!!"

        

        No sight.

        

        No presence.

        

        Nothing visible.

        

        Had he already fled far away?

        

        "Livia, getting angry can wait. For now..."

        

        "I know, we need to save people. Royce, will you be alright?"

        

        "......"

        

        After a moment's consideration, Royce replied:

        

        "We have to do something."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.135[Human Alliance Council - 01]

      
        "Goddess, may I speak with you?"

        

        "Just Grandia is fine. I don't have that power anymore."

        

        "Then, Lady Grandia."

        

        "You don't need to use honorifics, but if that's your personality, I won't force you not to. So, what is it?"

        

        It had already been three days since the invasion of Erkia.

        

        Livia had completely collapsed from exhaustion after saving people.

        

        She suffered from a high fever, but the problem was that Liris and Belita had also collapsed at the same time, so they couldn't immediately treat Livia. After all, they had pushed themselves too hard using healing magic.

        

        Since they had all collapsed together in harmony, there was nothing to be done about it.

        

        But I thought Livia would probably be the first of the three to wake up.

        

        Then probably Belita.

        

        And finally Liris.

        

        Belita would likely wake up quickly because of the power of the spirits.

        

        "If I may ask, if Lady Grandia and the Death God fought one-on-one, who would normally win?"

        

        "In terms of direct combat power, Pluto is stronger. The reason I was able to win during the war was because Pluto fell into my trap, allowing me to fight from an advantageous position."

        

        "But there isn't a big difference, right? In other words, depending on the situation, the win rate could be slightly favorable or unfavorable?"

        

        "That's correct."

        

        "Then I understand even less."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Why Alex retreated at that moment."

        

        "..."

        

        "If I were Alex, I would have fought right there."

        

        Livia was already exhausted from consecutive battles.

        

        Moreover, her healing wasn't complete.

        

        And I was similarly exhausted.

        

        In that state, it would have been much more efficient for him to kill Livia and me right there.

        

        "If he had just killed the thoroughly exhausted Livia and me, Alex, who had stolen the Death God's power, would have virtually no one who could oppose him in this world."

        

        "This is just speculation, but..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Just as Royce, who inherited my power, couldn't properly control it, Alex might not have been completely in control either."

        

        "..."

        

        "Of course, that man continued to research and put the core into his body with the intention of stealing the Death God's power, so it would have been much easier than it was for Royce, but..."

        

        "He wasn't completely in control yet, is what you're saying."

        

        "That's right. And as Alex himself said, the Erkia invasion itself seems to have been Pluto's will. Perhaps his pride wouldn't allow him to conclude things according to Pluto's wishes?"

        

        "Indeed, pride is it?"

        

        Grandia smiled.

        

        "Pride is often what makes people most foolish, but it's also what makes them most noble and strong. Alex didn't want to end as the Death God's puppet by settling things there."

        

        "He chose his own end by his own choice."

        

        "That's right."

        

        He said he would send an invitation, so he might make something like a declaration of war.

        

        Where.

        

        What.

        

        How.

        

        There were many concerning points, but for now, I decided to put them aside.

        

        "Since Royce also has my core inside him, he can draw power from it. The power you can use will increase as you train and as time passes."

        

        "So basically, I need to fight a lot."

        

        "In summary, yes."

        

        "What will you do now, Lady Grandia?"

        

        "I can't leave Alex alone, so I'll help you until that matter is resolved. Though there's not much I can do."

      

      
        

        "Not at all. I'm grateful for your help. Then, if we successfully resolve the matter with Alex, what will you do?"

        

        "...I haven't thought about it."

        

        Grandia stared blankly at the sky for a moment.

        

        The goddess who had lived her entire life for humanity had now abandoned her duties and responsibilities, just like an ordinary spirit.

        

        She had already protected enough, so no one could blame her.

        

        Even I, who inherited her power, can only use it temporarily, and will close my eyes as a mortal just the same.

        

        When that happens, the power of the gods will all disappear.

        

        That is, if we defeat Alex.

        

        "I'll carry your story into the future."

        

        "..."

        

        "I'll likely live longer than you all, so I should make an effort to ensure your story is passed down to the future."

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        "People inevitably die, and eventually stories become distorted... but I will do my best to convey that your story was a beautiful one."

        

        Grandia smiled.

        

        "It will surely be distorted and forgotten someday, but I'll try to make it remain in as many people's memories as possible."

        

        "It's not that great a story, though."

        

        "Both you and Olivia are the same—too much modesty becomes poison. You should live while properly acknowledging your achievements."

        

        "I think I acknowledge them quite well."

        

        "Still too much."

        

        "My, your standards are strict."

        

        "Ugh," I groaned in pain.

        

        "Are you alright?"

        

        "Ah, it just stung for a moment. The feeling of excessive magical power circulating through my body isn't particularly pleasant."

        

        "You need to control it well. If it goes out of control, it will be difficult for me to calm it. Please keep your mind composed and maintain your reason."

        

        "That's something I'm good at... but this power is uncomfortable to use."

        

        "May the blessing of the gods be with you."

        

        "It certainly is with me."

        

        "I mean a real omnipotent being, not me."

        

        "Does such a being exist?"

        

        "How would I know?"

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Talking about gods suddenly reminded me of Alex.

        

        Alex wanted his existence to be acknowledged.

        

        Emotions that others couldn't understand.

        

        Everything that couldn't be empathized with.

        

        Many things were swirling inside him, and unfortunately, there was no one by his side to support him.

        

        Alex ultimately wanted to confirm his own worth.

        

        If his distorted self were to cause chaotic events befitting that distortion, would he win or lose?

        

        If he were to win and survive that battle, then that omnipotent god would have acknowledged his existence—he would not be a heretic but a recognized creation of god.

        

        That's the recognition he sought.

        

        How tragic.

        

        The final action desired by Alex, who had been expressing inhuman emotions, was ultimately a very human emotion.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You said he was your friend."

        

        "That's right. We grew up in the same slum. By chance, we had the opportunity to spend time together until the moment Alex was taken away by the nobles."

        

        "...I see. It must be painful to kill someone like that."

        

      

      
        "No, it's fine."

        

        "..."

        

        "Our paths diverged, and the path he chose was one that opposed us. There have been too many tragedies to handle him without killing him now."

        

        "So you won't hesitate, is what you're saying."

        

        "Surprisingly, I'm quite good at cutting ties when needed. I've never had problems from hesitating to kill someone I've decided to kill."

        

        "Indeed, you're different from me."

        

        "Oh, I didn't mean to bring that up deliberately."

        

        "It's fine, I was the one who asked."

        

        After all, the goddess Grandia couldn't deliver the final blow to the Death God Pluto.

        

        Does she regret that?

        

        Or...

        

        No, never mind.

        

        Asking if she regrets not being able to kill someone who was like family seemed like a question lacking too much sensitivity.

        

        Besides, it wasn't something I needed to be that curious about anyway.

        

        "How is Erkia doing?"

        

        "It's stabilizing quickly thanks to Lady Liris and Belita. Considering the scale of the invasion, there should normally be many casualties, but the death toll is extremely low."

        

        Of course, there are quite a few injured.

        

        What Belita used only prevented death, so some injuries remain.

        

        They didn't die, but many people were hurt.

        

        Still, they're alive.

        

        Everyone was grateful to be alive, and although things were somewhat chaotic, people hadn't lost hope and were working to repair collapsed buildings or help others.

        

        "The people of this town have warm hearts. That's very good."

        

        "Natural disasters or threats like those monsters often unite people. There's a saying that internal enemies are the most frightening, isn't there?"

        

        "I see, that might be true."

        

        "The United Species Council meeting will be held soon, but..."

        

        "It's still happening?"

        

        "Well, for now, yes."

        

        The human representative was a puppet of the Death God.

        

        The dragon-kin representative was the same.

        

        Titania, the elf representative, was severely injured.

        

        Only the dwarf and beast-kin representatives were demanding explanations about the situation.

        

        It was truly a cauldron of chaos, and the United Species Council needed to be held, if only to provide explanations.

        

        "What will happen with the human and dragon-kin representatives? For the elves, Titania could step up, or at worst, Sylphie could take the position."

        

        Sylphie had naturally become a candidate for representative.

        

        At this point, it seemed like Sylphie should accept her fate and prepare to work as Oberon.

        

        "About that..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "I received a request from Prince Felix."

        

        "Somehow, I can imagine what comes next."

        

        "...He asked me to attend the United Species Council."

        

        Since I had received the prince's recommendation and even joined the Hero's party, he said it shouldn't be a problem, but I wasn't sure if it was really okay.

        

        "Why Royce and not Olivia?"

        

        "Olivia is currently collapsed, and there are various other reasons, right?"

        

        "...Let's go with that."

        

        It absolutely wasn't because they judged that Livia lacked the social skills to attend an official event.

        

        Wouldn't it be too much to wake up the collapsed Livia and make her go there?

        

        Let's go with that.

        

        It seemed best to frame it that way so no one would get hurt.
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        "I feel like I'm dying from this fever."

        

        "Well, you directly absorbed a curse into your body. But many people came to treat you."

        

        Livia barely managed to open her eyes.

        

        The fact that she woke up before Saint Lilith or Belita, who was forcibly activating her spirit core, was beyond surprising—it left me speechless.

        

        "How's Erkia?"

        

        That's the first thing she asks upon waking up?

        

        She's still the same.

        

        And that's reassuring.

        

        "Unfortunately, there were some casualties, but thanks to Lady Lilith and Belita, the death toll was drastically reduced, though there are quite a few injured."

        

        "..."

        

        "The current atmosphere is chaotic, but everyone is trying to work together somehow. After a disaster, there's always work to be done—repairing buildings and various other tasks."

        

        "..."

        

        "Are you concerned about the casualties?"

        

        "...It would be a lie to say I'm not."

        

        Livia sighed as she lay in bed.

        

        "I can't help thinking that if I had done better... But I suppose I've recently learned to accept that I did my best, and that's all I could do."

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, I couldn't say such things in front of the bereaved families."

        

        "Knowing what to say, what not to say, and understanding the appropriate time and place—seeing you grasp these things makes me feel like shedding tears of pride."

        

        "What are you, my father or something?"

        

        "I'm just saying that's how I feel."

        

        I naturally peeled an apple and placed it on a plate.

        

        Livia took a bite and said, "Damn it, that Alex... I could have caught him."

        

        "Well, he was essentially just a projection after stealing the Reaper's power. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he had already escaped by that point. We should be grateful that Erkia still maintains its form."

        

        "I suppose."

        

        In truth, while there were casualties—both people and buildings—considering the scale of the invasion, we should be thankful that the damage wasn't worse.

        

        It was nothing short of a miracle, and the soldiers and civilians who fought bravely against the monsters in each district were heroes.

        

        The same goes for those who defeated the named entities.

        

        Livia, in particular, was remarkable for taking down so many while rampaging alone.

        

        "You did well. You worked the hardest in this battle and saved many lives, so I'll praise you for that."

        

        "Huh? That's sudden... Well, I am the hero after all."

        

        "Even heroes deserve praise for a job well done. If we keep raising the bar for praise, eventually nothing will be worthy of recognition. I'm not that stingy with compliments."

        

        "Sometimes I envy you, Royce."

        

        "For what?"

        

        Livia munched on the apple I had peeled and said, "I wish I could learn to speak as prettily as you do."

        

        "You can learn. More importantly, daily practice is essential. I believe Livia is perfectly capable of it."

        

        "Really? Wait, I just realized I'm eating this apple naturally. Am I allowed to eat it?"

        

        "As I mentioned earlier, the clerics came and provided a lot of treatment. Your internal injuries are mostly healed. The serious parts remain, though. Mana nerves are dangerous to tamper with if done incorrectly."

        

        "I guess they're not easily damaged in the first place, so maybe there's a lack of experience? Aren't there any high priests?"

        

        "There are, but..." I smiled awkwardly.

        

        "If someone incorrectly treats a hero's mana nerves, it could seriously—and I'm not joking—lead to disaster. We've decided to leave your mana nerves alone until Lady Lilith or Belita wakes up."

        

        "Can't be helped then."

        

        Mana nerves often experience strain but frequently heal on their own.

        

        Moreover, they're more difficult to treat than other areas, making them challenging to heal.

        

        The already difficult surgery becomes exponentially harder when dealing with severely damaged mana nerves.

      

      
        

        Besides, it's not immediately life-threatening, and in a few days, someone who can easily treat it will wake up, so it's wise to postpone until then.

        

        If there were any failures or mistakes, it could be catastrophic.

        

        "Everyone lacks experience, it seems."

        

        "No, it's just that people don't usually survive such severe damage to their mana nerves. It seems yours ruptured again when you clashed with the Reaper at the end."

        

        "I had no choice, did I? My output wasn't working properly, so I forced it out. I'd say that was the best I could do."

        

        "Well, I acknowledge that."

        

        "Right? ...Ugh, this fever is giving me a headache. I wanted to help with Erkia's restoration work."

        

        "Even if you offered to help, everyone would feel burdened and decline, don't you think? Especially since the people in the shelters have been talking about you, and now all of Erkia is filled with stories about you."

        

        "R-Really?"

        

        Additionally, criticism of the kingdom had intensified tremendously.

        

        Everyone was talking about how Livia, who had been officially declared dead, was alive and still trying to save people.

        

        Rumors were spreading.

        

        Since it was officially revealed that the kingdom orchestrated this attack, people were saying that the announcement of Hero Olivia Reinhart's death wasn't a mistake but an attempt to discard her after she had served her purpose.

        

        While they might not have concrete evidence, this was an undeniable truth, so no one was taking steps to refute it.

        

        Or rather, it had spread too far to be contained.

        

        In any case, people were singing Livia's praises, and bards were composing songs about her.

        

        It was like striking while the iron was hot.

        

        'Well, she deserves this recognition.'

        

        I thought it was appropriate for someone who saved the world to receive such treatment.

        

        And she would need to save it once more.

        

        This time from an even more formidable foe.

        

        What was Alex planning after stealing the Reaper's power?

        

        If we fought him head-on, Livia and I would likely have the advantage, so he must be planning something else, but I couldn't figure out what.

        

        It was frustrating not being able to prepare, but there was nothing we could do.

        

        First, we needed to heal Livia, attend the United Humanity Conference, and discuss future plans in detail.

        

        The conference would address not only Alex but also the kingdom.

        

        Felix would have a tough time ahead.

        

        It would take a long time to change people's perceptions of the corrupted kingdom nobles, and it would require considerable effort.

        

        Although Lilith had been chosen as the Saint, she wouldn't become the ruler, so Felix was already designated as the next king.

        

        It would be challenging, but if it became too difficult, he would ask for help.

        

        Politics is always a headache, and getting help might not change much, but then again, it might.

        

        "This apple is delicious. I can finally eat proper food again."

        

        "I'm glad."

        

        "You'll cook for me, right, Royce? I've wanted to try your cooking for a long time."

        

        "I don't mind, but Livia, you're a good cook yourself, aren't you?"

        

        "With cooking, taste is important, but that's just meeting a baseline. The rest is about the atmosphere and what you're craving at the moment."

        

        "Well, alright. It's not a difficult request anyway."

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        She showed remarkable health for someone with a high fever.

        

        No joke—if I hadn't stopped her, she might have actually gone out to help with the restoration work.

        

        "Um... I hope it's not inappropriate to ask, but I have a small request."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Among the deceased is the first hero, Mikhail Reinhart."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        So that person who intervened was indeed Mikhail.

        

        "He shouldn't be handled like the other victims."

        

        "What would you like to do?"

        

        "Just as Titania mourned Reina's death alone, I want to grieve a little by myself."

        

        "Did you become that close?"

        

        "No, not really... It's just that it could have been the path I took, so I want to at least pay my respects. But he shouldn't be buried with the victims."

        

        "...I understand. I'll look into it."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "What kind of person was the first hero?"

        

        "Hmm, ordinary."

        

        "Ordinary?"

        

        Was she referring to his abilities?

        

        Or perhaps his impression?

        

        Maybe both.

        

        "He lost someone he loved... became consumed by hatred and malice... and became an ordinary person who could no longer love."

        

        "...I see. Was he strong?"

        

        "Yes, he was strong. I wouldn't have won without being who I am."

        

        "Indeed, he must have been incredibly powerful."

        

        "Ah, I'm not sure about the current Royce. If you use that well, you might be able to win."

        

        "I'm happy for the high praise, but I still can't use it properly."

        

        "Is that so? That's a shame."

        

        It was inevitable that I would become more accustomed to it.

        

        Even Grandia had praised me for adapting quickly, so I should be able to use it more effectively the next time I fight.

        

        "...Royce."

        

        "Yes? What is it?"

        

        Livia checked her physical condition once and then said, "For example, if you were to engage in intense exercise right now, would the resulting physical exhaustion and muscle pain be a problem?"

        

        It was a sudden question.

        

        What's this about?

        

        I'll answer anyway.

        

        "Huh? No, even before my core became the Goddess's core, I've always had good recovery. Muscle pain would go away in a day. Physical exhaustion would recover in a day or two as well."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Why do you ask so suddenly?"

        

        Livia covered herself with the blanket and lay down properly.

        

        As if she was about to sleep.

        

        "Are you going to sleep?"

        

        "Yes, sleeping is my job until Lilith and Belita wake up, right?"

        

        "That's true... But what was the intention behind your question just now?"

        

        "Nothing much, just checking to be sure."

        

        That's the thing—I was asking what she was checking for, but Livia didn't seem inclined to answer.

        

        Oh well, never mind.

        

        I haven't had proper sleep for days either, and my brain isn't functioning well.

        

        I should get some sleep too.

        

        "Then I'll come again tomorrow."

        

        "Okay, sleep well."
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        # Human Alliance Council

        

        The Human Alliance Council.

        

        As the name suggests, it's a gathering where representatives of the human alliance meet for a conference. Usually, someone of royal status attends, though not necessarily the king himself.

        

        Despite being called a council, it often served more as a venue for fostering friendships rather than keeping each other in check.

        

        Though united under the name of the Human Alliance, there were significant differences in lifespans and cultures among the members, making conflicts and problems easy to arise.

        

        This gathering was frequently organized to minimize such issues and somehow conclude matters peacefully.

        

        This particular Human Alliance Council was originally meant to be a meeting to acknowledge that the Demon King had been captured and the common enemy eliminated.

        

        Roughly speaking, it was to hold a meeting with the sentiment of: "We all know we're on the same side, right? Another Demon King will probably appear eventually, so let's not quarrel and get along well..."

        

        However, due to the recent invasion of Erkia, this council was likely to have a heavier, more solemn atmosphere rather than the usual cheerful one.

        

        "Lord Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Why am I here?!"

        

        Sylphy shouted in disbelief.

        

        I smiled slightly while adjusting my clothes.

        

        She still hasn't given up.

        

        I wanted to admire her tenacity, but sometimes in life, there are things one cannot escape. Occasionally, something comes swooping in suddenly and changes one's life.

        

        For Sylphy, this could be considered one such thing.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to quietly accept becoming the Elf representative? Titania will be going with you to this council, so it should be fine."

        

        "I never intended to do this..."

        

        "Life rarely goes according to plan. Besides, if you become Oberon, you can definitely reduce discrimination against half-elves."

        

        "That may be true, but..."

        

        "Moreover, Titania has already stated that you've essentially been acknowledged as Oberon by the World Tree, so it doesn't seem like you can refuse at this point even if you want to."

        

        "..."

        

        "It's practically a revelation from the World Tree telling you to wear the crown obediently."

        

        "Ah, ugh... I can't understand why the World Tree or Titania would want to make me, who only brings risk, a king."

        

        "I don't think it's such a bad choice."

        

        As I've mentioned, the king of the elves doesn't necessarily have to be a High Elf.

        

        She had a record of saving Elvenheim, and not only that, she could use the Meteor Bow, received the blessing of the World Tree, and played an active role in the recent Erkia invasion. It could be said she had enough honor to stand in the position of king.

        

        Moreover, despite being a half-elf, she had Titania's bloodline.

        

        Well, since the elven royal succession wasn't based on blood, it might not be that significant, but it was still useful for people to convince themselves with thoughts like, "She's Titania's grandchild after all."

        

        It had the effect of making already favorable public opinion even better.

        

        "L-Lord Royce, aren't you nervous? The Human Alliance Council is attended by high-ranking individuals from each race..."

        

        "I am nervous."

        

        "It's amazing how you don't look it at all."

        

        "Just because I'm nervous doesn't mean I need to show it."

        

        "That's impressive... I'm worried I might make mistakes."

        

        "Well, everyone makes mistakes, and as long as you don't suddenly start cursing or something of that level, you can probably get away with it because it's your first time."

        

        "My stomach is starting to hurt from nervousness."

        

        "Drink some cold water and calm down."

        

        "Ugh, by the way, what about Lady Olivia?"

        

        "She's sleeping."

        

        Actually, even if she were awake, there wasn't much for her to do.

        

        Her physical condition wasn't very positive either.

        

        Either Lilith or Belita needed to wake up.

        

        And as for Belita.

        

        It's complicated.

        

        This council would likely discuss matters related to Belita, and naturally, the topic of the hero's assassination might come up. If that happened, Belita couldn't escape responsibility.

        

        They would try to make her punishment as light as possible, but she should probably be prepared for some form of punishment.

        

        The act of attempting to assassinate the hero itself carried significant meaning, and even if it was attempted murder rather than actual murder, the crime wouldn't disappear.

        

        Personally, I was hoping Belita would wake up and provide treatment before Lilith did.

        

      

      
        That would give more reason to lighten her punishment.

        

        Well, based on their conditions, there was a high probability that Belita would wake up first, but it was still just a probability.

        

        "Why am I the only one here? I think Lady Olivia should be here too, suffering together with me."

        

        "That's hardly the mindset of someone considered one of the heroes who protected Erkia."

        

        "I just wanted to lie in bed and sleep...! I never wanted to be Oberon in the first place...!"

        

        "Usually, those who don't want to do something end up doing it well, for some reason."

        

        "Ugh! I didn't even do anything heroic enough to be called a hero."

        

        "I think you did plenty."

        

        The defeat of Dragonia, the king of the beastmen, one of the enemy's formidable opponents.

        

        After that, she brought the saint Lilith to where Livia was, helping to heal Livia's body.

        

        Therefore, all the achievements Livia made afterward could be attributed to Sylphy's contributions.

        

        After being healed, Livia went on to defeat the first hero Mihail Reinhart, the Red Dragon King Ignil, and Pluto the Reaper who had possessed Alex's body, truly living up to the name of hero.

        

        I still sometimes doubt if she's human.

        

        Though the goddess Grandia confirmed she was 100% human, I couldn't understand how she could be so strong.

        

        It couldn't be attributed to bloodline since not everyone in the Reinhart family was that strong, nor were all heroes that powerful.

        

        In fact, she defeated Mihail Reinhart, who was called the strongest among heroes, and continued fighting afterward.

        

        "Besides, thanks to Titania's extensive promotion, you're now being called the new hero of the elves."

        

        "When did she do such a thing?!"

        

        "Honestly, if I were in Titania's position, I wouldn't want to let go of Sylphy either. It might be the first retirement opportunity that has come to Titania."

        

        "..."

        

        I placed my hand on Sylphy's shoulder and said:

        

        "Why don't you just give up and accept it, Sylphy?"

        

        "It seems my fate as Oberon was decided without my knowledge!!"

        

        "It's better than having your fate decided as Titania, isn't it?"

        

        "Lord Royce!!"

        

        "In this situation, it would be beneficial in many ways to naturally take Lilith as your wife. She's a princess of a country and a saint—it's hard to find such a bride."

        

        "No!"

        

        "Besides, think about it. Having someone to support you is important. They say that even having just one person who supports you can keep you from losing hope in life."

        

        "What did Titania—I mean, Grandmother—give you?! Why are you so desperate to make me Oberon?!"

        

        "Not at all, I'm just expressing my personal thoughts."

        

        I was sincere.

        

        I unexpectedly believed she would do well.

        

        Moreover, with Lilith's assistance, there was nothing she couldn't handle.

        

        This was no joke—Lilith often seemed to guess the right answers as if she had received some divine oracle.

        

        They often say a woman's intuition shouldn't be ignored, but Lilith's intuition went beyond that—it could be called super-intuition.

        

        Such an ability to sense danger was especially important for someone in a high position.

        

        "You're noisy from the morning."

        

        "Titania."

        

        "G-Grandmother..."

        

        "Since we're going to an official place, call me Titania. In private settings, you can call me that... I'd rather you did, actually."

        

        "I'm glad to see you're healthy."

        

        "Healthy or not, I can't let this child go alone... Sigh, you're overworking an old hag like me."

        

        Among the members of the Human Alliance, she was the longest-living, and it was questionable if there was anyone older than Titania, even among monsters.

        

        Having been Titania for so long, it was understandable that Sylphy, who had to succeed her, felt burdened.

        

        "Sylphy, I'll prepare you to go alone to the next council."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Don't worry, I, myself, will educate you so that you can proudly represent the elves alone at the next Human Alliance Council."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy had a dumbfounded expression.

        

        If there was any consolation, it was that Lilith, whom Titania wanted as a marriage partner for Sylphy, not only didn't dislike Sylphy but seemed to have a favorable impression of her, and Sylphy didn't seem to dislike Lilith that much either.

        

      

      
        The union of those two wouldn't be a bad decision from various political perspectives.

        

        It would be good for Sylphy to become king for the sake of Felix, who would become king in the future.

        

        Due to various incidents in the kingdom, the current reputation was terrible, and for the sake of Felix who would inherit this, at least one of the Human Alliance should become Felix's ally.

        

        "Oh, here you are."

        

        "Prince Felix."

        

        Felix approached me, then noticed Titania and bowed his head.

        

        "I apologize for my rudeness, Titania. I, Felix Clifford, prince of the kingdom, pay my respects."

        

        "It's fine. You'll be the next king anyway, so you don't need to be so formal. I'm retiring, after all."

        

        Sylphy had a face that said, "What about my opinion?" but no one paid attention.

        

        "Sigh, Royce. I'm glad you're here... I honestly don't think I could handle this alone."

        

        "You're overestimating me. I can only do what's within common sense."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Nobles are dumber than you think."

        

        "..."

        

        What should I say when the current highest noble, the prince, says this?

        

        The weight of his words is different.

        

        "Many grow up being pampered, and having lacked nothing, they often have no concept of economy and lack that common sense you mentioned."

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        "They could learn if they don't know, but they don't even have the attitude to learn. They don't understand that while ignorance is shameful, not being ashamed of one's ignorance is even more disgraceful."

        

        "..."

        

        He seemed to have a lot pent up, venting his frustrations rapidly.

        

        Politics is indeed troublesome.

        

        "Anyway, I trust you more than most nobles."

        

        "Actually, Livia—ahem, the hero would be more suitable for this position than me."

        

        "About that."

        

        Felix turned pale and said:

        

        "I'd appreciate if you'd let that slide. I still remember when she caused quite a commotion by speaking rudely to nobles during a banquet we held before."

        

        "Well, Livia never really liked nobles who had power without doing anything, both now and in the past."

        

        Even before being betrayed, Livia didn't view nobles very favorably.

        

        To be precise, she disliked nobles who wielded power without taking responsibility.

        

        It might be surprising, but Livia had a sense of noblesse oblige from back then.

        

        Even if it was distorted and twisted, it was twisted in the direction of being a hero.

        

        "Anyway, let's get going. Royce, you don't need to say too much. I'm the prince, so I'll take the lead."

        

        "Of course."

        

        "If you notice the atmosphere going in a strange direction, just correct it. Feel free to speak up if you notice anything."

        

        "Don't expect too much. I'm just a commoner from the slums."

        

        "Haha, my earlier statement about trusting you more than most nobles was no lie. Let's go now."

        

        "Yes."

        

        As I naturally rose, Titania and Sylphy also stood up.

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "How about you take the seat and I provide a little assistance from behind?"

        

        "Oh, please. Do I need to vomit here as proof of my nervousness for you to come to your senses?"

        

        "You're too confident for me to argue. Alright, alright... I'll take the seat."

        

        Considering the topic of this council, it was certainly going to be a headache.

        

        Especially for Felix.

        

        Of the four noble families, three were traitors, and one was assassinated.

        

        One of them was even his own father.

        

        Thinking about the hardships he would face, I couldn't help but feel sympathy.
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        The representative of the Human Alliance Council doesn't necessarily have to be a 'king.'

        

        In fact, the human representative was essentially Alex Reynolds, who wasn't a king, and neither were the representatives of the dwarves and beastkin.

        

        As mentioned earlier, since it was primarily a council for fostering friendly relations, it wasn't considered that important.

        

        The meetings were often cordial, and while political matters were discussed, everyone tried to downplay issues to strengthen the alliance.

        

        In other words, it was similar to a forum for consensus.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        Five representatives sat at the round table.

        

        The human representative, Felix Clifort, a man from the Clifort family and the crown prince.

        

        The elven representative, the current Titania.

        

        The dwarven representative, Moradin Numen.

        

        The beastkin representative, Iliya Hasht.

        

        The dragonkin representative, Rainos.

        

        In fact, among those present, except for Titania, none were currently 'kings.'

        

        Well, the dragonkin king Dragonia was essentially a traitor to the Human Alliance, so that was an exception.

        

        In this atmosphere, the first to speak was the dwarf representative, Moradin.

        

        "Then, though I may not be worthy, I, Moradin Numen, as the dwarven representative, will serve as the chairperson for this Human Alliance Council meeting."

        

        Moradin Numen.

        

        Among the many blacksmiths of the dwarves, he was a skilled craftsman who enjoyed the king's deep trust.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he was someone who could have become king but had refused the throne.

        

        His long beard and wrinkles not only showed that no one could escape the passage of time but also hinted at his experience.

        

        Unfortunately, due to his aging body, his combat ability wasn't particularly high, so he couldn't actively participate in the recent Erkia invasion. However, he was a master craftsman who had created numerous legendary swords and weapons.

        

        It was said that during the recent attack, he lent his weapons to soldiers free of charge.

        

        "Traditionally, the chairperson of the Human Alliance Council would be the human representative, but in the current situation, that seems difficult."

        

        "I understand."

        

        That was all I could say in response.

        

        Once it was revealed that the kingdom had essentially orchestrated the recent attack, the human representative couldn't take the chair.

        

        What had been a light-hearted meeting suddenly transformed into a heavy one, with an atmosphere more oppressive than I had imagined.

        

        "Then let's begin the meeting. First, we can't avoid discussing the recent invasion of Erkia. I'd like to hear an overview of the events leading up to the invasion."

        

        "Royce, may I ask you to do this?"

        

        Felix looked at me.

        

        Well, if it was about explaining the overview, it would be better for me to do it than Felix.

        

        "Excuse me. My name is Royce."

        

        "Just Royce? No surname? You're a commoner?"

        

        When a beastkin behind Iliya said that, the atmosphere instantly turned cold.

        

        Eventually, Iliya grabbed the beastkin's head and slammed it onto the round table.

        

        "Guh!"

        

        "This isn't the Beastkin Nation. Don't you understand that every word from your mouth reflects on the honor of all beastkin?"

        

        I thought immediate punishment might be a bit much, but being beastkin, they probably didn't mind such things.

        

        "I-I'm sorry..."

        

        "Apologize to Lord Royce, not to me."

        

      

      
        "I-I was rude... I'm s-sorry."

        

        "Lord Royce, please forgive him. He's still young and not fully educated. I will properly discipline him later."

        

        "It's fine."

        

        Iliya Hasht.

        

        The priestess of the beastkin.

        

        Different from a saint, she wasn't blessed with anything special, but she was the most skilled in barrier arts among the beastkin.

        

        For the beastkin, protecting their homes was of utmost importance, and they tended to regard their homes as sacred grounds, making them a race believed to never betray.

        

        They had strong bonds to their groups and nations, and their love was equally strong.

        

        It wasn't easy for them to open their hearts, but once they did, they became comrades you could trust with your back.

        

        "Then I will explain the overview of the Erkia invasion."

        

        "Please do."

        

        "Where to begin... I'll start from the very beginning. As everyone knows, the Hero's Party was formed and began their journey to defeat the Demon Lord."

        

        This might be a roundabout explanation, but it would be best to provide a comprehensive overview.

        

        I decided to explain things in order, as skipping details with the assumption that everyone already knew would only lead to more trouble later.

        

        Fortunately, everyone listened to the story seriously without complaint.

        

        "Thus, the Hero's Party, including Alex Reynolds, attempted to assassinate the Hero. In fact, Hero Olivia Reinhart was on the brink of death due to Death's poison... or more precisely, Death's curse."

        

        "That Hero was driven to the brink of death, you say?"

        

        Moradin stroked his beard, muttering in disbelief.

        

        "Afterward, I happened to find her, treated the nearly dead Hero, and then headed to Elvenheim to break the curse."

        

        "I see. Since Elvenheim has the sap of the World Tree... you thought that if you could obtain it, you could break the curse."

        

        "Indeed, there were records that the curse, commonly known as Death's poison, had been cured with the sap of the World Tree."

        

        While healing magic at the level of the Pope or a Saint might not have been entirely impossible, seeking them out at that time wasn't practical. The Pope was also from the royal capital, and there was some doubt about whether they could be trusted.

        

        The reclusive elves seemed more trustworthy, and approaching them seemed more promising.

        

        "We reached Elvenheim, but there was an attack by Demon Lord's Army executives."

        

        "That's... something I'm hearing for the first time."

        

        "One of the Demon Lord's Army executives was defeated by Hero Olivia Reinhart, and the other was somehow brought down by the brave elves here, including Sylphy."

        

        "Oh?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy was barely breathing.

        

        The atmosphere was indeed heavy, so I could understand.

        

        In fact, I also found it uncomfortable to breathe in such a weighty atmosphere.

        

        "And in that battle, Reina Forest, one of those who betrayed the Hero, perished."

        

        "..."

        

        Titania showed a slightly sad expression but quickly erased that emotion from her face.

        

        "The reason we didn't report this was because we already suspected it was Alex Reynolds' doing. If we had made a big issue of it at that time, we couldn't predict what Alex might do in the royal capital."

        

        "I see."

        

        "When we received information that Alex Reynolds was coming to Erkia, we intended to handle the matter discreetly, but..."

        

        "Alex Reynolds went on a rampage more than expected."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Well, to be precise, Alex noticed that Livia and I weren't spreading word about him, and he preemptively struck, hastily causing trouble before the Human Alliance Council could convene.

        

      

      
        So there was a sense of urgency in handling various matters.

        

        In truth, it probably wasn't that important to Alex.

        

        For Alex, who only cared about having his existence affirmed, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that everything else was inconsequential to him.

        

        But there's no need to mention that now.

        

        "Thus, the human traitors, including Alex Reynolds, initiated this invasion of Erkia, and that's the overview of how the Erkia invasion came about."

        

        "I see. Then, to summarize the main culprits of this attack..."

        

        "Alex Reynolds, Mihail Reinhart, and..."

        

        "Our king, Dragonia."

        

        The dragonkin representative, Rainos, spoke in a heavy voice.

        

        "I apologize. I suppose we dragonkin have no right to speak at this meeting."

        

        "No, it's alright. Based on recent actions, it's believed that this incident was the sole action of the dragonkin king, Dragonia. There are quite a few stories circulating about other dragonkin saving people."

        

        "Indeed, King Dragonia didn't inform us of anything. Whether he judged that he couldn't get our consent... that much I can't say."

        

        "There's no point in discussing Dragonia, who is already dead."

        

        It's said that Sylphy killed Dragonia.

        

        Perhaps because of this, Sylphy wore a very awkward expression.

        

        She hadn't done anything wrong, but it seemed she couldn't look Rainos in the face properly.

        

        "Mihail Reinhart... The First Hero is one of the main culprits?"

        

        "The First Hero, Mihail Reinhart, was dealt with by the current Hero, Olivia Reinhart, and their battle was witnessed by many people in the shelter."

        

        "Impressive, the Hero... Even though she wasn't in perfect condition, she faced both the First Hero and Ignil, the King of Red Dragons, simultaneously. As a beastkin, I can't help but admire such strength."

        

        Beastkin tended to admire the strong.

        

        Of course, this was true for dragonkin as well.

        

        Rainos might have wanted to express the same admiration but, judging that they had no right to speak, maintained silence.

        

        Unlike King Dragonia, this dragonkin named Rainos seemed quite rational.

        

        "By the way, how is Hero Olivia Reinhart's condition? I heard she was suffering from a high fever."

        

        "Due to damage to her mana nerves, it would be best for her to rest until Lady Lilith or Lady Belita wakes up."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Then..."

        

        The chairperson, Moradin, stroked his beard and said:

        

        "Before we discuss other matters, there's something we need to address."

        

        "..."

        

        "Regarding the treatment of Belita Bright. Currently, Alex Reynolds has fled, Reina Forest is deceased, and among the human traitors who attempted to assassinate the Hero, only Belita Bright remains in our custody."

        

        I expected this topic to come up, but not this quickly.

        

        It's an issue they want to address immediately.

        

        I unconsciously let out a small sigh.

        

        Livia had asked me for a favor.

        

        She said this topic about Belita would definitely come up, so she asked me to handle it.

        

        Well, it couldn't be helped.

        

        I essentially had to take on the role of a defense attorney.

        

        'This is going to be a long one.'

        

        Though not as much as Sylphy, I also felt like I wanted to just leave.
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        Those Involved in the Hero's Assassination

        

        Looking broadly, there would be quite a few, but those who could be called the main culprits were three people.

        

        Alex Reynolds.

        

        Reina Forest.

        

        Belita Bright.

        

        Among those three, only Belita Bright was currently in our hands, and in Reina Forest's case, she was already dead and couldn't be punished.

        

        Even if Alex was set aside for now, there was no way Belita's case wouldn't come up.

        

        After all, this was about the assassination of the Hero.

        

        "It will be execution, I suppose."

        

        Iliya, the representative of the beastfolk, spoke with a somewhat sharp voice.

        

        It wasn't that she didn't understand the situation, but beastfolk hated "betrayal" the most.

        

        There was even a saying that if you betrayed a beastfolk, they would follow you to the depths of hell. For them, choosing betrayal was a disgrace to their race, and they were a race that would rather choose death than betray someone.

        

        Of course, there were always exceptions, but generally speaking, this way of thinking was common sense among beastfolk.

        

        "The charges are attempted assassination of the Hero, impersonation of a Saint... And considering her connection to Alex Reynolds, we could also charge her with betrayal of humanity."

        

        "..."

        

        Moradin, the dwarven representative, spoke in an emotionless voice, coldly stating only the facts.

        

        "Looking at the charges alone, execution is a foregone conclusion, and it's a matter that should be dealt with promptly."

        

        "We certainly can't forgive Alex Reynolds, but the same goes for Belita Bright. To commit such a dishonorable act while holding the honorable position in the Hero's party."

        

        "Please calm yourself, Lord Iliya."

        

        "..."

        

        At Titania's words, the excited Iliya barely managed to calm herself.

        

        She seemed quite angry.

        

        That emotion was proof of her kindness.

        

        Being able to shed tears and feel anger over human tragedy was evidence of having proper human emotions.

        

        Considering how pressured she must feel in that position, yet still reacting like this, she must fundamentally be a good person.

        

        "Prince Felix."

        

        "Hmm, I suppose it's alright to speak. ...Everyone, following what was said earlier, I apologize, but Royce has something to say regarding this agenda item."

        

        "Permission to speak granted."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Everyone's attention turned to me once again.

        

        It's burdensome.

        

        But there's no helping it.

        

        "Regarding Belita Bright, I received a letter from Hero Olivia Reinhart asking me to deliver a message if the matter of Belita Bright's punishment came up in this meeting."

        

        "Oh? A letter from Lady Olivia?"

        

        Moradin's eyes lit up.

        

        "May I see it?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        I slowly walked over and handed the letter to Moradin, who opened it and checked its contents.

        

        Having heard it was a letter from the Hero, the others were holding their breath, waiting to hear its contents.

        

        And so, a moment of silence passed.

        

        "What does it say, Lord Moradin?"

        

        Of course, I had edited it.

        

        If I had submitted what Livia wrote as is, it wouldn't have been presentable in a political setting. So I watched her write it and advised her on what not to write, helping to modify the letter's contents.

        

        Each statement she made was too strong.

        

        Some might appreciate such directness and honesty, but in most cases, honesty that doesn't fit the setting is considered rude.

        

        I don't think Livia necessarily needs to change.

        

        These things should be handled by people who can handle them.

        

        "To summarize, it's a petition asking for Belita Bright's punishment to be lightened."

        

        "What!?"

        

        Iliya was more surprised than anyone else.

        

        Though not as much as Iliya, everyone who didn't know the circumstances was surprised, and even Moradin, who had read the letter, seemed slightly taken aback.

        

        "No, no, not to make the punishment heavier, but lighter? Is that really a letter from the Hero?"

        

        "If you doubt it, you're welcome to verify it later."

        

        "No, well."

        

        Iliya calmed her excited mind and spoke.

        

        "That was a rude remark, I misspoke."

        

        "It's fine."

        

        "But it's a letter I can't understand with just that. The Hero was the one who was betrayed, wasn't she? And from what I heard, it wasn't just an ordinary injury."

        

        "Lord Royce, could you tell us about the Hero's condition when you found her?"

        

        "..."

        

        Lying wouldn't be good here.

      

      
        

        "One-third of her head was blown off, and her heart was also pierced. Not only that, but her right arm was severed, and her mana circuits were severely damaged due to the Reaper's curse."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        Everyone who heard my words must have thought, 'How is she still alive?'

        

        I didn't have mind-reading abilities, but that much was obvious without needing to peek into their thoughts.

        

        "How could she survive in that state... No, let's leave it at that. Even if I heard the answer, it would be difficult for an old man like me to understand."

        

        Moradin shook his head as he spoke.

        

        In fact, age had nothing to do with it.

        

        She was simply a person whose very existence was questionable.

        

        It was an even more questionable vitality because I had received assurance that even monsters, reapers, or goddesses would die if they suffered that much damage.

        

        "Anyway, if she suffered such injuries, it would be understandable if she held a grudge. Even if the Hero personally doesn't hold a grudge, for the sake of the Human Alliance, we should impose a heavy punishment."

        

        'Well, that's reasonable.'

        

        If Livia had been just an ordinary person, it might have been possible to lighten the punishment based on Livia's forgiveness, but Livia was the Hero, the hope of humanity, and someone had attempted to assassinate her.

        

        And that someone was a member of the Hero's party.

        

        If the punishment were lightened, it wouldn't set a proper example, and there was a legitimate fear that order might break down in various ways.

        

        "I'm not suggesting that Belita Bright shouldn't be held accountable, but rather that she should receive a lighter punishment in consideration of her circumstances."

        

        "Oh? What circumstances would those be?"

        

        "Let me explain from here."

        

        Felix interjected.

        

        In fact, the reason Felix participated in this Erkia meeting was because both Alex and the head of the Bright family were attending at the same time.

        

        I heard that he had noticed the experiments on artificial spirit users and was gathering information, intending to report it at this meeting.

        

        In that sense, it couldn't be denied that Alex's actions before that were both fortunate timing and an accurate judgment.

        

        Annoyingly so.

        

        Felix naturally passed around some documents, and when people saw what was written in them, their expressions contorted.

        

        "What is this... Artificial spirit user experiments?"

        

        "This is insane, it's human experimentation...!"

        

        "The kingdom went this far..."

        

        "Shamefully, all of the four noble families except the Courtney family were cooperating with the artificial spirit user experiments and simultaneously covering them up."

        

        "Are you saying that includes the Clifford family, which is Prince Felix's family?"

        

        "Yes. My father, King Cromwell Clifford, cooperated with it. Although he later died completely and became a puppet, it's reasonable to assume he cooperated while he was alive."

        

        I could almost hear someone criticizing how well the country was being run.

        

        Honestly, there was nothing to say in defense.

        

        Three of the four noble families participated in inhumane experiments, and the only family that didn't participate was assassinated.

        

        I thought that perhaps, depending on the circumstances, the four noble families might be completely replaced.

        

        "Belita Bright is a test subject of that experiment."

        

        "What...!"

        

        "Most of the experimental data from the first experiment was incinerated, but..."

        

        Felix looked at me for a moment.

        

        He seemed to be trying to be considerate by not talking about me.

        

        Besides, unlike with Belita, there was no need to talk about my situation here.

        

        "Using the remaining data from the first experiment, they started a second experiment, and Belita Bright is a successful case of that experiment."

        

        "Wait a moment, I understand that Belita Bright is currently 15 years old. But the start date of this experiment is..."

        

        "..."

        

        Moradin muttered in disbelief, but Felix's expression said more than words could, causing Moradin to turn pale.

        

        And he clenched his fist.

        

        "They conducted such inhumane experiments on a 4-5 year old child...?"

        

        "How many people died from this... And cutting off limbs, deliberately injecting poison... This is torture."

        

        "...Hmm, I see. So you're asking us to consider that she's a child who has been subjected to such torture since childhood and is still only 15 years old."

        

        "That's right, Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        I stepped forward again and spoke.

        

        "What Belita Bright did is certainly unforgivable, but she has been continuously abused by her father, Helen Bright, since childhood."

        

        The very concept of making her own choices probably didn't exist for her.

        

        She was like a kind of doll that had to follow orders even if some thoughts crossed her mind.

        

        "She grew up without ever having a chance to make a single choice, and she was absolutely devoid of self-awareness."

        

        "..."

        

        "Eventually, she attempted self-harm multiple times, but due to the super-regenerative ability from the experiments, even death was impossible for her. In fact, if you look at the skin on her arms, you can see traces of healing magic being used frequently in a short period of time."

        

        "I see..."

        

      

      
        "That's her situation, and now let me talk about her achievements."

        

        "Achievements?"

        

        In fact, the previous story was just to appeal to their emotions.

        

        It was entirely up to the discretion of those making the judgment.

        

        It would be nice if everything could be done according to the law, but humans aren't perfect enough to solve all worldly matters by law, and since laws are made by humans, they aren't perfect either.

        

        So, in many cases, the severity of punishment depends on the discretion of the person making the judgment.

        

        This situation was the same, and while some people might reduce the sentence after knowing these circumstances, others might not care and pass the same judgment.

        

        I honestly don't know which is wrong.

        

        I think it clearly differs for each case.

        

        "Despite her betrayal, she saved many people as a member of the Hero's party. If Hero Olivia Reinhart defeated more enemies than anyone else as the hope of humanity, then Belita Bright saved countless people from the brink of death."

        

        "That certainly can't be denied."

        

        Although she wasn't a real Saint, she had saved as many people as any historical Saint.

        

        "And during the recent invasion of Erkia, the massive healing magic formation that significantly reduced the number of casualties was the work of Belita Bright and Lady Lilith."

        

        I heard that Lilith essentially just provided mana, while Belita did all the technical work.

        

        Titania immediately responded to this.

        

        "Let me testify to that. I can confirm that the massive healing magic formation was deployed by Belita Bright."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "And while it was the real Saint, Lady Lilith, who healed the already devastated Olivia Reinhart, it was Belita Bright who taught Lady Lilith the healing method."

        

        Well, this couldn't completely erase what had happened, but it was worth appealing with whatever we had.

        

        "So I ask that you acknowledge her past and what she has done."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        A moment of silence passed.

        

        Some just looked at me, while others frowned as they examined the documents they had received.

        

        Most of the people gathered here were high-ranking individuals from each race.

        

        It was pleasing to know that such individuals felt moral repulsion, a kind of disgust, towards inhumane experiments.

        

        "May I ask one question?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Moradin looked at me and spoke.

        

        "Are both the Hero... and Lord Royce going this far for Belita Bright?"

        

        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment.

        

        If I just blurted out what was in my head, it could be interpreted negatively even if that wasn't my intention.

        

        And then I spoke.

        

        "She's a child who never had a chance to make her own choices in her entire life. She's no different from a five-year-old child who has just grown physically."

        

        Though she's fifteen, her mind is stuck at five.

        

        Only now has that frozen time begun to move.

        

        "We... no, I couldn't think it was right to take away all of the future of such a child."

        

        "I see."

        

        It might have been my imagination, but Moradin seemed to smile slightly.

        

        "A lot of information has come in suddenly."

        

        Moradin stretched his back and said.

        

        "Let's take a 10-minute break and then resume."

        

        In reality, it was a meeting among each race under the name of a break.

        

        It was a roundabout way of saying they wanted to talk among themselves.

        

        Well, having suddenly received a lot of information, everyone except the humans and elves would understandably be confused.

        

        Especially Rhynos, the representative of the beastfolk, would probably have quite a headache like Felix, since even their king had committed such acts.

        

        "..."

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I had done everything I could.

        

        'Now the question is how each race will respond...'

        

        If this were simply an assassination case, the human side and the victim, Livia, could handle it themselves.

        

        It's just that Livia wasn't an ordinary person but the "hope of humanity," and because someone tried to assassinate her and was allied with Alex, the betrayer of humanity, it became an issue for the Human Alliance.

        

        There were quite a few cases where even if the victim forgave, the law did not.

        

        It was more for the sake of order than for the victim.

        

        "You did well, Royce."

        

        "In the end, it seems I ended up speaking more, Prince Felix?"

        

        "That's just your imagination."

        

        What a sly fox.

        

        Anyway, is this still not over?

        

        At this rate, we might be in meetings for hours.
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        "But will this really absolve Lady Belita of her crimes?"

        

        "It's difficult."

        

        "It's difficult."

        

        "It would be difficult."

        

        "All answering at the same time...!"

        

        During the break, Sylphy asked a question, and Titania, Felix, and I all answered simultaneously.

        

        "If this were a simple attempted murder case, the victim's petition would carry significant weight, and depending on the circumstances, a suspended sentence might be possible. But this is an attempted murder of a 'Hero'."

        

        "Is that so different?"

        

        "Well, debating the value of life isn't really my preference... Royce, could you explain instead?"

        

        "..."

        

        I was beginning to suspect this person was just pawning off things he found bothersome to explain onto me.

        

        He seemed to behave politely with a beautiful voice befitting his appearance to others, but with me, perhaps because I'd seen his true nature, he tended to tease me a bit and show a somewhat nastier side.

        

        Well, it wasn't particularly difficult, so I might as well explain.

        

        "Morally and religiously, the value of all lives is equal, but legally, there can be some differences."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "It's an extreme example, but should the punishment for murdering Titania be the same as for murdering an ordinary elven citizen?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Why am I the example?"

        

        "I apologize. You were just standing right there."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Anyway, legally there isn't much discrimination. But since those who pass judgment are ordinary humans, they can't help but be influenced."

        

        People aren't perfect, and the laws made by people aren't perfect either.

        

        When imperfect beings gather to pass judgment, imperfect verdicts are common. Even when a seemingly reasonable verdict is reached, someone might still be dissatisfied.

        

        Who the deceased was often unexpectedly influenced the verdict.

        

        Moreover, whether we like it or not, this is a society with social classes, so the atmosphere of the verdict could differ greatly depending on whether the deceased was a noble or a commoner.

        

        "What Belita attempted was the assassination of a Hero. The crime of trying to assassinate humanity's hope is not light, and all races in the Human Alliance have the right to demand accountability."

        

        "..."

        

        "I hate to say this, but even if Livia forgave her personally, the Human Alliance might not. From their perspective, they need to make an example to prevent similar incidents in the future."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Even if not exactly the same as this case, discord could arise from various situations. Though in this case, conversely, there's no way to stop a Hero if they become a tyrant."

        

        "In that case, one would need to exercise flexibility and properly assess the situation. Who was right, who was wrong... the circumstances, you know."

        

        "..."

        

        "And at this point, Hero Olivia Reinhart, though perhaps somewhat aggressive, is not comparable to a tyrannical Hero, but rather a hero who has admirably completed her duties."

        

        No one could deny that Livia had been somewhat self-righteous, but while her personality might have been difficult, her intentions weren't bad, and whatever trouble she might have caused, she had saved much more.

        

        At the very least, in terms of her dedication to saving lives, one couldn't say Livia wasn't an excellent Hero.

        

        In the public eye, that is.

      

      
        

        "Oh, then is there meaning in defending Lady Belita...?"

        

        "There is."

        

        "There is."

        

        "There is indeed."

        

        "Answering simultaneously again..."

        

        "The goal is simple: to have Belita Bright's trial transferred to the human side, that's all."

        

        "..."

        

        "If it's labeled as an attempted Hero assassination, other members of the Human Alliance would have the qualification and right to intervene in the trial. A Hero isn't just the hope of humans but the hope of all humanoid races."

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the authority to express anger and impose punishment for attempting to extinguish that spark of hope belongs to all of humanity.

        

        For an ordinary criminal of another race, they might be transferred to their own race for punishment, or punished in the nation where the crime occurred.

        

        In such cases, depending on the situation, one nation would take the lead in imposing punishment.

        

        But because this involved a Hero, all races wanted to have their say.

        

        They had reason to intervene.

        

        "So our goal is to get them to agree that Belita Bright's punishment will be decided by a human trial, and then... well, we'll figure out the rest when we get there."

        

        Overcoming the current wall wasn't going to be easy.

        

        "Still, they seemed slightly favorable. Or is that just my impression?"

        

        "The artificial spirit mage experiment seems to have shocked them."

        

        "And with her recent achievements in Erkia, they might accept it more easily than expected?"

        

        "I hope so."

        

        The dragon representative, Rhinos, had almost no voice due to the Dragonia incident.

        

        In other words, if we could somehow persuade Moradin, the dwarf representative, and Iliya, the beastkin representative, we could put out the immediate fire.

        

        Fortunately, both possessed a universal sense of morality and showed genuine disgust at the artificial spirit mage experiment.

        

        "Sigh."

        

        "You look tired, Royce."

        

        "Prince Felix, I seem to have done most of the talking. Besides, once Belita's matter is settled, we'll need to bring up Alex as well."

        

        Moreover, they might have other matters to discuss, so this meeting wasn't going to end quickly, and I was only getting more tired as time passed.

        

        I disliked crowded places and didn't particularly enjoy being the center of attention.

        

        While I enjoyed watching lively banquets, participating in them was burdensome.

        

        No, it's not that I disliked them entirely, but they seemed to drain my energy faster than fighting.

        

        "It's about time again."

        

        "How about treating me to a meal later?"

        

        "Finding someone to speak on your behalf at the Human Alliance meeting for just that much? That's cheap."

        

        "Did you really bring me here to dump the things you found bothersome to explain?"

        

        "Haha."

        

        Sometimes I feel the urge to punch that sly face of his.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        "Then let's continue the Human Alliance meeting."

        

        The interim chairman, Moradin, said as he took his seat, and as the others didn't seem to have any objections, the atmosphere of the meeting quickly spread throughout the venue once more.

        

        "I have a question for Lord Royce."

        

        As soon as the meeting started, Iliya raised her hand and spoke. I glanced at Felix and Moradin before stepping forward.

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        "I just read the Hero's letter, and it seems Belita Bright has suicidal tendencies beyond self-harm... is that correct?"

        

        "Yes, it is. And judging by her actions and words, she tends to view death as salvation."

        

        "...I see. Sigh, I knew Helen Bright. I never imagined someone with such a kind face would do such cruel things to her own daughter."

        

        People possess both good and evil aspects.

        

        What if someone is devoted and kind to me, but has a reputation as an evil person in the world?

        

        Conversely, what if someone is truly despicable to me, but everyone else praises them as a hero?

        

        What should one do in such cases?

        

        Should one suppress their emotions and follow the world's reputation, or should one be true to their feelings despite everything? I couldn't say.

        

        I believe the answer varies case by case.

        

        "I understand. The beastkin side will leave Belita Bright's trial to the humans. However, that doesn't mean her crimes shouldn't be addressed. You're not suggesting we forgo a trial altogether, are you?"

        

        "Of course not. Saying we won't take away her future doesn't mean she's free from all responsibility."

        

        "Good."

        

        Honestly, emotionally, I just wanted to forgive her and be done with it, but individual desires don't always align with what's possible.

        

        The world requires examples, courtesy, and fairness.

        

        Therefore, whether we liked it or not, Belita had to face judgment.

        

        What punishment she would receive afterward, I couldn't say.

        

        "..."

        

        Naturally, our attention turned to Moradin, representing the dwarves.

        

        "It's difficult for me to give an answer right here. I'd like to speak with her once she wakes up. I'd like to make my judgment after that, if that's acceptable?"

        

        "Of course. We'll arrange for you to speak with Belita Bright as soon as she regains consciousness."

        

        "Yes, thank you. ...Well then."

        

        "The dragon side naturally has nothing to say. Frankly, Belita Bright's matter isn't important to us right now. Like the beastkin side, we'll leave it to the humans."

        

        They're probably busy taking care of their own race.

        

        With their king being a traitor to humanity, they'll be busy moving forward.

        

        With this, except for Moradin, everyone essentially expressed that as long as a fair trial was held for Belita, they wouldn't particularly intervene.

        

        I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

        

        "Then let's discuss the most important matter of this meeting."

        

        "..."

        

        "About Alex Reynolds."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.141[Human Alliance Conference - 07]

      
        "Honestly, I'm utterly shocked. I thought Alex Reynolds was a member of the hero's party, and while he was somewhat aggressive, I believed he had love for the kingdom."

        

        Iliya recalled her impression of Alex.

        

        She had thought he was hiding something, but everyone has things they hide, and everyone has secrets that could be considered ugly.

        

        That's why Iliya had evaluated Alex as someone who, despite being somewhat aggressive, definitely had patriotism. The fact that such a person had betrayed humanity was enough to give her a headache.

        

        "Hmm, I share the same opinion."

        

        Moradin gave the same response.

        

        As part of the hero's party, Moradin had known Alex even before they set out on their journey.

        

        Though Alex had grown somewhat cold over time, Moradin's assessment was that he was still a diligent person.

        

        "......"

        

        Royce kept his mouth shut.

        

        It seemed pointless to discuss Alex's psychological analysis at this moment.

        

        It was true that he had a personality prone to causing conflicts, but most people had evaluated him as a diligent person.

        

        He must have actually tried hard.

        

        Perhaps until the very end, he had been trying to live a normal life, wondering if it might be possible. This was too emotional an assessment to voice aloud.

        

        After all, defending someone who had betrayed humanity, especially in a formal setting like this rather than in private, wouldn't be appropriate.

        

        "Well, what's done is done. First... Royce, would you explain?"

        

        When Titania spoke formally, Royce felt slightly awkward but immediately began speaking.

        

        "There's much to say about Alex Reynolds, the mastermind behind the invasion of Erkia. First, we need to revisit the artificial spirit mage experiments."

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "Because he inserted a core needed for the artificial spirit mage experiment into his own body."

        

        "He did it himself? To gain the qualities of a spirit mage?"

        

        "From here, the story becomes somewhat blasphemous..."

        

        -That's enough, Royce. I'll explain it myself.

        

        "...As you wish. I was trying to be considerate by hiding your presence."

        

        -It's fine.

        

        "......"

        

        "Lord Royce? Why did you suddenly stop speaking? Is something wrong?"

        

        The others tilted their heads in confusion, apparently unable to hear the voice that Royce heard.

        

        It was better that fewer people knew.

        

        "I would like to request that everyone except the representatives of the dwarves, dragonkin, and beastkin leave the room."

        

        "What?"

        

        "This information is shared between the human and elven representatives, but depending on the circumstances, it could cause significant problems. I also request that the representatives maintain confidentiality as much as possible. Ideally, this is information that should be taken to the grave."

        

        "Is it that serious?"

        

        "Yes. In fact, it would be best not to discuss this at all, but since we fought so openly in Erkia, I can't avoid it."

        

        "......"

        

        The representatives pondered for a moment.

        

        "Withdraw."

        

        "Lady Iliya!"

        

        "I said withdraw. However, Lord Royce, depending on what you say, we may share it with others."

        

        "That will be left to your individual judgment. I trust you'll make wise decisions."

        

        "...All of you, step back."

        

        "You too, leave. I'll call you back when the time comes."

        

        With that, the subordinates of the representatives left the meeting room, though somewhat confused by their superiors' orders. The already spacious meeting room now felt even emptier.

        

        "Will you explain now?"

        

        "This person will do the explaining."

        

        "This person?"

        

      

      
        Light flickered from Royce's body.

        

        "This is..."

        

        Eventually, the light concentrated in one spot and formed the figure of a woman.

        

        Her appearance was incredibly benevolent, bathed in light, and it even felt as if the surrounding magical energy was trembling. Everyone's gaze was filled with astonishment, and even Titania, Sylphy, and Felix, who knew about this from previous discussions, swallowed dryly as they looked at her.

        

        "This sacred magical energy... Who exactly are you...?"

        

        "That face, I've seen it before... Definitely in the ruins that remain in the beastkin country..."

        

        "Hello, proud children living in the present."

        

        Her voice resonated.

        

        It seemed unnecessary for her to draw on Royce's magical energy like this, but currently, Grandia couldn't manifest in the mortal realm with such "dignity" without Royce providing magical energy.

        

        Only Royce, who knew the truth, felt somewhat ambivalent about the situation.

        

        "I am Grandia, the being you call a goddess."

        

        "Goddess...!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Gasp!"

        

        Without hesitation, everyone rose from their seats, moved to the side, and knelt on one knee, adopting a reverent attitude.

        

        Even though it had been a very long time since a goddess had directly appeared in the world, they instinctively recognized that the being before them was the "true goddess" and their creator.

        

        In fact, Royce remembered that he and Olivia had been overwhelmed by the same feeling in the Spirit Forest.

        

        Their mother.

        Their creator.

        The goddess, Grandia.

        

        She spoke with a benevolent smile.

        

        "Please rise and take your seats."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Everyone awkwardly returned to their seats.

        

        'This is the normal reaction, after all.'

        

        Royce thought as he spoke.

        

        "I understand your confusion, but let me explain first. If you have questions, I'll address them later. Now, Goddess, please proceed."

        

        "Yes, let's do that."

        

        ***

        

        "Couldn't we just keep this hidden?"

        

        Iliya frowned, clutching her head after hearing the full explanation.

        

        "The world wasn't created by the goddess, and the goddess is essentially a powerful spirit. Alex Reynolds exploited this fact to steal the power of death."

        

        "Oh, isn't common sense supposed to be consistent and stable? How many common beliefs have just been shattered?"

        

        "At this point, devout clergy would have their entire worldview collapse! I should have been the one to leave, not my subordinates...! Such a story... I'm a priestess of the beastkin, you know?"

        

        Iliya sighed.

        

        "While I may not be a saint, my position requires faith... This is no joke, it's information that's difficult to share widely."

        

        "But it makes sense. The goddess just emerged from Lord Royce's body. In other words..."

        

        "You made a contract with the goddess?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Well... With a real example right before our eyes, it's not strange to believe that Alex Reynolds obtained the power of death."

        

        In reality, my case was a transfer, while Alex's was theft, so both were quite different from the contracts that spirit mages typically make, but there seemed no need to explain in such detail.

        

        After all, they had just received sudden information—information that could turn their world upside down—so it was already remarkable that they were keeping up with the situation.

        

        "I'd like to know if you plan to report this honestly when you return to your respective countries."

        

        Felix exhaled softly as he spoke, and everyone fell silent at his words.

        

        "I'll have to inform the king, at the very least."

        

        "Same here, though we should avoid revealing this to the citizens."

        

      

      
        "The dragonkin are the same. No, honestly, since we don't dwell deeply on such matters, I think it won't be a major issue for us dragonkin."

        

        "To be frank, was it necessary to reveal this to us? You could have easily kept it hidden while explaining the situation."

        

        Why are you looking at me when you say that?

        

        I tried to keep it hidden.

        

        I wanted to hide the goddess's existence as much as possible, but suddenly Grandia said it was fine and came out to speak. I wish they would direct their comments to Grandia, not me, but as the person who received her power, perhaps I needed to address this.

        

        Inwardly sighing, I outwardly smiled.

        

        "From now on, we must face Alex Reynolds, who has awakened as the god of death. Fighting separately would be meaningless; that would defeat the purpose of an 'alliance.'"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "This honesty is evidence of the trust we're extending to you. This choice, which can't be justified by efficiency—a choice that offers no benefit except our honesty to you—this is the goddess's decision."

        

        "...I understand. As always, we will cooperate fully to capture the death god Alex Reynolds."

        

        "The beastkin have no objections. If he stole the power of death, we can't leave him be. Though we have no idea where he is or what he's doing."

        

        "The dragonkin feel the same. Since we aren't a particularly devout race to begin with, we should be fine."

        

        "Then, Royce, I leave it to you."

        

        "...Yes, of course."

        

        It seemed that the time limit for her manifestation in the mortal realm had arrived.

        

        She could have appeared in a smaller form from the beginning, but it seemed she wanted to maintain her dignity as a goddess, even if it meant having a shorter time limit.

        

        If I didn't allow her to return naturally, Grandia would revert to her smaller form, but that seemed too extreme, so I gently guided her back inside.

        

        "...Uh, um."

        

        Moradin naturally reached for his teacup, but his hand was trembling so much it was hard to see.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        "Uh, ah... Huh?"

        

        Everyone seemed to be in a daze.

        

        Suddenly seeing the goddess and then hearing stories that shattered their common sense seemed to have left their brains unable to function properly.

        

        "Let's summarize."

        

        Titania leaned back in her chair as she spoke.

        

        At that, Moradin finally collected himself and cleared his throat.

        

        "Ahem, so... We'll temporarily suspend judgment on the actions of humans and dragonkin until the death god Alex Reynolds is eliminated."

        

        "Understood."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "However, this is only a reprieve until the moment we capture the death god. To be frank, given that the price for betraying humanity cannot be light, don't think this matter will simply be forgotten because it's been postponed."

        

        "Of course. I am prepared to accept whatever consequences on behalf of the kingdom."

        

        "The dragonkin feel the same. We will definitely regain the trust and honor we've lost."

        

        "Very well."

        

        Moradin let out a small sigh.

        

        "Then this human alliance meeting is adjourned. Our common goal is to stop the death god Alex Reynolds, and until that moment, we pledge unconditional cooperation with the hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "I'm sorry, but let's meet once more? Not to be rude, but I can't accept all this in such a brief meeting. It's giving me indigestion."

        

        "...Do the others agree?"

        

        "...I agree."

        

        "I have no objections."

        

        "What about you, Lord Royce?"

        

        Naturally, everyone turned their gaze to me.

        

        I'm not even a representative.

        

        Honestly, I found political gatherings tedious, and I disliked heavy atmospheres.

        

        But with so many eyes on me, it seemed that troublesome matters would arise whether I attended or not.

        

        Inwardly sighing, I outwardly smiled.

        

        "Of course, I have no objections."
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        With that, the meeting concluded, and everyone was about to rise from their seats.

        

        "Prince Felix, I spoke so much that I'm starting to wonder if I was actually the human representative in this meeting, not you."

        

        "I'll pay you for your services."

        

        "You planned this from the beginning, didn't you?"

        

        "A true noble knows how to utilize people who are better at certain things than themselves."

        

        "How admirable of you, truly."

        

        "Don't be like that. You must have anticipated this would happen. ...Don't worry, I have no intention of dragging you into politics. That's what you're concerned about, right?"

        

        "......"

        

        Honestly, that was my biggest concern.

        

        Felix had wanted to bring me into his circle since the day we first met. The real reason he put me in the Hero's party was a ploy to bestow me with honor, grant me a noble title, and keep me by his side.

        

        Even knowing this, I didn't refuse because being in the Hero's party meant saving people, and more importantly, success would ensure I'd never have to worry about making a living again.

        

        Food, clothing, and shelter were crucial matters, after all.

        

        "My goodness, rejecting every proposal from a prince of a nation. How truly unfortunate, isn't it?"

        

        "You're asking me? Besides, is this really the time to be so relaxed? Alex—I mean, you might have gotten a reprieve until the Death Messenger is captured, but you won't escape responsibility for the Erkia invasion."

        

        "Of course not. Sigh, what can I do in this situation where three of the kingdom's four noble families were traitors? All I can do is laugh loudly!"

        

        Let me correct myself.

        

        He wasn't relaxed—he was so overwhelmed by how badly things had gone that he'd simply given up and was spacing out.

        

        "But there's still hope."

        

        "Hope?"

        

        "You and Lady Olivia."

        

        "......"

        

        "I've never been so grateful for 'humans' like you two. Even my sister has become a true saint. If we use this, we might be able to manage somehow."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Royce, please, we need to capture the Death Messenger. Preferably by you or Lady Olivia."

        

        "That's the plan, but I'm not particularly doing it for you, Prince Felix."

        

        "I understand completely. I know it's a somewhat rude and pitiful request, but this is no joke—if things end as they are now, the human faction will suffer a blow that will effectively strip away our right to speak."

        

        "......"

        

        "And that won't end with me; it will greatly impact future generations. So if you can at least capture the Death Messenger, I'll have some bargaining material to negotiate with, even in this situation."

        

        Felix sighed, his face deathly pale.

        

        You have it rough.

        

        This is exactly why I didn't want to get involved in politics.

        

        No matter what you choose, it hurts your heart, and no matter what you choose, someone will criticize you for it.

        

        That was also why I didn't want to follow Felix to the royal capital despite what he said.

        

        I had thought I might meet Alex there, but I figured he wouldn't appreciate someone from the slums approaching him when he was living a new life.

        

        In fact, when I tried to acknowledge him once after meeting in the Hero's party, he ignored me.

        

        After that, I just treated him as a fellow party member.

        

        "By the way, Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "About Alex Reynolds..."

        

        "......"

        

        "You saw right through my true nature. You immediately recognized that I lack the essential humanity to genuinely wish for people's happiness."

        

        "Well, I'm not sure what you mean. The only person here is a prince who has dedicated his life to his people."

        

        "...Haha."

        

        Felix laughed.

        

        "I'm glad I met you."

        

        "What exactly are you getting at?"

        

        "The difference between Alex and me might only be that he acted on his impulses, while I didn't."

        

        "That's a crucial difference."

        

        "You said it yourself—Alex wanted the world to acknowledge his worth."

        

        That's right.

        

        What Alex wanted was just one thing:

        

        Recognition that he deserved to exist in this world.

        

        So he committed evil acts.

      

      
        

        He did things according to his own tastes and preferences, trying to "win" as himself.

        

        That's why he withdrew from the Erkia invasion that followed the Death Messenger's scheme—because he didn't want to win that way.

        

        "I can understand it too."

        

        "...Is that so."

        

        "I intellectually understood why they felt happiness, but I could never accept it. I couldn't share in that happiness. I probably never will experience that feeling."

        

        "Perhaps not."

        

        "Royce, do you know why I wanted to keep you by my side, someone who saw right through me?"

        

        "......"

        

        I had a vague idea but didn't want to say it out loud.

        

        Felix had persistently tried to keep me by his side, desperately attempting to make me a noble through honors or whatever means necessary.

        

        I wasn't so oblivious that I couldn't guess the reason behind his desperate efforts.

        

        "You're quite perceptive indeed. ...You see, Royce, I've always feared that someday I might not be able to overcome my selfish desires and start seeking my own happiness."

        

        Felix gazed at a distant landscape.

        

        "I wanted someone to stop me when that happens."

        

        "......"

        

        "I believe in teachings, ethics, and morality. But the seeping desires don't disappear, and every night I must resist the temptations of my true nature. It's not about sadism or anything like that."

        

        "......"

        

        "This Erkia invasion looked so refreshingly appealing to me. I felt like laughing in the midst of bloodshed. ...So you understand what I'm saying, don't you?"

        

        "Prince Felix."

        

        "If I ever walk the same path as Alex Reynolds, please don't hesitate to kill me. ...Haha, or perhaps I'll just cause trouble to pass the throne to my sister because I don't want to be king."

        

        Felix must have always wondered:

        

        Could a kingdom properly function with someone like him as king—someone who couldn't genuinely care for his people?

        

        Could he resist those temptations throughout his life?

        

        Didn't he also have the right to be happy?

        

        But would achieving that happiness require taking away others' rights?

        

        The strange conflict between his innate nature and the moral goodness he had learned was certainly noble, but difficult.

        

        "You haven't done anything wrong."

        

        "......"

        

        "Nothing is more important than that. So such things won't happen in the future."

        

        "How can you be so certain when I myself am not?"

        

        "Do you trust me?"

        

        "I do."

        

        "Then just believe it. Believe that you won't be able to do anything wrong."

        

        "......"

        

        Felix's eyes widened.

        

        Then he smiled.

        

        "Well, I can't win against you."

        

        "Rather than dwelling on that, why not work for the next generation? Do you have marriage plans? I believe Princess Lilith does."

        

        "Ah, you mean that child Sylphy?"

        

        "That's right. It's impressive that you immediately recognized him as male."

        

        "I didn't."

        

        "I see."

        

        I doubted anyone could tell at first glance.

        

        Honestly, if it were just about the face, one might identify the gender through physical characteristics, but even his Adam's apple was barely visible, and his overall physical features were closer to a woman's.

        

        In some ways, he looked even more feminine than most women.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that even Livia, with her exceptional intuition, couldn't properly determine Sylphy's gender.

        

        It was a kind of magic in its own way.

        

        "Do you oppose it?"

        

        "No, having good relations with Elvenheim wouldn't be bad. Besides, my sister Lilith, not being the heir to the throne, would have to make a political marriage regardless of her preferences. In our noble circles, marrying someone you actually like is considered a blessing."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "In the worst cases, some don't even see their spouse's face until the wedding day."

        

        "That must be difficult."

        

      

      
        "Well, in exchange, we nobles don't worry about basic necessities and receive specialized education from childhood that commoners can't access. Rights come with responsibilities."

        

        "Talking like that is why you'll become king."

        

        "Oh my, should I restrain myself a bit?"

        

        "No."

        

        "As for my own marriage, when the time comes, I'll marry a suitable woman. Many want to be the wife of the future king. This might sound crude, but most would happily accept if I chose them."

        

        "That's a statement that makes me question your humanity."

        

        "It's true! Despite appearances, I'm good-looking and my personality is... well, I make a good public impression. Plus, I'll be king. Who wouldn't like that, right?"

        

        Well, that's true.

        

        Depending on circumstances, a noble family with little power could rise in status, and with luck and the right situation, even marrying a commoner wasn't unusual.

        

        "Do you plan to marry a human?"

        

        "That would be preferable. My sister is different... Elvenheim doesn't pass the throne through bloodlines, right? But we humans value lineage, so while I might somehow manage with a commoner, someone from another race would be difficult."

        

        "Hmm, do you have someone in mind?"

        

        Felix leaned back in his chair and said:

        

        "I used to consider Lady Olivia from the Hero's party or Belita Bright. I thought they would be ideal."

        

        "Livia aside, the age difference with Belita is..."

        

        I'm pretty sure Felix was around my age.

        

        "It's not a major issue."

        

        "A minor issue, then."

        

        "But Belita is out of the question now, and as for Olivia Reinhart..."

        

        Felix looked at me.

        

        "She's even more impossible."

        

        I awkwardly scratched my cheek.

        

        "By the way, where are we going? I'm following you because you asked, but..."

        

        "Are you embarrassed? Invite me to the wedding, or should we host it for you? To think that you, of all people, would win over the Hero who seemed sharper and fiercer than any monster."

        

        "......"

        

        "Hahaha! She's like a puppy in front of you, not a wild beast! You'll have to tell me how you managed it later."

        

        "I asked where we're going."

        

        "So you can make that kind of expression too? I thought your facial muscles were too stiff to move."

        

        "...Should I just leave?"

        

        "Alright, I apologize."

        

        Felix said with a smile.

        

        "We're going to meet the representatives who participated in the Human Alliance meeting. Despite everything, I should at least personally apologize and talk with them."

        

        "...I see. And?"

        

        "'And?' I already explained the reason."

        

        "Why do I need to go there?"

        

        I had told Livia I would return to her as quickly as possible.

        

        She'll be upset if I'm late, even though she's probably asleep right now.

        

        "A good leader knows how to make the most of talented people. Don't you agree?"

        

        "Don't you ever drop your mask in front of me?"

        

        "You should be grateful for the special treatment from a prince of a nation."

        

        "Your nation is half-ruined. It looks like it might collapse soon."

        

        "That's why I'm taking action to prevent that. I'll compensate you, of course."

        

        "...Let me just say one thing."

        

        "What is it? I'm sorry, but I have no intention of going alone. I'll take you with me, even by force if necessary."

        

        I looked at Felix.

        

        That wasn't the issue.

        

        Well, I didn't mind working if I was being paid for it.

        

        It was annoying and burdensome, but not a problem.

        

        The important thing was something else.

        

        "If I'm late because of this and Livia gets angry..."

        

        "......"

        

        "I'm going to blame it all on you, Prince Felix."

        

        "Have mercy."
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        "Late."

        

        I mumbled, half-delirious with fever on the bed.

        

        They said they'd be back quickly, but the sun was already setting, and they still hadn't returned.

        

        Well, I know the Human Alliance meeting could run late and it's not easy to leave early, but isn't this too long?

        

        Did something happen?

        

        But if nothing's wrong and they're just wandering around unnecessarily and get caught, Royce will be angry.

        

        This fever isn't going to kill me, but I didn't want to worry them, and I definitely didn't want to see them angry.

        

        Still, if I showed a little sulking, would they comfort me?

        

        If I could just get rid of this high fever, everything else would be easier to handle.

        

        There was only one thing I wanted at this moment.

        

        It was a desire flowing from within Olivia Reinhart. My heart beat rapidly at the thought that for the first time, I wanted something as Olivia Reinhart, not as the Hero.

        

        I was so excited I couldn't even sleep.

        

        'Intuitively, it'll be fine, right?'

        

        It's fine.

        

        I expected rejection.

        

        It would hurt a bit, but that couldn't be helped.

        

        What's done cannot be undone.

        

        Whether good or evil, what's been done doesn't disappear, and even if it was something good, the person who hurt someone doesn't disappear.

        

        That's why people must learn through experience.

        

        Because no one is without mistakes, and even the most brilliant genius can make foolish and unwise choices at times, for reasons others cannot understand.

        

        It was complicated and difficult because people can possess both reason and emotion.

        

        It would be nice if things were simpler, but then perhaps the world would be boring in its own way.

        

        If everyone had the same personality as me.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Would that make it a world where technological advancement would be difficult to expect?

        

        Creeeeak.

        

        'Hm? Is that Royce?'

        

        I heard the sound of the building door opening.

        

        It's too quiet for Royce.

        

        A burglar?

        

        No, no, there should be security, so no matter how skilled a thief might be, they wouldn't come through the front door.

        

        I could tell from the approaching footsteps that someone was coming to this room.

        

        Eventually, the door to my room opened, and I naturally looked in that direction.

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "...You're early? Didn't you say it would take longer today?"

        

        "I did, but somehow it ended early. How are you feeling?"

        

        "Fine, but..."

        

        "Yes? What is it?"

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        "..."

        

        Whoosh!

        

        A moment of silence.

        

        And as they quickly tried to retreat, I leaped forward and grabbed their throat, pushing them against the wall. CRASH!! The wall cracked from the impact.

        

        Failed to control my strength.

        

        It's hard to regulate my power when my mind is hazy from the fever.

        

        "Kuh, huk!"

        

        "Coming in Royce's form means you know about our relationship? No, I suppose anyone could figure that out with a little research. That's fine, I don't mind if the public starts to think Royce and I are involved."

        

        Royce didn't seem to like becoming famous, but for me, having people root for us would be nothing but good.

        

        "I'll give you three seconds. I'll break one of your fingers every three seconds."

        

        "W-wait! I, I'm! Royce's friend! Friend!"

        

        "Friend?"

        

        I hesitated for a moment, then released the throat I was holding.

        

        It wasn't that I'd dismissed my suspicions, but I thought I needed to hear the full story.

        

        I was confident I could catch them again if they tried to attack or escape.

        

      

      
        Only the truly strong can afford to be relaxed.

        

        There weren't many people who could escape when I was on guard.

        

        Even if I wasn't in perfect condition due to the high fever and mana nerve damage.

        

        With a crackling sound, the appearance of the person disguised as Royce flickered.

        

        "Wow, that's really impressive. I didn't expect you to recognize me right away."

        

        "Transformation magic, an interesting technique. And highly refined too."

        

        "...How did you see through something so well-crafted?"

        

        "Intuition."

        

        "..."

        

        Eventually, a blonde elf revealed themselves.

        

        Huh?

        

        An elf capable of transformation?

        

        "Are you perhaps the merchant elf friend Royce mentioned?"

        

        "Yes, fortunately it seems they've talked about me... I came to tease Royce since I heard they were at this house... What a disaster this turned out to be."

        

        "Just so you know, I won't apologize. After all, you trespassed and came in with someone else's face, so you should have been prepared to get beaten up like a burglar."

        

        "How violent."

        

        "...You."

        

        "What, what?"

        

        "That face is fake too, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        Something felt off.

        

        They hadn't dispelled the transformation magic; they'd just used it again to change to a different face.

        

        It felt strangely familiar, so they probably usually went around with this face, but it didn't seem to be their real one.

        

        Whether it was to hide their identity or to conceal something like scars, they were quite thorough.

        

        Come to think of it, Royce had mentioned that this person used transformation magic 24 hours a day.

        

        In other words, they didn't dispel the magic even while sleeping, which showed considerable talent in that area.

        

        I wasn't sure how they became friends, but since they were Royce's friend, they probably weren't that bad a person.

        

        "Wow, this is my first time meeting you, but I... I'm feeling uncomfortable around you, yeah."

        

        "Oh, really? So what? Did you come to see Royce?"

        

        "I said so already..."

        

        "Royce hasn't come back yet, and I heard you usually operate in the Eastern Continent?"

        

        "You heard from Royce? I do spend a lot of time in the Eastern Continent, but I'm not always there. I happened to be nearby and came when I heard about the Erkia invasion. I did mean to tease them a bit, but there was no malice."

        

        "Your name?"

        

        "Noum."

        

        "Not your real name, right?"

        

        "It's not particularly important, is it? So, Royce isn't here? Alright, alright..."

        

        Not knowing their true appearance meant their body type could change too.

        

        I couldn't even tell if they were really male or female.

        

        Sylphy obviously looked female but was male, while with this Noum character, I couldn't tell their true gender at all.

        

        If transformation could change even gender, I wondered if such distinctions had any meaning in the first place.

        

        "By the way, are you male or female?"

        

        "Are you stupid? I wouldn't tell you that. The fact that I stay transformed all the time means I don't want to reveal such things."

        

        "I see. Then let me change the question. Which do you prefer romantically, men or women?"

        

        "What? Ah, if I answer men, you'll know I'm a woman, and vice versa? Sorry, but I won't fall for such tactics."

        

        "Love comes in many forms. I don't have such prejudices, but I was just curious if you saw Royce that way."

        

        "Royce?"

        

        The real gender was less important than their sexual identity.

        

        "If I had to say, I prefer the more manly type, you know, with that mature middle-aged charm."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're a woman, aren't you?"

        

        "Hey! You just said you had no prejudice! I could be a man who likes men!"

        

        "No, you clearly had that 'Oops, I let it slip' expression just now."

        

        "T-transformation magic is my specialty. If I wanted to, I could change my expression to look angry while actually smiling, that sort of thing."

        

        "Really? So your race is a secret, your gender is a secret, your name is a secret, your face is a secret, your age is a secret—everything is a secret."

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Noum touched their neck and slowly stood up.

        

        "Why an elf appearance?"

        

        "Elves are often beautiful, aren't they? Wanting to be beautiful is a woman's instinct."

        

        "Are you even trying to hide it anymore?"

        

        "Ahem! Besides, pretty and cute girls often get many benefits. There's a reason they say a beautiful woman can bring down a country."

        

        "I wouldn't know."

        

        "You're beautiful too, aren't you? And you have an impressively violent physique that attracts both men and women. Men wouldn't just leave you alone... Hmm."

        

        Noum looked at me for a moment, then said:

        

        "Well, I suppose the feeling is more like, 'What could they do even if they didn't leave you alone?'"

        

        "That's rude. I didn't realize it at the time, but thinking back, men did approach me quite often."

        

        "Why didn't you realize it at the time?"

        

        "I wasn't interested."

        

        Back then, my only impression was: Why are they talking to me? How annoying.

        

        I'd tolerate it once or twice, but those who approached me after drinking, borrowing courage from the future, irritated me so much that I'd plant them in the ground with only their heads sticking out.

        

        At first, Alex and others tried to stop me, but as it kept happening, they eventually stopped caring.

        

        There are quite a few people who think that being drunk excuses their behavior after drinking.

        

        If anyone complained about me burying them, I'd use the excuse that I was drunk too.

        

        To be honest, I don't really understand the sensation of being drunk.

        

        I don't drink often, but I have tried it, and even strong alcohol doesn't affect me much.

        

        It just tastes like an unpleasant beverage.

        

        "Royce should be back soon. Want to wait?"

        

        "If that's okay... By the way, you cracked the wall, and my spine is aching. If I hadn't reinforced myself with mana, my bones would have broken."

        

        They have better reflexes than I thought.

        

        Or rather, they were prepared from the start.

        

        "It's fine."

        

        "Really? As expected of a Hero, you must be swimming in money."

        

        "The trespasser should pay for it."

        

        "No! Wait!! Trying to extort money from a merchant!! And you call yourself a Hero!?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Should I have told you to transform into the owner and trespass?"

        

        "..."

        

        I walked toward the bed and said:

        

        "I see you rolling your eyes, thinking of escaping."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Right now, I'm not in great condition due to high fever and mana nerve damage. I just failed to control my strength earlier. If I try to catch you while you're running and fail to control my strength again, it won't end with just minor injuries."

        

        "That's scary, you know?"

        

        "It's friendly advice. If you try to escape, broken bones would be considered a minor injury."

        

        "Is not catching me not an option?"

        

        "Circumstantially, you do seem to be Royce's friend, but I haven't confirmed it with Royce directly. Until then, you're still just a trespasser who transformed into the owner and snuck in."

        

        "..."

        

        "So stay put. Your staying here isn't optional. My asking you questions was, well, like saying 'Try to escape if you can.'"

        

        You're going to choose that option? Really?

        

        Then I'll have to subdue you by force?

        

        My condition is poor, so I might make a mistake controlling my strength and easily break your bones? You're really going to choose to escape?

        

        That was the feeling.

        

        Noum's expression gradually turned pale, and eventually, they sighed and sat down obediently in the chair.

        

        "Can I eat this bread?"

        

        "Yes, you can."

        

        Seemingly irritated, Noum ate the bread roughly while muttering:

        

        "Geez, really violent. I thought you'd be more of a pushover... I mean, a nicer person."

        

        "Being kind and gentle is different from being soft."

        

        I said as I lay down on the bed:

        

        "Seeing that you can't distinguish between them, you seem less intelligent than me, despite being a merchant."

        

        "...I don't know much about you, but somehow it really pisses me off to hear that from you."
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        "F-Finally, it's over."

        

        Sylphie let out a deep sigh as she gazed at the sky, which had already darkened with the setting sun.

        

        "You just stood around watching, so why are you complaining?"

        

        "Simply standing there was work enough for me, and besides, you dragged me all over the place afterward."

        

        "It doesn't hurt to get your face known."

        

        For Titania, there was nothing to lose in making the power players recognize Sylphie's face.

        

        After all, Sylphie would eventually succeed Titania, and having even one ally would be beneficial.

        

        Making people recognize Sylphie as the next generation would surely bring help someday.

        

        Even if not immediately, it would certainly happen eventually.

        

        Besides, the Human Alliance Conference was originally meant more for socializing than serious discussions, so using it this way was actually more appropriate.

        

        This particular conference had just proceeded in an unusually dark and heavy manner.

        

        Typically, it was a social gathering where people desperately tried to strengthen the Human Alliance by saying things like, "Ah, this is the child who will be the next ruler," or "Shall we arrange an engagement between these two children?"

        

        Despite being united under the name of the Human Alliance, there were many differences—from appearance to lifespan to culture—that could lead to discrimination and conflict.

        

        The Human Alliance Conference was precisely about making various efforts to solidify these relationships.

        

        By now, everyone would be having meaningful conversations with their respective races via communication stones, and those who had suddenly heard all the truths at the meeting would be confused.

        

        The fact that Goddess Grandia didn't create the world—this alone could be viewed unfavorably by churches that had constantly preached creationism.

        

        While many devout believers were good people, touching on matters of faith often brought out unpleasant reactions. Though not always.

        

        "Are you going to see Lilith?"

        

        "She hasn't even woken up yet. It would just be a bother if I went."

        

        "Don't you think it would be a nice scene if she opened her eyes and saw you there? The kind of romantic scene you'd find in a love novel—Lilith would be pleased."

        

        "I can't stay by Lady Lilith's side 24 hours a day just for that one moment."

        

        "True enough, but go see her when you have time. Not because she's a saint, but if you're going to become Oberon, don't let go of a woman you're fond of."

        

        "......"

        

        Though he didn't remember agreeing to it, too much time had passed, and it had become awkward to refuse at this point.

        

        Having received the blessing of the World Tree, drawn the Meteor Bow, and temporarily awakened the Elven Crown—it was as if the world and fate were whispering and forcing Sylphie to become Oberon.

        

        "It's not easy for someone with great power to marry someone they're fond of. Especially in the Human Alliance, where nobles are often used to strengthen alliances through inter-racial marriages."

        

        "Is that why you want me to marry Lady Lilith?"

        

        "That's part of it. Even without being a saint, she's the kingdom's only princess—enough to form a relationship. Now that she's awakened as a saint, her value is beyond words."

        

        Titania spoke as she walked.

        

        "She meets the conditions, and she seems to like you too, so I thought it wasn't a bad match. In fact, if you can marry for 'love,' that's happiness itself in our circles."

        

        "......"

        

        "If you don't want to marry Lilith, I won't stop you. But as I said earlier, there's no option to 'not marry' when you take Oberon's seat, and I want to tell you to give up on marrying the woman you want."

        

        Sylphie tilted his head.

        

        "We elves don't inherit the throne by blood, right? So why do I need to get married? There's no need to have children to inherit the throne."

        

        "Simply put, our numbers are low."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Elves were never numerous to begin with. So we need to encourage childbirth somehow, and isn't it a good example if the king takes the lead by getting married?"

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        "Or would you prefer elves to slowly go extinct?"

        

        "That's not it."

        

        "Then have children. Especially since Lilith is human and will have a shorter lifespan, isn't it better to love while you can?"

        

        Of course, as a blessed saint, she would live longer than ordinary humans, but still not as long as Sylphie, who was a half-elf.

        

        Moreover, Sylphie wasn't just any half-elf but had high elf blood, meaning he would live even longer than typical half-elves.

        

      

      
        "Sigh, if only we were the same race."

        

        "...Are you worried about the lifespan issue?"

        

        "No, well..."

        

        "As I thought, you do have feelings for her. I'm glad."

        

        "......"

        

        Titania smiled mischievously.

        

        Sylphie's attitude suggested he had feelings for Lilith but feared losing her early due to the lifespan difference.

        

        This wasn't just about Lilith—it was also why Sylphie had never left the half-elf village or formed deep relationships.

        

        After all, people age quickly and die, so what was the point of getting too attached?

        

        Having the same thought processes as other Human Alliance races, except for his long lifespan, made it all the more painful.

        

        "Love while you can."

        

        "......"

        

        "If you don't want to regret not loving more later."

        

        "......"

        

        It was a weighty statement.

        

        Coming from Titania of all people, it was incredibly persuasive.

        

        "Even if you love them fully, it's human nature to regret not loving more."

        

        "Then aren't we bound to regret either way?"

        

        "True, but when you look back... having memories built up will create a foundation that won't crumble when you're falling apart."

        

        "......"

        

        "Memories are stepping stones, stepping stones that let you walk toward tomorrow. Please make as many as you can."

        

        "Titania."

        

        "As you age, you'll eventually run out of time to build those memories. You'll start to see emotional clashes as childish. It's better to do it while you can..."

        

        Sylphie was silent.

        

        After pondering for a moment, he finally spoke.

        

        "I'll go see Lady Lilith."

        

        "Good. I'll head to the lodgings first."

        

        ***

        

        "I'm tired."

        

        I found myself muttering as I walked.

        

        In the end, they kept me busy from morning until late at night.

        

        I couldn't really complain since they paid me well.

        

        Living for money wasn't really my style, but having money certainly didn't hurt.

        

        Fortunately, the overall atmosphere was more favorable than expected, and things seemed workable regarding Belita.

        

        The real concern was what punishment Belita would face in the human trial.

        

        Once Belita woke up, I needed to immediately teach her how to use the core to deactivate it. Keeping it active would continue to burden her.

        

        Beyond just physical fatigue, her lifespan—already shortened by experiments—could be reduced even further.

        

        -Royce, there's something I need to tell you in advance.

        

        "Is it important?"

        

        -Yes.

        

        "Is it bad news?"

        

        -Depending on how you look at it, it could be good news, or conversely, bad news.

        

        "...Please tell me."

        

      

      
        -There might be some issues with the holy sword.

        

        "Isn't that bad news? No matter how you look at it."

        

        -But conversely, this could be an opportunity to strengthen it.

        

        "I see, so what's the root of the problem?"

        

        The holy sword had never been maintained for a long time.

        

        Not once had its edge dulled or rust seeped in; it was literally an indestructible sword that always maintained its holiness.

        

        -When I changed into this form, my power that protected the holy sword disappeared, so the power guarding the sword is gone too. Now the holy sword is no longer indestructible; it's become a sword that can break normally.

        

        "So it's just become a somewhat special and excellent sword?"

        

        -In summary, yes.

        

        "Hmm, so what's this method to strengthen it?"

        

        -Change Olivia to be the rightful owner of the holy sword.

        

        "Isn't she already the owner?"

        

        -She's only qualified to use it through my imprint.

        

        I see.

        

        So Livia wasn't the owner of the holy sword but was borrowing the right to use it from Grandia.

        

        And now that Grandia had become like this, even maintaining that connection was difficult, so the ownership itself needed to be transferred to Livia.

        

        "But what does that have to do with strengthening it?"

        

        -If Olivia becomes the rightful owner, the holy sword's blessing will work only for Olivia. That means she'll be able to do more than before.

        

        "Hmm, I see."

        

        -So, we need to go to the Beast Kingdom, then pass through the Dragon-folk Kingdom, and head to the Dwarf Kingdom...

        

        "Are we going on a world tour or something?"

        

        -W-Well, we need to calm the holy sword, and the materials for that are in the Beast Kingdom and Dragon-folk Kingdom, and to refine them, we'll need the dwarves' technology.

        

        "I see. Anyway, we can't do anything until Lady Lilith or Belita wakes up to heal Livia."

        

        -That's certainly true.

        

        With the teleportation orb, travel itself shouldn't be difficult, but finding the materials and everything else would take quite some time.

        

        Alex, having stolen Death's power, would also face side effects, and the wounds on his body were no small matter, so he'd spend time recovering and plotting.

        

        So we need to act before Alex starts moving in earnest.

        

        Time might be tighter than I thought.

        

        -By the way, Royce.

        

        "Yes."

        

        -Lately, Olivia's gaze sometimes looks like a predator eyeing its prey.

        

        "......"

        

        -I won't tell you to be careful—there's probably nothing you can do anyway. But... um, please refrain from creating new life in Olivia's womb. It's dangerous at this time.

        

        "...And my opinion?"

        

        -You don't dislike her, right? They say it's hard to rebuild broken trust, but you two never built up anything that could be called trust during your party days, so there was no trust to break.

        

        "......"

        

        -Your trust began when you reunited in that forest, if I may say so. You know very well that Olivia's presence is growing in your heart, don't you?

        

        At the goddess's compassionate voice, I let out a small sigh.

        

        "This is difficult."

        

        -For the record, I approve. A romance between my favored hero and the person who inherited my power—how romantic. ...Though thinking about it again, I'm scared of what kind of being your child would become.

        

        After spending time together, I've realized:

        

        This goddess is more talkative than I expected.

        

        I suspect she's been unable to speak properly for a long time because she was trapped with no one to talk to.
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        "How did you end up meeting Lois?"

        

        I asked out of boredom after sitting quietly for a while.

        

        I was also somewhat curious about it.

        

        Looking at it this way, Lois seems to have connections with even a prince of a country, so maybe she has quite an extensive network.

        

        After all, people who can use transformation magic 24 hours a day aren't exactly common.

        

        The gnome, having finished eating his bread and perhaps feeling bored himself, finally responded to my question after a moment of silence.

        

        "Just met him while walking down the road."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "He was a nice fellow. I thought I could take advantage of him, but... as you said, being nice and being soft are two different things. Just like being kind and being a pushover are different."

        

        "Were you trying to scam Lois?"

        

        "Scam? I was merely putting my all into selling my merchandise."

        

        Typical merchant talk, but it essentially meant he was trying to pull a scam.

        

        The gnome avoided my eyes, seeming slightly embarrassed.

        

        "Anyway, I was trying to make some money off him, but he saw through me right away and gave me a lecture. After that, well, we just traveled together for a while, hunting monsters and such."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Still, it's true that having him around made crossing paths easier, so I do owe him. Besides, he's a spirit artisan, right? That's a profession that can make a living anywhere, so building connections with someone like that can't hurt."

        

        Fair enough.

        

        Spirit artisans can find work wherever they go.

        

        It's not for nothing that spirit artisans are so few in number throughout the ages that you can count them on your fingers, and there have even been experiments to create them artificially.

        

        They're truly rare, that's why.

        

        So the gnome's choice wasn't wrong at all.

        

        Well, saying they exist in numbers you can count on your fingers means they're hard to find, though I don't know if there are literally only that few of them.

        

        At least I haven't seen any spirit artisans besides Lois during my travels.

        

        Alex and Belita were a bit ambiguous to call spirit artisans.

        

        Though they all had cores stuffed into their bodies.

        

        No, unlike Alex, Lois and Belita had theirs forcibly inserted.

        

        "Actually, I was planning to enter Elvenheim to find you in the eastern continent."

        

        "Really? That would have been impossible anyway. I'm an elf who doesn't qualify to enter Elvenheim."

        

        "Are you really an elf?"

        

        "Well, who knows? Is this face real? Is it a face I created? Or am I imitating someone else's face? Isn't it more mysterious if even that remains a secret?"

        

        "Show-off."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "Nothing. ...Anyway, what you're saying is that no one knows whether anything about you is true or not."

        

        Not just his face, but even the name he gave me might just be an alias.

        

        Thinking about it that way, he was indeed mysterious as he claimed, but I couldn't understand why he tried so hard to hide himself.

        

        Of course, everyone has their circumstances, so I won't pry too deeply.

        

        He must have reasons for not wanting to reveal himself.

        

        And it wouldn't be right for me to judge or try to figure it out on my own.

        

        "Let me ask you something. Are you and Lois lovers?"

        

        "I'd like us to be."

        

        "...What, so it's one-sided?"

        

        "It's complicated."

        

        "What's complicated about it?"

        

        Recently, he hasn't seemed completely disinterested.

        

        That means there's a possibility.

        

        Lois doesn't show emotions openly, so it's hard to tell, but if you look closely, I think his attitude has softened considerably compared to when we first met.

        

        No, Lois was gentle from the beginning, but there was still a line.

        

        As I took one step forward, Lois would take one step back.

      

      
        

        He always maintained a certain distance, but recently, when I step closer, he doesn't particularly back away.

        

        I could tell that not only the physical distance but also the psychological distance between us had shortened.

        

        Slowly.

        

        But surely, I had been taking steps toward Lois.

        

        So that someday I could walk beside him.

        

        I hoped that when everything was over, Lois would reach out his hand to me.

        

        If not that, then I hoped he would take my outstretched hand.

        

        I wanted Lois to need me as much as I needed him.

        

        A one-sided dependence didn't seem like a healthy relationship, and Lois probably wouldn't be interested in a woman with such weak will.

        

        I wanted to be myself while loving and being loved by Lois.

        

        That day might not be today, but I hoped it would come soon.

        

        I meant it sincerely.

        

        "But will it be okay?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You're the hero, right? If the hero gets involved with a commoner like Lois, won't there be opposition? Surely there are still people left in the Reinhart family."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "If they find out you're alive, won't they come right away and start meddling?"

        

        "In the past, I might have listened to their voices, but now I don't care either way. If Lois wants, I can give up the Reinhart name from my side. I don't have much attachment to it anyway."

        

        "I see, so the Reinhart family environment wasn't very good."

        

        "Honestly, I can't call it a good environment."

        

        I had no intention of going back to confront my childhood self with "Why did you do that to me?" But I also didn't feel like I owed them any gratitude.

        

        Whether I liked it or not, as a Reinhart who acts as a hero, some light would shine on the Reinhart family.

        

        Whether they would use that light to revive the family or lose it again and collapse completely, I didn't know, but that was now up to the people who remained.

        

        I think just providing that light is enough to repay the favor of raising me.

        

        At least they had provided me with the basic necessities of food, clothing, and shelter.

        

        This is why I wanted to use openly severing ties and abandoning the family name only as a last resort.

        

        Even though I don't have good memories, they still raised me.

        

        "If a family can't prosper under my name after I've defeated the Reaper, then it's a family destined to fall anyway."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        "Ugh, my head hurts from the heat."

        

        "Now that you mention it, you felt quite hot earlier when I touched you. What's wrong?"

        

        "Nothing serious, just that my mana nerves are damaged and my body is fatigued."

        

        "Damaged mana nerves... Huh, and you're still alive."

        

        I've actually been in more serious conditions before, but if I mentioned that now, the gnome might look at me as if I weren't human, so I decided not to bring it up.

        

        "Gnome."

        

        "Hm? What?"

        

        "Are you a noble?"

        

        "..."

        

        The gnome's eyes widened.

        

        "Uh, what? What are you talking about?"

        

        "Earlier when you were eating bread, you naturally used only your thumb and middle finger. That's the etiquette of our kingdom."

        

        "..."

        

        The gnome was silent for a brief moment.

        

        "No way, it's just a coincidence. Coincidence. I'm just a passing merchant, how could someone like me be a noble? Besides, even if I were a noble, it wouldn't be a problem, right?"

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        "..."

        

        The gnome fell silent again before speaking.

        

      

      
        "Ah, I guess I've been found out. To tell you the truth, I just had some connections in my childhood. You understand? I'm not a noble now, okay? That's all there is to it."

        

        "I wasn't planning to pry deeply, but if I made you recall unpleasant memories, I apologize."

        

        "No, you don't need to apologize. I just escaped because I didn't like being constrained."

        

        "Does Lois know?"

        

        "Well, we've never directly had that conversation, but somehow I feel like he knows... It's a bit awkward to say, but sometimes his eyes make me uncomfortable."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "It just feels like he sees through everything. Sometimes I even suspect he might be seeing my true form."

        

        I definitely had felt that sensation.

        

        It did feel like he could see through you, as if saying, "So that's what you're thinking."

        

        For me, it was very comfortable and nice because he understood my feelings, but I could see how being seen through might not be a pleasant feeling for some people.

        

        Unfortunately, Lois didn't actually know everything even if he wanted to.

        

        He had always been perceptive since the days he was in the hero's party.

        

        "So, continuing from earlier with another very personal question."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Have you done it?"

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        "I mean, given the times we live in, it's common for people to do it even if they're not officially dating. I was wondering if you two might have had some fun together."

        

        "Why are you curious?"

        

        "Hmm, to tease Lois?"

        

        How should I put it?

        

        Should I say he has a bad personality?

        

        Or should I say they're close enough for such teasing?

        

        Thinking about it, Felix also seems to become more playful in front of Lois, so maybe Lois has something that makes people feel comfortable.

        

        I'd prefer if it were just with me, but I didn't want to be the kind of woman who tries to control all his relationships, so I held back.

        

        Besides, I didn't have the right to control anything right now anyway.

        

        "We haven't."

        

        "Are you going to pounce on him then?"

        

        "Um... it's complicated."

        

        "Why is that complicated too?"

        

        "Lois?"

        

        Lois appeared to have run all the way here.

        

        "Why do you always eavesdrop at moments like this? This is what women's talk is all about."

        

        "That's right, that's right."

        

        "I can't tell if you're a man or a woman though?"

        

        "In other words, I can be either a man or a woman."

        

        "Sigh."

        

        "So what's up? Did something happen?"

        

        "I just heard it myself."

        

        Lois thought for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Belita has opened her eyes."

        

        "..."

        

        "Would you like to go see her?"

        

        "Yes, I'd like to."

        

        There was the matter of her receiving treatment.

        

        But more than that, there were things I needed to say.

        

        Things I needed to hear.

        

        In other words, we needed to have a conversation.
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        "So why are you here? Gnome?"

        

        I had rushed over because of the news that Belita had opened her eyes, intending to take Livia with me.

        

        Setting aside the need for treatment, I thought Livia would want to meet Belita since she talked about her often.

        

        But when I actually arrived at the room, they were discussing whether or not to pounce on me, and none other than Gnome was there with them.

        

        If you were to ask who Gnome is, they were literally nobody.

        

        Gender.

        

        Appearance.

        

        Everything about them was fabricated. No one knew their real face, no one knew their real voice—they were truly a mysterious person.

        

        Right now they appeared as an elf, but honestly, I even doubted if they were really an elf.

        

        They claimed to be an elf, at least.

        

        By this point, you can guess that "Gnome" is obviously a pseudonym, and I don't know their real name either.

        

        I've seen various forms of them while living together, but considering they never specifically transformed into a human, there was a possibility their true form might be human.

        

        But that was merely a psychological guess—just something I thought might be the case.

        

        The occasional etiquette they displayed was that of kingdom nobility, and there was something feminine about their mannerisms, so I had speculated they might be a female from a noble family in the kingdom.

        

        But well, that was just speculation, and the truth could be something entirely different.

        

        "I'm a free merchant, I can go anywhere."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        Gnome often spoke about how free they were.

        

        They greatly disliked the absence of freedom and didn't like being bound or suppressed by circumstances.

        

        Well, not many people would like that, but they couldn't ignore when people were unable to make free choices.

        

        Should I say their fundamental nature was good?

        

        "Royce, I thought you were a quality item, but I never imagined you'd seduce the Hero."

        

        "I didn't know either."

        

        "Oh? So you admit to seducing her?"

        

        "I had no intention of seducing her. ...I thought what Livia felt for me was just gratitude or something twisted like that."

        

        So I didn't take it seriously.

        

        But somehow I ended up sharing my past with her.

        

        And I didn't stop her when she crossed the line and approached me.

        

        I had been walking alone, but when I looked to the side, Livia was naturally there, and when our eyes met, she would grin like a puppy.

        

        Seeing that, I couldn't help but think she was cute.

        

        If you asked if I had romantic feelings for her, I did.

        

        Honestly, at first I didn't, and when I first discovered Livia, it wasn't exactly a romantic atmosphere.

        

        To begin with, Livia was half-dead at that time, so it wasn't easy to develop such feelings for her.

        

        But still, I didn't have any particular feelings for Livia, and until she told me she liked me, I only saw her as a patient and didn't look at her that way.

        

        However, no matter how much you try not to see someone that way, persistent courtship provides many moments that make you start seeing them differently.

        

        "But not anymore?"

        

        "I had no intention of getting married or dating. But recently I've been thinking, if I were to do so... who I should be with seems already decided."

        

        "..."

        

        "I wonder if I even have a choice in the first place."

        

        "Ah."

        

        It wasn't that I was against marriage, but I always kept my distance from others, so I wondered if there would be a woman willing to cross that line to reach me.

        

        I thought of myself as quite a troublesome man, and even if someone was attractive in terms of appearance or ability, choosing them as a life partner was another matter entirely.

        

        But when I saw her coming in with a smile as if all of that was fine, I found myself smiling back.

        

        It didn't feel bad.

        

        Rather, it felt good.

        

        Broken bonds are difficult to repair, and even if repaired, they usually take a completely different form than before. But as Lord Grandia said, there was nothing that could be called a bond between Livia and me.

        

        In that forest.

        

        At the moment I found Livia dying.

      

      
        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the fate between Livia and me was newly written, and it began from that moment.

        

        "So what did you really come here for, Gnome?"

        

        "I just came to see a friend, and to tease you a little. Should I say I came to congratulate you on becoming an even better quality item than you already were?"

        

        "Weren't you in the Eastern Continent?"

        

        "There's no need to be fixated on that place."

        

        Well, I suppose that's true.

        

        "Phew, let's go now!"

        

        Livia came out properly dressed.

        

        Since she had been lying in bed all this time, it could truly be called her first outing in a long while.

        

        "Your clothes look unusually elegant for you, Livia."

        

        "Royce, even though I may not look it, I'm still a woman of the Reinhart family. Elegant clothes suit me just fine."

        

        "Ah, um... well, sure. But why are you wearing such clothes?"

        

        "Titania said that since I'm a Hero after all, I should wear proper clothes when going out. I wouldn't have minded cheaper clothes though."

        

        "Well, if people recognize you or meet you, wearing elegant clothes would make a better impression."

        

        There was a perception-lowering cloak, but it only reduced recognition to a certain extent, so when discovered, she was fully discovered.

        

        "Gnome, are you coming with us too?"

        

        "I have nothing else to do, so I'll just tag along. Besides, I'm really glad you came. If it weren't for you, I might have been beaten to death by Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "I wouldn't kill you, so stop making such a fuss. I would just hand you over to the guards like normal."

        

        "What if I resist?"

        

        "Then you'd be handed over to the guards a bit more painfully."

        

        "You're rougher than I thought..."

        

        "It's just the resoluteness befitting a Hero, isn't it?"

        

        Honestly, having a lot of affection and being swayed by it were different issues.

        

        Livia did have a lot of affection, but she wasn't easily swayed by it.

        

        Even in the matter with Reina and Belita, while she showed affectionate aspects, she didn't judge based on being swayed by affection.

        

        "By the way, Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        She spread her arms and looked at me.

        

        As if showing off her clothes.

        

        "Don't you have anything to say?"

        

        "..."

        

        I rubbed my head for a moment before speaking.

        

        "It suits you well."

        

        "Isn't that too bland..."

        

        "Yes, it's nice."

        

        "That's good!?"

        

        Gnome seemed to think my reaction wasn't good enough, but Livia seemed satisfied and smiled.

        

        "Then let's go."

        

        "Heh heh... The Hero is an amazing person in many ways."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        ***

        

        "Belita."

        

        "Lady Olivia."

        

        Belita greeted Olivia with a somewhat awkward smile.

        

        Royce followed behind her.

        

        Since the conversation from here might be somewhat personal, Gnome wasn't allowed in and waited outside.

        

        Gnome shouted asking why they had come along then, but no one had actually invited them to come.

        

      

      
        As Belita tried to get up, Olivia waved her hand and sat down in a chair.

        

        She looked so healthy that it was hard to believe she was someone who could have been delirious with high fever.

        

        "Is, is it execution?"

        

        "Huh? Suddenly?"

        

        "Well, I... I heard the story roughly, that Alex Reynolds awakened as a Death God... It's enough to make one's stomach turn. Anyway, since the attempted assassination of Lady Olivia and the impersonation of a saint have all been revealed..."

        

        "..."

        

        "He, hehe... I'd like to go over there and have a chat with Lady Reina."

        

        Olivia slowly walked over and smacked Belita on the head.

        

        "Ouch."

        

        "As a result of the United Humanity Council, Belita's disposition has been entrusted to the human side. That means you will be punished by human trial, not by humanity's trial."

        

        "What? No, that's... It's not just attempted assassination, but attempted assassination of a Hero plus impersonation of a saint? You're saying it's not a humanity trial but a human trial?"

        

        Usually, for matters that would concern the United Humanity, instead of being handled by individual races, all races together would hold a humanity trial.

        

        As Belita herself just mentioned, given her crimes, it should have been at a level that warranted a humanity trial, but at this United Humanity Council meeting, they barely managed to avoid a humanity trial.

        

        To be honest, if it had gone to a humanity trial, there was a high probability of execution, or at the very least, life imprisonment, effectively ending Belita's life.

        

        "I tried to give you a future. ...Royce did."

        

        "Ah, so you admit that point?"

        

        "Honestly, I didn't do much. Anyway, Belita."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "It's been transferred to a human trial, and combining your circumstances with your contributions in Erkia, we should be able to somehow reduce your punishment."

        

        "B-but..."

        

        "In conclusion, I wasn't killed, and you saved many people. The only issue is the impersonation of a saint, but once Lilith wakes up, I can ask her to advocate for you."

        

        "..."

        

        "You might not be able to completely avoid punishment, but we can minimize it as much as possible. At least you'll have a future left."

        

        "Why are you trying to help me so much, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Is it so strange to extend a hand to a child fallen on the ground?"

        

        "I'm, I'm an adult now..."

        

        "You may have grown physically, but your mental age is lower than mine."

        

        Olivia let out a small sigh.

        

        "Can you treat my mana nerves?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "With this, you've done another good deed."

        

        "..."

        

        "Belita, in that moment with your father, you ultimately didn't choose to become a puppet. I'll remember the choice you made then. And I'll remember everything you sacrificed for Erkia..."

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "That's enough for now."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even if you receive punishment and it takes quite some time, I'll wait for you. When you've served your sentence and come out, let's have a proper meal and talk about the future. A future that has never been in your mind."

        

        As Belita's hand slowly reached out, Olivia moved closer to meet it.

        

        Light flickered.

        

        "Ugh, ugh..."

        

        "The healer shouldn't cry while healing."

        

        "Huaa, huaaaang!"

        

        Tears that she had never been able to shed for herself flowed down.

        

        At that crying like a baby's, Olivia simply stroked Belita's head.

        

        That warmth was...

        

        Something Belita had never experienced in her lifetime.

        

        It was enough warmth to set in motion time that had stood still.
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        "How is it?"

        

        Whoosh! Whoosh!

        

        Livia threw punches into the empty air, checking her physical condition.

        

        Having confirmed that her body was completely healed thanks to Belita, she smiled slightly.

        

        "You're amazing as always, Belita."

        

        "It's nothing special."

        

        After being betrayed and going through various hardships, Livia was finally cured and had regained a body no different from before.

        

        Since her illness had lasted for quite some time, there might have been some issues, but being Livia, she would probably manage somehow.

        

        I slowly walked toward her.

        

        "Well then, Belita."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "This might be a rather delicate topic, but your lifespan is being consumed in real-time right now."

        

        "......"

        

        "It's because the spirit core is forcibly activated. It's like overworking your body without rest."

        

        Normally, this would cause physical problems, but with the spirit core activated, those problems were being treated as if they didn't exist. It was truly an endless vicious cycle.

        

        When problems arose in her body due to the forced activation of the core, they were healed by the core, only to cause more problems, repeating the cycle and gradually shortening Belita's life.

        

        But regardless of what had already been lost, shouldn't we properly protect what remained?

        

        "Does that mean I'm destined to die young?"

        

        "That's not certain, but it's clear that if things continue like this, the future doesn't look very positive."

        

        I wasn't sure if it was okay to say such things right after giving her hope through Livia, but since she probably already knew, I wanted to speak quickly.

        

        "I'm going to deactivate the core now. You need to learn how to do this yourself."

        

        "S-suddenly?"

        

        "It's difficult, but you're more than capable, so it's not impossible. It might feel strange since the core has been active for so long, but it must be done."

        

        If not, even if I somehow gave Belita a future, she might die before she could properly utilize it.

        

        That wouldn't be what Livia wanted either.

        

        And I didn't want someone who was still practically a child like Belita to end with such a death.

        

        "Remember the sensation when the core is deactivated."

        

        I grabbed Belita's arm and forcibly deactivated the core.

        

        Belita unconsciously frowned.

        

        Is it slightly painful?

        

        It was naturally awkward to have no magic flowing through her skin when it had been constantly overflowing until now, and in some cases, phantom pain could occur.

        

        Her brain was mistakenly thinking there should be pain even though there was no reason for it, simply because that's how it had been until now.

        

        It was as if her brain was cursing itself, insisting there must be pain despite no actual reason for it, believing something was wrong.

        

        "Repeat this exercise every day, even if just a little. Do your best. But you don't need to do it too many times."

        

        Casting magic requires more mana than maintaining it.

        

        Similarly, repeatedly activating and deactivating the core consumed more mana than just leaving it activated.

        

        So there was no need to do it too frequently; gradually increasing the time she could maintain deactivation was the most ideal and effective treatment method.

        

        In my opinion, Belita might be able to recover her lifespan depending on the circumstances, but for now, it was better not to give her what might be false hope.

        

        "Ugh, this is difficult. When you were holding me, Lord Royce, it seemed to happen instantly..."

        

        "I forcibly deactivated it just now. That's why I told you to remember that sensation."

        

        It would be awkward to suddenly tell someone who had been running all their life that they could walk.

        

        They would feel a compulsion to start running again, as if something wasn't right, and eventually they would.

        

        It was no different from being addicted to a dangerous drug, so it wouldn't be resolved in a day or two.

        

        Steadily.

        Slowly.

        Little by little.

        

        Until deactivation becomes natural.

        

        The body and brain must recognize that 'being deactivated is the normal state.'

        

        Currently, the core had become like an organ, a part of her body, but in reality, it wasn't a part of her body but something forced into it, and she needed to properly recognize this.

        

        "Let's try once more."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "......"

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Your magic nerves have been constantly circulating excessive magic, and this has continued for so long that your body is in a state of magic addiction, Belita."

        

        "Magic addiction?"

        

        "It means your body thinks it's natural for excessive magic to circulate through your magic nerves. It's not positive, and it's not a good state. We're trying to return it to normal."

        

        "...Haa, haa."

        

        "It will be awkward and difficult, but it must be done. You've been granted a future and have the right to live it. But more than that, you have a duty to live it."

        

        "...Thank you, Lord Royce."

        

        "I'll be going now for today. I'll come back tomorrow, so try to endure in a deactivated state for as long as possible. Understood?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I got up and approached Livia.

        

        "Let's go back, Livia."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia was staring at her own body for a moment.

        

        "Livia?"

        

        "Oh, yes? What did you say?"

        

        "I said let's go back, or do you want to stay here overnight?"

        

        "I-I'm fine with that? Hehe."

        

        "Ah, no! We should go back! That's right! Belita! I'll come again tomorrow!"

        

      

      
        "Ah, yes...!"

        

        Something seems off.

        

        No.

        

        Well.

        

        I have a suspicion why.

        

        This is dangerous.

        

        If you ask what's dangerous.

        

        It's me wavering that's dangerous.

        

        ***

        

        It got late, and the gnome eventually left.

        

        He seemed upset about not being allowed into Belita's room.

        

        How old is he anyway?

        

        Anyway, with this, Livia was completely healed, and while the holy sword remained an issue to be dealt with, what was most important was figuring out what Alex was doing and where.

        

        The unusual silence suggested two possibilities.

        

        First, he could be operating covertly, and second, the shock he received from the Erkia invasion might not have fully healed yet.

        

        Just as I remain fundamentally human despite receiving the goddess's power, Alex too would remain fundamentally human even if he stole the power of the death god.

        

        "Now that Livia has regenerated, we can proceed once Princess Liris wakes up."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        "Following the goddess's suggestion, I'm planning to change the contract with the holy sword, but what do you think..."

        

        "......"

        

        "Livia?"

        

        As soon as we entered the room, Livia's flushed face looked at me.

        

        Ah.

        

        Somehow my intuition stabbed me.

        

        Striding toward me, Livia approached and looked up at me.

        

        Her trembling eyes were somehow unfamiliar.

        

        Those eyes that hadn't trembled even before the death god were now shaking like an earthquake as they looked at me, making for quite a comical scene.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        She seemed to have intended to push me lightly with a thud, but I was pushed onto the bed, and my arms were fixed as if immobilized.

        

        Wow.

        

        I really couldn't understand how such strength came from those thin arms.

        

        They say the truth of this world is magic, and that really seemed to be the case. I might naturally be stronger in raw power, but the flow of magic was on a different level.

        

        Moreover, using it efficiently was another matter entirely.

        

        Since she was doing all of that at the highest level, it was impossible for me to escape from Livia using only physical ability.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Her breathing was rough, and her reddened face looked like it might burst at any moment.

        

        More than that, her chest was pressing against me.

        

        That large mass of fat, whether she was conscious of it or not, was definitely touching me, shaking the walls of my reason.

        

        "Livia?"

        

        I spoke in a voice feigning calmness.

        

        "Royce, listen."

        

        "I'm listening."

        

        I wish she would let go of my hands while talking, but that seemed difficult.

        

        "I like you."

        

        "...I know."

        

        "Yeah, actually. I wanted to say something like 'Let's get married after defeating the death god!'"

        

        "I see."

        

        "But what should I say about such words? It's like a death flag in stories, right? In novels, whenever someone says 'After we win this battle, I'll...' they always end up dying."

        

        I see.

        

        It seems she had read quite a few of those novels, following Liris.

        

        "So I thought I'd rather do it before we go."

        

        "You've reached a rather absurd conclusion..."

        

        "But still, I don't want to break my word."

        

        "What word did you say?"

        

        "Honestly, it wouldn't be difficult for me to force this right now, you know."

        

        "Yes... well, that's true."

        

        If she were to physically overpower me, there wasn't much I could do. If Livia truly wanted to pin me down and have relations, it would be an easy matter.

        

        But Livia didn't seem to want that.

        

        Does she have desire but her emotions are refusing? Or is it the opposite?

        

        I wasn't sure, but Livia looked at me with wavering eyes.

        

        I could see myself reflected in those eyes.

        

        At this moment, it felt like I was the only one in Livia's eyes.

        

        "So I want to confirm."

        

        "Confirm?"

        

        "What do you think, Royce?"

        

        "......"

        

        "I like you, but there's no guarantee that you have to like me too. If you don't, just say so. I'll be a bit hurt, but I'll bounce back tomorrow."

        

        "At first."

        

      

      
        "Hm?"

        

        "When you first confessed to me, I didn't think much of it. I was simply surprised, and to me, you were just a patient who needed to be saved."

        

        "......"

        

        "Above all, I wondered if you might be mistaking gratitude for love."

        

        "T-that's not it!"

        

        "Yes, I know. I'm just saying that's what I thought at the time."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia's face turned even redder than before.

        

        "I can't deny that you've been growing within me."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "You always act foolishly, but whenever I feel troubled, you naturally stand before me."

        

        In the Half village.

        In this Erkia too.

        

        When I was in agony, feeling like I might die, you stood before me, saying it was okay and smiling.

        

        You were truly like the sun.

        

        Even in a dark forest where neither moonlight nor starlight shines, you were like a sun that would shine brightly.

        

        It would be a lie to say I wasn't drawn to you.

        

        If asked whether my heart had ever raced, I could only answer that it had.

        

        "I'm not as sensitive to my emotions as Livia, to the point where I can proudly say 'I love you.' Honestly, I'm confused too."

        

        "......"

        

        "And I... how should I put it, I feel awkward being swayed by you."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "I've never experienced this before. Well, this might sound strange, but while I don't neglect emotions, I prioritize reason."

        

        Emotions are important as a basis for judgment, and neglecting them can lead to even more foolish decisions than prioritizing them. But still, reason comes first, and emotions are what should be taken care of afterward.

        

        At least, that's what I thought and how I've lived.

        

        But.

        

        "But Livia, when I'm with you, I find myself prioritizing emotions more. I pretend otherwise, but inside, I'm wavering and confused."

        

        "......"

        

        "So, um... what I'm trying to say is."

        

        "Yes."

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        What would be the right answer?

        

        If we establish a relationship now and things go wrong, Livia might not be able to fight properly.

        

        Perhaps I don't yet have the standing to be beside Livia, the hero.

        

        In various ways, public opinion...

        

        The Reinhart family might also cause problems...

        

        "......"

        

        My eyes met Livia's.

        

        That desperate expression seemed to melt my brain.

        

        Ah.

        

        I don't know.

        

        The numerous thoughts swirling in my head disappeared in an instant.

        

        "Do as you please."

        

        "...!"

        

        "I'll be by your side even after the journey ends. No, that tone isn't quite right... I want to be by your side, Livia."

        

        Livia opened her eyes wide and embraced me.

        

        It was warm.

        

        The warmth of a person was somehow awkward.

        

        Livia looked at me with her flushed face.

        

        "I-it's my first time... it might be really awkward, but... please take care of me."

        

        "I don't have experience either."

        

        Slowly, Livia drew closer to me.

        

        "Can I kiss you?"

        

        "Let go of me first. Surely you're not planning to do this while restraining me? Unfortunately, I don't have that kind of preference."

        

        "Ah, sorry."

        

        Livia naturally released my hands, and as soon as I was free, I grabbed her chin.

        

        In the quiet inn.

        

        The dim light of the lamp was the only illumination in the room, and our shadows, unnecessarily elongated, intertwined.

        

        "......"

        

        "Let me tell you in advance."

        

        I slowly pulled away and said.

        

        "This is my first kiss too."

        

        Livia froze with her face still red.

        

        She's trembling a lot for someone who initiated this.

        

        Even though she's the one who pounced on me.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        We drew closer again in silence.

        

        The night deepened.
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        The morning sun was rising, and I felt a dull pain in my waist.

        

        It's funny to say it myself, but I never thought I would have this much sexual desire.

        

        I had never prioritized lust when looking at women before, so I assumed that while I had normal desires, they wouldn't be particularly strong.

        

        "......"

        

        But last night, I behaved like a beast in a way that was hard to believe was my first time. The problem was that it felt good, and Livia didn't seem to mind either.

        

        Rather, Livia was awkward at first but then became so aggressive that I felt like I was the one being devoured by her.

        

        Until now, I had never understood people who did foolish things after succumbing to lust, but at this moment, I could somewhat comprehend it.

        

        Beyond pleasure, how should I put it? The sensation of being connected definitely felt warm as it permeated my being.

        

        I slowly reached out to Livia, who was sleeping beside me.

        

        Since she was naked, her violent figure seemed even more striking.

        

        I knew she was well-built from the beginning, but seeing her naked body, I couldn't help but be amazed.

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "Ah, you're awake? I hope I didn't wake you."

        

        "It's fine. But about last night..."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Livia's face turned red.

        

        Her face, like that of a girl in love, seemed to shake my reason again.

        

        I intellectually understood that love meant finding someone endearing, but having never experienced love before, it was a feeling I could comprehend but not empathize with.

        

        But looking at Livia beside me now, I somehow understood.

        

        The feeling, far from peaceful and closer to excitement, was enough to confuse me, but I didn't dislike it.

        

        "I want to do it again."

        

        "......"

        

        What is this, is she testing my self-control?

        

        Is that it?

        

        She probably meant "let's do it again later," but when she says that with a blushing face while naked, I couldn't help but wonder if she meant right now. Was she seducing me?

        

        "I see. ...Come to think of it, we have things to do today."

        

        I tried to change the subject as quickly as possible while keeping my expression neutral.

        

        But Livia grabbed my hand.

        

        I was slightly surprised when she suddenly came closer, but Livia, still with a reddened face, said:

        

        "Yes, I am seducing you."

        

        "......"

        

        My head felt like it was spinning.

        

        We did it a lot yesterday.

        

        We went at it like beasts, and I still felt fatigue in my body.

        

        And now she wants to do it again?

        

        What's surprising is that I thought I could do it too.

        

        I had heard that the sexual desire of young men and women is endless, but experiencing it myself, I realized just how incredible it was.

        

        "Is that not okay?"

        

        Her eyes looking up at me seemed desperate, and as Livia herself said, seductive.

        

        "I certainly don't have any urgent appointments this morning."

        

        "That's not what I mean."

        

        Livia came closer to me, and whether intentional or not, her voluptuous breasts touched me.

        

        With her lips slightly pouting as if upset, she said:

        

        "If you want to do it, let's do it."

        

        "...Well, honestly, I didn't know I could be like this either."

        

        "That makes me happy. Am I that attractive to you, Royce?"

        

        "I think you're beautiful."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        She's embarrassed again.

      

      
        

        Lately, whenever I see Livia, my first thought is, "Ah, she's cute."

        

        Her smiling face.

        

        Her angry face.

        

        I even felt like I could forgive anything because she was so cute.

        

        ***

        

        "Lady Olivia."

        

        "Why are you calling me? Hehehe~"

        

        Sylphy couldn't help but tilt her head as she looked at Olivia.

        

        She seemed to be in a very good mood.

        

        Sylphy understood that Olivia was someone whose mood could easily change over simple matters, but today she seemed particularly happy.

        

        She looked like someone who had gained everything in the world.

        

        At first, Sylphy simply thought it was because her body had been healed.

        

        After all, having been in poor physical condition for a long time and finally being completely healed would naturally make one happy. But Olivia's current state seemed difficult to explain by that alone.

        

        A little more.

        

        How should she put it?

        

        It was hard to describe in words, but it was definitely separate from her body being healed.

        

        "Congratulations, your body is finally healed."

        

        "Huh? Oh, that's right. I forgot~"

        

        'I knew it!'

        

        Her casual response to her body being healed confirmed that her good mood was definitely not because of her recovery.

        

        Then why was she so happy?

        

        After thinking for a moment, Sylphy decided to just ask directly rather than overthinking it.

        

        It was tiresome to beat around the bush, and asking directly would yield a more accurate answer than indirect questioning.

        

        "Lady Olivia, why do you look so happy? Did something good happen?"

        

        "Huh? Do I look that way? I see, so that's how I appear!"

        

        "......"

        

        Honestly, she looked so happy it was almost irritating.

        

        It was as if a pink aura was visible around her, though there was clearly nothing there.

        

        "B-by the way, Sir Royce has gone with Prince Felix again. He's busy, isn't he?"

        

        "That's right! Royce is busy, it's a bit disappointing, but what can we do?"

        

        "......"

        

        Something must have happened with Royce.

        

        Anyone who wasn't a fool could easily tell that Olivia had feelings for Royce. It was obvious just by seeing them together.

        

        But Royce was unreadable.

        

        More precisely, Royce always maintained a slightly indifferent expression. It wasn't easy to see his expression change, and he wasn't one to express his emotions abundantly.

        

        While it was easy to notice Olivia's affection for Royce because she was expressive, it was difficult to read Royce, who appeared indifferent to everything, at least outwardly, and rarely showed his emotions.

        

        So it was impossible to know what feelings Royce had for Olivia.

        

        But Sylphy thought that he probably didn't dislike her.

        

        "Did something happen with Sir Royce?"

        

        "Is it that obvious!? I knew it! It shows! Hehe, what do you mean 'what happened'! Are you curious? You are, aren't you?"

        

        'She would have been disappointed if I hadn't asked.'

        

        Sylphy inwardly gave an awkward smile as she looked at Olivia.

        

        Had their relationship progressed?

        

        Seeing how happy she was, it seemed things had advanced considerably.

        

        Perhaps Royce had finally accepted Olivia's feelings.

        

        "Actually, as soon as I was healed yesterday, we did it."

        

        "Kuh! Uh, pfft!"

        

        "Sylphy? Are you okay? Why are you suddenly like this?"

        

      

      
        "No, uh... I was thinking of a stage or two before that, *cough*!"

        

        Of course, Sylphy had thought they might eventually reach that point, and she had no complaints if Royce and Olivia, who was her benefactor in many ways, became happy together.

        

        But she hadn't expected things to progress so quickly.

        

        She had estimated that Olivia's affection for Royce was high, but was Royce's affection for Olivia also high enough to accept her this way?

        

        That was a bit unexpected, but then again, he had always been someone whose emotions were difficult to read.

        

        Perhaps Sylphy just hadn't noticed, and the affection had been there for quite some time.

        

        "Anyway, can I continue bragging?"

        

        "Oh, please. No... Well, so you're officially dating now? I thought it would happen after defeating the Apostle at least."

        

        "In the books Lilith recommended, people who postpone things like that always end up dead."

        

        "What kind of books are those?"

        

        "You know, like 'I'm in the middle of a war, but when this war is over, I'll confess to her'—those people always die."

        

        "I see."

        

        "So I thought, rather than that, I'll just do it now. Looking back, I think I was a bit hasty."

        

        It certainly seemed too hasty.

        

        But.

        

        "Sir Royce probably expected that much, thinking, 'It's Olivia after all.'"

        

        "Don't make me sound like someone who only knows how to charge ahead."

        

        "Honestly, you think that's the easiest way, don't you?"

        

        "That's true. Thinking can be troublesome a lot of the time."

        

        "Yet you think well in battle."

        

        "That's more intuition than thinking."

        

        Olivia's intelligence seems to increase in battle.

        

        So it was better to trust Olivia's battle judgments.

        

        But her judgment in other matters wasn't particularly excellent, so it seemed she left those to Royce.

        

        "Come to think of it, Lady Olivia might need someone like Sir Royce. Someone who can properly rein you in when needed."

        

        "Right? I think so too. I don't consider myself to be that wise. If I make a wrong judgment, Royce will surely convince me properly."

        

        She had faith that Royce would persuade her, not that she would simply follow whatever Royce said.

        

        Olivia was unlikely to follow orders blindly, so Sylphy felt a bit sorry for Royce, who had to provide explanations that Olivia could accept each time.

        

        But.

        

        'As long as she's happy, I guess it's fine.'

        

        Seeing her this happy, Sylphy honestly lost any desire to tease her.

        

        "But Lady Olivia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Please don't talk about such things to men. Um, how should I put this... at least save it for when you're with other women?"

        

        "Ah. ...Yes, you're right."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        A moment of silence.

        

        Sylphy glared at Olivia and said:

        

        "You weren't just thinking, 'Oh right, he's a man,' were you?"

        

        "N-no, of course not!"

        

        Suspicious.

        

        Very suspicious.

        

        "Well, let's go! We were going to visit Lilith, right? How long is that sleepy princess going to stay in bed! Hahaha!"

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy let out a small sigh.

        

        It seemed she was still bad at lying.

        

        'You're going to have your hands full, Sir Royce.'

      

    

  
    
      Ch.149[Human Alliance Conference - 15]

      
        "You look tired, are you okay?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        After doing it like that at night, we did it again as soon as we woke up in the morning.

        

        After being blocked for so long, once the dam broke, a mix of emotions came flooding out.

        

        To put it more crudely, I lost to my sexual desire.

        

        Honestly, this was my first experience like this, so I was flustered.

        

        Livia's moans gave me an indescribable excitement, and in the end, I did it much more than I had imagined. While I felt like I was dying, Livia seemed perfectly fine.

        

        No matter how diligent I had been with my training, I couldn't compare to the Hero.

        

        Besides, my body hadn't been normal until now, so I'd been continuously consuming stamina. Considering that I was in this state even though I wasn't fully recovered yet, I was worried about the future.

        

        It seemed like I needed to exercise more diligently.

        

        At least my recovery was fast, so this fatigue would disappear by tonight.

        

        This wasn't because I was extraordinary, but a characteristic of people with spirit cores. Belita's recovery speed would probably be quite fast as well.

        

        Once she learns to control it herself, she'll be able to recover even faster.

        

        Originally, it's more efficient to know how to use something appropriately rather than overusing it, and the same applies to healing.

        

        "By the way, I didn't expect you to suggest going together. You could have rested a bit more, you know?"

        

        I answered Felix's question.

        

        "That was the original plan, but I need to ask a favor of the other races. It's not a heavy request, but it might make things proceed more smoothly."

        

        "As a contractor of the Goddess, they'll find it hard to refuse outright. They'll probably agree unless it's an unreasonably troublesome request."

        

        "I see."

        

        "So what's the favor?"

        

        "Due to circumstances, I need to first stop by the Beast Kingdom, then pass through the Dragon Kingdom to reach the Dwarves' country."

        

        "Is it important?"

        

        "......"

        

        I was silent for a moment.

        

        Should I tell him? As I hesitated, Lady Grandia spoke to me.

        

        -You may.

        

        How convenient.

        

        "It's about transferring ownership of the holy sword to Livia."

        

        "Isn't she already the owner?"

        

        "I was told that right now, it's no different from borrowing the Goddess's holy sword. So to transfer it to Livia, we need to visit the Beast Kingdom and... well, make a world tour."

        

        "I see, so you're seeking their help."

        

        "Unlike before, Livia's survival is already known, and not only that, the existence of the Death God will also be officially announced, so we can receive help officially."

        

        "I understand. If that's the case, there's no reason not to help. But for Lady Olivia to change the owner of the holy sword..."

        

        Felix crossed his arms in thought.

        

        "Does that mean she'll become even stronger? That's a bit chilling."

        

        "It's humanity's greatest fortune that she was born on humanity's side."

        

        "That's certainly true. If she had been a demon, it wouldn't just end with chills. Humanity would have been finished, for sure."

        

        It wasn't for nothing that I kept quiet despite being somewhat annoyed when I was exiled.

      

      
        

        Even back then, Livia was growing explosively, and I believed she could defeat the Demon King.

        

        And in reality, she almost single-handedly vanquished the Demon King.

        

        Her strength was so jaw-dropping that even Lady Grandia, who could be called our creator, was amazed by her tremendous power.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she possessed divine power in a human body.

        

        In fact, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was almost on par with Lady Grandia or Pluto, the Death God.

        

        No, if they had fought in their normal states, I don't know who would have won, but they were undoubtedly evenly matched opponents who could measure each other's win rates.

        

        The fact that with a simple human body, she could fight against Lady Grandia, who could be called our creator, or Pluto, who was on the same level as her, showed just how extraordinary Livia was.

        

        'And yesterday and today, I was with that extraordinary person...'

        

        Calm down.

        

        As I recalled what happened yesterday and this morning, my head started heating up again.

        

        At this rate, I might be the one who ends up wanting it, not Livia.

        

        That in itself isn't bad, but too much of anything isn't good.

        

        The saying "excess is as bad as deficiency" exists for a reason, and above all, if Livia were to... become pregnant, it could cause problems.

        

        If the Death God were defeated and the world became peaceful, and Livia no longer needed to wield a sword as a hero, it might be different, but getting pregnant now would be a serious problem.

        

        "You really do look tired. Did something happen yesterday?"

        

        "...Just a little something."

        

        "Hmm, anyway, take it easy. Lady Olivia shines so brightly that you might not be noticeable, but you're also a talent humanity needs right now."

        

        "That's a lot of pressure."

        

        "I know, you don't like such positions. But a person's talent isn't something you can reject just because you dislike it. Especially for a busybody like you who enjoys helping people."

        

        "......"

        

        "Anyway, from our perspective, it's very good that Lady Olivia is by your side."

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "Do you really need to ask? I hate to say this, but I'm quite surprised. The Hero Olivia Reinhart I remember had a truly beast-like aura. But now she seems somewhat mellowed out."

        

        "That's Livia's original personality."

        

        "That's right, but there must be someone who helped her regain it."

        

        Honestly, I couldn't deny it.

        

        In the past, no matter how positively you tried to frame it, Livia didn't have a good personality.

        

        Her inclination was heroic and good, but she was dogmatic, self-centered, and childish in a bad way.

        

        She had no room in her heart, you could say.

        

        "Anyway, guide Lady Olivia well so she doesn't go berserk. After all, with weapons, the direction they're pointed is more important than the weapon itself."

        

        "I understand. So, Felix, what are your plans after you finish your business here?"

        

        "First, I need to return to the kingdom. The king died suddenly, and most of the four noble families have collapsed, so the situation is chaos itself. It might be a bit rushed, but I need to succeed to the throne and stabilize things somehow."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "You don't need to say it, I know. In the current situation, there will be people who won't accept me becoming king."

        

        "In that regard, you can get help from us. With the support of Lilith, the true saint, and Livia, the nobles won't be able to raise much objection."

        

        There might be some accumulated dissatisfaction, but after that, it would depend on Felix's ability to subdue them.

        

        Nobles were often stubborn, but they were more likely to bow their heads if they thought it would benefit them or if they believed their opponent was unbeatable.

        

      

      
        "I'd like to take you and your companions back to the kingdom, but now is not the time. The situation is too chaotic to focus on just one kingdom."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "Speaking of the kingdom, I just remembered."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "What do you think Alex is aiming for?"

        

        "I'm not sure what you mean."

        

        "This is just my impression, but Alex Reynolds seemed to have genuine loyalty to the kingdom, albeit somewhat distorted."

        

        "......"

        

        I felt that too.

        

        During the hero's party days, Alex showed loyalty to the kingdom that was almost excessive. It might have been a persona he created, but even so, it was a bit much.

        

        Yet Alex was a kingdom noble.

        

        In other words, he criticized the environment he grew up in.

        

        Which was his true self?

        

        Or were both genuine?

        

        Either way, Alex's feelings toward the kingdom might not be simple. Even so, we can't just leave the current Alex alone, so we need to capture him.

        

        I wonder where he is and what he's doing.

        

        I'd like to modify Livia's holy sword contract before Alex causes trouble, if possible.

        

        But rushing too much might lead to mistakes, so that's not good either.

        

        It was important to walk properly at our own pace.

        

        "Whatever the case, Alex must be killed."

        

        "That's right. Since you're saying it, I can't stop you."

        

        "Do you want to stop me?"

        

        "Of course not."

        

        "......"

        

        "Well, I do feel like I want to talk with him, but there's no time for that, and it's just my selfish desire."

        

        It seems he empathized with Alex quite a bit.

        

        They were just two people who took different paths.

        

        "Ah, yes. Soon there will be talk about Belita Bright again. Since she's awake now."

        

        "I understand."

        

        Moradin Numen, the dwarf representative, had said he wanted to meet Belita once.

        

        Since Belita was awake, there was a need to meet.

        

        Hmm.

        

        It should be fine.

        

        At least Belita seemed better than before.

        

        The frozen time had started flowing, and although accelerating it wouldn't bring her to the present in just a day or two and might take a long time, I couldn't give up.

        

        Like Livia, I also thought she needed a future.

        

        After making such an effort to get this far, I hoped she would properly atone for her sins and live the rest of her future.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.150[Humanity Alliance Council - 16]

      
        **Representative of the Beast-folk, Iliya Hasht.**

        

        The priestess of the Beast-folk.

        

        In human terms, her position is close to that of a saint. While human saints tend to specialize more in healing and purification, priestesses are more specialized in "barrier techniques."

        

        Of course, the current saint Lilith and the former false saint Belita are somewhat exceptional, so their barrier techniques might be superior to those of the current priestess, Iliya Hasht.

        

        By the way, though it feels odd to say this, even I, with a goddess's core, would have stronger barrier techniques than Iliya.

        

        But that's only because the comparison is against abnormally powerful individuals. By normal standards, she's not just excellent but someone who would leave her name in history.

        

        After all, one couldn't hold the position of priestess without being at least that level.

        

        The barriers deployed from the Beast-folk nation's special locations are particularly powerful. Once activated, they say it's difficult to penetrate them with ordinary attacks.

        

        The problem, apparently, is that it also takes time to deactivate them, so once they activate a complete barrier, even they have quite a struggle getting out.

        

        Anyway, at the very least, she's the most specialized in barrier techniques among the Beast-folk. Since healing and barrier techniques are similar systems, those who can use one can typically use both.

        

        Of course, she might be extremely skilled at barrier techniques while barely beyond a beginner in healing magic, but she could still use both.

        

        So Iliya, as both the Beast-folk representative and priestess, should be capable of both.

        

        Her cat ears twitched upright, looking somehow soft and squeezable.

        

        "So... what did you suddenly come here to say?"

        

        "Would you permit Olivia Reinhart and several companions to enter the Beast-folk nation?"

        

        "No, no, I heard about this? So suddenly? This suddenly? The Hero's party coming so abruptly, not just as tourists..."

        

        "I understand your confusion, but this is also the goddess's revelation."

        

        "T-the goddess's...!!"

        

        This is quite useful.

        

        I felt a little guilty about invoking the goddess's name, but I wasn't lying.

        

        It was indeed Grandia herself who suggested traveling around the world to transfer ownership of the holy sword to Livia. So technically, I wasn't lying.

        

        "Hmm, even so, we need time to prepare. We're hosting the Hero..."

        

        "You don't need to worry so much. Lady Olivia isn't someone who cares greatly about such things."

        

        "But we care..."

        

        "Let me explain the reason: it's for strengthening the holy sword. It's preparatory work to defeat the Death God."

        

        "..."

        

        "Unfortunately, finding Alex Reynolds, who has awakened as the Death God, isn't an easy task at this point."

        

        If he has the power to open dimensional rifts like the Death God, he could be hiding inside one.

        

        If he intends to hide until his body is healed, there's honestly no way to find him.

        

        Livia might be able to, but there's no way to know where in this vast world he might have created a dimensional space to hide.

        

        So, regrettably, it was best to assume we had no means to find him until he chose to emerge.

        

        "Fine, fine... I can't refuse the Hero's party who's trying to defeat the Death God. I don't mind, I'll accept."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "But it seems the Hero herself didn't come?"

        

        "She's not really suited for this kind of formal occasion. Frankly, it's better if I handle the troublesome tasks."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "She has her own path and things she can do. I simply do what she cannot."

        

        "I see. *sniff, sniff*"

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        She was smelling something.

        

        "No, it's nothing. Excuse me... I'm just a bit sensitive to smells."

        

        "Do I smell?"

        

        "How would I know? I'm not a beast-person."

        

        Apparently, Beast-folk naturally have superior senses, especially smell and hearing. Considering that, she might be able to detect scents from me that normally couldn't be smelled.

        

      

      
        But what could I have done to smell?

        

        I hadn't even eaten today, so there shouldn't be any food odor.

        

        All I did was...

        

        All I did...

        

        "..."

        

        I froze without realizing it.

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        "No, well..."

        

        "Youth is a wonderful thing, isn't it? Especially in the morning."

        

        "No, that... I definitely took a bath."

        

        "I'm sorry. My sense of smell is better than even the average Beast-folk."

        

        "..."

        

        I was mortified.

        

        It seemed best to avoid doing that while in the Beast-folk nation.

        

        But I was curious what I could do if future-me gave in to Livia's begging. Now that we were officially a couple, there was no reason for Livia to hold back.

        

        Anyway, this was something I should be careful about.

        

        "By the way, I heard Belita Bright has awakened?"

        

        "Yes, and as soon as she woke up, she healed the Hero, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "You seem quite protective of that child. This should further reduce her punishment."

        

        "I believe I explained the reasons at the last Human Alliance meeting."

        

        "Yes, I heard. I don't particularly disagree. The actual victim, Lady Olivia, doesn't mind, and she saved countless people during the Erkia invasion."

        

        That's right.

        

        The fact that she saved many people, beyond being forgiven by Livia, the victim, remains unchanged and unshakable.

        

        "As I said before, the Beast-folk nation will not interfere with Belita Bright's punishment."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "No need for thanks. Well, I'm not unsympathetic to her childhood circumstances. I hope you all achieve the outcome you desire."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Is your business concluded then?"

        

        "Yes, excuse me. I need to meet with other representatives right away."

        

        "Oh? Why is that?"

        

        "The matter I mentioned earlier... I need to visit the Beast-kin nation and the Dwarf nation as well."

        

        "Oh... you'll be quite busy, especially during these times."

        

        "Yes, but it's alright. It's necessary."

        

        "..."

        

        Iliya looked at me for a moment before speaking.

        

        I could almost hear the gears turning in her head.

        

        "I appreciate capable talent. Would you consider working for our Beast-folk nation?"

        

        "I appreciate the offer, but I'll decline. Unfortunately, I don't enjoy jobs that require responsibility."

        

        "That's surprising. I thought you would."

        

        "I hear that often."

        

        "Well, can't be helped. I'll see you next time then."

        

        "Yes, may you have a peaceful day, Lady Iliya."

        

        ***

        

        "So that's finally one down."

        

      

      
        "Visiting all three places in a single day might seem a bit rushed, but it can't be helped."

        

        "The sooner the better. But Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "For this journey, are you planning to go with just Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Livia would probably prefer that, but forming a party would be better."

        

        In truth, there wouldn't be a major problem if just the two of us went.

        

        But there are situations where raw power alone isn't enough, and numbers are needed. Anticipating such scenarios, I wanted to bring two more people, and I already had them in mind.

        

        "I'm thinking of bringing the Saint and the future Oberon."

        

        "You're not taking Belita Bright?"

        

        "I'd prefer she focus on healing. She's learning to deactivate the spirit core, but that also means she shouldn't use her powers for a while."

        

        And it wouldn't get better in just a day or two.

        

        Slowly.

        

        But surely, she would recover and gain a future.

        

        The current pain was for that purpose.

        

        I hoped this process would be meaningful.

        

        I hoped her lifespan would extend, even if just a little.

        

        This was all I could do for her.

        

        "So she can't use healing magic, is that it?"

        

        "That's right. Please take care of her until she returns to the kingdom."

        

        "Don't worry, I'll take responsibility. It's a request from you and Lady Olivia, after all."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "As for Lady Lilith and that Sylphi girl, they're not bad as combat assets. Though my sister has just awakened as a Saint, so she might be a bit awkward."

        

        "True, but as a Saint, her role is healing, so she doesn't need to participate directly in combat. Honestly, with Livia there, I'm not too concerned about fighting."

        

        "Indeed, I understand."

        

        The Beast-kin lands were particularly rough terrain, but with Livia, it should be fine.

        

        Even when she was in worse condition, she could fight evenly with the Death God. Now that she's fully recovered, it's hard to imagine any enemies being a threat. Though we shouldn't let our guard down, of course.

        

        "But about that Sylphi girl..."

        

        "Sylphi may be timid, but she's capable."

        

        And she didn't seem particularly shy around people she'd become close to.

        

        I could tell from how she treated Livia and me.

        

        She seemed to become comfortable once she considered someone "her people."

        

        "No, that's not it. She's marrying my sister Lilith, right?"

        

        "Probably."

        

        Well, they didn't seem to dislike each other, so there was a possibility.

        

        Felix shook his head and said:

        

        "Please relay a message to her."

        

        "Ah, yes. What should I say?"

        

        "Poor thing..."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Marrying my sister... she must have committed sins in her past life."

        

        "Hey now."

        

        Come to think of it, Lilith used to bully Felix one-sidedly when they were children.

        

        Hmm.

        

        That seemed like a reasonable reaction, actually.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.151[Human Alliance Conference - 17]

      
        Belita had little experience interacting with others in her life.

        

        Mostly, she just followed orders.

        

        She rarely made judgments on her own.

        

        Even if someone approached Belita, they would soon distance themselves because of her father, Helen Bright.

        

        Looking back now, perhaps it was to isolate her and make her an easily controlled puppet.

        

        With broader human relationships, one could more easily see oneself through others' eyes, and seeing oneself through others might strengthen one's sense of self.

        

        Helen Bright seemed to have worried about that.

        

        In the end, she had no friends until adulthood, and the one friend she did have died in an experiment.

        

        Anyway, she grew up in a rather unfavorable environment, and that environment was so peculiar that she couldn't build proper human relationships.

        

        In other words, she was a loner.

        

        It was difficult to even find someone she could call an acquaintance.

        

        Therefore.

        

        "Hello, Belita. I came again today."

        

        "Excuse me. Do you remember me? I'm Sylphie, we met when you were fighting Dragonia."

        

        "Ah, yes. Nice to see you."

        

        She wasn't used to people suddenly visiting her like this.

        

        More than that, it felt awkward when people spoke to her with kindness.

        

        Until now, the only people who had spoken kindly to her were William Courtney, the head of the Courtney family, and Royce from the hero's party.

        

        Reina also used to talk to her, but at some point, their communication had been cut off.

        

        She hadn't noticed it then, but she suspected that around that time, Reina might have been mentally overwhelmed by the Geass.

        

        If it was the Geass, even Belita couldn't have done anything about it, but perhaps they could have looked for a solution together.

        

        No.

        

        It was questionable whether the Belita of that time was capable of such self-assertive actions.

        

        "Are you feeling alright? I didn't know what you liked, so I brought various foods, but I'm not sure if they'll suit your taste!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, honestly, we traveled together and defeated the Demon Lord, how could you not know her food preferences? Especially since you've cooked for her before?"

        

        "Hey, in the realm of monsters, do you have time to be picky? You just eat whatever isn't poisonous. It's weird to be particular about taste in those situations."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Alex and Reina also ate whatever was given to them."

        

        "Weren't they just afraid of you, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "......"

        

        Silence.

        

        "N-No, that's not it!"

        

        "You just thought 'Could that be true?' didn't you? You even considered it might be the case!"

        

        "It can't be! B-Belita! What do you think!?"

        

        "Ah, um... I knew beforehand that proper meals would be impossible in the monster realm. I was just grateful to have anything to eat."

        

        Besides, Olivia was surprisingly good at cooking.

        

        Amazingly, except for Royce, she was the best cook among the former hero's party members.

        

        Belita, who had never cooked before, couldn't cook at all.

        

        Reina could only make very basic dishes.

        

        Alex could cook a little but only to his own taste.

        

        Among them, Olivia, who could produce consistently average-tasting food, could certainly be called an excellent cook.

        

        "Look, could you stop making me out to be a bad person?"

        

        "I apologize. I sometimes hear about the past Lady Olivia from Lord Royce."

        

        "...Really?"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "W-What did Royce say?"

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphie laughed at Olivia's greatly flustered appearance.

        

      

      
        "Well, nothing much really."

        

        "Ah! Your face says there was definitely something!"

        

        "Well, since we're here, let's eat."

        

        "Tch."

        

        The food she brought was sandwiches.

        

        Strangely, the meat sandwiches sold in Erkia were shaped like fish. They didn't actually contain fish, but combined with their unique sauce, they were said to be quite delicious.

        

        It was a must-try food when visiting Erkia.

        

        However, they were so popular that they often sold out if you went too late.

        

        Fortunately, there was still some stock left.

        

        "Ah, but Lady Belita was a saint of the Bright family, so perhaps such commoner food might not be to your liking."

        

        "No, she eats it just fine. Setting aside not having proper meals in the monster realm, when Royce and I first saw Belita in Erkia, she was eating udon."

        

        "Udon?"

        

        "Ah, um... I've rarely eaten luxurious food. When I was a child, I lived only in the laboratory, eating just enough not to die. If I ate too much, I would vomit."

        

        They fed her just enough not to starve to death, as it would be wasteful if she vomited up all the food she ate.

        

        Naturally, the quality of the food deteriorated over time, becoming things that were barely edible in terms of taste.

        

        But she was hungry and in pain, so ultimately Belita had no choice but to eat.

        

        "Come to think of it, there might have been sleeping pills or something in the bread I ate back then. I couldn't sleep properly around that time. But after eating that bread, I could somehow sleep."

        

        "Ah."

        

        "Lady Olivia?"

        

        "I want to revive Helen just to kill him again."

        

        "I agree."

        

        Olivia carefully approached Belita and sat beside her.

        

        "If anything happens later, come find me."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Whether it's trouble or something you want to talk about, anything. Unfortunately, I might not be much help with issues that can't be solved by force."

        

        Olivia said, scratching her cheek.

        

        "Royce and I will definitely be there together, so call us if you need anything. We'll help with most things."

        

        "...Th-Thank you."

        

        It was awkward.

        

        Extremely awkward.

        

        It wasn't that Olivia herself was awkward.

        

        It was just that the fact that someone was helping her out of kindness was so unfamiliar.

        

        Since Belita's life had always been one of ruthless treatment, someone's kindness felt too strange.

        

        Yesterday, when she treated Olivia.

        

        She just cried.

        

        She didn't know exactly why she cried, but tears flowed, and Belita couldn't hold them back.

        

        The tears just kept coming.

        

        The emotions that burst forth were impossible to control. After crying it all out, she felt somewhat relieved, and her heart felt a bit lighter.

        

        The tears she shed had always been despair overflowing from within, but for the first time, she expressed her erupting sadness as an emotion.

        

        It was honestly a bit embarrassing to cry so explosively rather than just letting tears flow, but after it was all over, it felt somewhat refreshing.

        

        "By the way, I'll help as much as I can, but you can't escape punishment, you know that, right?"

        

        "I know. Even excluding the attempted assassination of Lady Olivia, if they press the issue of my cooperation with Alex Reynolds, my punishment is certain."

        

        "......"

        

        "With the help of many people, including Lady Olivia and Lord Royce, I might barely be able to grasp a future."

        

        "Wow."

        

        "W-Why are you looking at me like that? Did I say something presumptuous again that I shouldn't have?"

        

        "No, that's not it."

        

        Olivia spoke as if surprised.

        

      

      
        "You're saying exactly the same thing as Royce."

        

        "The same as Lord Royce?"

        

        "Royce said the same thing. During the trial, I can somehow lighten the charge of attempted hero assassination to prevent a severe punishment, but since Alex Reynolds awakened as a Death God, you can't escape punishment for being on his side."

        

        "......"

        

        "Even a trial won't end in a day or two, and with the kingdom in chaos right now, it will likely be postponed. In that time, if I can just catch the Death God, I can somehow use my reputation to help."

        

        That's why Royce thought that going to prison couldn't be avoided.

        

        No matter what, given the severity of the crimes committed, even if for a short time, she would have to go to prison as an example to others.

        

        In other words, becoming an ex-convict was unavoidable, and that cross would cling to Belita's back forever.

        

        Olivia was somewhat confused.

        

        Was it right to place the cross of sin on a child who lacked judgment?

        

        But at the same time, if such matters weren't handled fairly, it would create problems of equity, and the law, which should uphold justice, would lose its meaning.

        

        The law must be flexible, but it cannot be unfair.

        

        That line was truly difficult to maintain, but it had to be preserved.

        

        The law was frustrating.

        

        Sometimes infuriatingly so.

        

        It stood in the way.

        

        But at the same time, it prevented people from falling to the depths of the abyss.

        

        "What are you going to do today, Lady Olivia? Do you have plans?"

        

        "Me?"

        

        Olivia put a sandwich in her mouth at Sylphie's question.

        

        "Hmm, I have somewhere to go."

        

        "Where? Perhaps to the graves of the victims?"

        

        "I've already been there. I went right after leaving. Even though there were fewer victims than expected, their sacrifices are no less tragic."

        

        "I see. Then where are you going?"

        

        "To receive Mikhail Reinhart's burnt ashes."

        

        "Hmm......"

        

        "I want to do something for him, but no honor would be appropriate for him."

        

        It was sad, and while it was understandable, many innocent people had died.

        

        Many of them.

        

        He must have killed many throughout his life, and as time passed, those who had wronged Mikhail had all died, leaving only their descendants or unrelated people.

        

        By the time he killed them in the name of revenge, his mind was already broken beyond repair.

        

        "And I need to meet Royce."

        

        "Your expression has completely softened......"

        

        "I'm not joking, Sylphie."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I'm happier than when I pulled out the holy sword or defeated the Demon Lord."

        

        "Ah, yes......"

        

        "Um, but......"

        

        Belita spoke hesitantly.

        

        "Has Lady Lilith not awakened yet?"

        

        "Oh, no. I went to see her earlier, but she's still sleeping."

        

        "Well, she did overexert herself."

        

        "About that......"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Belita smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I, I might be able to wake her up."

        

        "......"

        

        "Huh?"
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        "Hmm."

        

        I pondered for a moment.

        

        Getting to the Beast Kingdom wouldn't be difficult.

        

        The problem was how to travel through the Dragon Kingdom to reach the Dwarf Kingdom.

        

        I could quickly reach the Beast Kingdom using a teleportation orb, but the Dragon Kingdom, like the monster territories, had unstable magical energy. Using a teleportation orb there could land you in the sky or underground.

        

        Appearing somewhat high up might be fine, but in the worst case, your arms or legs could get stuck in trees or buildings, resulting in clean amputations.

        

        And that was if you were lucky. If it was your head, it would be fatal.

        

        Well, "fatal" might not be the right word, considering Livia survived having her head blown off, so I was somewhat doubtful if "instant death" was the correct expression.

        

        Anyway.

        

        Even if we somehow managed to reach the Beast Kingdom, the problem was what came after.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "To be honest, couldn't we just ride horses? Rent a carriage, I mean."

        

        "That would require us to take a completely roundabout route. It would consume much more time than traveling in a straight line. It's easy to forget the danger when there's no immediate threat, but remember, this is the era when Death Messenger Alex Reynolds was born."

        

        "I see. But with Lady Olivia with us, wouldn't most monsters not be a problem?"

        

        "I'm not worried about monsters. To enter the Dragon Kingdom by the fastest route, we need to cross this mountain."

        

        "Sounds treacherous."

        

        "Yes, we can't use carriages, and the path is too complex to describe in words. We need a guide."

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to get a recommendation from the Beast Kingdom?"

        

        "That's one option, but personally, I don't think it would be wise to be indebted to the Beast Kingdom."

        

        "But we can't just go without help, can we?"

        

        "No, but I have someone in mind. Since things have turned out this way, one more traveler shouldn't be a big problem."

        

        "You have a plan, I see?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Their combat ability isn't particularly impressive.

        

        Well, they know how to fight to some extent, but that just means they can handle encountering a monster or two while traversing the mountains—not that they're a master.

        

        Besides their own skills, they carry various tools that can help resolve situations one way or another.

        

        Since we're hiring them strictly as a guide, Livia will likely handle most of the direct combat, and if she misses anything, Sylphy and I will take care of it.

        

        As for Lilith...

        

        She had virtually no combat ability to speak of.

        

        Though the Saint's mark might have improved her physical condition, she had lived confined in the castle for a long time, so her body was untrained and weak.

        

        Lilith's stamina would be the biggest concern on this journey.

        

        Perhaps having Lilith float the entire time would be an option.

        

        No, that might exhaust me first.

        

        It would be best if Livia carried her, but I wanted Livia to focus on keeping watch.

        

        "But we'll need some money to hire them."

        

        "Are they first-class?"

        

        "They're excellent at finding paths. I've never seen them get lost."

        

        "That level, huh? Then they must be quite expensive... Alright, I'll try to accommodate."

        

        "Then Prince Felix will come with us too."

        

        "Huh? They're here in Erkia?"

        

        "Yes, they're more likely to accept if Prince Felix comes along, as they find it burdensome."

        

        "Wouldn't they normally refuse if they find it burdensome?"

        

        Normally, yes.

        

        But that person wasn't normal, and when their mind was heavy and unable to make proper judgments, they were more likely to accept.

        

        There was no point in speaking to them when they were calm—they would just set various conditions and be difficult.

        

        The winning strategy I'd learned from interacting with them was to catch them off guard and get them to accept immediately.

        

        "It's fine, let's go. Do you have time?"

        

        "I have things to do, but I also have time. Making your journey prosperous is the most important task right now, isn't it?"

        

        "How honorable of you."

        

        "You know, your expression never changes. I can't feel any emotion, none at all."

        

        "That's unfortunate."

        

        "See what I mean?"

        

        Despite appearances, I properly feel and express joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.

      

      
        

        I've often been told that my emotions don't show well on my face.

        

        Perhaps that's why Felix wants to make me his subordinate even more.

        

        Having a face that doesn't reveal emotions is quite convenient in politics, it seems.

        

        ***

        

        "Oh, uh...! P-Prince Felix! My, what an honor to have you in such a humble place!"

        

        "Who is this?"

        

        "Whether they're an adult or a child, male or female, elderly, or whether they're human, elf, beast-kin, dragon-kin, I'm not sure, but in any case, they're an acquaintance of mine."

        

        "Nothing is certain about them, I see."

        

        "Mysterious, isn't it? Anyway, this is my acquaintance, a gnome. Gnome, this is Prince Felix Clifford. He's the next king, so it wouldn't hurt to make his acquaintance."

        

        "R-Royce...!!"

        

        Their cheek was twitching.

        

        I knew it.

        

        The gnome dislikes nobles.

        

        More precisely, they feel uncomfortable around them.

        

        That's why I brought him.

        

        Rather than letting them stay calm, I wanted to catch them in a moment of agitation to secure their acceptance.

        

        I didn't necessarily have to insist on the gnome—I could have asked around for a suitable guide or, in the worst case, sought help from the Beast Kingdom. But the gnome's pathfinding ability was almost supernatural, making them the most reliable choice if I were to make a request.

        

        In my life, which wasn't particularly long, they were the most excellent guide I'd ever known.

        

        "Ahem, in that sense, Gnome."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Soon, Livia, myself, and our other companions will be leaving Erkia for the Beast Kingdom."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "And from the Beast Kingdom, we'll go to the Dragon Kingdom, and eventually visit the Dwarf nation as well."

        

        "Are you planning a world tour at this time?"

        

        "Well, I understand what you're getting at, but it's necessary."

        

        "So? What does that have to do with me?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Think about it, Gnome. Even if we use teleportation orbs to reach the Beast Kingdom, no one would be foolish enough to use them in the Dragon Kingdom, right?"

        

        "That's right. Getting limbs stuck in buildings or trees is common, and in the worst case, vital parts get caught and you die instantly."

        

        "Exactly. So to get there, we need to move physically, but using a carriage would take too much time, wouldn't it?"

        

        The gnome nodded at my words with an "Hmm."

        

        "Right, the mountain in between is too treacherous for carriages, and there are quite a few monsters too. So you have to go around, which takes a considerable amount of time. But that's the conventional method."

        

        "Yes, but we're in a hurry. So we're planning to cross the mountain."

        

        "...Hmm, is that so? Well! With the Hero present, that should be easy. From what I saw last time, her power is overwhelming. I felt awe, even reverence. There's no way I could match her."

        

        That's because fighting the Death Messenger wasn't luck but skill.

        

        Having met Livia and seen a glimpse of her power, the gnome seemed to have a rough idea of how strong she was.

        

        "So? Just go then? You have the Hero, so there shouldn't be a problem, right?"

        

        "But that mountain is quite treacherous, and the paths are complex. It's easy to get lost."

        

        "...Y-yes."

        

        "Depending on the circumstances, taking a carriage might even be faster. Wouldn't you agree?"

        

        "That's right..."

        

        The gnome's face had turned pale as they gradually understood why we had come, and their naturally responsive voice was getting quieter.

        

        I continued to smile as I spoke to the gnome.

        

        "At times like this, it would be good to have a guide, wouldn't it?"

        

        "Ha, haha! But the mountain between the Beast Kingdom and Dragon Kingdom is called the Mountain of Delusion! Even real experts can easily get lost there! You'll have a hard time finding someone!"

        

        "That's right. But a miracle has occurred—we've found someone."

        

        "..."

        

        "Someone who can guide the way even without knowing the path, someone with supernatural abilities."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Felix tilted his head.

        

        "What does that mean?"

        

        "This one has a unique ability."

        

        "A unique ability!? Gasp!"

        

      

      
        Felix exclaimed loudly, then covered his mouth, seemingly surprised by his own reaction.

        

        Unique ability.

        

        Not something learned like magic or requiring innate talent like healing magic or spirit arts, but an inherent power one is born with.

        

        Sylphy's stealth technique falls into this category too.

        

        Usually, it can be honed, but it's difficult to teach to others.

        

        It's like trying to teach someone how to breathe—difficult to explain.

        

        Only those born with the ability can do it; it's possible from the moment of birth.

        

        And unique abilities don't follow the normal process of using magical energy to activate.

        

        An ability shrouded in mystery, also called divine power.

        

        Come to think of it, right beside me was Goddess Grandia herself.

        

        I should ask her about it later.

        

        "You shouldn't reveal other people's secrets like that."

        

        "Gnome, let's be honest—you've sold me out to save yourself many times, and you've abandoned me quite a few times too. Now it's my turn to use you."

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        "You must know that I've been patient with you all this time, and knowing your surprisingly conscientious nature, you probably thought you'd repay your debt someday, right? Or rather, didn't you mention last time that you were indebted to me?"

        

        "..."

        

        Back when we used to travel together, I helped the gnome a lot, and the gnome, ungrateful as they were, would sometimes abandon me and run away.

        

        But they would always come back, and at their core, they weren't a bad person.

        

        Just a bit morally compromised in some areas.

        

        Anyway, they had explicitly told me they were indebted to me, and as I said, they were strangely conscientious in certain ways, so they wouldn't just let it slide.

        

        "T-that's true! But Royce! Not the Mountain of Delusion! It's dangerous there!"

        

        "Didn't you just say that with the Hero present, there wouldn't be a problem? Don't worry, Sylphy, the future Oberon with the Meteor Bow, the true Saint Lilith, and myself will be going too."

        

        "O-oh... What an extravagant party..."

        

        "You won't have to fight directly. All you need to do is use your ability to guide us—that's it."

        

        "..."

        

        "Of course, I'm not asking you to do it for free. I'll pay you properly."

        

        "Uh, um... But I..."

        

        I naturally took out a money pouch from my inner pocket.

        

        "Cut."

        

        The gnome made a strange sound.

        

        Money pouch.

        

        Seeing the pouch containing a considerable sum, the gnome swallowed hard and looked back and forth between me and Felix.

        

        "This is the advance payment. If we succeed, I'll give you three times this amount. How about it? With this much money, you could live comfortably without working as a merchant for quite some time, couldn't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "What will you do?"

        

        "A-alright! Alright! I'll do it! But this settles our debt! No more debt after this!"

        

        "Fine by me."

        

        "Geez, you should use it for more personal requests. Or to help people again."

        

        "I am using it for personal reasons."

        

        "How so?"

        

        I smiled at the gnome.

        

        "Who knows."

        

        "Ah, there you go with that way of talking again. You have a talent for irritating people."

        

        "You reap what you sow, Gnome."

        

        "I said I'll do it, okay? You nag too much."

        

        "By the way, it would be better if you present as male while traveling."

        

        "Huh? Why? Being a cute female makes life easier in many ways. Hehe!"

        

        I placed my hand on the gnome's shoulder and said:

        

        "You and I are close, right?"

        

        "So?"

        

        "You wouldn't want to suddenly get punched faster than an ostrich, would you? I certainly wouldn't."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        A punch would be the least of our worries.

        

        I don't think it would happen, but there are subtle aspects that make it impossible to guarantee it absolutely.
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        "This is blackmail, saying I have to go to the Mountain of Delusion? I don't have enough lives for that."

        

        "We'll pay you well, and you'll have the great warrior Olivia Reinhart, who could be called the best bodyguard, with you."

        

        "That's true, but... sigh, I want to punch my past self for thinking you were an easy mark."

        

        "That's fortunate."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Lois and Noum had met during their travels and cooperated out of mutual necessity.

        

        In truth, Noum had traveled with Lois because he thought the kind-looking Lois would be easy to deceive.

        

        As a merchant, he had planned to sell mediocre goods at high prices, but Lois turned out to be a tiger wearing a cat's disguise.

        

        Noum, who hadn't noticed this, ended up being taken advantage of instead, and in the end, when monster attacks nearly killed him, Lois saved his life.

        

        Afterward, they continued traveling as ordinary friends before eventually parting ways.

        

        It wasn't an extremely long journey, but it was enough to get to know each other, and from Noum's perspective, he thought it best not to get any closer.

        

        It wasn't that there was anything wrong with Lois.

        

        Or rather, was the problem with Lois?

        

        Lois was too perceptive.

        

        Noum had once casually mentioned that his face wasn't his real one, which wasn't much of a secret, and he had judged Lois trustworthy. But Lois gradually began to discern who Noum really was behind his transformations.

        

        It wasn't that Lois was deliberately trying to figure it out; rather, through casual conversations and observing habits that remained in Noum's body, Lois naturally arrived at the answer.

        

        Just as one can't help but see what's in front of them when their eyes are open, for Lois, everything was something to be seen, interpreted, and observed.

        

        Honestly, Noum thought it was fortunate that Lois wasn't malicious.

        

        He was certain that if Lois had harbored evil intentions, she would have become a notorious monster in the underworld.

        

        "So when are we departing?"

        

        "Since Lady Liris needs to wake up and get ready, it's difficult to give an exact date."

        

        "I have my own schedule, you know."

        

        "We're paying you enough to live until that schedule."

        

        "Fine, fine. Just so you know, I really won't be fighting. Don't say I'm in the way or anything like that."

        

        "Of course. You're being invited as a guide, not as a combatant."

        

        They had invited him to the party because they trusted Noum's unique ability.

        

        Even if it meant some hardship, nothing was better than being able to move quickly.

        

        "I'm not sure, but this girl... no, was she not a girl? Anyway, this elf... no, not an elf either? Whatever this person is, what's their unique ability?"

        

        Felix sighed in confusion.

        

        Lois briefly glanced at Noum, who nodded.

        

        It was a signal that it was okay to tell. There was no point in lying to their client, who was also going to be the king of a country. Besides, it wasn't that big of a secret.

        

        It was the kind of secret that wasn't revealed unless asked, and Noum didn't mention it because it would be troublesome if discovered, though occasionally he would volunteer the information himself.

        

        "To be precise, it's not the power to know the path. Noum doesn't actually know the way."

        

        "Right."

        

        "What? Then how do you find the way?"

        

        "I don't find it; I see it. I can see the path to my destination with my eyes, and by following that light, I can find the quickest route."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "So I can't explain the logic behind it, Prince Felix. Aren't all unique abilities like that anyway?"

        

        Noum said with an awkward smile.

        

        An ability that doesn't activate through magic power, isn't spirit arts, and has no logic or explanation—just results.

        

        Most unique abilities work that way.

        

        In fact, Sylphy's stealth technique couldn't be explained by logic either.

        

        Even though she wasn't using magic power, her presence would suddenly diminish dramatically, making it difficult to locate her unless you were directly looking at her.

        

      

      
        Someone like Olivia might be able to faintly sense her leaked presence, but most people couldn't tell where she was.

        

        Moreover, it seemed her stealth technique had grown even stronger, perhaps due to her growth during the Erkia invasion.

        

        "Fascinating."

        

        Felix said, stroking his chin.

        

        "Unique abilities have always been seen as divine blessings, powers with results that defy logic, both admired and envied by all."

        

        "Well, it's a power obtained at birth without any effort. Even healing magic or spirit arts require appropriate effort to develop, but not for us."

        

        They could just do it from birth.

        

        It was as natural as breathing, which made it very difficult to properly explain when asked.

        

        How do you move your arms and legs?

        How do you think?

        How do you breathe?

        

        No matter how many such questions were asked, it wasn't easy to convey that sensation to someone who had no concept of it.

        

        "Hey, Lois."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You said a new Reaper was born, the mastermind behind the Erkia invasion, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        In fact, there had been a lot of deliberation about whether to make this public, but ultimately they decided to do so.

        

        There were quite a few witnesses, and it wasn't something that could be hidden anyway.

        

        In conclusion, while it would be a fatal blow to the kingdom, they judged that the damage from concealing it would be even more severe.

        

        It was too late to hold their heads high, so bowing early was the wisest course of action.

        

        And fortunately, if Olivia, a human from the kingdom, could capture the Reaper Alex, they could secure some path to survival.

        

        Therefore, Felix also had to actively support Olivia.

        

        The kingdom's path to survival was for Olivia, also from the kingdom, to capture Alex and support Felix, who would become the new king.

        

        There was no other way to stop the criticism and condemnation currently directed at the kingdom, and moreover, there was a high possibility that the country could face ruin.

        

        "A human from the kingdom becoming a Reaper, how ridiculous. What kind of person were they?"

        

        "Alex Reynolds, one of the four noble families."

        

        "Reynolds..."

        

        Noum momentarily reacted with wide eyes before quickly changing his expression.

        

        "Right, quite an impressive person did that. They could have lived their whole life in leisure without lifting a finger. Why go looking for trouble?"

        

        "..."

        

        Lois was silent for a moment, then nodded at Noum's words.

        

        "Most of the world's decisions are based on what's comfortable for oneself, leading to many selfish choices, but whether good or evil, when people go to extremes, they become fools far removed from efficiency."

        

        Whether pursuing goodness or evil, neither was efficient in terms of protecting one's body and living.

        

        "Anyway, I'll keep my promise."

        

        "Yes, I'm glad to be traveling with you."

        

        "You sure know how to talk."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        ***

        

        "Want some?"

        

        "Th-thank you."

        

        "Sorry, I'd like to take you to where Liris is right now to prove your ability is real, but your status is a bit... I can't bring you there on my own authority."

        

        "I understand..."

        

        Since Belita had said she might be able to wake Liris immediately, it seemed she had some method in mind.

        

        I wanted to take her right away, but Belita's current status was that of a suspect who hadn't yet been tried, so I couldn't bring her on my own authority.

        

      

      
        Well, no one would say much about bringing her, but if responsibility became an issue, someone else would have to take it, not me.

        

        For example, Felix, who was probably feeling like he was walking on thorns right now.

        

        I didn't want to cause unnecessary trouble, so it would be better to talk with Felix, or at least with Lois first.

        

        "Do you have a favorite food?"

        

        "What? Oh, um... udon."

        

        "Oh."

        

        "Your taste is surprisingly economical."

        

        "William... used to buy it for me sometimes. It was delicious. That's why I like it."

        

        "I see."

        

        Come to think of it, when I first met her in Erkia, she was eating udon alone.

        

        It seems she wasn't just eating it by chance but because she genuinely liked it.

        

        I didn't particularly have strong preferences for food.

        

        I just ate whatever was given to me.

        

        If anything, I preferred foods that kept me feeling full for a long time.

        

        Foods that kept me satisfied without having to eat a lot.

        

        Conversely, noodles digest quickly, so I get hungry again soon. That's why I didn't particularly prefer them.

        

        "I'll buy you some later."

        

        "Th-thank you."

        

        "By the way, when are we departing?"

        

        "We can't decide whether to leave or not until Liris wakes up."

        

        "Honestly, I wonder if we really need to bring her."

        

        "It's good to have someone in a healing role in the party, and more importantly, since we're moving as the Hero's party, we need the Saint as a kind of symbol."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "So I need to meet with Lois, but there's a high chance I'll be back late tonight."

        

        Given the current situation, I understood.

        

        After we catch the Reaper, regardless of what the kingdom says, Lois and I will live together.

        

        We could settle down somewhere or travel together.

        

        I'd prefer to travel.

        

        After capturing the Reaper, the world might actually become more chaotic.

        

        Originally, the aftermath of a big event was more important than the event itself.

        

        "Um, by the way, Lady Olivia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You have a communication stone, right? Couldn't you just contact them and ask?"

        

        "Ah."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy and Belita looked at me with strange eyes.

        

        I carefully took out the communication stone from my inner pocket.

        

        "A-ahem! I'll ask then..."

        

        "Lady Olivia..."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Don't let go of Lois."

        

        "I don't plan to, but that face and tone of yours is somehow irritating!"
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        "Indeed, I understand. It would be good to try. I'll inform Prince Felix on my end, so let's proceed."

        

        "Alright! See you later!"

        

        With a click, the light from the communication stone disappeared, and I quietly turned my head.

        

        "That's the answer."

        

        "Isn't this more of a notification than a report?"

        

        "I figured you would approve anyway."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        It seemed that since Belita might be able to wake Liris up, they were planning to take Belita to where Liris was.

        

        However, since Belita's status was currently delicate, it appeared they had decided it was necessary to report it first.

        

        Given that she knew healing magic and had once served in the same role as a saint, it might actually be possible. The sooner Liris woke up, the faster our journey would progress, so if she could be awakened, that would be for the best.

        

        While it would be better for Belita to refrain from using healing magic in the future, living without using any magical power at all wouldn't exactly be a healthy life either.

        

        Just like physical strength, using too much magical power would cause fatigue, but using too little wasn't good for one's health either.

        

        Using it moderately was best, and in that sense, Belita's healing might not be such a bad thing for her either.

        

        "Come to think of it, that gnome girl."

        

        Though whether she was actually a girl was questionable.

        

        "What about the gnome?"

        

        "She was watching me very carefully."

        

        "Most people do that with authority figures."

        

        Especially with human nobles, the reaction tends to be negative.

        

        It seemed she didn't prefer human nobles in general, not just Felix specifically.

        

        "Still, don't worry. She'll be fine once she gets to know you."

        

        "I see."

        

        One of the reasons I suspected the gnome might be connected to human nobility was precisely that oversensitive reaction to human nobles.

        

        With her occasional use of royal court etiquette and that hypersensitivity, evidence was mounting to the point where I wondered if the gnome was deliberately leading me to such suspicions.

        

        Well, I was analyzing without realizing it, but it wasn't something to worry about too much.

        

        Whether she was from some noble family or just a commoner, what mattered was that the gnome's power was currently needed, and the gnome herself wasn't a bad person.

        

        Especially since, whether it was because she was a merchant or not, she had a character that always repaid favors received, so the likelihood of her doing anything strange regarding this matter was low.

        

        "By the way, Belita is quite capable."

        

        "Even though she was a fake, she didn't hold the position of saint for so long just by luck. In terms of technical aspects, Belita is probably more skilled than Princess Liris."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        Simple firepower.

        

        In other words, while the healing power itself might be stronger in Liris, Belita, who had lived as a saint for a long time, was inevitably superior in knowledge and technical aspects.

        

        Of course, what Belita had to study hard to achieve, Liris could do just by breathing, but at least in terms of minor techniques and abilities, Belita was more proficient.

        

        And this was easily evident from the recent Erkia invasion, where Liris essentially just provided magical power while Belita alone treated people to keep them from dying.

        

        "Then wouldn't it be better to take Belita instead? My sister is essentially just someone who has newly awakened as a saint, isn't she?"

        

        "Having the mark is important, and now that everyone knows who the real saint is, that would be difficult. Above all, it's better if Belita doesn't fight."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Separately, about Belita's trial..."

        

        "She might not be able to avoid imprisonment. The matter is too significant."

        

        "I see."

        

        "...You're less surprised than I expected."

      

      
        

        "It's within the range I anticipated."

        

        Since the matter was so significant, if it couldn't be helped, then it couldn't be helped.

        

        Still, she had avoided execution or life imprisonment, and if Livia or others supported her, she might serve a shorter sentence even if she did go to prison.

        

        And judging by Belita's personality, she seemed to need some visible punishment, whether imprisonment or otherwise.

        

        It could give people the clear impression that she had been punished, and it could also give Belita herself the sense that she had paid for her crimes.

        

        Even if one should always carry the cross of sin in one's heart, there were plenty of people who lived more damaged lives because they avoided punishment for their sins.

        

        Therefore, it might be better for Belita to receive proper punishment and then live the rest of her life with dignity.

        

        I didn't know what kind of life Belita would lead, but I hoped that she could at least live a life she could be proud of, and when she closed her eyes at the end of her lifespan, she could smile and say it was just an ordinary life, rather than having regrets.

        

        "Ahem, well... Unavoidable things are unavoidable. It might be good for Belita to go through with it, for her own sake too."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "So, about that."

        

        "...What is it?"

        

        "You seem to be getting along well with Lady Olivia."

        

        "Yes, we're getting along well."

        

        "You admit it more readily than I expected."

        

        Well, having already established a relationship, it would make me look too weak as a man to say it wasn't my preference, or that we weren't getting along, or that I didn't like her.

        

        Having come this far, I needed to be prepared to take responsibility.

        

        I just had to be careful that Livia didn't get pregnant until we captured Alex, who had become a death messenger.

        

        While contraceptive methods did exist, the desire for life to be created was powerful, so there was no absolutely guaranteed method of contraception.

        

        "Do you know what Lady Olivia plans to do after this schedule is completed?"

        

        "I don't know exactly, but she certainly won't stay in the kingdom."

        

        "That's what I thought."

        

        "Ah, please don't misunderstand. While she may feel some aversion regarding the betrayal, it's not to the point of hatred."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "She never intended to stay in the kingdom even before the betrayal. After we catch the death messenger, if you ask her to speak as an ally of the kingdom, she will."

        

        "......"

        

        If she didn't support Felix, the kingdom could truly collapse.

        

        And despite everything, if the kingdom that had been central in many ways collapsed, it could have a major impact on the Human Alliance itself and create chaos.

        

        Even though it was corrupt, it was the place that had contributed the most to maintaining the Human Alliance where heroes were born and saints existed, so it needed to be maintained for the sake of balance.

        

        "Sigh, there's too much to do."

        

        "Actually, Prince Felix's matters will essentially begin after we catch the death messenger, won't they?"

        

        "That's right. Would you like to work by my side? If we catch the death messenger, you could become one of the four noble families, even beyond regular nobility, called royalty."

        

        "I'll decline."

        

        "That refreshing smile of yours, reminiscent of fruit, looks rather eerie."

        

        At least by my standards, the disadvantages of becoming a noble outweighed the advantages.

        

        ***

        

        "Here it is."

        

        As I opened the door, Belita awkwardly entered, and Liris, asleep on the bed, looked as if she were merely sleeping.

        

        Belita looked at Liris and said:

        

        "As I thought."

        

      

      
        "You know what it is?"

        

        "Ah, yes... I saw her when she awakened before, and it seems she's uncomfortable with having so much magical power."

        

        "That makes sense."

        

        Liris had a weak body and not much magical power.

        

        "Because she was without blessing due to the mark. In such a situation, how could her body withstand such powerful magic?"

        

        "Simply put, her magic is as vast as the sea, but she can only use as much as she can scoop with a container, right?"

        

        "Oh, yes... that's exactly right. But now she can use all the magic in the sea, yet that situation itself is unfamiliar to Liris. It seems the magic is autonomously continuing to heal Liris because it judges her current physical state as abnormal."

        

        "I see."

        

        "......"

        

        Belita slowly approached Liris and checked her condition by gently touching her body.

        

        "A-and in this state, since almost no magic is consumed and there are essentially no wounds... to others, she just appears to be normally asleep."

        

        "Is it dangerous?"

        

        "Oh, no! If left alone, her body will get used to it and she'll wake up on her own. But it would take some time."

        

        "I see."

        

        Sylphy nodded.

        

        "You're amazing, to know all this just from a brief look."

        

        "Heh, hehe... Despite appearances, I did play the role of a saint, even if I was fake. I studied a lot. There's probably no one with more knowledge in this area than me."

        

        "What about the Pope?"

        

        "I certainly can't compare to the Pope!"

        

        I tilted my head.

        

        "Isn't the Pope just an older high priest who's good at healing magic? That doesn't necessarily relate to knowledge."

        

        "...!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, please don't say such things in official settings."

        

        Belita turned pale, and Sylphy awkwardly grabbed my shoulder and said:

        

        "Oh, okay. I understand."

        

        "Indeed, so this is what it was like... If she was also violent with this kind of attitude, I certainly couldn't say she had a good personality even if I died."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "There's such a thing as saving face in this world."

        

        "No, I know that. I won't say it. Please don't treat me like some wild animal."

        

        "Yes, yes."

        

        While she might think it internally, I had no intention of making things complicated by showing it outwardly.

        

        If there were someone like Royce beside me who could speak on my behalf, I would choose the path of silence and only say what was absolutely necessary.

        

        "A-anyway, Belita. Can you wake her up?"

        

        "N-no problem. If I suppress the magic like this, the rate of magic use will decrease, and then her consciousness will awaken."

        

        "Then I'll leave it to you."

        

        "Yes, it will take a little time."

        

        "Alright."

        

        As Belita took Liris's hand, light began to shimmer.

        

        The light continued for several minutes.

        

        And then.

        

        Liris's eyes, which had been closed for quite a long time, slowly opened.
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        "When I opened my eyes, I see nothing but beautiful girls."

        

        "Beautiful 'girls'?"

        

        "On the outside, at least."

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        "Just kidding, just kidding. Sylphy is quite manly. When I saw you fighting Dragonia, you were really tough despite your appearance."

        

        "Was I?"

        

        "At that time, I felt like all the blood had drained from my head, so I was in a daze."

        

        "Ah, so Sylphy was similar to Reina?"

        

        "Lady Reina?"

        

        "Reina also became more bold when she was injured."

        

        Sylphy was only able to fight Dragonia after being beaten, knocked down, and wounded.

        

        Ironically, she felt more capable when wounded than when unharmed, and it actually helped her a lot in achieving victory against Dragonia.

        

        "Even Dragonia acknowledged how tough you were."

        

        "Well, I suppose so."

        

        "Wow... To be acknowledged for toughness by a dragonkin, Sylphy must be really amazing?"

        

        "That's rich coming from someone tougher than me."

        

        Dragonkin have a natural inclination for battle and bloodshed, so they naturally appreciate courage and boldness.

        

        Particularly, female dragonkin prefer tough men, which is why stories of warriors marrying dragonkin women were surprisingly common.

        

        Male dragonkin similarly tended to favor comrades who fought alongside them on the battlefield, or even worthy enemies, over beautiful princesses who merely thanked them for protection.

        

        That's why it was commonly said that women who married dragonkin had strong spirits.

        

        While this might have stemmed from such impressions, it was something all dragonkin acknowledged and no one denied.

        

        When asked if dragonkin men preferred strong-spirited women, not all would say yes, but most would answer affirmatively about themselves.

        

        If you asked ten of them, all ten would say yes, making one wonder if there were any who didn't have such preferences.

        

        "How are you feeling?"

        

        "Hm? I'm fine, I'm fine. Did you heal me?"

        

        "Yes. But don't worry. You probably would have woken up in a few days anyway, I just accelerated the process."

        

        "That doesn't mean I'm not grateful. When a child falls, they'll get up on their own. But as adults, we still care, right? That's just how life works."

        

        Lilith smiled.

        

        "Yes, that's true..."

        

        Belita smiled along.

        

        Olivia spoke with bread still in her mouth.

        

        "Lilith."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "It's very sudden, but since the Saint's mark has appeared on the back of your hand, I believe you understand the situation."

        

        "Yes, so I'm a Saint now?"

        

        She thought about all the troublesome things that would happen.

        

        Having to step forward because she was a Saint, getting entangled in various political matters.

        

        It would be nice if she had overwhelming power like Olivia, but since she didn't, she would face a lot of opposition, and just thinking about it gave her a headache.

        

        She wanted to live without worrying about such things, but that wouldn't be easy.

        

        Perhaps she could just be reckless like Olivia.

        

        While Lilith was wondering if she could get by living rudely as if she knew nothing about politics, Olivia looked at her and said:

        

        "Well then, get ready."

        

        "For what?"

        

        "To travel around the world."

        

        "Huh? Not to prepare for becoming a Saint?"

        

        "Actually, whether you're ready or not isn't that important once the Saint's mark has awakened."

      

      
        

        "That's harsh!"

        

        "Honestly, I'd rather take Belita than you."

        

        "Heh, heh... Thank you for the high praise."

        

        "No, it's because I don't think there's anyone in the world who can match your healing skills."

        

        Olivia genuinely believed this.

        

        Healing magic becomes more difficult the wider its range, and to use it on a village-wide scale with such precise adjustments was extraordinary.

        

        Moreover, Belita was only 15 years old.

        

        In other words, she was far from her prime in many ways.

        

        Generally, for anyone using magical power to grow stronger, the prime is considered to be the early thirties, after which abilities gradually decline.

        

        This meant that, like Olivia, Belita was even further from her prime.

        

        Despite having a spirit core, the technical prowess to accomplish such feats was the result of Belita's hard work.

        

        "But I can't take Belita with us."

        

        She still had to stand trial.

        

        Besides, it was difficult to take her along given her current status.

        

        While Olivia could force her to come if she wanted, considering Belita's physical condition, she couldn't take her on a journey where she might need to use her abilities frequently.

        

        Although their allies were all skilled enough that they might not need much healing, if something went wrong and there were mass casualties, Belita would have to overexert herself.

        

        It would consume more of Belita's lifespan, so it was better not to bring her along.

        

        She also needed time to get used to deactivating the spirit core.

        

        "So I have no choice but to take Lilith."

        

        "That way of speaking like I'm a substitute doesn't feel great, you know? Anyway, I understand. When exactly are we leaving?"

        

        "The sooner the better."

        

        "Alright, umm... But will it be okay? Even if I'm a Saint, I'm really just a physically weak lady who's never been outside the city walls. It's funny to say it myself, but still."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "If we go to rough terrain, my stamina will run out immediately. Is that okay? I don't know why we're going, but I doubt we'll be traveling leisurely in a carriage, right?"

        

        "That's right, we'll likely be walking."

        

        "Then I'll just be a hindrance..."

        

        "Sylphy will carry you."

        

        "Me!?"

        

        "That sounds good."

        

        "No, no, I also have stamina issues...!"

        

        "The healer's stamina takes priority, doesn't it?"

        

        That was true.

        

        Monsters, having evolved with some tactical sense when it comes to combat, tend to target priests first when attacking.

        

        That's why if a priest managed to survive for a long time in an adventuring party, that party was generally considered quite exceptional.

        

        Priests were that easily targeted.

        

        "Then why don't you carry her, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Rois can handle most things, but considering the purpose of this journey, there might be attacks from demon lord's army officers who are still alive. Could you respond to such surprise attacks if I'm not available?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy fell silent.

        

        "Th-then what about Lord Rois?"

        

        "Rois is even less suitable."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Without Rois, who in this party would do the thinking?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Thinking also requires stamina, you know. Not to be rude, but Lilith isn't particularly bright either."

        

      

      
        "She's still a princess of a country, though?"

        

        "She's not that smart."

        

        "Princess Lilith..."

        

        To be precise, she was intelligent, but like Olivia, she tended not to think deeply and relied heavily on intuition. So while she could arrive at correct conclusions, she often couldn't understand the process that led to them.

        

        If there was a murder case, she could identify the culprit, and that person would indeed be guilty, but she would have no idea about the method used.

        

        Pure intuition.

        

        Felix had once evaluated this intuition as comparable to a unique ability.

        

        "So by process of elimination, only Sylphy remains. It's not that you're incompetent, but everyone has essential roles."

        

        "Why do you only use your brain at times like this?"

        

        "Despite appearances, I am the Hero. I once told Rois that if he used his battle intelligence in everyday life, people would call him a genius."

        

        "I'm not sure if that's a compliment."

        

        "Anyway, we won't leave everything to Sylphy. If Lilith has trouble walking due to stamina issues, we'll let Sylphy carry her. And Rois and I will help a little too, so don't worry."

        

        "Um..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Belita slowly raised her hand.

        

        "Couldn't we use a magical device to make her float? There are quite a few such devices."

        

        "Don't those consume a lot of magical power?"

        

        "L-Lilith's magical power is much greater than yours or mine, so it shouldn't be a big problem. Of course, like the saying 'clothes get wet in drizzle without noticing,' she shouldn't use it too much."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia thought about it.

        

        Using a magical device to make Lilith float, with Lilith consuming the magical power.

        

        Is that a good method?

        

        "Not a bad idea. I should discuss it with Rois."

        

        "By the way, traveling around the world is quite sudden."

        

        "Ah, I should also mention this."

        

        "What now?"

        

        Olivia naturally grabbed Sylphy's shoulder, brought her closer to Lilith, and said:

        

        "Let me introduce you to your semi-official fiancé."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "No! Well... I can't deny it, but..."

        

        "Wow... Things have progressed a lot while I was unaware?"

        

        "I don't really understand it either... If you don't like it, Lilith, you can refuse..."

        

        "No, I'm fine with it."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You saved me when we first met, and my heart raced when I saw you fighting Dragonia. That masculinity that doesn't match your feminine face, it's totally my type."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy made a subtle expression that was hard to describe.

        

        She seemed somewhat embarrassed.

        

        "How about you, Olivia? Are you getting along well with Rois?"

        

        "Hm?"

        

        Olivia's eyes sparkled.

        

        "Do you want to hear? You do, right? You're curious! Well, I can't help it! I'll tell you! Let's have some snacks and tea!"

        

        "Shouldn't we report that Lilith has woken up first...?"

        

        "Belita, you listen too!"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        And so, the report that Lilith had awakened was only made two hours later.
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        Two days had passed since Lilith woke up.

        

        Things were quickly settled, and what needed to be done was finished.

        

        "Lady Lilith, are you alright?"

        

        "I've been captured by Belita for two days, doing nothing but studying."

        

        "It's because Lord Royce said it was necessary."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        Sylphy smiled awkwardly.

        

        As soon as Royce heard that Lilith had opened her eyes, he told Belita to teach Lilith the minimum knowledge and skills required.

        

        So Belita had taught Lilith various techniques related to healing magic.

        

        Fortunately, Lilith, having awakened as a Saint, had undeniable talent, and she was able to learn some techniques that had taken even Belita time to master. Still, two days was a short period, so she primarily learned the "techniques to prevent death."

        

        And that was what Royce had asked Belita to teach her.

        

        He didn't expect perfect healing, but he wanted any possible means to prevent death in potentially fatal situations.

        

        Lilith had abundant magical power and tremendous firepower when it came to healing magic, so she could completely heal most wounds by pouring in magic, but her efficiency was extremely low. In fact, it could be said that she effectively had less usable magic than Belita.

        

        The difference couldn't be ignored, as Belita could use the same amount of magic that Lilith used on one person to treat five people or more.

        

        However, it wouldn't be right to expect too much from Lilith who had just awakened.

        

        There would likely be people skilled in healing magic in the Beast Kingdom, and since Iliya, who came as a representative, was a shrine maiden, Lilith might be able to learn more if she wanted to.

        

        "We're about to depart. Is there anything you'd like to ask?"

        

        "Hmm, what about Belita?"

        

        "She'll stay behind and return to the kingdom with Prince Felix. Sir Sebas too, of course."

        

        "I see. She'll face trial, won't she?"

        

        "Many people, including Lady Olivia, will support her, but given the magnitude of the situation, an acquittal seems unlikely. Lord Royce said it would be better for her to receive some punishment, for her own sake."

        

        "He's surprisingly decisive, that man."

        

        "The Hero isn't just wandering aimlessly, I suppose."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        She had casually asked Olivia about Royce and ended up listening to two hours of praise, including things she hadn't even asked about.

        

        She couldn't bring herself to interrupt because Olivia looked so much like a girl in love when talking about Royce, and she seemed so happy that it felt awkward to stop her.

        

        In the end, she heard everything, even how they became involved with each other, which made her head spin.

        

        But Lilith also enjoyed such romantic stories, so her heart had fluttered.

        

        "......"

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "No, it's just... um, honestly, I feel awkward."

        

        "About what?"

        

        "I'm a half-elf, and with my appearance, I thought romance would be difficult."

        

        "You were seriously thinking about that?"

        

        "I've received confessions before, but would you believe they were from men?"

        

        "I don't think I have the option not to believe it."

        

        "Right? So honestly, it feels strange to be in this kind of relationship with a woman. Are you really okay with this, Lady Lilith?"

        

        "As I said, I'm attracted to you. Besides, I'm a princess of a country. Even if I don't end up with Sylphy, I'd probably have to marry a man I don't love anyway."

        

        Not only that, she might suddenly meet and marry someone she had never even seen before.

        

        Moreover, awakening as a Saint had increased the likelihood of her marriage being arranged for political reasons.

        

        In that sense, Lilith could be considered very fortunate.

        

        As it happened, the person she was attracted to was the future king of the elves, and Lilith personally felt drawn to them.

        

        "And I think it's fortunate."

        

        "What is?"

        

      

      
        "When I first went to Elvenhome, you saved me, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "My heart was racing quite a bit then, and I was confused about feeling that way toward a woman."

        

        "......"

        

        "But now I find out Sylphy is a man? Doesn't that solve the problem?"

        

        "Is it really solved?"

        

        "What about you? How do you feel?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "I'm attracted to you, and I already knew I might have to marry someone I don't know, so it doesn't matter to me. But are you okay with this?"

        

        "......"

        

        Lilith carefully approached as Sylphy turned away.

        

        "My, could it be you don't have much experience with women?"

        

        "I-I've only lived in the half-elf village... and everyone was more like comrades... I guess I never had the luxury to think about such things."

        

        "Fufu, I see. But I'm glad."

        

        "About what?"

        

        "You seem interested in me."

        

        "......"

        

        "Well, at least I'll make sure you won't regret it."

        

        "Your calmness is giving me a headache..."

        

        "I don't think living as nobility is more unfortunate than living as a commoner. We don't have to worry about the basic necessities they concern themselves with daily, so we live more fortunate lives than they do."

        

        Lilith smiled.

        

        "But that doesn't mean we don't have worries. We have our own concerns, and often there's nothing we can do about them, so I've just become detached. I was already prepared for this kind of situation."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Actually, the decision about this engagement is in Sylphy's hands. If you completely refuse, this engagement could probably be canceled somehow."

        

        "Lady Lilith..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "First, the decision not to go with Oberon..."

        

        "You still haven't given up on that?"

        

        Now that everyone knew about it, it had become even harder to back down.

        

        ***

        

        "It's quite grand."

        

        "Everyone is celebrating us."

        

        "Well, we're essentially going on a journey to defeat not just a Demon Lord but a Death God, so everyone has probably heard the name at least."

        

        "Well, if I were mixed in with that crowd, I'd be cheering enthusiastically too. A hero party going to defeat a Death God? That's the embodiment of people's admiration and hope."

        

        We were now moving as a hero party.

        

        It was good that a new hero party had been formed, but as it became officially known, people's expectations rose dramatically, especially with the news that we were going to defeat a Death God.

        

        Although Alex hadn't done anything yet, there was a high possibility he would, and given the name "Death God," it was natural for people to worry that he might cause even greater damage than the Demon Lord.

        

        The departure of a hero party that might somehow resolve these concerns was enough to instill hope in people.

        

        Moreover, although they had tasted bitterness during the invasion of Erkia, seeing the activities of various individuals had given them even more hope.

        

        Especially since many people had witnessed Livia fighting.

        

        "Prince Felix."

        

        "Go well. I look forward to good news."

        

        "Please take care of Belita."

        

        "You care more about Belita than the kingdom?"

        

      

      
        "You'll take care of the kingdom yourself, but not Belita, right?"

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        Given the current situation, Belita couldn't appear in such a crowded place.

        

        The trial probably wouldn't take place immediately.

        

        For now, Belita would be confined to her home under the name of self-reflection, while more urgent matters were addressed first. Depending on the circumstances, it could be drawn out, but trials weren't typically resolved in a day or two anyway.

        

        "Please be careful in case Belita tries to harm herself, and remind her to properly deactivate her core as Royce instructed."

        

        "You need not worry. I'll make sure it's done properly."

        

        "That's a relief."

        

        "Lady Olivia, I hope you successfully complete this journey."

        

        "Of course."

        

        "Do you have any message for the Reinhart family?"

        

        "......"

        

        Livia was silent for a moment.

        

        I decided not to intervene and just observe. How Livia would deal with the Reinhart family wasn't something I felt I should get involved in.

        

        "Actually, yes. Would you deliver it for me?"

        

        "Yes, please go ahead."

        

        "Tell them to live well on their own. I don't mind if they use my name and honor, but if they fall because of it, I won't take any responsibility. Tell them to try climbing up using the honor of being the family of a hero who defeated a Death God."

        

        "...Fufu, I'll certainly deliver that."

        

        "Also tell them I hope we never meet again."

        

        "Of course. Well then..."

        

        Felix bowed his head and said:

        

        "I wish you good fortune."

        

        "Phew."

        

        Livia took a deep breath and said:

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Wait, I need to review what Belita taught me..."

        

        "You can do that as we go, as we go."

        

        "This party is abnormal... It's filled with such extravagant people... It makes me feel sick..."

        

        Our five-person party, consisting of me, Livia, Sylphy, Lilith, and the Gnome, seemed quite balanced.

        

        In reality, with Livia present, most problems could be solved.

        

        With Livia's strength, which suggested that brains were only for those without power, and her intelligence in battle, defeating her in combat was truly no easy feat.

        

        "R-Royce is the least extravagant one here."

        

        "Come on, let's just go."

        

        "Do I really need to be protected? I'm truly useless in combat."

        

        I had previously thought that the Gnome might be strong despite saying such things.

        

        Given how much they hid, I thought they might be hiding their abilities too.

        

        But.

        

        They really were weak.

        

        'Well, with this, we can finally begin.'

        

        Alex.

        

        I don't know where you are or what you're doing.

        

        But the next time we meet, the story will end.

        

        With one side being completely destroyed.
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        "Titania, the hero's party has departed for the Beastfolk Nation."

        

        "I see, I've heard."

        

        People had hope.

        

        The hero's party that was now departing had once again set out on a journey to overcome the Demon Lord and capture the Death God.

        

        A narrative had even formed that Olivia Reinhart, the current hero, was still willing to act for humanity's sake despite having been betrayed once.

        

        Well, she had indeed been betrayed.

        

        People were easily moved by such narratives, and Olivia was gaining a reputation among people as the most brave and noble hero among all heroes to date.

        

        Some said she still couldn't match the First Hero, but considering the First Hero's current reputation in the kingdom, the mere fact that Olivia was being compared to him was remarkable.

        

        The First Hero, Mihail, was dead—and not just dead, but had sold his soul to the Death God and was the mastermind behind the invasion of Erkia, though most people didn't know this.

        

        Those who knew kept it to themselves, as there was no need to give information that would only confuse ordinary people going about their daily lives.

        

        Besides, it was better to preserve the First Hero as a symbol, at least.

        

        The best course of action would be to let him gradually fade from memory once Olivia's status rose high enough to replace the First Hero's position.

        

        In the end, the First Hero Mihail's body was burned, and Olivia alone prayed for his soul.

        

        Olivia had said that Mihail should not be buried with others, and that his soul should not be saved alongside theirs.

        

        She was surprisingly thorough in such matters.

        

        Though she appeared immature, it was only her personality that was unrefined. Her character was already fully formed, with unwavering beliefs and a certain flexibility at the same time.

        

        It would be no exaggeration to say that these aspects of her were already complete despite her young age.

        

        Considering her family background, she could truly be called a miraculous hero.

        

        "Titania, are you alright?"

        

        At Les's question, Titania let out a small sigh.

        

        "This body should have died long ago... Les, you still have many years ahead of you. And while I likely won't last much longer, it's not a short time by human standards."

        

        Still, she couldn't completely hide her body, and aging would eventually occur.

        

        For a long time, Titania had devoted everything to Elvenheim, and she had even found a successor to take her place. Now she could only hope that Sylphy would choose her own successor properly.

        

        In truth, she hadn't intended to hand over her position.

        

        However, having occupied Titania's position for so long, she thought there weren't many who could fill her absence, and she had worried about who to pass this poisoned chalice of a position to.

        

        And then.

        

        She thought Sylphy would be fine.

        

        She came to hope that with Lilith by her side, Sylphy would somehow manage.

        

        "Les."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Even after I die, I hope you will protect Sylphy, for Elvenheim's sake."

        

        "Of course, I will sincerely bless the birth of the new ruler."

        

        "Good. ...Let's prepare to return to Elvenheim soon. There's a mountain of work waiting for us."

        

        "Yes, I shall follow."

        

        ***

        

        "Welcome, this is the Beastfolk Nation of Weargal."

        

        "These teleportation orbs are convenient."

        

        They were able to travel instantly from near the water city of Erkia to the Beastfolk Nation of Weargal.

        

        Naturally, they arrived at a location somewhat distant from the center.

        

        After all, wouldn't it be too dangerous if enemies used teleportation orbs to appear in the center of a city?

        

        That's why buildings for teleportation orbs are typically built slightly away from towns.

        

        This place, too, was not Weargal itself but a location somewhat removed from Weargal.

        

        "Welcome, Hero and company!"

        

        "Welcome!"

        

        "The preparations are quite thorough."

        

      

      
        "There are many rumors that we beastfolk lack refinement, so we thought this would be a good opportunity to break such prejudices."

        

        Iliya, the priestess of the beastfolk and their representative who had come to Erkia, said with a smile.

        

        Iliya would likely stand out even from a distance.

        

        Her ears were longer than those of other beastfolk, making her noticeable.

        

        Moreover, her hair was yellow like her ears, making her even more conspicuous. She gave the impression that she might even sparkle at night.

        

        The feeling of starlight shining gave her an aura of holiness that seemed well-suited to her role as a priestess.

        

        "So this is the land known as the Evergreen Land."

        

        While Elvenheim gave the impression of a dense forest, Weargal felt like a city surrounded by mountains.

        

        Mountains to the left, mountains to the right—Weargal was truly a landscape that could be described as being deep in the mountains.

        

        The air was clean.

        

        Perhaps because it was in the mountains?

        

        "By the way, Lady Olivia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Iliya maintained her smile as she spoke.

        

        "I've heard that you plan to do something with the holy sword on this occasion, but what exactly is the task? If you need any assistance, we would be happy to help."

        

        "That's reassuring. So, Royce?"

        

        "I would like to go to the sacred site."

        

        "I see, as expected."

        

        "Sacred site?"

        

        When Sylphy tilted her head in confusion, Iliya continued to maintain her smile.

        

        She really keeps it up well.

        

        It seemed she was so accustomed to such positions that smiling had become second nature to her. Being a priestess meant she had the role of calming people's minds and bodies, so it was a profession where one couldn't afford to lose their smile.

        

        It must be a mentally demanding job.

        

        "There are several places created by the Goddess's miracles. Just as the World Tree is one of them, we also have a place in our Beastfolk Nation called the sacred site, blessed by the Goddess's miracle."

        

        "According to records, this Evergreen Land is maintained by that sacred site."

        

        So is that true?

        

        -Such an effect does exist.

        

        It seemed to be true.

        

        However, as one might guess from what was just said, maintaining the Evergreen Land wasn't the direct intention but rather happened as a side effect.

        

        More precisely, they were aiming for a different effect, and they needed to enter the sacred site to benefit from that effect.

        

        If no problems arose, the matter would be resolved quickly, and they could leave for the Beast-Human Nation in a few days.

        

        The distance from Weargal to the Beast-Human Nation wasn't too great, but there was the Mountain of Delusion in between, and since that mountain was also difficult terrain, it was best to depart as soon as possible to save time.

        

        It's better to resolve quickly what can be resolved quickly.

        

        In the current situation, where it was impossible to know when Alex might cause trouble, moving quickly was advisable.

        

        However, moving too hastily could lead to mistakes and problems that wouldn't normally occur, so one shouldn't lose their peace of mind either.

        

        'Calm down, I can do this.'

        

        To be honest, I am nervous.

        

        From Livia to Sylphy, Lilith, and Noum—none of them were troublemakers.

        

        It was just a matter of coordinating properly, teaching what needed to be taught, and acting as a bridge between them.

        

        Problems were unlikely to occur as much as I worried. Looking at their abilities, they were all capable people, so I had to believe everything would be fine.

        

        "Anyway, we'd like to prioritize visiting this sacred site."

        

        "I'll prepare for immediate departure."

        

        "Is the sacred site far from Weargal?"

        

        "The distance itself shouldn't be far. It's just that we have to walk there."

        

        "Th-there's no carriage?"

        

      

      
        When Noum asked, Iliya smiled again.

        

        "This is rugged terrain. Especially on the path to the sacred site, animals tend to be frightened. There have been several instances where horses ignored commands and ran away."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "We could force the use of carriages—it's not entirely impossible—but it would be risky in many ways. That's why we usually walk to the sacred site. As you just heard, it's not far."

        

        "H-how long?"

        

        "It should take only 1-2 hours to arrive."

        

        "That's so long..."

        

        Noum's cheek twitched.

        

        "It'll take at least several days, maybe even a month if we're unlucky, to reach the Beast-Human Nation, and you're making a fuss over just 1-2 hours?"

        

        "That's that, and this is this, isn't it, Princess?"

        

        Besides, even after reaching the Beast-Human Nation, they would have to walk further inland to the capital.

        

        As mentioned, the area around the Beast-Human Nation has disrupted magical energy, prohibiting the use of teleportation orbs.

        

        It would be nice if they could at least teleport to the surrounding areas, but even that was difficult.

        

        If they hadn't needed to come to Weargal, taking a carriage might have been better, but since they had to visit the Beastfolk Nation, going in a straight line was faster to save time.

        

        In fact, if it weren't for Livia, they wouldn't have chosen such a strenuous method.

        

        "Lady Iliya, just a moment."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        One of Iliya's subordinates whispered something to her in a low voice, and Iliya momentarily frowned before smiling again.

        

        "Would you like to go directly to the sacred site? Departing from here might actually be faster..."

        

        "Lady Iliya the Priestess, right?"

        

        "Ah, I'm not worthy of such formality from the Hero. Just call me Iliya, it's fine."

        

        "Then, Iliya, let me ask you one thing."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "There's a problem, isn't there?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Tell me. Let's just deal with it before it gets bigger."

        

        Though she hadn't heard what was reported just now, Livia had clearly seen it, so she spoke up.

        

        If there was a problem, and if it wasn't an easy one, she wanted to know.

        

        "...I just received the report myself, so I need to confirm the situation."

        

        "Then let's go check it out. If it's nothing, then I've just been meddling unnecessarily, and if it's something serious, we can resolve it. Right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        After a moment of silence, everyone laughed.

        

        "You're the leader of this party, so you should decide."

        

        "Eh, Royce can be the leader. It doesn't suit me."

        

        In response to Livia's reaction, Sylphy awkwardly smiled and said:

        

        "This also has symbolic meaning."

        

        "I see, you'll only treat me as the leader in public? I understand!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, let's talk about this later... Everyone is listening..."

        

        "Oh."

        

        Still, this was progress.

        

        It was like a vicious dog that bites people had transformed into a pet dog that wags its tail when it sees people.

        

        Well, she was still a fierce dog to criminals and monsters.

        

        Iliya laughed awkwardly and said:

        

        "Then I'll accept your kindness. First, let me guide you to our village, Weargal, heroes."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.158[The Land of Beast-men, Weargal - 02]

      
        "Haah..."

        

        Alex exhales deeply.

        

        "Kheuh!"

        

        He coughs up blood and trembles.

        

        Unlike Royce who inherited power from the goddess, it was only natural that Alex, who forcibly stole his power, would bear a greater burden.

        

        If he hadn't chosen to create a separate dimension to hide in, it might have become a truly serious problem.

        

        'But it's fine.'

        

        His body was gradually starting to adapt.

        

        The reason humans survive in any environment and form the backbone of the Human Alliance was due to their absurd survival ability.

        

        Alex believed that this power—the ability to not die easily even in such situations—was the fundamental strength.

        

        "It's okay, I can do this. God... are you watching me?"

        

        He asks something invisible.

        

        No answer comes.

        

        Rather, that itself could be considered the correct answer.

        

        The absence of a reply was proof of God's existence, and if there were an answer, wouldn't that instead prove God's absence?

        

        It seemed somewhat awkward to think that an omnipotent God would think like humans and use the same language.

        

        He simply believes that the results alone will prove God's existence.

        

        As he told Royce, Alex thought it would be fine whether he won or lost.

        

        Of course, if he had to choose, winning would be better, and if his existence could be affirmed, that would be good too.

        

        Rather, what could be more joyful than achieving his goal?

        

        But if he were to be defeated and die, he could be certain that his existence was wrong, and that would be fine too.

        

        Whatever he did, only the result would gain the value of speaking for everything.

        

        "Kuhuh!"

        

        Alex rose to his feet as he emerged from the separate dimension, almost falling to the ground.

        

        "This Reaper's power I've finally obtained... it's meaningless if I let it run wild."

        

        Yes, having obtained this power, it would be meaningless if he couldn't control it properly.

        

        And.

        

        Even if he could control it properly, he didn't think he could defeat Olivia Reinhart.

        

        Right now, Alex had his own power plus the Reaper's power, so in terms of pure strength, he might be stronger than the Reaper, but compared to the Reaper who had handled the power for a long time, he would be lacking in certain aspects.

        

        In such a situation, fighting Olivia would be a guaranteed defeat.

        

        There was no way he could win.

        

        In other words, he needed a method.

        

        A head-on confrontation wasn't his style.

        

        All that mattered was winning.

        

        He had already abandoned conscience and morality, choosing a path that was no different from crying like a child trying to prove his existence—there was no need to suddenly seek honor or anything like that now.

        

        "..."

        

        But.

        

        It would have been nice to have it.

        

        Why didn't he have it?

        

        At the end of this battle, he would surely find an answer.

        

        Whether his existence was just a broken and damaged one, or whether it was one of many individualities existing because of God.

        

        If he could just get that answer, it would be good.

        

        If he could just confirm what kind of existence he was, that would be enough.

        

        The path was already set, and he had come too far to stop.

        

        Having come this far, didn't he need to at least achieve the purpose he originally wanted?

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that he was here to achieve that.

        

        'Damn, I'll have to create another separate dimension.'

        

      

      
        If he stayed outside, he might be detected because of his magical power.

        

        After all, people capable of detecting magical power weren't that rare.

        

        His wounds had healed, and his body had improved considerably, but he still couldn't fully control the Reaper's power.

        

        No.

        

        Wait a moment.

        

        'That's right, even if I can't fully control the Reaper's power, I'm still much stronger than the Demon King now, and it would be hard to find anyone stronger than me in this world.'

        

        Olivia.

        

        He just needed to avoid Olivia and Royce somehow.

        

        He wanted to avoid contact with them in his current state as much as possible.

        

        So where should he go?

        

        The Demon King's castle.

        

        Right now, Olivia and Royce couldn't leave the human realm.

        

        If by chance Olivia and Royce left the human realm, and Alex went on a rampage in the human realm, there would be no one to stop him.

        

        Even if Olivia and Royce ultimately won, they wouldn't want such a bloody victory.

        

        They were good people, and they couldn't become madmen who would laugh at the sight of flowing blood.

        

        They were the exact opposite of Alex.

        

        'First, the Demon King's castle.'

        

        There would still be some demon army executives left.

        

        Monsters ultimately obey strength, and with Alex's power, which was now no different from a Reaper's, he could certainly make them submit.

        

        At this point, he couldn't stop Olivia with the demon army executives, but he could use them.

        

        If Olivia was too strong, he could simply create a situation where she couldn't use her full power. The best option would be not to fight at all, but that wouldn't be easy.

        

        "Alright, now that I've decided on my goal..."

        

        "Are you okay?"

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        A voice suddenly reached his ears.

        

        An old man with a full beard was looking at him.

        

        It seemed he had come out of concern, noticing that Alex's condition was not normal.

        

        He was a good person who could sympathize with someone who had collapsed and act accordingly.

        

        Alex pondered for a moment, and in the meantime, the old man spoke.

        

        "There's a village nearby, it might be good for you to rest there."

        

        "I'm fine, elder."

        

        Causing a scene here wouldn't be a good choice.

        

        This was still the human realm.

        

        If he acted recklessly and was unluckily caught by Olivia and Royce, Alex's life would be over at that point. He didn't want to meet those two in his still incomplete state.

        

        Above all, it was easy to predict who would die if he confronted them without any preparation.

        

        Alex was certainly prepared for death, but that didn't mean he was willing to throw his life away.

        

        At the very least, it would be meaningless if he didn't do everything he could before dying.

        

        "I have somewhere I need to go. Please don't worry about me."

        

        He briefly considered killing the old man, but it seemed more important to quickly head to the Demon King's castle.

        

        It seemed better to just retreat rather than use even a little power here and risk being detected.

        

        Fortunately, the old man also seemed to perceive Alex as just a traveler.

        

        'The Demon King's castle...'

        

        It should be in that direction.

        

        Just as he was about to move his feet to head toward the Demon King's castle.

        

        "Are you really going that way? Won't you come to the village?"

        

        "..."

        

        He was momentarily silent.

        

      

      
        The old man was still standing weakly, leaning on his cane.

        

        As if he would collapse if pushed.

        

        'What is this sensation?'

        

        He had already come too far to have conflicts.

        

        Was there something strange about the old man's way of speaking? There was an odd feeling, as if the words were entering his ears and directly reaching his brain.

        

        A momentary conflict.

        

        But.

        

        "I have a path I must take, so I'll be on my way."

        

        "..."

        

        The old man stood there without saying anything.

        

        It was as if he kept asking Alex if that was really the path he should take.

        

        Alex walked.

        

        As he walked with his back to the direction of the village, he looked back again, but the old man was nowhere to be seen.

        

        As if he had never been there in the first place.

        

        "Was I dreaming?"

        

        Had too much happened to Alex, and he was tired?

        

        Or was his mental state so damaged that he was hallucinating?

        

        Or was he going mad because he couldn't handle the Reaper's power?

        

        He didn't know.

        

        Right now, his condition wasn't good in many ways, and his mind wasn't working properly.

        

        For now, he had no choice but to head toward the Demon King's castle while repeatedly resting in separate dimensions he created along the way.

        

        "All I need to do is win. ...Just win."

        

        It didn't matter if it was ugly or whatever.

        

        The one standing at the final moment would be the winner.

        

        Alex thought of Royce's face.

        

        He hadn't expected to meet like this again.

        

        He disliked standing out, had no interest in power, and didn't show much interest in money either.

        

        He had thought that if everything ended someday, there might come a day when they would meet again, but he hadn't expected to end up opposing each other in this unfinished state.

        

        In fact, he had wanted to know.

        

        After everything ended, if Alex was still alive, he would be judged as a villain.

        

        He had been curious whether Royce would affirm or deny such an Alex.

        

        "..."

        

        He walked in silence.

        

        "My only friend inherited the power of the goddess... Is this coincidence? Or is it fate's prank?"

        

        Come to think of it, except for the fact that they both lived in the slums, everything else was different.

        

        Both were from the slums, but Royce was a true commoner, while Alex had noble blood flowing in him.

        

        Royce, who tried to be a good person in that rotten slum, and Alex, who had already abandoned such notions, were clearly very different.

        

        It would be harder to find similarities, and from hobbies to everything else, they had nothing in common.

        

        But.

        

        Even in that garbage slum.

        

        Even in the glittering space of the royal capital.

        

        It had been more enjoyable being with Royce.

        

        Their conversations didn't connect, it was absurd, and it was nothing but irritating.

        

        Yet, strangely enough.

        

        "I look forward to our reunion... Ha, hahaha..."

        

        Alex walked.

        

        Toward the Demon King's castle.
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        Iliya Hasht was a priestess.

        

        As the priestess of the beastfolk, her role was to uphold what needed to be protected.

        

        In reality, she was recognized as a high authority among the beastfolk alongside their king, and it would not be an exaggeration to say that the king and priestess shared equal power.

        

        While outwardly the priestess was below the king, even the king could not escape criticism if he showed disrespect toward the priestess.

        

        Regardless of the circumstances, since the king stood above the people, it would become increasingly difficult to maintain his position without their support.

        

        The king must respect the priestess, as she was responsible for preserving many traditions.

        

        "So what's the problem?"

        

        "According to reports, their skin suddenly turned white."

        

        "Turned white? Is it some kind of disease?"

        

        If it were a disease, Lilith could heal it.

        

        With the power of Lilith, who was chosen as a saint, she could save anyone as long as they weren't already dead.

        

        "It's said that sclerosis has occurred."

        

        "Sclerosis?"

        

        "Sclerosis!?"

        

        "Sclerosis...!"

        

        "Sclerosis..."

        

        "Huh? Am I the only one who doesn't know about this?"

        

        Sylphy tilted her head in confusion.

        

        The fact that even Livia knew about it suggested it was either common knowledge or quite important information.

        

        In truth, it was information that ordinary people didn't need to know.

        

        Only those with some interest in academic studies would have heard of it, and in Livia's case, being a hero meant she would have been exposed to such information since childhood, whether she liked it or not.

        

        Born as a hero and raised as one, after all.

        

        "Um... Lord Royce?"

        

        Sylphy, looking a bit embarrassed, asked me.

        

        "If the skin merely turns white, it could be treated as a simple disease or minor curse. Though even that shouldn't be taken lightly, it would end with individual suffering."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "But if sclerosis has occurred, that's a different story."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "There's a monster called the White Calamity."

        

        "White Calamity?"

        

        "It's said to have existed in the past, and among them was something called the White Serpent. Those cursed by the White Serpent have their skin turn white and undergo sclerosis, which is also contagious."

        

        "Eek... But that's an ancient story, isn't it?"

        

        "It could have been hiding somewhere, or sealed away. Who would have guessed that Ignil, the Crimson Dragon King, was sleeping beneath Erkia all this time?"

        

        In other words, could the White Serpent have been hiding near Weargal, this village of beastfolk?

        

        It was also called the serpent that did not become a dragon.

        

        Not that it couldn't become a dragon, but that it did not become one, and this White Serpent was said to be more troublesome for its unique curse than for its strength.

        

        "But if it's a curse, couldn't Lady Lilith do something about it?"

        

        "The White Serpent's curse is special. It continuously curses those who have been afflicted once. In other words, complete healing is impossible unless you kill the main body."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        "It's here."

        

        "For safety's sake, only Lady Lilith and I will enter first."

        

        "Alright, tell me about it later."

        

        If this truly was the White Serpent's curse, it would be difficult to deal with if Livia, Sylphy, and Noum were to become infected.

        

        While most curses would be ineffective against Livia, she didn't have complete immunity to all curses, as evidenced by when she was afflicted by the Reaper's curse.

        

        So here, just to be safe.

        

        Lilith and I slowly followed Iliya as she walked.

        

        "It's inside."

        

        "Excuse me, Lady Lilith."

        

        "Hmm? What?"

        

        "Why are you hiding behind me?"

        

        "Instinct."

        

        "You're a saint, you know."

        

        "I still lack awareness of that."

        

        "I suppose that's understandable."

        

        Having just received the mark of a saint, it was inevitable that she would lack awareness of her role.

        

        Let's ignore that for now and go in.

        

        As we entered, we could hear people groaning in pain.

        

        Beastfolk were collapsed, with parts of their bodies turned white. It wasn't just discoloration; the affected areas had hardened, feeling like stone to the touch.

      

      
        

        "This is..."

        

        "So sclerosis really has occurred."

        

        "Judging by their clothes, they're soldiers, Lady Iliya."

        

        "Yes, they were soldiers patrolling the west. They were suddenly attacked, and afterward, some who seemed fine brought them back. But as I mentioned, the curse is contagious, so those who brought them back also became cursed."

        

        "What about this building?"

        

        "We've sealed it with a barrier for now. Currently, apart from the cursed soldiers, only a select few among the beastfolk can enter—mainly clergy members who have my approval."

        

        "That should be sufficient. Lady Lilith, could you try healing them?"

        

        "Hmm? Oh, alright."

        

        According to rumors, even if healed, the curse would spread again.

        

        But those were just rumors, and no one had actually confirmed if it was true.

        

        So we needed to check.

        

        With a whoosh, light flickered and instantly erased the pure white curse from the soldier's body.

        

        "..."

        

        And then.

        

        "Urgh...!"

        

        "It's, it's coming back!"

        

        "Indeed, as rumored, we must kill the main body. The question is the location of that main body. Lady Iliya, is there anything to the west?"

        

        "To the west..."

        

        Iliya thought for a moment before answering.

        

        "There's a sacred ground."

        

        "Sacred ground?"

        

        "Could it be hiding in the sacred ground?"

        

        "That's quite bold."

        

        "For a mere monster..."

        

        "Anyway, the situation will only worsen unless we capture the White Serpent. Would you entrust this matter to us?"

        

        "Of course. We have no reason to refuse your help. However..."

        

        "However?"

        

        "Currently, the king of the beastfolk doesn't particularly like the hero."

        

        "...Did something happen? As far as I remember, Livia has never visited Weargal before."

        

        The visit to Elven Heim in the eastern continent was for political reasons, and Livia herself had wanted to go straight to the monster territory.

        

        So after Elven Heim, they didn't go anywhere else and headed quickly toward the monster territory.

        

        Of course, they did help people along the way, and they weren't completely focused on their main goal, but their priority was definitely the monster territory, specifically the Demon King's castle.

        

        "It's a personal grudge. The prince died in a battle where Olivia participated."

        

        "I see, truly a grudge then."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "But that's no reason not to help. Can we depart immediately?"

        

        "..."

        

        Iliya looked at me with a surprised expression for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Understood. I'll call for you when preparations are complete."

        

        "Let's go out first, Lady Lilith. Even we aren't guaranteed immunity from the curse."

        

        "Because we don't know how it spreads?"

        

        "It's speculated to be through magical energy, but it's not certain. The speed of infection also varies from person to person. Still, being close to the infected certainly increases the risk."

        

        "I understand. I'm sorry... I wanted to keep healing them more."

        

        If she continued healing them up close, it would certainly reduce the soldiers' suffering, but it would also consume a lot of magical energy, and since it wasn't a definitive solution, it would only deplete Lilith's power.

        

        "Let's go do what needs to be done."

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Royce? What's wrong?"

        

        "No, I'm just wondering if this is too obvious of a problem."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        We were about to move out to subjugate the White Serpent, but I had some doubts.

        

        If it was the White Serpent, it could have attacked the entire village if it wanted to.

        

        Was it not fully recovered yet?

        

        Had something gone wrong?

        

        Or was it aiming for something else?

        

        "Aren't you going on the subjugation?"

        

        "No, I am."

        

      

      
        "Preparations for departure are complete."

        

        Iliya entered just in time.

        

        So I spoke up.

        

        "Lady Iliya, I didn't get to confirm earlier, but how many victims are there exactly?"

        

        "Hmm? Ah... There are 22 soldiers who were directly affected, and another 12 who became infected on the way back. That makes a total of 34."

        

        "If it can spread curses to that extent, its physical condition can't be that bad..."

        

        Livia frowned at my words, as if something had occurred to her.

        

        "Is it a trap?"

        

        "We can't rule out that possibility. For example, the White Serpent is known as a monster that shouldn't be left alone. If people learn of its appearance, what would the village do?"

        

        "They'd try to subjugate it. It needs to be dealt with quickly."

        

        That's right.

        

        Since the White Serpent can't be left alone, they would form a subjugation team to deal with it.

        

        "And that subjugation team would consist of the elite forces, which means the village's defense would be weakened."

        

        "Hmm, so it's a ploy to draw out the troops and then attack the village in their absence?"

        

        "It's certainly a possibility."

        

        "...Indeed, if your hero's party wasn't here, we would have sent our elite forces. The village's defense would have been somewhat weakened."

        

        Iliya nodded.

        

        Making its presence clearly known, yet keeping the damage minimal at this stage.

        

        It was perfect for creating a sense of urgency that it must be subjugated immediately.

        

        This seems calculated.

        

        Does the White Serpent possess such intelligence?

        

        Or is it merely being controlled by someone else?

        

        Could it be Alex?

        

        I pondered for a moment.

        

        "Lady Lilith."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Please protect the village."

        

        "..."

        

        "In case of emergency, your power will be needed. The White Serpent's power is rooted in curses, making you its natural enemy."

        

        "Then shouldn't I be the one to go?"

        

        "Being a natural enemy means you have a bad matchup. And sometimes, there are people for whom such matchups don't matter."

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Livia smiled smugly.

        

        I had actually debated whether to leave Livia or Lilith behind, but it seemed better to keep Lilith here.

        

        When it came to saving and protecting, a saint was even more exceptional than a hero.

        

        "Sylphy and Noum, please stay behind as well."

        

        "Ah, yes. ...If I get cursed, I'd be done for without any recourse."

        

        "Finally, an order I like! I'll stay behind, have some tea, and wait for good news!"

        

        Maybe I should take that one with us after all.

        

        Iliya spoke with slight bewilderment.

        

        "Wait a moment, does this mean only Olivia and Lord Royce will go?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "That's, that's reckless. No matter how you look at it, we're dealing with the infamous White Serpent... If this isn't a diversion but a trap to lure you in...!"

        

        "Sometimes in this world, there exist unreasonably powerful forces."

        

        "What?"

        

        Livia stretched her body and said:

        

        "Let's go, Royce. If I get cursed, you'll have to heal me while we run. Got it?"

        

        "You're the one in human form, so don't worry."

        

        "..."

        

        Iliya was dumbfounded, while Livia smiled.

        

        "Just the two of us going! I actually like that idea!"

        

        "This isn't a leisure trip."

        

        "It's my turn to show my good side."

        

        I smiled, matching Livia's mood.

        

        "How could you possibly show an even better side of yourself?"

        

        "..."

        

        Livia was silent for a moment, then followed me with a reddened face as I walked ahead.

        

        "W-wait! What does that mean!? Royce!"
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        "By the way, there's still one Demon Lord's Army executive left, right?"

        

        "I eliminated five of the Eight Divine Generals during my journey to defeat the Demon Lord, and two of the survivors were dealt with during the attack on Elven Haim."

        

        That meant that Livia had single-handedly taken down six of the Eight Divine Generals, the executives of the Demon Lord's Army.

        

        The remaining one was handled by the elves, including Reina, working together.

        

        Should I call it an extraordinary achievement?

        

        She was so strong that I was almost tired of being surprised by now.

        

        "So, there's one Demon Lord's Army executive left. And we have almost no information about them."

        

        "That's scary."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        "Is that so? Doesn't the lack of information suggest they might not be that powerful?"

        

        "Well, it's easy to think that way... If it were an ordinary demon, that might be one approach, but when a powerful demon who has risen to become an executive in the Demon Lord's Army has no information about them, it carries a special meaning."

        

        When Iliya tilted her head in confusion, Livia explained.

        

        "There are no survivors among those who've encountered them, so there's no one to pass on information."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "In other words, the only remaining executive of the Demon Lord's Army has, at the very least, never left anyone alive after seeing them. If there were survivors, that information would have been shared with everyone."

        

        They exist.

        

        They definitely exist, but there's no information about them.

        

        That's also proof that no one has survived an encounter with them.

        

        While demons vary in their tendencies, some deliberately let one person live to spread their infamy, while others eliminate everyone without a trace.

        

        From my experience, the latter was more likely to become a troublesome enemy than the former.

        

        In battle, unless you had overwhelming strength like Livia, problems were often solved through a kind of compatibility, and luck was also necessary in the final moments.

        

        However, without information about the opponent, that work becomes quite difficult, and it's no exaggeration to say it gives you a headache.

        

        In battle, information was a crucial factor in determining victory or defeat.

        

        The last remaining executive of the Demon Lord's Army had essentially no revealed information.

        

        Even if we met them, we'd have no way of knowing they were a Demon Lord's Army executive.

        

        "Come to think of it, I haven't greeted the Beast King yet. Do you think he'll understand that it was an urgent matter?"

        

        "Hmm... Lady Olivia, this is something I should inform you about in advance."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "In the battle you participated in, the Beast King's son—that is, his heir, the prince—was killed in action."

        

        "Wow, so it's like that again? Was it my fault?"

        

        "No, you did your job admirably. But you know how parents feel, don't you? Please try to understand."

        

        "..."

        

        "He probably won't openly pick a fight, but he might act a bit coldly toward you. The pain of a child who has lost their parents is indescribable, but even more painful is the heart of a parent who has lost their child. Please understand that earth-shattering pain with a generous heart."

        

        "No, I'm fine."

        

        I recalled what I knew about the current Beast King.

        

        The current Beast King was known for having strong family bonds. So in case he might misinterpret the situation, I felt I needed to ask a question.

        

        "Lady Iliya, may I ask a somewhat rude question?"

        

        "Yes, that's fine."

      

      
        

        "I understand the Beast King's feelings. The pain of a parent who has lost a child is beyond words."

        

        I've never had children, but if I were to lose someone I love, I would surely be devastated.

        

        Though not a child, I believed the pain of losing someone precious was a suffering equally given to everyone.

        

        "But separately from that, acting on those emotions in various matters is not the right attitude for a ruler."

        

        "..."

        

        "So I ask you, Iliya Hasht, priestess of the Beast People: do you think the Beast King might make some wrong choices right now?"

        

        Though I phrased it indirectly, I was essentially asking whether the Beast King's influence might be involved in the White Snake incident.

        

        When people become emotional, they tend to make wrong choices, and they need to somehow manage those emotions with reason.

        

        But when people become mentally exhausted and their condition deteriorates in various ways, that reason may not function properly.

        

        Even the Beast King, who stands above others, might have succumbed to the evil temptations in his heart if his mind was in a devastated state.

        

        Iliya was silent for a moment before answering.

        

        "No, he is someone who will do his best for the Beast People. He would never do anything that would harm them."

        

        "..."

        

        I could sense her trust.

        

        But at the same time, her face showed anxiety.

        

        Does she believe it, or does she want to believe it?

        

        Her expression seemed to be somewhere in between.

        

        "Let me change the question."

        

        I was actually going to just move on from here, but seeing Iliya's expression now, I felt I needed to ask a bit more.

        

        "Do you think there's a possibility that the current Beast King might take wrong actions under the pretext of 'for the sake of the Beast People'?"

        

        "..."

        

        This time she remained silent without answering.

        

        "I want to believe not. I don't think he would."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Please wait, Lord Royce. It's true that the Beast King has been feeling fatigued lately, but he has certainly not fallen so far as to walk such a misguided path. Please believe in him."

        

        "I understand. But people don't always act according to our trust in them. And you must have your own doubts as well."

        

        "..."

        

        If Iliya had shown complete confidence in the Beast King, I would have stopped questioning and done nothing. But judging from her current reaction, I thought the Beast King's condition might be worse than expected.

        

        After all, his reputation suggested he was someone who greatly cherished his family.

        

        I took out a piece of paper and handed it to Iliya.

        

        "This is..."

        

        "Please give it to the Gnome... no, to Sylphie."

        

        Gnomes become less intelligent when tense.

        

        His intelligence isn't that bad originally, but he's rather timid by nature, so it would be better to entrust this to Sylphie.

        

        As for Lilith, like Livia, she wasn't very politically adept.

        

        This wasn't Lilith's fault, but rather an inevitable result of her environment, having lived only indoors without venturing out into such settings.

        

        Still, being a noble, she knew basic etiquette and various other things, but in terms of thinking before acting, Sylphie was actually better.

        

      

      
        In that sense, I had told Sylphie that she could act on her own initiative in my absence.

        

        It's a bit awkward to say, but among the current hero's party members, she was one who understood how the world worked and could think relatively coolly about things.

        

        Livia and Lilith were obvious cases, and even Gnome, though he understood how the world worked, was prone to making mistakes without someone to guide him.

        

        "..."

        

        Iliya looked at the paper I gave her for a moment, then said:

        

        "May I check the contents?"

        

        "By all means. Can't you guess what might be written there?"

        

        "...Yes, I can. To be honest, it's true that the Beast King is struggling in various ways right now. The existence of the priestess is also becoming an issue."

        

        "Why the priestess?"

        

        "The priestess holds power almost equal to the Beast King. The Beast People are a race with deep faith in the Goddess, even more so than humans in some cases."

        

        That faith was spread throughout the entire race.

        

        While there weren't any particular problems or disadvantages for not believing in the Goddess, a Beast Person who didn't believe might be treated as strange—"A Beast Person who doesn't believe? What an odd one."

        

        "In other words, the position of priestess, equivalent to our Pope, is one that can challenge even royal authority."

        

        "I see."

        

        Actually, on the human side too, the Pope could speak up to the king if they wanted to. The problem was not knowing how to deal with the aftermath.

        

        At the very least, it was a position that had to be more mindful of the king than among the Beast People.

        

        Originally, the church was literally a group of clergy rather than seeking current power.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that there was a kind of prejudice that working at a church meant you were a good person.

        

        Most of them were indeed good people, and the current Pope was a good person too.

        

        He wasn't someone who cared much about power and such things.

        

        "You know a lot about Beast People affairs. Many outsiders don't..."

        

        "I enjoy studying."

        

        "I see."

        

        And while Beast People generally valued courtesy to some extent, their personalities tended to be rough.

        

        Moreover, considering Iliya's personality as shown at the Human Alliance Council, her current demeanor was likely a facade, and her true personality was probably rougher and more wild.

        

        "This is as far as I can guide you. If you continue straight ahead from here, you should reach the sacred grounds."

        

        "Please contact us immediately via communication stone if anything happens. We'll do the same if we encounter any problems."

        

        "Understood. I wish you good luck."

        

        With that, Livia and I headed toward the sacred grounds, guided by Iliya.

        

        "You were quite quiet, Livia."

        

        "I was listening. I just didn't think it was a good idea to interrupt when you were discussing a topic I know nothing about."

        

        "To think you understand that—I'm pleased with your growth."

        

        "W-what? I've always been able to do that much! Anyway, let's finish this quickly and catch the rat hiding in the sacred grounds."

        

        "Technically, it's a snake."

        

        "It's just a figure of speech."

        

        Now then, how should we proceed with this task?

        

        I hope it's as simple as dealing with the White Snake and being done with it.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.161[Land of the Beastkin, Weargal - 05]

      
        "Do you believe in God, Lois?"

        

        "I believe in the Goddess. Though unlike in the past, I'm somewhat distant from that 'divine faith.'"

        

        The truth had been revealed that they weren't omnipotent gods but simply beings superior to us, or more extremely, merely superior spirits. Because of this, I no longer held the same religious devotion as in the past.

        

        Although we had reluctantly shared information with those in higher positions, even the people who participated in the Human Alliance Council had unanimously agreed not to share that information with everyone.

        

        Especially in places with deep faith in the Goddess, like the beast-folk territories, I didn't even want to imagine what might happen if such things were said.

        

        This was no joke—someone saying such things might be attacked for blasphemy.

        

        "That's not what I meant. I'm asking if you believe in a truly omnipotent God in the genuine sense."

        

        "Hmm, that's sudden."

        

        "Alex was hoping for that, wasn't he? Not beings like the Goddess or Death, but a truly omnipotent God in the genuine sense."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "He wanted to be affirmed by that God. In that sense, Alex might have been surprisingly diligent in character."

        

        "If he had known when to compromise, perhaps he wouldn't have gone to such extremes."

        

        After talking with Alex, I learned that he believed in the existence of God.

        

        He believed that a truly omnipotent God was watching over them, always evaluating them.

        

        That was also the fundamental reason why Alex committed these acts.

        

        He wanted to be evaluated by God.

        

        From the moment he was born, he lacked empathy and the emotions needed to understand others.

        

        Not only that, but he couldn't understand goodness, felt calm in evil, and derived pleasure from people's misfortunes and pain.

        

        He had lived feeling ashamed of himself, but Alex's rampage began from the feeling that if ordinary people also had emotions close to ugliness, and if his own ugliness wasn't much different, perhaps he could be affirmed.

        

        "If a true God exists, would they be watching us?"

        

        "They say God watches over us and looks after us, but doesn't directly interfere. God may show us the path, but won't take our hand and lead us down it."

        

        "Well, the Goddess we know would probably grab our hands and say, 'This way!' while pulling us along."

        

        "That might also be a form of divinity. It's something we can't really verify. Do you know the story of the Mountain Guide?"

        

        "No, what's that?"

        

        "It's a fairy tale from the cathedral."

        

        I remembered reading a worn-out book that had been discarded in the slums during my childhood.

        

        Back then, I couldn't read letters, so I had to interpret everything one by one.

        

        By the time I could read and write, Alex had also become interested and asked me to teach him how to read and write.

        

        "What's it about?"

        

        "A mountaineer trying to conquer a snowy mountain began to lose control of his limbs and encountered many problems."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "Conquering that mountain was the mountaineer's dream, but continuing forward would clearly be dangerous. However, at that point, it wasn't too late to turn back."

        

        "..."

        

        Dream versus survival.

        

        Obviously, one should choose survival, but occasionally there were people who chose the dream.

        

        In this case, the mountaineer could have tried again another time rather than persisting now, but pride and stubbornness were emotions strong enough to numb such rationality.

        

        "But then, on the mountain where no one should have been, an old person appeared."

        

        "An old person?"

        

        "Some say it was a bearded grandfather, others say it was a grandmother with a cane, and some even say it wasn't an elderly person but someone young."

      

      
        

        Anyway, who it was didn't matter.

        

        "The old person showed the mountaineer the way down, saying that if he went that way, he could meet his family."

        

        "And then?"

        

        "After much deliberation, the mountaineer chose to return to his family. He tried to take the old person with him, but somehow the old person had disappeared."

        

        "Is... is it a ghost story?"

        

        It's a bit awkward seeing someone who looks like they could kill a bear with their bare hands being afraid of ghosts.

        

        "When the mountaineer returned home, he heard the news that his wife was pregnant. If he had continued climbing for his dream, he might have achieved it, but he might never have met his family."

        

        "...So who was the old person in this story?"

        

        "I don't know."

        

        "What?"

        

        "They say it's a true story."

        

        "What?"

        

        "From the past... quite a distant past. They say it's the story of the person who first developed healing magic. That's why this fairy tale is in the cathedral."

        

        Well, it wasn't a bad story for a fairy tale, as it did have some educational value.

        

        "They say that the mountaineer who safely returned from the snowy mountain later developed healing magic and used it to conquer that mountain. It's an old story, so we living in the present have no way of knowing what parts are true and what parts are fiction."

        

        Stories are always like that.

        

        Even Livia's story, once it becomes part of a long history, will be distorted and either beautified or changed to say she made some strange mistake.

        

        In the long course of history, the life of a human who lives barely 100 years has only that much value.

        

        "What was the old person? Was it a hallucination the mountaineer saw?"

        

        "Who knows."

        

        It might have been a kind of flashback, perhaps just the mountaineer's survival instinct taking form, not actually existing in that place.

        

        In the end, only the mountaineer would know the answer.

        

        No, perhaps even the mountaineer wouldn't know the answer.

        

        Life is about walking a path where we don't know if it's the right answer or not, so it's not for us to judge whether it was really the answer or a wrong one.

        

        No matter how much history is distorted, it's ultimately for future generations to determine what's right and wrong.

        

        What seems like a foolish decision now might be considered a wise choice that prevented a natural disaster in the future.

        

        Alex, whom we're trying to hunt down as Death now, might become a hero in the future.

        

        But even so, we who live in the present cannot see the future, and we can only move forward on the path we believe is best for now.

        

        "If a situation comes where you have to risk your life, what will you do, Lois?"

        

        "Well, I suppose we'll know when we get there."

        

        "That's a pretty vague answer."

        

        "Resolve to risk your life, mental preparation—it's all useless. In the moment of death, everything becomes meaningless anyway. Livia knows that well, right?"

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Anyway, doing our best to live—there's no other choice."

        

        "That's also true. ...Hmm, by the way, changing the subject, will the Beast King be alright?"

        

        "He's on the throne, so he probably won't make emotional judgments, but he might not be able to discern things properly. We should relay the message to Sylphy."

        

        "What did you write?"

        

        "Nothing special, just a warning to be careful of the Beast King. Lady Lilith heard the conversation too, so Sylphy will make a good judgment."

        

      

      
        "Really? I thought Sylphy was like the fork and knife that come with a steak order."

        

        "She's still the next Oberon. She's a bit different from Livia, who solves problems by just throwing herself at them."

        

        "Are you saying I'm competent?"

        

        "Well, that's not wrong."

        

        In truth, Livia was in a position where she didn't need to think much.

        

        Her power was on the divine level, similar to the Goddess and Death, and her position as a hero was one that everyone admired.

        

        At that point, there was no need to think about anything.

        

        But Livia was betrayed, abandoned her name as a hero, and began acting as Olivia Reinhart, and in doing so, she gradually started to think.

        

        In fact, Livia and Belita had many similarities in that they were just beginning to develop a sense of self.

        

        It's just that Belita was a bit more passive, while Livia was a bit more active.

        

        There wasn't much difference.

        

        "If things get serious, leave me behind and go to Weargal first."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "You don't hesitate at all. Couldn't you worry a little?"

        

        "I am worried."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "But I trust you even more. The person I love told me to leave this to them and go, so trusting that is my job. As both a comrade and a lover, that's the right attitude, isn't it?"

        

        "Sometimes I feel love is heavy, but in aspects like this, you're quite normal."

        

        "Is that so? I'm not sure, but I just don't want to have a painful love. I want to love you, not be obsessed with you."

        

        "..."

        

        This person sometimes says things that confirm she's not lacking in intelligence.

        

        She only learned what was necessary as a hero, so proper conversations don't come easily to her, and her social skills are low, but her mind itself doesn't seem bad.

        

        In fact, when talking about combat or information needed as a hero, she shows quite a professional side.

        

        In battle, there are times when it's more accurate to trust Livia's judgment than mine.

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Why are you laughing?"

        

        "No, I was just thinking this might be why I fell for you."

        

        "Huh!? What's with that suddenly? But while we're at it, I'd like you to tell me exactly which part. I want to show you my charming aspects."

        

        "I think Livia just needs to be natural."

        

        "Does that mean you just like me for who I am?"

        

        "I can't deny that."

        

        "...I-I see."

        

        Her voice completely gave out.

        

        Was she embarrassed?

        

        She's assertive when she needs to be, but her defenses weaken in strange areas.

        

        "L-look! I can see the holy ground! The holy ground is visible!"

        

        Her quick attempt to change the subject confirmed she was embarrassed.

        

        I followed her with a smile.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.162Wearegal: Land of the Beast-People - 06

      
        "This is a sacred site, I see."

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        "Come to think of it, you had business here, right?"

        

        "Dealing with the white snake takes priority. We can handle your matter at leisure after that's taken care of."

        

        "Hmm, I can see relics of the past. It seems the beast-folk have preserved them without interference."

        

        Preservation magic must be in effect.

        

        It was no exaggeration to call this a living piece of the past in the modern world.

        

        Lady Grandia gazed at the ruins with sentimental eyes.

        

        Judging by the state of the architecture, it was reasonable to assume these were once residential buildings. While I had seen them in books several times, this was my first time seeing them in person, making my heart flutter slightly.

        

        Of course, sacred sites weren't spaces one could easily enter, and even if you traveled to Weargal, you couldn't access the sacred sites. In that sense, being able to view this freely was quite fortunate.

        

        "Livia? How is it?"

        

        "I don't sense any presence... but my spine is strangely chilled, like something might be here. It's hard to explain."

        

        The fact that Livia couldn't directly track the location meant that our opponent either possessed highly skilled concealment techniques or something equivalent.

        

        There were various pieces of information and hypotheses about the white snake disaster, one being about concealment techniques. While Sylph's stealth technique erased one's presence, concealment techniques completely erased one's appearance.

        

        Even Sylph's stealth technique, when honed, could make someone unrecognizable despite being right in front of you.

        

        In other words, it was possible to use it like some kind of invisibility, but concealment techniques made one's very existence transparent.

        

        There was a hypothesis that the white snake might possess such a technique.

        

        Though unproven, seeing that Livia couldn't properly detect it, it might actually exist.

        

        "So Royce likes this kind of thing?"

        

        "Well, these are like glimpses of the past visible in the present. And they say those who forget the past have no future."

        

        "An admirable attitude."

        

        "Goddess, what was this place used for?"

        

        It seemed they had been having their own conversation, as Livia had started using the terrifying method of semi-formal speech.

        

        She called her "Goddess" respectfully but used casual speech, which made me wonder if that was appropriate, but since Lady Grandia herself said nothing about it, I decided not to make an issue of it outside of formal settings.

        

        "This is where humans of the past lived. The most sacred place, literally what could be called a holy site."

        

        "Well, judging by the building style, it certainly seems to have functioned as a village. It's been well-maintained, showing that the beast-folk have protected it well over a long period."

        

        "As Royce says. For them to preserve it this well, I'm simply grateful."

        

        "Well, let's save the sentimentality for later... I don't see the white snake, and there's still no news on the communication stone if this is a diversion."

        

        "Should we head back now?"

        

        "Since we've come this far, let's investigate a bit more. We haven't examined everything yet."

        

        "Goddess, do you have any idea where to look? Since this is called a sacred site, you must have visited here often."

        

        "Yes, I was here in the past, but..."

        

        Lady Grandia seemed lost in thought for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Come to think of it, there should be an underground area."

        

        "Underground?"

        

        "That's the first I've heard of it."

        

        It was the first time I'd heard about an underground area at the sacred site.

        

        I had read quite a few books about the sacred site and had asked many questions since arriving here. The fact that Iliya hadn't mentioned such a significant detail meant this information had been lost over time.

        

        In other words, while the beast-folk had considered only the upper portion as the sacred site and maintained just that, the sacred site actually extended underground as well.

      

      
        

        If it was a hidden place, it was understandable that it hadn't been found.

        

        Historical places like this were difficult to access, and the higher-ups didn't appreciate people rummaging around claiming to be investigating. Perhaps after one investigation, they prohibited further ones to prevent damage to the historical site.

        

        Well, I could understand that reasoning to some extent.

        

        "Do you remember how to enter this underground area?"

        

        "Yes, it's not too difficult. Please follow me."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Don't you think the Goddess looks cute in her miniature form? It's irreverent, but I can't help thinking it."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        To be honest, I thought so too.

        

        She was small enough to fit in one hand, giving the impression of a fairy from legends.

        

        Though she didn't exude any dignity in this form, Lady Grandia herself seemed quite satisfied with her current state.

        

        They say with great power comes great responsibility.

        

        Then, without power, wouldn't there be no responsibility?

        

        In that sense, Lady Grandia had shed her long-standing duty of caring for humanity and had become completely free.

        

        Moreover, despite having created us, she had already saved humanity from the brink of extinction multiple times and had even transferred her power to me, a fellow human. It was no exaggeration to say she had done everything she could.

        

        Parents should serve as guideposts showing the way in their children's lives, but they can't be responsible for every aspect of their children's lives.

        

        Similarly, Lady Grandia had sacrificed much for humanity and could finally rest now.

        

        Perhaps that's why she seemed to be in good spirits lately.

        

        I thought that if she could just capture Alex, who had become a death god, she might live out her days traveling the world normally until her lifespan ended, closing her eyes like any ordinary living being.

        

        Well, even though I mentioned lifespan, Lady Grandia's was probably much longer than that of humans like us.

        

        "It's here."

        

        "By the way, Goddess, do you believe in actual gods?"

        

        "That's sudden."

        

        "No, after hearing about the snow mountain from Royce earlier, I was just curious."

        

        "An omnipotent, conceptual god... I think it depends on people's hearts. Perhaps a true god doesn't appear directly but only shows the way without leading people by the hand."

        

        "But you intervened quite often..."

        

        "I'm ultimately just a living being too. I couldn't stand by and watch humanity, which is like my children, suffer."

        

        "I see... So what do we do here?"

        

        "This floor. It's been hardened with solidification magic, so first we need to dispel that magic and..."

        

        CRACK!!

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Livia tore it off with one hand.

        

        Wow, such strength.

        

        I couldn't help but be impressed.

        

        She just ripped it off with one hand.

        

        "That magic hasn't been dispelled yet... um..."

        

        "Sorry, was I not supposed to do that?"

        

      

      
        "No, it's fortunate as it saves us time."

        

        "But does the fact that it was locked mean no one has entered?"

        

        "I don't know. If one can unlock it, reactivating the magic isn't difficult."

        

        "I see."

        

        Lady Grandia awkwardly smiled as she looked at the staircase leading down, which Livia had demolished.

        

        It was surprising since Livia had simply grabbed the handle and torn off the door without exerting much effort. Moreover, it appeared to be quite heavy.

        

        She hadn't even used her full strength, just casually lifted it with one hand, giving me the illusion that I could do it too.

        

        "Strong physical force sometimes surpasses magic. Livia's strength is already beyond normal abilities."

        

        "Honestly, I think so too... Though she's one of my children that I created, she's incredible."

        

        "W-well... let's go in, let's go."

        

        Livia, seeming slightly embarrassed, took the lead and went in first.

        

        I followed her underground along with Lady Grandia.

        

        Even after entering the underground area, the magical energy hadn't changed significantly.

        

        The stale air characteristic of enclosed spaces made it feel suffocating, but the preservation magic seemed to have some effect underground as well, as the condition wasn't too bad.

        

        There was a lot of dust, though.

        

        "It's dusty in here."

        

        "Are you alright?"

        

        "Well, if I worried about things like this, I couldn't be a hero... I mean, I couldn't fight. I'm not that fastidious."

        

        "..."

        

        "...No, I do bathe when I get the chance! I'm not saying I don't wash!"

        

        "I didn't say anything. Why are you getting so worked up?"

        

        It could be difficult to bathe during travels, especially in monster territories where opportunities to wash were rare.

        

        Even if there was a river, one would have to bathe quickly due to the risk of sudden attacks.

        

        Moreover, in rivers within monster territories, one couldn't be sure what might be flowing downstream, so Belita would have had to purify the water each time for safety.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        A wind blew.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        We all fell silent simultaneously.

        

        Livia naturally gripped her holy sword, and I drew upon my magical energy.

        

        The atmosphere changed in an instant.

        

        I snapped my fingers, and small flames appeared. In this dark underground, we couldn't risk losing visibility.

        

        "There does seem to be something."

        

        "Is it the white snake?"

        

        "I don't know. I've never encountered the white snake before. But whatever it is... it doesn't seem to be a positive entity for humanity."

        

        "Why would something like that be in a sacred site, Lady Grandia?"

        

        "Even sacred sites have been left unattended for at least a few thousand years. I don't know either... So don't be too reckless, Olivia. It could collapse, and I'm not joking."

        

        "Let's proceed for now."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.163[Land of the Beastkin, Weargal - 07]

      
        "Sylphy, was it?"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "I'm a Gnome. I realized I never properly introduced myself."

        

        "Oh, I'm Sylphy. Unwillingly called the next Oberon and somehow ended up with a fiancée without even knowing it."

        

        Sylphy laughed awkwardly.

        

        In truth, she didn't dislike Lilith herself.

        

        Lilith had a bright, pleasant personality, and there was something undeniably attractive about her confident demeanor.

        

        But it was true that the Oberon position was burdensome, and honestly, she was still troubled by it.

        

        Could Sylphy, who had learned nothing, really take on the role of a king, even if she were to learn from Titania from now on?

        

        It wasn't that she disliked it.

        

        It wasn't dislike but burden.

        

        She didn't know if someone like her was fit to sit on that throne.

        

        Dragonia's face flashed in her mind.

        

        He was violent, tyrannical, and a mess in many ways, but that was still a form of kingship. It was true that the dragon folk had violent tendencies.

        

        Royce and others had said that they merely controlled their instincts with reason, but that was undeniably the nature of their race.

        

        In other words, Dragonia, who had committed those acts wanting to live by unleashing his instincts, had wanted not just himself but his entire race to live freely.

        

        His actions could never be justified and remained terrible crimes, but perhaps even a tyrant in his own way had wanted to be king.

        

        Sylphy's head ached at this image of kingship so different from Titania's.

        

        "If you want to quit, then quit."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "You weren't born into it, you're just coincidentally in that position. Better to run away before you're ruined by some misplaced sense of responsibility."

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy looked up in surprise at the Gnome's words.

        

        She wasn't surprised because he said she could run away.

        

        Royce had also told her that if she truly disliked it, she should refuse.

        

        He said if she took the position despite hating it, many people would be unhappy, and Sylphy herself wouldn't be happy either.

        

        If she made her own choice, Titania wouldn't be able to push so strongly, and the reason Titania was being forceful now was simply because Sylphy hadn't refused.

        

        So she wasn't surprised by the suggestion to run away.

        

        Though she hadn't spent that much time with the Gnome, his voice was lower than usual, which caught her off guard.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        The Gnome seemed surprised by his own words, rubbing the back of his neck with an "Umm."

        

        "I'm just saying, wouldn't it be better to work freely at something that suits you rather than doing something you don't like? Of course, being a half-elf probably comes with various constraints."

        

        "I don't dislike it."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "I just never learned how to take responsibility. I'm worried whether I can do it properly. And it's incredibly burdensome. Just being responsible for my own life was overwhelming enough."

        

        And now she was told she would become the king of Elvenheim, responsible for an entire race.

        

        Taking care of just herself had been so difficult and exhausting, and now she would be responsible for the lives of all elves.

        

        A life like Titania's, dedicating everything to the nation, seemed too desolate to bear.

        

        Of course, in Titania's case, she had abandoned even her name, and such a king had been necessary because of the war.

        

        "Besides, even if I don't become Oberon, it's not like I'm running away."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "I'm just choosing a different path, right?"

        

        "Ah, um. That's true."

        

        The Gnome awkwardly touched his face with his hand.

        

        Sylphy couldn't understand his reaction.

        

        She wondered if she had said something strange, but she didn't think her words were that odd, yet the Gnome's reaction was peculiar.

        

        In this case, it was better to assume that rather than Sylphy having done something wrong, the Gnome had some personal circumstances that made something resonate with him.

        

        They weren't close enough yet to discuss personal matters deeply, so remaining silent and pretending not to notice was the best response Sylphy could offer.

        

        Time to change the subject.

        

        "You said you're a merchant, right? Do you travel around a lot?"

        

        "Huh? Well, yes... Um, thanks to my innate ability, I don't have to worry about getting lost."

        

        "That's an amazing ability. I'm curious about how it works."

        

        "Can you explain the principle behind your concealment ability?"

        

        "...No."

        

        "It's like that. How would you explain the principle of breathing or moving your limbs to someone who can't do it? It's just an ability that works."

        

        "I suppose so."

        

        "...Hmm, you."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Your magical power is surprisingly..."

        

        "Ah, I can fight a bit, actually."

        

        "You defeated Dragonia, the king of the dragon folk, didn't you? That's not just 'fighting a bit.'"

        

        "Is that so? But I didn't win alone."

        

        She had received help from many people, and it was essentially a victory of numbers, so calling it "Sylphy's" victory seemed problematic in many ways.

        

        "Anyway, as a merchant, have you been to the kingdom? I've never been there."

        

        "The kingdom? Well, discrimination against half-elves still lingers subtly. Some people don't discriminate, but others still do. I don't know about now, but it was like that before."

        

        "I see. They say the royal castle is so magnificent. I'd like to visit it someday."

        

        "It's nothing special."

        

        "......"

        

        "What?"

        

        "No, have you been to the royal castle?"

        

        "Huh?! ...No, why?"

        

        "You just sounded like someone who's been there."

        

        "A merchant like me couldn't have been there. I might have been to the capital, but the castle isn't easy to enter."

        

        "That's true..."

        

        Why is he so flustered?

        

        He seemed more emotionally expressive than expected, making her wonder if he was actually good at being a merchant. Still, this job would bring him a lot of money once completed, so he'd probably manage.

        

        Besides, as a merchant, it couldn't hurt to establish connections with the hero's party.

        

        "Hey~"

        

        "Lady Lilith."

        

        "Priestess Ilya has returned, and Royce asked me to give you this."

        

      

      
        "From Sir Royce?"

        

        Sylphy took the paper from Lilith.

        

        She briefly wondered why it was given to her specifically.

        

        Perhaps he thought she was the most trustworthy among them, which would be very pleasing.

        

        Sylphy had always admired Royce for his seemingly rational demeanor, so the fact that he acknowledged her somehow satisfied her need for recognition.

        

        She slowly opened the paper and checked its contents.

        

        "What does it say?"

        

        "Well, to summarize, it warns us to be careful of the Water King. Apparently, he harbors feelings close to resentment toward Lady Olivia."

        

        "Ah, that's right. The Water King's son—in other words, this country's prince—was on the same battlefield as the Hero and died."

        

        "Even though the Hero is strong, it's practically impossible to protect everyone."

        

        Could he really hold a grudge over that?

        

        No, Royce probably wasn't certain either. If he had been, he would have written with more conviction.

        

        The note only advised caution, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Royce himself wasn't entirely sure which way it would go.

        

        "So what will you do, Sylphy? Do you want to go meet the Water King now? Or wait for Royce and Olivia to return? Either way is fine with me."

        

        "Hmm, if he dislikes Lady Olivia, wouldn't it be better to go now while she's away on official business?"

        

        "Official business?"

        

        "Well, she went as a hero to save people, so isn't that official business?"

        

        If they went now, they could treat Olivia's absence as unavoidable rather than deliberate, making the meeting possible.

        

        Once they finished their business, they could quickly leave Weargal, so meeting just this once shouldn't be a problem.

        

        When leaving, they could simply say they were in a hurry to continue their journey.

        

        And also.

        

        'I'm personally curious too.'

        

        So far, she had seen two kings: Titania and Dragonia.

        

        Those two kings had walked completely different paths.

        

        Titania, who was willing to sacrifice everything for her citizens, and Dragonia, who tried to use even his own people, went in entirely different directions, but they were the same in that they both claimed to act for their race.

        

        Tragically, Dragonia's idea of living freely meant announcing the extinction of his race—preferring to perish following their instincts rather than living like livestock by suppressing them.

        

        Even if no one else understood, Dragonia's ideology might have truly been for the dragon folk.

        

        'What kind of king is the Water King?'

        

        From the current atmosphere in Weargal, he didn't seem like such a bad king.

        

        But given Royce's message, the situation might not be good right now.

        

        Let's meet him and judge for ourselves.

        

        In any case, shouldn't they meet him first before making a judgment?

        

        "I'm going to go. What about you two?"

        

        "If the Hero isn't going for an audience, at least the Saint should go, right? I should go too."

        

        "Honestly, I don't like meeting people in power... but let's go. Since we're here, we should at least pay our respects to the king."

        

        To be honest, the Gnome couldn't deny the possibility that something might go wrong if only Sylphy and Lilith went.

        

        "Beast folk emphasize courtesy to suppress their wildness, so be careful, understand?"

        

        "Ah, I understand."

        

        "Especially you, Princess Lilith? Please be careful."

        

        "Why me? I'm good at wearing masks."

        

        "That's concerning in its own way..."
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        The King of the Beast-men.

        

        Rampest Lycan.

        

        My first thought upon seeing him was 'huge.'

        

        His enormous physique was so large it was hard to believe he was a beast-man, and he was as big as Dragonia, who had been the king of the dragon-folk.

        

        The scars on his body revealed him to be a battle-hardened warrior, and despite having stepped back from the frontlines to serve as king, his fangs remained sharp and his eyes had not forgotten their keenness.

        

        It was hard to believe the assessments that he had weakened compared to the past and that his condition had deteriorated somewhat after losing his son, the prince. He exuded such a powerful kingly pressure that Sylphy momentarily lost herself in his presence.

        

        "I apologize for involving you in such an unfortunate incident as soon as you arrived."

        

        "No, please don't worry about it. We are the Hero's party after all."

        

        This was quite different from what I had heard.

        

        Unlike Titania, he gave off the impression of a veteran warrior, and there was a distinct gleam in his eyes that was difficult to put into words.

        

        "Currently, the Hero and one companion have gone to the sacred ground to subjugate the White Serpent. Given the White Serpent's abilities, we decided to send just the two of them."

        

        "I see, so that's why the Hero isn't here."

        

        Rampest nodded slightly and muttered as if he understood.

        

        Including Iliya, all circumstances suggested that Rampest didn't think highly of Olivia, but the Beast King Rampest Lycan standing before them appeared calm and composed.

        

        However, there was definitely an impression that he seemed somewhat tired.

        

        But it was more an impression of accumulated fatigue rather than weakened spirit.

        

        "I heard about what happened in Erkia from the priestess. As the new Hero's party, do you intend to subjugate the Death Messenger this time?"

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "Then your journey must be urgent. Yet you're willing to stay in our Weargal and help us?"

        

        "That's what the Hero's party does."

        

        "......"

        

        Rampest fell silent for a moment.

        

        "To move without even reporting to the king in the first place, are you disrespecting Weargal?"

        

        "No, that wasn't our intention."

        

        Sylphy quickly denied it when a soldier standing beside Rampest spoke up.

        

        Of course, she wasn't particularly flustered as she had anticipated such a comment might come.

        

        "Given the urgency of the situation, dealing with the matter took priority."

        

        "However..."

        

        "Enough."

        

        Rampest quietly interrupted the soldier who was trying to press the issue.

        

        "I'll let it pass."

        

        "King Rampest...! But that might allow our Weargal's pride to be disrespected."

        

        "I."

        

        Rampest's eyes flashed sharply.

        

        "Said I will let it pass."

        

        "...I apologize, please forgive me."

        

        Overall, it seemed to be about the Hero.

        

        There appeared to be people who harbored resentment toward Olivia. In fact, when the soldier was arguing earlier, quite a few people were seen nodding in agreement.

        

        But Rampest, whom Sylphy had expected to show the most resistance, didn't openly display such an attitude. If Sylphy hadn't received information beforehand, his behavior would have been hard to believe for someone who supposedly disliked Olivia.

        

        Whether he was suppressing his emotions because he was king, or if he simply had a personality that was easily misunderstood by those around him, she couldn't tell, but at least he didn't seem like someone who would act foolishly.

        

        Sylphy had worried that in the worst case, conflict might arise, but seeing Rampest's character, it didn't seem like major problems would occur.

        

        "Let me hear your names."

        

        "Ah, yes. I am Sylphy. I come as a representative of Elvenheim."

        

        "I am Lilith Clifort. I am here as a Saint."

        

        "I-I am Noum. I am here as the guide for the Hero's party."

        

        "Guide?"

        

        "This journey will take us through the dragon-folk's country, and since teleportation orbs can't be used there at all, a guide will be necessary. That's why I was hired."

        

        "Can you pass through the Mountain of Delusion?"

        

        "Yes, I can."

        

        "......"

        

        Rampest reacted with interest to Noum's words.

      

      
        

        Noum seemed to think there was no need to explain his unique ability, so he didn't elaborate further.

        

        But he wasn't lying either. It was true that he was hired as a guide, and it was also true that he could pass through the Mountain of Delusion.

        

        If Noum were alone, he might die encountering monsters, but with the Hero's party, they could certainly break through with ease.

        

        "A direct answer, how interesting."

        

        "Hmph, mere bravado. That place is difficult even for specialized personnel."

        

        "The words of the Hero's party representing humanity carry weight. And my proud subordinates, that's enough."

        

        "King Rampest."

        

        "These people have come to save the world. What kind of prideless behavior is this?"

        

        "We apologize."

        

        "I'm sorry, we beast-men have impulsive tendencies. In that respect, we're not much different from the dragon-folk."

        

        Rampest smiled.

        

        "That's why we value courtesy all the more. More precisely, we must value it. Our nature is like that of beasts, so to maintain dignity, we need to observe etiquette more than necessary."

        

        "Isn't that... tiring?"

        

        "It's not about denying our instincts, but restraining them. Humans are not much different in that regard."

        

        "......"

        

        "Some people sympathize with beggars on the street, while others kick them. Some help victims of tragedy, while others push them further into hell or indulge in situational superiority over them."

        

        Rampest looked at Sylphy as he spoke.

        

        "As the saying goes, 'different strokes for different folks.' Instinct can stir at any time, and those with intelligence simply regulate it well with reason. Everyone has violent instincts that can be ugly."

        

        There was always the impulse to resolve issues with beast-like violent means, to hit, to shout.

        

        "We don't act on these impulses because we know they are not right."

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        Is this also what it means to be a king?

        

        "May I ask one question, King Rampest?"

        

        "Of course, what is it?"

        

        "What kind of king do you aspire to be?"

        

        "Hmm, an intriguing question."

        

        "Ahem."

        

        Lilith cleared her throat and interjected.

        

        "Sylphy here, though not yet confirmed, is the next Oberon, that is, the new king of the elves."

        

        "Oberon?"

        

        "Did you say Oberon?"

        

        "...Not Titania?"

        

        Even Iliya beside them had a face that seemed like her brain had stopped working.

        

        "You were... male?"

        

        "Yes, for now."

        

        "A man..."

        

        "With that face, a man?"

        

        "No, not just the face, but the figure too..."

        

        "Stop it, we're not perverts."

        

        "No, I mean..."

        

        "Everyone, quiet."

        

        At Rampest's words, the noisy space instantly fell silent.

        

        "The next Oberon... Has that woman finally decided to step down?"

        

        "Do you know Titania?"

        

        "We're part of the same Human Alliance, aren't we? Kings maintain at least minimal exchanges with each other. Especially from Titania, who has been on the throne for the longest time, there is much to learn as a king."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "But it's undeniable that staying in that position for too long was also a mistake. Elvenheim exists today because of her, but conversely, it has become difficult to maintain Elvenheim without her."

        

        Sylphy remained silent.

        

        "One person has been in that position for too long. The burden on whoever succeeds Titania will be immense."

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        Sylphy still said nothing, just listening intently to what Rampest was saying.

        

        "So you are the successor... You'll be walking a thorny path."

        

        "I'm not sure. I don't know if I'm the right person to be king."

        

        "That's not for you to decide, but for the people. Even a king must step down from that position if they fail to gain the support of the citizens—it's a fragile position after all."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, it is... You asked what kind of king I aspire to be?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Particularly, nothing at all."

        

        "What?"

        

        Rampest shrugged.

        

        "My father was king, so I became king. That's all there was to it. I had no future-oriented aspirations of any kind."

        

        "......"

        

        "But being in the position meant I had to do something, so I did. I just did what needed to be done because I was in the position. That's the extent of my resolve."

        

        "Is that... really it?"

        

        "The position makes the person, Sylphy."

        

        "......"

        

        "There's no need to think about what kind of king you'll be. Once you take the position and act, that will already be established and spread throughout Elvenheim."

        

        Rampest crossed his arms and continued.

        

        "It's not too late to decide after you become king."

        

        "...I see."

        

        "Anyway, welcome to Weargal. As you can see, your visit was sudden so not much is prepared, and since you need to leave quickly, I can't offer a grand welcome, but I'll make sure you're comfortable during your stay."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "And."

        

        "Yes, please go on."

        

        "I want to meet Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "...Is that an order as king?"

        

        "No."

        

        For a moment, Rampest's eyes wavered.

        

        In that moment, it wasn't a king but an ordinary man and father named Rampest who stood there.

        

        Just as Rampest was about to speak—

        

        "K-King Rampest!!"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly the door opened and a soldier rushed in.

        

        The soldier, who had entered in a hurry, caught his breath and immediately straightened his posture.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "The isolated soldiers have suddenly started attacking people!"

        

        "What?"

        

        "What happened to the barrier! It was supposed to prevent those inside from getting out!"

        

        Iliya shouted with a frown, and the soldier swallowed dryly before speaking.

        

        "Somehow, it was destroyed."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        Sylphy quickly grabbed her bow, climbed onto the windowsill, and looked down at Weargal.

        

        She took out a communication stone.

        

        "Lord Royce, Lady Olivia. Can you hear me? ...Hello? Lord Royce? Lady Olivia?"

        

        The communication stone wasn't responding.

        

        Sylphy frowned.

        

        'What's going on? This Weargal should be a place where communication stones work well. Why...'

        

        What on earth is happening in Weargal right now?

        

        Sylphy was thrown into confusion.
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        "It's uncomfortably quiet."

        

        "Indeed it is."

        

        Livia and I continued walking, slightly tense.

        

        Judging by the strange flow of magical energy, someone was definitely here, but I couldn't tell who it was.

        

        However, as Livia had said, they didn't seem to be an ally of humanity.

        

        "Royce, I have a bad feeling about this. If necessary, I'll destroy everything to escape."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Destroying a historical site would truly be heartbreaking, but people who need to survive must survive, right?

        

        Besides, if there really was a ferocious magical beast here, eliminating it would be the right thing to do. I might face some criticism, but well, that couldn't be helped.

        

        'I've been feeling eyes on me for a while now. Is someone watching? From where?'

        

        How strange.

        

        Is it right to keep going forward?

        

        Should I turn back now?

        

        -This feels ominous.

        

        "Lord Grandia, is this sacred site normally surrounded by this kind of magical energy and foreboding atmosphere? What was this underground area originally used for?"

        

        -Of course not. This underground area was initially built to store documents, but they constructed it quite extensively after realizing the benefits of building underground. It doesn't serve any special purpose.

        

        "I see. Then what could this energy be?"

        

        -I'm not sure either.

        

        A moment of silence passed.

        

        The gaze was becoming increasingly blatant.

        

        And then it happened.

        

        Slash!

        

        Livia drew her holy sword and cut through the wall.

        

        "Livia?"

        

        For a moment, I almost asked what she was doing, but Livia wouldn't act this way without reason. I believed there must be a purpose behind her actions, and that belief was immediately rewarded.

        

        A red liquid like blood was flowing from the cut wall.

        

        "What is this?"

        

        Then.

        

        White snakes began pouring out of the wall in droves.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        I quickly summoned flames to burn the snakes while looking around.

        

        The previously dark space was becoming brighter.

        

        I thought we had been walking through a building's corridor, but somehow we were now inside what looked like a living organism, with pinkish-red flesh spreading out from within.

        

        "Where on earth are we?"

        

        "Hmm, it seems like we're inside a snake? Should I just cut everything?"

        

        "Good idea."

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        As soon as I answered, Livia moved swiftly, slashing wildly at the interior as she went.

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh!! She cut repeatedly, creating large gaping wounds, continuing to slash until several potentially fatal wounds had formed.

        

        The bleeding intensified, but white snakes kept emerging from the wounds with seemingly no effect.

        

        "I can make wounds, but there's no resistance. It doesn't feel like I'm making a proper impact. Maybe physical attacks don't work?"

        

        "The number of snakes is just increasing."

        

        "What should we do?"

        

        "Hmm, should I try cutting more? Without holding back my strength at all."

        

        "Is that okay?"

        

        "We have to try something."

        

        "Alright."

        

        Livia immediately concentrated magical power into her holy sword.

        

        And then.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        The single strike cut through everything in sight.

        

        It was a perfect bisection, splitting everything in two at once. Blood poured out and white snakes continued to emerge without stopping, but Livia didn't cease swinging her sword.

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh!!

        

        She kept cutting without pause, and the increasingly numerous snakes began to form more sloppily. They barely maintained their snake-like appearance.

        

        -This is absurd!

      

      
        

        "Hm?"

        

        Swoosh! Swoosh! Swoosh!!

        

        Livia continued to cut down the snakes, and amid this, the voice that seemed to resonate directly in our minds sounded genuinely flustered.

        

        Apparently, it hadn't expected us to choose such a direct physical approach, and was shocked that this method was actually working.

        

        Sure, such a brute force approach might normally be laughable, but when that force exceeds a certain threshold, it's no laughing matter.

        

        -Normally people realize they should try a different approach when attacks make things worse! Isn't that common sense?!

        

        "So it's you who transformed this place. Are you the white snake? Well, whoever you are, this method seems quite effective. I'll cut you to death."

        

        -......!

        

        Rumble!!

        

        Suddenly everything began to writhe.

        

        And then.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Ah."

        

        The floor instantly disappeared.

        

        "What's happening?!"

        

        "It seems scared of Livia and doesn't want to meet us."

        

        "Now is not the time for cool analysis!!"

        

        -Fall to your death!!

        

        Snap! I flicked my finger.

        

        The floor turned golden, and a new surface materialized where there had been nothing.

        

        -What, how?

        

        Livia and I landed naturally on the platform.

        

        And the moment we landed, Livia swung her holy sword again with great force.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        The white snakes vanished without leaving corpses, and the wounds multiplied.

        

        By now, blood was flowing so profusely that it was hard to find any intact areas. The number of emerging snakes decreased, as did the speed at which they appeared.

        

        Normally, this would have been something physically impossible to deal with, and we would have had to overcome it by following some specific rules, like a trap.

        

        Trap magic typically becomes very troublesome if you don't follow the established rules, and brute force is usually ineffective.

        

        But that also means if you have enough power, you don't necessarily need to follow the rules.

        

        "Livia, this is probably trap magic."

        

        "Trap magic? I see, then the caster must be nearby?"

        

        "Yes, trap magic can't be controlled remotely. In other words, the caster is likely close by."

        

        Trap magic imposes rules on both the opponent and the caster, creating a kind of gamble or game based on those rules.

        

        It's literally a life-or-death game, and while it might seem advantageous to the user, that's not always the case.

        

        The caster must always create a path for the opponent to survive, and by creating that path, they gain overwhelming advantage if the opponent chooses a different route.

        

        As I said, normally if you don't choose the survival path and try another method, you'd be at an extreme disadvantage and almost certainly lose.

        

        However.

        

        The opponent had seriously underestimated us.

        

        -W-what is this? Who are you people?!

        

        "Since you don't know us, it seems you weren't sent by Alex who became a death god."

        

        "Were you sealed nearby by coincidence? Or perhaps you were recently born? Either way, it doesn't matter. I have reason to kill you and no reason not to."

        

        -You monsters!

        

        "Being called that by a magical beast doesn't affect me at all. Actually, hearing that from creatures like you only makes me feel I'm doing my job right."

        

        Livia smiled and gripped her holy sword tightly.

        

        -F-fine... I've lost this time. I'll withdraw.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "I've located it."

        

        -What?!

        

        Once we knew it was trap magic, it meant all of this was formed by magical energy connected to its master.

        

        With that knowledge, tracing the magic back to its source wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        Spirit users like me are especially sensitive to magical energy, making us quite good at this.

        

        Livia quickly grabbed me with one hand.

        

        "Make sure the platforms are solid. It would be dangerous if we fell."

        

        "Dangerous for me, yes."

        

      

      
        "Now then, let's see your face."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I created platforms to match Livia's movements, and she rapidly moved across them.

        

        The speed was incredible.

        

        It was questionable whether a human could move that fast.

        

        We reached the source of the magical energy in an instant.

        

        The distance wasn't that far, but considering it was trap magic, it was quite significant.

        

        "There it is!"

        

        Rumble!!

        

        "You, what are you?!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        The white snakes suddenly split apart and lunged to bite Livia.

        

        But.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        They were instantly cut in half, and Livia sliced through the enemy in one swift motion.

        

        "Hm?"

        

        The cut white snake was rapidly regenerating.

        

        Livia quickly slashed its neck again, then its arms and legs, but the pieces of flesh stuck back together and regenerated as if nothing had happened.

        

        "It's useless..."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        BOOM!!!

        

        Without stopping, Livia said nothing and infused her sword strike with magical power, completely obliterating the body.

        

        But when the flesh instantly reassembled, Livia finally frowned.

        

        "Listen to me! You barbaric human!! I am immortal..."

        

        "Livia, that's not the main body. It's just connecting the magical energy. I see, a double trap? That's quite thorough."

        

        "This... Huh?"

        

        "So that's why it won't die. You have quite a convenient power. Where's your real body?"

        

        "This time it's quite close, close enough to see."

        

        "...You can see me?"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        A brief silence.

        

        And then.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "Kyaaaah!!"

        

        Chains of fire bound something in what appeared to be empty space. The invisibility of whoever it was broke, revealing their true form as they crashed to the ground.

        

        Livia leaped in.

        

        "Livia, don't kill it."

        

        Crack!!

        

        "Arghh!!"

        

        While severing its leg, Livia simultaneously drove her holy sword into its arm.

        

        So these attacks can happen almost simultaneously.

        

        "A white snake, and a named one at that, capable of speech? Plus intelligent enough to use trap magic."

        

        "Urgggh...! Who are you people?! Is that a holy sword...?! Are you a hero? No, even a hero couldn't..."

        

        "Well, you wouldn't want to be tortured and suffer here, would you?"

        

        "......"

        

        The white snake's expression instantly contorted.

        

        "You'd better answer my questions properly from now on."

        

        "That I... would fall so pathetically...!!"

        

        The truth is, the white snake wasn't weak.

        

        The scale of the trap magic, the distance it covered, the double-layered trap, and the added curse power—it had strength worthy of a demon lord army executive.

        

        In some cases, it might even challenge a demon lord with its special abilities, but...

        

        Well, that's it.

        

        The opponent was just too formidable.

        

        When faced with unreasonable strength in human form, and you know nothing about that person, what can you do but lose?

      

    

  
    
      Ch.166[Land of the Beast-folk, Weargal - 10]

      
        Do you know the legend of the White Snake?

        

        The curse of the White Snake penetrates all resistances, and once cursed, nothing short of the sap of the World Tree can heal you. More precisely, even if the curse is lifted, it will quickly recur.

        

        People theorized that this was because curse-type magical power continued to be supplied from the main body, but since this happened long ago, it wasn't an accurate assumption.

        

        It was a theory from a time when technology was less advanced than now, and it was just that—a theory.

        

        In truth, it never escaped the realm of hypothesis, and no one knew the White Snake's true abilities.

        

        Its power.

        

        Its range.

        

        It was certainly worthy of being an executive in the Demon King's army, and depending on the era, could have even aspired to the position of Demon King itself.

        

        If one focused only on the curse and neglected the main body, they would inevitably be overwhelmed by the main body's vicious and powerful strength.

        

        Moreover, the White Snake's main body also used poison, so it was no exaggeration to say it was armed with all sorts of abilities.

        

        "I thought it would be in the form of a snake since it's called the White Snake, but it has a human form?"

        

        "Guh...!"

        

        Though it was being one-sidedly beaten, this person was actually quite... no, extremely powerful.

        

        If it had been any hero other than Livia, it was questionable whether the battle would have unfolded this way. Without a doubt, this was a monster that would normally require a national-level response.

        

        No, depending on the circumstances, it might have required the entire human alliance to mobilize.

        

        And yet such a monster...

        

        Was floundering helplessly beneath Livia.

        

        Should this be called a truly bizarre yet pitiful sight?

        

        I'm not sympathizing with the magical beast.

        

        The more powerful the magical beast, the more battles it had fought, which meant it had caused pain and death to that many more people.

        

        Since it could speak and think, I didn't want to call it an absolute evil, but it was undeniably a monster that couldn't coexist with humanity.

        

        Even pets we keep or livestock we raise become subject to disposal the moment they harm humans, and even fellow humans face judgment before strict laws if they kill someone.

        

        "Who, who are you?"

        

        "Olivia Reinhart. Though inadequate, I'm currently serving as this generation's hero."

        

        "Hero? A hero? You certainly have the holy sword, but... to be this powerful... The hero I faced before was certainly strong, but not to this extent..."

        

        "The previous heroes were mostly excellent people, and I haven't yet reached their level, but there's one thing I excel at compared to them."

        

        Livia gripped the holy sword firmly and said:

        

        "Raw power."

        

        "It is overwhelming, isn't it."

        

        "This is insane...! Let me go! I am the White Snake!!"

        

        Shuruuuuk!

        

        White snakes once again sprang up around us, and Livia briefly glanced at me.

        

        With a whoosh, the pure white snakes instantly burned in flames.

        

        Compared to what it had created initially, the craftsmanship had diminished, and it was noticeably weaker.

        

        If not from weakening, then perhaps the overwhelming difference in power had caused it to lose its composure completely, making it difficult to concentrate.

        

        Both the trap magic and the power to create snakes required considerable effort and, surprisingly for such a creature, involved handling rather delicate powers.

        

        I had never seen trap magic of this scale before.

        

        Naturally, trap magic requires not only magical power proportional to its scale but also concentration and delicacy. Given this size, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that in terms of trap magic, this being was unrivaled.

        

        But it was unfortunate to encounter such an unreasonably overwhelming opponent who could break through everything.

        

        Moreover, there was hardly any information about this powerful opponent.

      

      
        

        "..."

        

        No, I didn't think having information would have made much difference.

        

        Pure and simple strength, once it crosses a certain threshold, becomes something superhuman and difficult to deal with, and Livia had surpassed even that superhuman realm with her pure and simple strength.

        

        She had talent, trained hard, and accumulated experience.

        

        It's a path anyone could take but few could complete, yet Livia alone had reached that level—truly mysterious. Even Lord Grandia and the Reaper were astonished.

        

        Once again, I realized:

        

        I was loved by and in love with an extraordinary woman.

        

        "Shut up and answer the question. ...Royce?"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        I approached slowly and spoke.

        

        "Your name is White Snake, correct?"

        

        "Y-Yes..."

        

        "You're the White Snake who turned several villages white, massacred people, and desecrated their corpses, right?"

        

        "That's right... I did it, it was fun—"

        

        CRACK!!

        

        Livia stomped on its arm.

        

        "Answer only what you're asked."

        

        "...Ugh!"

        

        Well, I thought that was an appropriate response.

        

        I looked at the White Snake and asked:

        

        "What were you doing here? More importantly, why are you here?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Not going to answer?"

        

        When Livia frowned, the White Snake frowned back.

        

        More hostility than fear, it seems.

        

        Indeed.

        

        "I was sealed nearby... Recently awakened, and since it wouldn't be good to rampage without knowing anything about this world, I first found a suitable place to hide."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "This place was perfect—hardly anyone comes here, and there was even a hidden underground area. Could there be a better hiding place?"

        

        That was certainly true.

        

        As a sacred site, hardly anyone comes here or disturbs it.

        

        So no one could confirm the existence of the underground area, and if someone could enter the underground, it would be the best place to hide.

        

        "What's your purpose?"

        

        "I told you, I was sealed away so I know nothing about the outside situation. I don't even know how much time has passed. I may be a magical beast, but I'm not stupid."

        

        "..."

        

        "I said I'd stay quiet because it wouldn't be good to rampage without information about this world, didn't I? I was just going to use snakes to gather information while staying here. Before that, I set traps to protect myself just in case."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Around the time I was sealed, I was too focused on having fun and didn't concentrate on defense, so I was caught... Even so, they couldn't kill me and only managed to seal me."

        

        "And that seal wore off over time, and you became free, is that right?"

        

      

      
        "Exactly."

        

        From saying the seal had just broken to everything else, it didn't seem like it was lying.

        

        "Besides, you mentioned desecrating corpses, but that's a misunderstanding."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "They weren't corpses."

        

        "..."

        

        "Those who fall victim to my curse submit to me completely. In other words, they become my slaves. So I didn't kill them, I used them while they were alive."

        

        "Tch!"

        

        "I see, so the condition is fulfilled just by being cursed, not by being a corpse... What a troublesome power. Then why didn't you give any orders to the people in the village?"

        

        If it had controlled the cursed people in the village, it could have used them to spread the curse further.

        

        Is remote control impossible? Does it need to be within a certain distance?

        

        As I pondered these questions, the White Snake tilted its head in confusion for the first time.

        

        "What? What nonsense are you talking about?"

        

        "Nonsense?"

        

        "I mean... You said I cursed soldiers, right? Why didn't I use those soldiers? Is there a distance limit? The soldiers went into the village, so if I could control them forcibly, causing chaos by spreading the curse wouldn't have been that difficult."

        

        "..."

        

        The White Snake frowned.

        

        Just like before, it had a face that seemed to ask "what are you talking about?"

        

        Was it hiding something?

        

        No, that wasn't the expression.

        

        It literally looked like it didn't understand what I meant, the conversation wasn't connecting, and that disconnect gave me a strong sense of dissonance.

        

        Something was off.

        

        Why was this creature making a face that said "I don't know anything about this"?

        

        "...Royce?"

        

        "Just a moment, please."

        

        "Okay."

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        Where was this sense of dissonance coming from?

        

        This creature had just said it was sealed away and knew nothing about the world, so it was hiding. In other words, it could be interpreted that it didn't want to draw attention.

        

        It had thoroughly prepared its defenses before using snakes to scout the surroundings, and its understanding of the current situation was definitely inferior to mine and Livia's.

        

        "You recently cursed some soldiers, right? If you didn't want to draw attention, why did you do that?"

        

        "Curse? What are you talking about?"

        

        "...What?"

        

        "I told you, I recently woke up and was hiding underground, preparing to protect myself. I prioritized defense because reconnaissance or anything else would risk being discovered."

        

        "Then..."

        

        "I haven't even been near people, let alone soldiers. I don't want to be sealed again without being able to die, like last time."

        

        "Ah, could it be."

        

        Livia seemed to have caught on as well.

        

        "It's not this one... There's another 'White Snake' out there...!!"
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        "Dispel!!"

        

        Liliths exhaled as she dispelled the curse once again.

        

        "There's no end to this!!"

        

        "Well, technically it's a curse, but you could say it's impossible to completely dispel. We have to find the source. It's like pouring water into a leaking pot."

        

        But it was also true that those affected by Dispel would temporarily collapse and take time to get back up.

        

        "I know that, but... the number of infected people keeps growing."

        

        The conditions for the curse were unknown, but the numbers were steadily increasing. Basically, it seemed that people with wounds were susceptible to the curse.

        

        In other words, it was probably best to assume that, like zombies, the curse was transmitted through wounds inflicted by attacks.

        

        However, that wasn't always the case. Even people without wounds were turning white and undergoing hardening, suggesting something else was at work.

        

        Infection through wounds might be coincidental, and there could be other conditions, or perhaps additional hidden conditions alongside wounds. That seemed most plausible.

        

        Either way, it was troublesome.

        

        "S-stop!! It's me! It's me!!"

        

        "Kyaaaa!"

        

        The numbers were growing exponentially.

        

        It was becoming difficult to manage.

        

        For a moment, Sylphy felt her mind go blank.

        

        "......"

        

        What should I do?

        

        Does Sylphy even have the right to give orders in the first place?

        

        Sure, she was part of the hero's party, but in Sylphy's case, she had gotten this far more because of her position than her abilities. She didn't have the strength of Royce or Olivia, and if asked whether she was indispensable to this journey like Liliths or Gnome, the answer was ambiguous.

        

        Unlike the others, she was replaceable.

        

        Thinking about it that way, Sylphy felt she didn't have the authority to give orders. She thought it might be better if Liliths took charge, and she just gripped her bow tightly.

        

        Thousands of thoughts raced through her head, making it impossible to determine the right choice. Her increasingly complicated thoughts were making her body sluggish as well.

        

        She had so many thoughts that even the part of her brain needed to move her body seemed to freeze.

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        "Aim for the legs!!"

        

        "King Limpest?"

        

        Limpest appeared in full armor, looking more like a warrior than a king as he stepped forward and shouted.

        

        He displayed such strength that it was hard to believe he was old and emotionally devastated.

        

        If this was what he was like in his weakened state, it was impossible to imagine how strong he must have been before his son's death.

        

        "Aim for the legs to restrict their movement! There are already too many victims! Do what must be done!! If you are citizens of the Beast-folk nation!! Even if you don't have a warrior's mindset! Pick up a stone from the roadside and fight!!"

        

        "Y-yes, understood!"

        

        "Move now! Gather the troops!"

        

        Sylphy quietly observed Limpest.

        

        "Lady Sylphy!"

        

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        "You fight too! Aim for their legs with that bow!"

        

        "Yes, understood!"

        

        "Lady Liliths and the others, move quickly too! If we want to resolve this emergency, we must act swiftly! Minimize casualties and find the traitor!"

        

        "Traitor?"

        

        No, thinking about it, that made sense.

        

        Ergal naturally had a barrier, and not many people could enter that barrier.

        

        If the barrier that sealed the cursed people only prevented outsiders from coming in, then it would be possible for someone inside to leave without any issues.

        

        But in reality, the barrier that sealed the cursed people not only prevented outsiders from entering but also stopped those inside from getting out.

        

        In other words, someone must have deactivated or broken the barrier, yet the barrier surrounding Ergal was still intact.

        

        This meant there was no intruder.

        

        Someone who had been inside from the beginning had broken the barrier, and there was a high possibility that person was among the beast-folk.

      

      
        

        "The magical energy is getting denser, almost like a monster's domain..."

        

        "Damn it."

        

        Sylphy picked up the communication stone again, but it didn't work.

        

        At this point, it was reasonable to assume that someone was using some means to interfere with the communication stone.

        

        There were several ways to disrupt communication even outside a monster's domain, but to do it on such a large scale required considerable skill.

        

        "Impressive skill."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        As she shot at their legs to try to calm the situation, Limpest spoke.

        

        "I apologize for thinking you were just a foolish boy."

        

        "If you hadn't apologized, I would never have known you thought that."

        

        "What's done is done, I suppose. So you are indeed worthy of being that hero's companion."

        

        "...I thought you disliked Olivia."

        

        "I do dislike her."

        

        "......"

        

        Limpest answered immediately.

        

        He definitely disliked her, and there were certainly personal feelings involved.

        

        "But that's all there is to it."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Sorry, but we don't have time to chat! Gnome! Bite your tongue! Quickly!"

        

        "Huff, huff... Can't I just evacuate with everyone else?! I'm really useless in combat, seriously!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy smiled awkwardly at that.

        

        It was certainly true.

        

        That's why Sylphy was planning to have Gnome step back.

        

        Actually, when introducing Gnome as a companion, Royce had mentioned that he wouldn't be much help in combat, so they should keep that in mind.

        

        She had thought he might have some hidden power, but that didn't seem to be the case.

        

        And at that moment.

        

        Suddenly feeling an overwhelming presence, she turned around.

        

        But there was nothing particularly notable, just people who had fallen with injured legs.

        

        Sylphy sighed deeply, thinking her nerves were on edge.

        

        "...!"

        

        Gnome, who had been trying to escape, suddenly stopped.

        

        "Sylphy!! Get down!!"

        

        "Huh!?"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Liliths quickly pushed Sylphy's head down as something like a snake's head passed by.

        

        "Lady Liliths!"

        

        "Oh, that was close! I almost got my upper body torn apart by a snake! Wait, is this a snake?! It's huge!"

        

        "You almost died! You!"

        

        "Oh, yeah! That's right! I thought I was going to die! That was scary!"

        

        "Ah, really...!"

        

        She was someone with a diminished sense of danger.

        

        Her mindset of "as long as I'm alive, it's fine" was frightening.

        

        No.

        

        That wasn't what was important right now.

        

        Turning her head, she saw snakes emerging from the fallen man's body, and not just from him—snakes were also coming out of the whitened skin of other people.

        

      

      
        'Is it not only controlling the cursed people but also creating snakes from the cursed parts? A white snake, a monster worthy of being called legendary.'

        

        It was indeed a fair assessment that this could have been a Demon Lord in a different era.

        

        It would have been better if Olivia and Royce were here, but unfortunately, they had gone to catch the white snake, and the communication stone wasn't working. In the current situation, defeating the enemy was the only thing to do.

        

        Crack, crack.

        

        "What is that?"

        

        The whitened body of a soldier began to crack, and something started to emerge.

        

        Like a snake shedding its skin, the being revealed itself—snow-white hair.

        

        Snow-white eyes.

        

        Skin as pale as a corpse, giving the impression that all color had been drained from this being.

        

        As it emerged, an overwhelming magical power welled up, clearly beyond what any normal monster could produce.

        

        "How annoying..."

        

        A low voice.

        

        An androgynous voice that made it impossible to tell whether it was male or female.

        

        Perhaps gender itself had no meaning for this being.

        

        The body of the entity that slowly revealed itself was covered in scales, like a snake.

        

        But it clearly had arms and legs, and the snow-white snake tail protruding from its hips gave more of a lizard impression than a snake.

        

        "You're more intact than I expected, King of the Beast-folk."

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        "And the hero's party. I thought they were just number-fillers apart from Olivia Reinhart, but there seems to be someone decent here?"

        

        "I asked who you are."

        

        Limpest frowned, and the being smiled.

        

        It was a chilling, snake-like expression.

        

        What would happen if an ordinary person walking through a forest encountered a large, presumably venomous snake?

        

        Their legs would freeze, the hair all over their body would stand on end, starting from the head, and their skin would crawl.

        

        That's exactly how Sylphy felt right now.

        

        Dangerous.

        

        Dragonia had strong fighting spirit, but their killing intent was controlled, giving the impression of a warrior race that sought battle by any means necessary.

        

        But this monster before them now.

        

        It was chilling.

        

        "How bothersome... You wouldn't know even if I told you, right? I'm an executive of the Demon Lord's army."

        

        "You claim to be an executive of the Demon Lord's army?"

        

        The final executive who had yet to appear.

        

        An executive whose identity was unknown.

        

        But.

        

        "This is on a completely different level from that Lich..."

        

        "Lich? Ah, you're the half-elf who fought Bane?"

        

        The white snake smiled.

        

        "Well, I'm the one who taught Bane magic."

        

        "...!"

        

        The teacher of a Demon Lord's executive?

        

        "Well, that should be enough, right?"

        

        "What is your purpose?"

        

        "What a foolish question. Who do I look like? I'm a monster, a monster. After all that fighting, you still don't understand our instincts? You should look at history, history."

        

        It smiled so widely its mouth seemed to tear at the corners.

        

        Or perhaps it was a she, but that wasn't important.

        

        "I've come to annihilate the beast-folk."
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        # The Last Demon Lord's Executive

        

        The White Snake, Aiz.

        

        The Demon Lord's executives were always known as the Eight Divine Generals, maintaining a count of eight, but it wasn't always the case that all eight executives were eliminated whenever a Demon Lord was defeated.

        

        This time, with Olivia Reinhart, it was rather unusual that most of the executives were eliminated before the Demon Lord was captured.

        

        Once a Demon Lord is captured, the demonic beasts weaken and cease major combat operations. This applied to the executives as well, which is why they often focused on defeating the Demon Lord rather than specifically targeting the executives.

        

        Because of this, some executives had survived from long ago, and Aiz was the longest-surviving executive among them.

        

        In terms of pure strength, he was beyond even a Demon Lord.

        

        The reason he never took the Demon Lord's seat was simple.

        

        'If I become the Demon Lord, I'll die. Why would I do something like that?'

        

        Even with the power to claim the Demon Lord's position, he would inevitably have to face a hero, which was quite troublesome.

        

        Until now, Demon Lords had consistently been killed by heroes, and taking the Demon Lord's seat meant certain death for Aiz.

        

        Therefore, Aiz deliberately avoided becoming the Demon Lord and simply focused on survival.

        

        That's not to say Aiz wasn't a demonic beast.

        

        Of course, like any demonic beast, he had deeply ingrained survival-of-the-fittest thinking and viewed humanity as something that should be exterminated.

        

        But he didn't actively pursue this because it wasn't cost-effective, and he believed that in the current situation, fighting humanity had little chance of success.

        

        But then...

        

        "A new Death God, you say?"

        

        "Are you dissatisfied?"

        

        The man who suddenly appeared in the Demon Lord's castle was a human with the power of a Death God.

        

        His name was Alex Reynolds.

        

        The Sage who had been part of the hero's party.

        

        However, he appeared with a completely different face than when he had come to capture the Demon Lord, emanating an aura that felt almost demonic.

        

        His power was overwhelming, instinctively making demonic beasts want to submit.

        

        Just as humans instinctively worship the Goddess, demonic beasts instinctively submit to the Death God.

        

        This was no different for Aiz, and above all, he was quite taken with the face of this man who, despite being human, had chosen the path of demonic beasts with such overwhelming power.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Aiz had prioritized survival throughout his life and had cultivated power for that purpose, but he still maintained some pride in being a demonic beast.

        

        Perhaps he had been waiting for this moment all along.

        

        "What's your purpose? A human who has obtained the power of demonic beasts and now the power of a Death God—what are you trying to do? Wasn't Alex Reynolds a devotee of the kingdom?"

        

        "......"

        

        Alex even had faith in the kingdom.

        

        Aiz, who knew how to gather information, was aware of this and questioned him first.

        

        "My love for the kingdom hasn't changed. I just wanted to love the kingdom, that's all."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I wanted to love something conceptual. I thought that might change something in me. Have you heard of the imprinting effect? If you keep imprinting something on yourself, your thinking can change accordingly."

        

        "......"

        

        "So I tried to love people, and if that didn't work, I tried to love a country. I thought if I could love something, it might fill the emptiness inside me. I tried everything I could."

        

        Alex laughed as if mocking himself.

        

        "But I couldn't do it."

        

        "Oh?"

        

        "I couldn't love people, nor could I love anything conceptual. Rather, I only wanted to see things crumble."

        

      

      
        "A human, created by the Goddess, with the same mindset as demonic beasts created by the Death God."

        

        "I won't deny it. But compared to me, you demonic beasts are pure."

        

        "Pure? Us?"

        

        As Aiz tilted his head in confusion, Alex continued.

        

        "Yes, pure. You purely desire slaughter, purely believe that violence solves everything, and indeed, among demonic beasts, everything is determined solely by violence and slaughter. You move only by strength, regardless of bloodline or any other connection."

        

        "......"

        

        "In a way, that's a purity that surpasses human purity. Unfortunately, I'm still human, and I don't possess such purity."

        

        "You're not in your right mind, are you?"

        

        "I never was, from birth."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        He had wanted to love people but couldn't, so he tried to love something conceptual instead.

        

        That was the kingdom, and he pretended to love it, desperately wanting to recognize himself as someone who loved the kingdom.

        

        Even while collaborating with the Death God's cult, essentially betraying the kingdom, he couldn't let go of the possibility that he might become normal until the very end.

        

        This was the result, and ultimately, Alex couldn't love anything.

        

        He couldn't help but laugh.

        

        Despite all his efforts, nothing changed, and despite all his hopes, no one gave him answers.

        

        Patriotism.

        

        Faith.

        

        And all moral actions.

        

        They existed only in distorted forms.

        

        Seeing this, Aiz laughed.

        

        "Wow."

        

        He marveled.

        

        He looked at Alex with admiration.

        

        "Amazing. You didn't come here without a human heart—you came here with your human heart intact? Your human heart isn't even distorted; it's just as it is. Indeed, you're right. You've been broken from birth."

        

        "...I'm aware of that."

        

        "But you humans have things like manners and social skills. It shouldn't have been impossible to hide it and live, right? Did you succumb to your desires?"

        

        "I did."

        

        "You admit it surprisingly quickly. So, you can distinguish between good and evil. Yet you choose to be evil?"

        

        "I simply want to test the world."

        

        "Test what?"

        

        "Whether I should be allowed to exist."

        

        "......"

        

        Aiz opened his eyes wide.

        

        "I'm asking the gods... asking the world, if there exists a being broken from the moment of birth within its species, is that a mistake of the gods? Should such a being have died at birth? Or is it allowed to live? Are the gods truly watching over everything?"

        

        "......"

        

        "And the answer to that question will come. My success leads to my affirmation. My failure leads to my negation. ...Whether I succeed or fail, I get an answer. That's all there is to it."

        

        "How childish."

        

        "Most motivations that drive people are childish. Unfortunately, the bigger the task, the more people want noble motivations, but most have neither nobility nor anything else."

        

        Even those who do great things often start with childish emotions.

        

      

      
        Even Royce and Olivia, who sought to save the world, surely began with emotions that were undeniably childish.

        

        Unfortunately, Alex could neither understand nor empathize with such emotions.

        

        "Hahaha!"

        

        "What's so funny?"

        

        "How could I not laugh at this!? Actually, I don't care about human extinction or any of that. If you think about it, I'm a heretic among demonic beasts too."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Of course, not as much as you. I still don't mind killing humans, and I use them as much as I can when they enter my territory. I've even actively attacked humans before."

        

        Aiz's longevity compared to other demonic beasts was also a factor.

        

        Demonic beasts fundamentally live by survival of the fittest, meaning they live and die by combat, so their average lifespan tends to be short.

        

        Therefore, long-lived demonic beasts like Aiz were rare, and those who avoided fighting were even rarer.

        

        Even Aiz, with his demonic instincts, shared one opinion with humanity:

        

        They could never coexist.

        

        They could never coexist and had to kill each other definitively. Their ways of life were too different, they viewed each other as too much of a hindrance, and this had been the case for an uncountable amount of time.

        

        The path to peace was for one side to be exterminated.

        

        Whether humans won or demonic beasts won, seeking coexistence was foolish either way.

        

        "I've never met someone like you before."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, let me rephrase that."

        

        Aiz pointed to the Demon Lord's throne and said:

        

        "New Death God, I will follow you."

        

        "Oh? You'll serve me, a human?"

        

        "A human with the power of the Death God. And I've been entertained for the first time in a long while. The desire to fight of my own accord is something I haven't felt in ages. I'll follow you because it seems like interesting things will happen."

        

        "......"

        

        "Even you don't intend to do everything alone, right? Otherwise, there would be no reason to talk with me like this. I'm quite useful, you know. I want to see your end with you."

        

        "You're insane."

        

        "That's because I'm a demonic beast. So, do you have any tasks for me, Death God?"

        

        Alex thought for a moment, then said:

        

        "Run wild."

        

        "Oh? You tell me to run wild. You'll need to be more specific."

        

        "Run wild enough to draw the attention of all humanity."

        

        "...I see."

        

        Meanwhile, he would do other things.

        

        It felt like he was blatantly using Aiz as a disposable card.

        

        Perhaps it was a test.

        

        A test to see how useful Aiz could be.

        

        "Yes, leave it to me. I'll gather those who can fight as well. The more pawns, the better, right?"

        

        "Do they recognize me as the Death God, excluding heretics like you?"

        

        "There's a good way to make them recognize you."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "It seems you're not yet familiar with the ways of demonic beasts, Death God."
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        The first thing Aiz thought of was one thing.

        

        'I should avoid contact with Olivia Reinhart.'

        

        To be honest, he wasn't confident he could win.

        

        That was a monster.

        

        Not human.

        

        Not a magical beast.

        

        Not even a living being.

        

        It was no different from the concept of strength and power taking human form. It was something that should be called "it" rather than a person, and honestly, he had no confidence in winning.

        

        She had been impossibly strong when they fought at the Demon King's castle, and somehow Aiz found himself accepting the news that she had even defeated the Death God.

        

        Though he had become stronger than the Demon King thanks to the White Snake's power and various techniques, he was still just a magical beast, and it wasn't enough power to defeat the Death God.

        

        Yet Olivia had defeated that Death God.

        

        'Well, it seems he wasn't in perfect condition.'

        

        Still, a win was a win. Being in slightly poor condition wouldn't have allowed victory against the Death God, nor would he have been given the name of a god.

        

        In the first place, battles include maintaining such conditions continuously, and strength is something that changes moment by moment. A defeat was a defeat, and there was no point in making excuses.

        

        The Death God had been defeated by the Hero.

        

        Accepting this fact and thinking about it, there seemed to be no way to defeat Olivia.

        

        It was no exaggeration to say that there was no physical means to defeat Olivia Reinhart.

        

        'At first, I wanted to kill her as a Hero.'

        

        For example, by making her rejected by the public.

        

        He had planned to deliver some kind of psychological shock to make her unable to continue as a Hero, but it didn't seem like it would work.

        

        It might have worked on the Olivia from when she defeated the Demon King at his castle, but the current Olivia didn't seem like she would be greatly affected by being abandoned by citizens through such manipulation.

        

        Of course, she would suffer some emotional wounds, but she wouldn't let go of the holy sword, and she would continue to move toward the peace and justice she sought to achieve.

        

        Someone had taught flexibility to that once rigid heart.

        

        That someone was probably the man called Royce.

        

        He had transformed a woman who became a Hero because she wanted to be called one into a woman who became a Hero because she wanted to be one—quite a troublesome development.

        

        'Then there's only one way.'

        

        If he couldn't win by strength, and couldn't kill her as a Hero, there was only one option left.

        

        Alex was probably aiming for that too, and if successful, it might be possible to neutralize Olivia. But that would only be temporary neutralization, and they would need to handle their business during that time.

        

        No matter how impossible it was to kill Olivia as a Hero, a Hero with nothing left to protect would lose her meaning.

        

        After all, the goal of magical beasts was not to rule humanity but to bring about their destruction—their annihilation.

        

        "You're going to annihilate the beastfolk?"

        

        The King of the Beastfolk, Rampest Lycan.

        

        In the past, he had been strong enough to fight one-on-one with a Demon King's Army executive, but after becoming king, he had left the front lines. Moreover, his body had deteriorated rapidly after his prince died.

        

        Indeed, compared to the Rampest he had seen in the past, his muscles had diminished, and he gave the impression of having become quite weak.

        

        "Are you the one interfering with the communication stones?"

        

        "Correct."

        

        Aiz smiled at Sylphy's question.

        

        "Well, we can't have Olivia and Royce coming back quickly after I managed to separate them, can we? I need to buy as much time as possible, right?"

        

        "What would you have done if Olivia had stayed in the village?"

        

        "I might have settled for killing the rest of the Hero's party. But I thought she would go. She's not the type to ignore danger, is she? How could she be a Hero if she didn't go to the most dangerous place?"

        

        Aiz said.

        

        "Goodness is easy to exploit. And heroes even more so. Being a hero is truly exhausting, isn't it?"

        

        "Well, I'll admit that."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As an arrow flew toward him, Aiz blocked it by hardening his scales.

        

        A dull pain.

        

        To think it could impact his reinforced scales.

        

        In terms of attack power, was this at least on par with a Demon King's Army executive?

      

      
        

        'Sylphy, half-elf...'

        

        Titania's grandson.

        

        Judging by the meteor bow he carried, the next Oberon.

        

        The half-elf who defeated Dragonia, the king of the dragonfolk, during the invasion of Erkia.

        

        Though it was said he didn't win alone, did he have enough power to win?

        

        "Do you have time to play with me? Can't you hear the screams in real-time? People in this village are dying right now. Even if they don't die, they're suffering from my curse."

        

        "......"

        

        "Not only that, but White Snakes are emerging from my curse and exponentially increasing the curse. It's no longer a situation you can handle by just dealing with infected people's legs, is it?"

        

        "What are you trying to say?"

        

        "The way to remove the curse is to kill the person. After all, that person's life is essentially the source of the curse. Dispel doesn't work, right? It's quite a convenient curse."

        

        "There's one more way."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        As another arrow flew, this time he dodged it.

        

        He didn't like pain, after all.

        

        "If we kill you, it will be resolved."

        

        "Olivia Reinhart, or... even that man Royce might have defeated me."

        

        From what he'd heard, this Royce was a spirit mage with a special core inside his body.

        

        Moreover, in Erkia, he was known as someone who had placed the goddess Grandia's core in his body, putting him in a position similar to Alex.

        

        Those two might be able to defeat Aiz, but he wasn't weak enough to lose to the remaining Hero's party.

        

        "Don't underestimate us!"

        

        "Ilya!"

        

        "Multi-sealing barrier...!!"

        

        Shururuk!!

        

        Barriers formed all over Aiz's body.

        

        'I see, not a barrier for protection but one to restrict movement.'

        

        And then.

        

        Rampest leaped in quickly.

        

        "Indeed, I think that's good. Magic should swim more freely. In many directions, bringing imagination to reality is what magic truly is."

        

        "...!"

        

        Rampest's eyes widened.

        

        The barrier that had been binding Aiz's body like a seal was corroding away.

        

        Crack!

        

        "You've grown weak, Rampest."

        

        "...Kuk!! Don't underestimate me!"

        

        Rampest charged in and swung his sword.

        

        Swish!! The sword cut through Aiz's arm, but as the arm regenerated, a White Snake's head appeared.

        

        Crack!!

        

        It happened in an instant.

        

        Rampest's shoulder was bitten, and he quickly slashed it away.

        

        "King Rampest!"

        

        Twang! Twang!!

        

        Sylphy's arrows flew in succession, and Aiz dodged the attacks with minimal movement.

        

        "No, how...!"

        

        "Well, what will you do? At this rate, there will be casualties. No, perhaps there already are. My curse is quite powerful..."

        

        Rampest had been bitten, and Sylphy's arrows were being dodged effortlessly.

        

        Perhaps it would be better to use the meteor bow to fire an attack that couldn't be dodged?

        

      

      
        The longer they stalled, the higher the chance Olivia and Royce would return, but conversely, the number of casualties might increase. It might be better to cross this somewhat dangerous bridge.

        

        "Hnngh!!"

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        "Dispel!!"

        

        Kuwoong!!

        

        A magic circle appeared, spreading the effect of Dispel throughout Weargal.

        

        "Oh, this is..."

        

        It temporarily removes the effect of the curse.

        

        With such widespread magic power, it wouldn't be strange if she could completely dispel the curse, even if temporarily, but Lilith had just become a Saint and technically fell short of Belita Bright.

        

        So while she could handle the range with magic power, she seemed to stop at alleviating the curse rather than completely removing it.

        

        'Well, my curse is special, so even if it's completely removed by Dispel, it will reappear, so considering magic consumption, alleviating it is more efficient. There's no way to remove it except by killing me anyway.'

        

        Whether she had aimed for this or truly lacked the technique was unclear, but it was the best approach.

        

        However, even so, such a vast range would consume enormous magic power, so she wouldn't be able to maintain it for long.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "Oops."

        

        Dodging the arrow from Sylphy, Aiz thought.

        

        'But it's troublesome if they're just buying time.'

        

        Even if not annihilation, he needed to kill a large number to achieve his goal.

        

        He had intended to instill at least some sense of powerlessness in Olivia as a Hero, but it seemed the Saint Lilith had incredible innate talent.

        

        He had thought what happened in Erkia was entirely due to Belita's power, but seeing how she had nearly made it her own after just one experience with Belita, perhaps this was what made a Saint a Saint.

        

        'If Olivia Reinhart and Royce arrive here, my life will be in danger.'

        

        So he couldn't drag this out.

        

        The one he needed to kill here was...

        

        Aiz targeted Lilith.

        

        'If I kill the Saint, the number of victims will increase exponentially...!'

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        A snake's head transformed into a sword and flew straight at Lilith.

        

        "Lady Lilith!"

        

        "Whoa!!"

        

        The gnome quickly pulled Lilith back, helping her dodge.

        

        'That guy, again.'

        

        Earlier, it was also the gnome who had noticed Aiz's surprise attack. His physical abilities and magic power didn't seem particularly impressive, but did he have exceptional intuition?

        

        It was a strange feeling.

        

        Twang!!

        

        Crack!!

        

        While he was distracted, an arrow pierced his chest.

        

        "Ouch, that hurts... I don't like pain..."

        

        "You're still fine after being shot through the chest...?"

        

        "No, I'm not exactly fine. This is... the longer we drag this out, the more disadvantageous it is for me."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "Shouldn't I kill at least one member of the Hero's party to live up to the name of a Demon King's Army executive?"

        

        "No, it's the opposite."

        

        "What?"

        

        Sylphy smiled, mimicking Aiz.

        

        "Shouldn't we kill at least one Demon King's Army executive to live up to the name of the Hero's party?"

        

        "I like that."

        

        Aiz looked at Sylphy.

        

        "If I'm going to kill anyone, I'd like it to be you."
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        "Sylphy! Sylphy! Damn it, there's no response!"

        

        "The communication stone again...!"

        

        For a moment, I thought it might be because we were underground, but given the situation, it was more likely that something had happened on their end.

        

        I had assumed they might use one side as bait in a diversionary tactic, but I never expected there would be white serpents on both sides, let alone someone manipulating other white serpents.

        

        It was a diversionary tactic where they gave no information to the side being used as bait—essentially just a ploy to lure someone in.

        

        Their goal was probably to separate me and Livia.

        

        If Livia and I had stayed in the village instead, and someone else had come this way, the enemy would have targeted whoever came here instead.

        

        The fact that they had set the stage to flexibly change their strategy based on our actions showed remarkable intelligence for a monster.

        

        Or perhaps it was Alex, who had become a Death Messenger, giving orders to the monsters.

        

        Just as we instinctively hold reverence for Goddess Grandia, monsters likely harbor similar feelings toward Death Messengers.

        

        In other words, having obtained the power of a Death Messenger and flaunting it openly unlike me, Alex could potentially be worshipped and revered by monsters as a new Death Messenger.

        

        If that happened, Alex would gain the power to control the remaining monsters.

        

        There was only one Demon King Army executive left, but monsters are tenacious creatures, and there were others who weren't executives but had been sealed away or had fallen into slumber out of boredom.

        

        Some of those monsters possessed power comparable to Demon King Army executives, so if I were Alex, I would seek their power to strengthen my forces.

        

        They have definite power, and being monsters, a clear hierarchy can be established.

        

        There's no reason not to choose them.

        

        The problem is finding their locations, but if there's a surviving Demon King Army executive who's quite old, they might know.

        

        Moreover, if this strategy came from that monster rather than Alex, it must be an exceptionally clever monster.

        

        "Then we should hurry!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Hehehehe...!"

        

        "Ah, I almost forgot."

        

        The white serpent laughed, and Livia gripped her holy sword tightly.

        

        Even if this incident was a false accusation, there was no reason to let it live.

        

        It was a monster that had massacred countless people before being sealed, and it was only here now to protect itself. Even without seeing the future, it was clear that once its trap magic was complete, it would attack people again.

        

        "I'm not sure what's going on."

        

        The white serpent smiled.

        

        "But if I keep you here, it will cause quite a problem for you, won't it?"

        

        "What?"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Livia!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        Livia quickly lunged forward and sliced the white serpent in half.

        

        Yet the white serpent continued to laugh.

        

        "Ah, that expression... I like it. This is how it should end! Hahahahaha!!"

        

        SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

        

        Livia cut it repeatedly, completely killing the white serpent.

        

        The entire underground area began to shake, and everything, including the walls, was transforming into white serpents and undulating.

        

        "It's a death curse."

        

        "Tch, what a pain."

        

        So it knew how to use death curse techniques.

        

        A death curse technique is, simply put, created with the condition of one's own death.

        

        Frankly, it's a technique that makes you want to curse when you're the one doing the killing. You can't detect it until you kill them, but if you don't kill them, they'll run wild anyway.

        

        Because the kind of creature that would put something like this inside itself would have plenty of magic that could activate like a death curse even if they didn't die, and they would use that magic to attack people.

        

        I had thought they might have something similar to trap magic, but the scale was beyond my imagination.

        

        Either way, we had to kill it.

        

        And now, breaking through this was the fastest way back to Weargal.

        

        Livia moved naturally.

        

        "Let's go quickly."

        

        "Yes, let's."

        

        ***

        

        CLANG!!

        

        'It's strong!'

        

        Even stronger than Dragonia.

        

        That small body possessed power and speed comparable to Dragonia's, and it was using multiple techniques in combination, so focusing on just one would lead to instant defeat.

        

        Ilya was somehow temporarily blocking its movements with barriers, but they were corroding upon contact with its skin, rendering them largely ineffective.

        

        Moreover, even the barriers that were holding were dissolving and disappearing.

      

      
        

        'A Demon King Army executive?'

        

        No, that's wrong.

        

        This was a master whose skills would not be out of place for a Demon King.

        

        'It doesn't die even with its chest pierced, so...'

        

        I'll have to erase its entire body.

        

        "Lord Rampest!"

        

        "It's not a problem."

        

        "Is it really not a problem? It must be incredibly painful, even if the curse is being mitigated by Dispel."

        

        "...You talk too much."

        

        WHOOSH!!

        

        Rampest leaped in and swung his sword.

        

        CLANG!

        

        A loud sound rang out as attacks were delivered repeatedly, and Rampest was actually getting faster.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        "Got you!"

        

        "Hm!"

        

        As the serpent's head lunged at Rampest again, unlike before, Rampest firmly grabbed it and sliced through it. A clean cutting sound echoed.

        

        BAM!! He kicked Aiz hard, who moved like a snake and charged again. Rampest deflected the attack at an angle and retreated.

        

        "It seems ordinary means won't work... Combat memory, is it? Your movements are becoming sharper. No matter how weakened and toothless you've become, a beast is still a beast."

        

        "Why are you so relaxed? Weren't you in a hurry?"

        

        "That's just my personality. But well, I suppose I need to get serious. The others might not be a problem, but King Rampest is troublesome..."

        

        Despite the leisurely tone, magical power was greatly expanding.

        

        It was turning blood-red.

        

        "Weren't you a white serpent?"

        

        "Hmm? I have that technique too. More precisely, I'm learning that technique as well."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Are we chatting? I do like to chat. I enjoy, shall we say, training—learning new things. I've learned various techniques. Even ones that shouldn't be possible to learn."

        

        WHOOSH...!

        

        Sylphy instinctively raised her meteor bow and fired.

        

        TWANG!!

        

        "Huh...!"

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        Her aim was off, and the arrow flew in a strange direction.

        

        She immediately understood why.

        

        A barrier-like thing was fixing Sylphy's shoulder in place.

        

        "My multi-sealing barrier...!"

        

        "Like this? It's quite labor-intensive and requires concentration. I like it... Magic should be used freely like this to have meaning."

        

        "You bastard!!"

        

        CRACK!

        

        Sylphy broke through it with force and drew her bowstring again.

        

        "UOOOH!!"

        

        Simultaneously, Rampest leaped in, and Ilya put her hands together.

        

        "Multi-destruction barrier...!!"

        

        WHOOSH! This time, she contained everything without touching Aiz, and then an explosion occurred inside the barrier. With a loud BOOM!!, the barrier collapsed, and Aiz laughed.

        

        "Using barriers as an offensive means rather than defensive or sealing? Very interesting."

        

        "It had no effect at all...!"

        

        "Kikikik!"

        

        The serpents moved simultaneously, and Sylphy shot all the heads in response.

        

        "Oh."

        

        For a moment, Aiz was surprised and smiled.

        

        "Sylphy! Dodge!"

        

        Noum shouted loudly.

        

        At the same time, a serpent's tail emerged from the floor and struck Sylphy.

        

        CRACK! Bones broke, and blood poured from Sylphy's mouth.

        

        'That one, again.'

        

        Aiz frowned.

        

        That elf, Noum, for some reason had been reading Aiz's movements. Yet she didn't appear to be combat-proficient at all, and her magical power was terrible.

        

      

      
        It was at a completely ordinary level, not enough to participate in this fight, and she probably couldn't even see Aiz's movements properly, yet she had been consistently predicting Aiz's movements.

        

        And faster than anyone else.

        

        Especially when Aiz was trying to be stealthy.

        

        "This is ominous."

        

        He had intended to kill the saint Lilith first, but changed his mind.

        

        That elf.

        

        The woman called Noum needed to die first.

        

        Some inexplicable intuition screamed this.

        

        Numerous serpent heads emerged from the floor, targeting Noum.

        

        "Huh? Me!? Why...!"

        

        "Oh no!"

        

        If her head was pierced accurately, she would die physically regardless of curse mitigation.

        

        TWANG!!

        

        "What?"

        

        Aiz was surprised.

        

        Sylphy's arrow pierced through the heads of many serpents.

        

        It was impossible to tell how many arrows she had fired almost simultaneously.

        

        Sylphy, coughing blood, moved and drew her bowstring right in front of Aiz's face.

        

        'Point-blank shot...!'

        

        "Meteor Bow!"

        

        TWANG!!

        

        After an attack that blew away his entire upper body, Sylphy retreated and fired another arrow.

        

        TWANG! TWANG!!

        

        Loud sounds rang out in succession, completely obliterating Aiz's body.

        

        "This should...!"

        

        "This much won't kill me."

        

        "...!"

        

        Aiz was rapidly regenerating, returning to his original form.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        Rampest intervened, cutting off Aiz's hand that was reaching for Sylphy, and Aiz smiled at Rampest.

        

        "So you came after all, King Rampest."

        

        "The vanguard is, annoying? Isn't that right?"

        

        "...!"

        

        CRUNCH!!

        

        As something pierced through his abdomen, Rampest's eyes widened.

        

        "First, one. ...Hm?"

        

        With a grunt, Rampest grabbed Aiz.

        

        And thrust his sword into Aiz's neck.

        

        "Kuhh... Ah, that hurts? But I told you."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "This much won't kill me."

        

        "Then I'll just keep attacking until you die."

        

        "How brutish."

        

        TWANG!!

        

        As Aiz moved his arm to finish Rampest, his arm was cut off again.

        

        An arrow much faster than before.

        

        What's going on?

        

        Turning his head, he saw Sylphy standing there, bleeding.

        

        And above Sylphy's head, something like a crown had formed from magical power.

        

        'That's evidence that the king of elves has temporarily entered an awakened state... Has the succession already been completed? Is that one already 'Oberon'?'

        

        A crown of magical power that might form once or twice in a lifetime, even for one who becomes the king of elves.

        

        An awakening that was producing tremendous firepower.

        

        Aiz separated from Rampest and smiled.

        

        His neck had regenerated, but his arm was regenerating much more slowly.

        

        "I'll kill you!"

        

        "You're tougher than you look? Does your true ability come out when you bleed? That's scary."

        

        Licking the flowing blood with his tongue, Aiz smiled.
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        Twang!

        

        'What is this guy?'

        

        Aiz was flustered.

        

        His speed had increased from before.

        

        His personality was fragile.

        

        His appearance was also fragile.

        

        But inside, there was a beast no different from a wild animal.

        

        It happened sometimes.

        

        There are those whose personality and disposition don't match fighting at all, yet they're born with talent for combat.

        

        Sylphy seemed to be exactly that kind of person.

        

        A true berserker.

        

        Bleeding.

        

        Only able to fight when rage numbs reason.

        

        The more enraged, the more explosively their combat power rises. They're the typical type who can't achieve consistent baseline performance with their potential, but instead gain momentary peaks through sheer explosive power.

        

        She seemed similar to Olivia, but Olivia possessed not only the right personality and disposition but also talent suited for combat, and she had put in the effort on top of that, making any comparison impossible.

        

        Twang! Twang!!

        

        'But if I can just read the direction...'

        

        Sylphy changed her bow-drawing technique.

        

        The incoming arrow flew in a parabolic arc.

        

        Crack!!

        

        As it pierced through his shoulder, Aiz frowned.

        

        'I see.'

        

        He could understand why his arm was regenerating slowly.

        

        The magical power was both vibrating and rotating simultaneously.

        

        Whether intentional or not, with the magical power simultaneously vibrating and rotating, the affected area was receiving a much stronger influence than visible, forcibly interfering with regeneration through magic.

        

        Where did she learn this?

        

        If someone taught her, was it Titania?

        

        'No, she's probably been using it like this since childhood.'

        

        It was a meaningless technique without sufficient strength, but once a certain level of power was achieved, that vibration and rotation of magical power could definitely become a force capable of defeating opponents, even delivering powerful impacts to those technically stronger than oneself.

        

        Just penetrating the body was already a critical wound, but leaving magical power in the wound through vibration and rotation could slow down healing.

        

        Until now, her magical power had been at a level that didn't hold much significance, but as her wild animal-like instinct to engage in serious combat awakened, her magical power was growing explosively.

        

        'Moreover, since it flies in a parabolic arc, it's quite difficult to predict the direction while watching that half-elf.'

        

        Sylphy was annoyed.

        

        Victory was possible, but a head-on battle would take too much time.

        

        In that case.

        

        "Fog?"

        

        "It's fog filled with curses~ You'd better be careful~"

        

        "This bastard!"

        

        "A barrier...!"

        

        Iliya created a barrier, but it was corroding instantly.

        

        'The most troublesome one here is that half-elf.'

        

        Rampest was already old and his strength had weakened.

        

        Iliya, on the contrary, was too young and her techniques weren't fully developed yet.

        

        Judging by how she had broken through barrier frameworks and mastered various techniques, she might become strong in the future, but she was still far too young.

        

        Moreover, she clearly had little experience in fighting and had been raised as a priestess of the beast-folk.

        

        Though she had the aggressive traits typical of beast-folk, Sylphy probably had more actual combat experience.

        

        Lilith was currently focused on calming the werewolf's curse and couldn't pay attention to this situation, and while the gnome was somewhat concerning, he had virtually no combat ability.

        

        It was no exaggeration to say that if Sylphy was defeated, there would be no one left capable of defeating Aiz.

        

        From their brief conversation, Aiz could tell Sylphy was a quintessentially good person who cared little about her own injuries but worried about others'. And he liked such good people.

        

        After all, it made finding weaknesses so easy.

        

        Without hesitation, Aiz shot a snake toward Lilith.

        

        The snake moved and lunged at Lilith.

        

        "Oh no!"

        

        "Where do you think you're going!!"

        

        Rampest intervened and cut the snake, but from the severed cross-section, numerous snakes emerged.

        

        "Ahahahah! You're no match for me, Rampest! If it were your younger days, perhaps, but even a beast without teeth! You're no match for me!"

        

        Shuruururuk!!

      

      
        

        The snakes multiplied further, restraining Rampest, while the remaining snakes rushed toward Lilith.

        

        And then.

        

        Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!!

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy's arrows pierced through all the snakes' heads.

        

        "You."

        

        Not stopping there, as Aiz dodged the arrows flying toward him, a loud KWANG!!! sounded as the ground cracked.

        

        It was an incredible force.

        

        High elves are a superior race capable of creating bows from magical power, and the power varies depending on the compression ratio of that magic.

        

        Aiz couldn't help but be surprised by the clearly different power from before, and soon moved his hand.

        

        He thought he might lose if he wasn't serious, so he moved with genuine intent.

        

        Kugugung!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        When Sylphy was almost swallowed by a giant snake emerging from the ground, Iliya's barrier pushed her away, allowing her to escape.

        

        Aiz was about to expand his attack further but stopped momentarily, allowing Sylphy to land safely.

        

        'Huh?'

        

        But Sylphy felt something was off.

        

        He was about to attack again but suddenly stopped.

        

        Why did he stop?

        

        If he had continued with the same attack while Sylphy was in mid-air, she would likely have been hit without being able to dodge.

        

        Come to think of it.

        

        "What's at the sacred ground where Lady Olivia and Lord Royce went? It shouldn't take this long."

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        Lilith, who had been maintaining a wide-area dispel, asked while gasping for breath.

        

        It was a question prompted by Lilith's intuition.

        

        Aiz responded indifferently to the question.

        

        "Hmm? Well, there might be a white snake."

        

        "..."

        

        Strange.

        

        For example, if there is a white snake that casts curses, and those curses can only be resolved by its death, then the white snake shouldn't be alive.

        

        Because it was recorded that the curse had been lifted. If, for instance, the curse was lifted without killing the snake but by sealing it instead.

        

        That would mean there was some way to deal with the curse other than killing it.

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy glanced to the side.

        

        She could see the corpse of the soldier where Aiz had been hiding, and if he had attacked Sylphy directly, that soldier's corpse might have been damaged.

        

        "Sylphy! Do it! My intuition is screaming that I'm right!! There's no other reason he would stop his attack!!"

        

        Lilith's intuition.

        

        While Sylphy's intuition wasn't particularly reliable, Lilith's might be.

        

        Sylphy quickly ran toward the soldier's corpse.

        

        "You bastard!"

        

        Aiz, who had been composed until now, suddenly panicked and jumped in to stop Sylphy, but Rampest precisely intervened and slashed at Aiz.

        

        "Kuk! You dying old soldier!!"

        

        "Don't underestimate the Water King!!"

        

        Kagagakang!!

        

        As he slashed repeatedly, snakes emerged from the cut sections, trying to bite Rampest again, but this time he wasn't bitten, moving much faster than before.

        

        It seemed his combat memories were becoming clearer, changing his movements.

        

        If that's the case.

        

        'I'll kill the saint instead!'

        

        A liquid poison flew toward Lilith.

        

        "Lady Lilith!"

        

        Sylphy stopped momentarily, but then the gnome pulled Lilith back.

        

        "What! That guy, again!!"

        

        The gnome shouted with a face about to cry.

        

        "Qu-Quick!! Do something quickly!!"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy smiled while bleeding, then immediately stood in front of the soldier's corpse.

        

      

      
        She checked the wound on his chest.

        

        Then.

        

        White snakes sprang out from the corpse.

        

        They quickly bit Sylphy, and through those bites, the curse seeped in. Thanks to Lilith's power, petrification didn't occur rapidly, but Sylphy could definitely feel the strange hardening of her skin along with the pain.

        

        Gritting her teeth, Sylphy thrust her hand between the snakes.

        

        "That guy's truly insane...!"

        

        Even with Lilith's dispel in effect, since it was spread over a wide area, the dispel's effect on each individual was merely a mitigation of the curse.

        

        If bitten recklessly like Sylphy, the dispel couldn't keep up with the curse, and one would inevitably turn white.

        

        It might be there.

        

        She bet her life on that possibility.

        

        "Found it!"

        

        Sylphy quickly pulled out something like a white orb from inside.

        

        Crack!

        

        As soon as she crushed it with force, the snakes around Sylphy disappeared, and her skin, which had been turning white with petrification, returned to normal.

        

        Not just Sylphy, but the petrification began to reverse for others including Rampest, making Sylphy smile.

        

        "The curse disappears, but the poison doesn't. Your body is full of snake venom."

        

        "..."

        

        Indeed, Sylphy couldn't see properly.

        

        She seemed to have lost her sense of balance, as even moving properly was impossible.

        

        "Well done, you saved people."

        

        Crack!

        

        Stepping on Rampest's head, Aiz smiled.

        

        "But you're all going to die. Like dogs, truly."

        

        "People."

        

        "..."

        

        Rampest, bleeding, said:

        

        "Those who save citizens, those who save lives, how can you call it dying like dogs? This is why we cannot associate with you monsters. As king, I must be grateful."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy's heart beat rapidly.

        

        King.

        

        At the sight of another king, Sylphy gasped.

        

        She needed to save him.

        

        At this rate, Rampest would die.

        

        No, even if she did nothing, he might die from his wounds, but she couldn't move properly because of the poison, while Aiz, who hadn't even used his full power, seemed perfectly fine.

        

        Only the source of the curse had disappeared; Aiz himself was unharmed.

        

        "This damned...!"

        

        For the first time in her life, Sylphy understood what powerlessness meant.

        

        She had always been told she could do anything if she tried, and had lived that way until now, so she thought it would be the same this time.

        

        But there were clearly things in this world that couldn't be done.

        

        'Consciousness...'

        

        Due to the poison, her consciousness...

        

        "Now, who should I start with..."

        

        Boom!!

        

        A loud noise echoed.

        

        It was the sound of something crashing down, and Sylphy, collapsed but raising her upper body, looked at the scene. Through the rising dust, the figures of two people were etched in Sylphy's eyes like shimmering mirages.

        

        "We ended up completely destroying the sacred ground."

        

        "It's fine, the goddess said it was okay. If the owner of the sacred ground says it's okay, there's no problem, right?"

        

        "Well, that's true. But wow, you're really fast. Put me down."

        

        "I'm fine like this."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Ah, alright..."

        

        Aiz stared wide-eyed at the man and woman who appeared.

        

        There was no need to ask who they were.

        

        "Olivia Reinhart..."

        

        Aiz.

        

        He just called that name with a trembling voice.
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        Aiz trembled.

        

        Throughout his long life, Aiz had mastered numerous techniques, and by using those techniques to confuse opponents, he had sometimes defeated enemies who should have been unbeatable.

        

        While the number of techniques didn't necessarily translate to strength, they undoubtedly increased survival rates by enabling adaptation to any situation.

        

        But occasionally, there were exceptions.

        

        Flashy techniques.

        

        Diverse techniques.

        

        Techniques difficult to counter.

        

        Raw power and speed that simply broke through all manner of techniques.

        

        It wasn't special abilities or anything else—just a well-trained body and magical power. Yet, all his meticulous preparations were pierced through, and everything fell into disarray.

        

        Even heroes usually had weaknesses, and by targeting those weaknesses, they could be dealt with.

        

        Depending on the situation, he thought victory wasn't impossible, but becoming a Demon Lord would only be exhausting and unnecessarily increase the number of battles.

        

        That's why Aiz, who hadn't become a Demon Lord, believed he could defeat heroes under the right circumstances.

        

        However.

        

        This hero was different.

        

        'Olivia Reinhart.'

        

        Aiz had watched her fight the Demon Lord from a distance.

        

        Overwhelming power and speed.

        

        Even though she was serious against the Demon Lord, she wasn't using her full strength.

        

        In that moment, Aiz instinctively knew.

        

        This was not an opponent who could be defeated in a direct confrontation.

        

        He thought he needed to devise some strategy, and that perhaps running away until Olivia's lifespan ended would be the wisest approach.

        

        In fact, that was the first solution he had suggested to Alex.

        

        No matter how powerful Olivia was, or how much strength she possessed beyond what a single life should hold, she was still human.

        

        In terms of simple lifespan, she would live at most 100 years, so they could hide and prepare during that time.

        

        And after Olivia died, they could begin their work in earnest.

        

        But.

        

        Alex had refused.

        

        -That would be meaningless.

        

        That was all he said.

        

        Thinking about it, it was an obvious answer.

        

        If this had simply been about the extinction of humanity, hiding until Olivia's lifespan ended would have been the most efficient and correct choice, as Aiz had suggested. But Alex refused to choose that option.

        

        The reason was simple.

        

        The extinction of humanity was merely a means to an end for Alex; what he wanted was different.

        

        What Alex Reynolds desired was self-affirmation.

        

        He wanted his existence to be affirmed by the world.

        

        So running away wouldn't accomplish anything.

        

        He believed that only by defeating Olivia and Royce, who seemed blessed by the gods as good people, and ending their righteous deeds, could he truly have his existence affirmed.

        

        So Aiz had decided to go along with it.

        

        It seemed more interesting that way, and above all, it was rare to find someone who maintained such humanity while being so broken inside.

        

        However.

        

        'I really can't win against this.'

        

        Aiz exhaled.

        

        He could tell without even fighting.

        

        This was beyond the realm of winning or losing.

        

        The volume and sharpness of her naturally flowing magical power were on a completely different level.

        

        'This one has gotten stronger since defeating the Demon Lord?'

      

      
        

        Her physical condition should have deteriorated during that time, and her body should have suffered in various ways.

        

        And yet.

        

        Her physical condition had actually improved, and she had grown stronger.

        

        Even the experiences gained while her body was half-dying had become material for the hero Olivia Reinhart to grow stronger?

        

        It was absurd that these experiences weren't just accumulated but were actively applied as elements that strengthened her body and magical power.

        

        She wasn't human.

        

        She wasn't a mere living being.

        

        Perhaps this was what it meant to reach truly divine levels of strength.

        

        The talent for battle was truly terrifying.

        

        "This is an even bigger mess than I imagined."

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia..."

        

        "Sylphy, are you alright?"

        

        "Where's Lilith?"

        

        "I-I'm here... Wait... I'll heal you..."

        

        With the white serpent's curse gone, Lilith had no reason to maintain the wide-area dispel, but the consumption of her physical and magical energy had been substantial.

        

        Lilith, who wasn't originally a trained fighter, was so drained of energy that she could barely stand, and without help, she seemed unable to even approach Sylphy.

        

        So Royce lifted Sylphy and brought her to Lilith's side.

        

        "Will you be alright? If it's too difficult, I can do it, though I won't be as efficient as you, Lady Lilith."

        

        "I... will do it."

        

        There was a hint of stubborn pride in Lilith's words.

        

        Royce smiled slightly.

        

        "I see. Then I'll leave it to you."

        

        "Well then... Hey."

        

        "...!"

        

        Aiz's eyes widened.

        

        Olivia, standing before him, stared at him with cold eyes.

        

        "So you're the White Serpent? You're quite clever for a monster, aren't you? Trying to separate me and Royce, huh? Well done."

        

        "..."

        

        The pressure was so intense it made breathing difficult.

        

        If Aiz had been an ordinary monster, he might have preferred to die fighting Olivia, but unfortunately, Aiz was also an outlier among monsters, with a tendency to prioritize survival over combat.

        

        Therefore, there was only one thing to do here.

        

        Don't engage in conversation.

        

        Don't do anything.

        

        Just.

        

        Run away.

        

        "Nine Serpents!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        BOOM!

        

        Suddenly, huge serpents appeared all over Weargal. The nine serpents that emerged from various areas immediately attempted to attack people, which was a direct challenge to Olivia.

        

        It was obvious who she would target between the nine serpents trying to kill people and Aiz trying to escape.

        

        Therefore.

        

        The moment he summoned them, Aiz tried to flee.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        A holy light spread out, striking Aiz directly.

        

      

      
        'Royce...!'

        

        Olivia had already gone to deal with the nine serpents, and in the meantime, Royce's attack had hit its mark. Unfortunately for them, Aiz wouldn't 'die instantly' no matter what.

        

        Aiz, who had long been prepared to escape and was always ready to flee, found it not difficult to escape as long as he didn't die instantly.

        

        "Tch! Was it too shallow...!"

        

        'It was plenty deep...!'

        

        Aiz was dumbfounded.

        

        The attack fired almost instantaneously had tremendous power.

        

        Thinking about it, Royce, like Alex, possessed divine power, so he shouldn't be underestimated. It was just that the extraordinary Olivia beside him made him less noticeable.

        

        "You."

        

        Sylphy spoke as Aiz was disappearing.

        

        "I... I will kill you."

        

        It was hard to believe such words coming from someone who could barely see and whose body was already in tatters.

        

        Aiz just smiled awkwardly and quickly vanished from the spot.

        

        ***

        

        "Kuhak!"

        

        As soon as he was forcibly transported, Aiz rolled on the ground.

        

        The part hit by Royce was barely regenerating.

        

        As expected of a goddess's power, it seemed especially effective against monsters, or perhaps the goddess's magical power remained in his body, causing him pain. The term "natural enemy" fit surprisingly well.

        

        "Haa... Haa... I really thought I was going to die."

        

        It seemed that a direct confrontation with Olivia would indeed be difficult.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, Royce might be difficult too.

        

        But he didn't seem to fully control his power yet.

        

        Thinking about it that way, Aiz might be able to handle Royce somehow, but Olivia seemed impossible.

        

        Even Alex, who had obtained the power of Death, would probably lose in a direct confrontation.

        

        Considering that, Alex's thinking was very correct.

        

        The best option would indeed be to wait until Olivia died naturally, but if he didn't want to use that approach, what Alex intended to do was the next best method.

        

        'Still, I was lucky.'

        

        When he encountered Olivia, Aiz thought he might die.

        

        Although he wasn't fighting at full strength since he was preparing to escape, even if he had concentrated solely on the fight with all his might, he wouldn't have been able to defeat Olivia, so being prepared to flee was the right decision.

        

        "Ah, Lord Death... Do you really intend to fight and win against that?"

        

        Of course, he thought there was a possibility, but if they failed, it would be irreversible.

        

        "It hurts..."

        

        But.

        

        He had accomplished his purpose.

        

        Having caused such a spectacular commotion in Weargal, the beastfolk village, the Human Alliance would inevitably turn their attention there, whether they liked it or not. This would naturally create blind spots elsewhere.

        

        If blind spots emerged, Alex could achieve his goals more quickly.

        

        To be honest, Aiz had never worked this hard for someone else before, so he laughed incredulously.

        

        Apparently, Aiz liked Alex more than he had thought and wanted to see his end.

        

        Whether he won.

        

        Or lost.

        

        "Now that we've come this far, shouldn't we see that end, Lord Death?"

        

        That's right.

        

        Whether he won.

        

        Or lost.

        

        It was the story of Death, which would leave nothing but emptiness.

        

        Therefore, watching that end seemed quite enjoyable.
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        Sylphy opened her eyes.

        

        The wounds were gone, but her body felt slightly heavy.

        

        "......"

        

        Her momentarily dazed mind began to grasp the situation.

        

        "Tch."

        

        Sylphy clicked her tongue without realizing it.

        

        She had thought she was fairly strong.

        

        Of course, not on the level of Olivia or Royce, but she considered herself a decent fighter.

        

        Originally, as someone who could handle herself well, she hadn't disappointed others in battle very often.

        

        But.

        

        Despite overwhelming with numbers, using all her power, and even properly employing the Meteor Bow...

        

        She had lost to Aiz.

        

        Even with the borrowed powers of Limpest, Ilya, Lilith, and Noum, she had suffered a complete defeat and failed to grasp a proper victory.

        

        She had been utterly dominated, and if Aiz had been fighting with full strength and aiming only to kill, Sylphy would have died much faster.

        

        No, without Lilith, there wouldn't have been a match to begin with.

        

        The numerous poisons and curses were tremendous, and Aiz possessed various techniques as well. She had been toyed with, and Aiz hadn't even used skills outside his specialty.

        

        An overwhelming defeat.

        

        Having never experienced such a crushing loss before, Sylphy couldn't help but furrow her brow.

        

        "Why are you making such a manly face?"

        

        "L-Lady Lilith!?"

        

        "Lie down."

        

        Sylphy was startled and tried to get up, but Lilith made her lie back down on the bed.

        

        "How long was I asleep?"

        

        "About two days. You woke up quickly. I removed all the curses and poisons, and healed your wounds, but as you know, I can't restore your stamina. Physical fatigue is best recovered through rest."

        

        "That's the only weakness of healing magic."

        

        "Actually, just keeping someone from dying is a blessing in itself."

        

        "That's true too."

        

        That's why people with severe injuries or near-death experiences sometimes couldn't wake up for days, or in worst cases, even months, despite their bodies being completely healed.

        

        Moreover, if fatal wounds were completely healed, the injured person's stamina would be significantly drained, potentially causing death from depleted life force despite the body being healed.

        

        In fact, when opening a book to learn healing magic, the first thing taught was the dangers of healing magic, so anyone with even a little interest would know this information.

        

        What made a Saint remarkable was their ability to minimize this burden.

        

        Anyway, thanks to Lilith, Sylphy seemed to be completely healed.

        

        "How are you feeling? I healed you in three sessions, including once at dawn."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "It's nothing. ...So why are you making that face?"

        

        "...I thought I was strong."

        

        "Yes, you are strong. You defeated the Dragonia, and if you hadn't been there, everyone would have been massacred by this Aiz person."

        

        "I'm not so sure. Honestly, I think Lady Lilith was more necessary... And in the end, we didn't win."

        

        The Lich who attacked Elven Heim.

        

        And the Dragonia she fought in Erkia—though difficult, she had ultimately been victorious, and each time her abilities seemed to awaken and grow stronger, making her believe she could win this time too.

        

        But while the gap may have narrowed, the situation hadn't changed much. In the end, though she had saved people, she had completely lost consciousness, and if Olivia and Royce hadn't returned in time, she would have died right there.

        

        This was no joke—at that point, there was no one left who could properly fight, and since Lilith didn't only possess the White Snake's curse, the damage would have spread.

        

      

      
        For the first time, she had been defeated from a position of weakness.

        

        A sense of helplessness enveloped her body, and the fact of her defeat was so frustrating that it made her head spin.

        

        "You're making an extremely manly face."

        

        "Are you teasing me?"

        

        "Of course not. Your face is exuding such masculinity that it makes my heart race."

        

        "......"

        

        "Don't worry, Sylphy, you're growing stronger properly. You may not have won this time, but you survived. If you survive, there's always a next time. Next time, you just need to win."

        

        "......"

        

        "Boys always compete and fight. It's foolish, but I think that's good too. I've always been watching from one step behind, but this time I wasn't even one step behind, and we still lost."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "And that's why you're frustrated."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Then just get stronger."

        

        "You make it sound so simple. Aiz probably wasn't using his full power. Even if he was serious, I doubt he used everything he could. On the contrary, we used every means available to us."

        

        Aiz hadn't used all the means at his disposal, while Sylphy and Lilith had used all their power. If they met again, Aiz would surely be prepared.

        

        Next time they met, they might be the ones who couldn't do anything and would be defeated.

        

        Olivia and Royce might somehow find a way to victory, but for Sylphy, winning would likely be difficult.

        

        Nevertheless, in that final moment, driven by stubborn determination to win, she had promised Aiz a rematch.

        

        And now, not fighting would hurt her pride.

        

        Sylphy was surprised.

        

        She never thought she had such competitive pride. She had always thought that losing in competition was a kind of social skill.

        

        Losing appropriately without making the other person feel bad was part of social life, and if something could be gained or goodwill built from it, that was enough.

        

        But having given her all and still lost, she couldn't hide the burning displeasure rising from within.

        

        "No one knows, right? Just win next time. It's not difficult. Did Sylphy know she would become Oberon? No one knew that, right?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Who knew I would become a Saint? No one knew we would fight as a hero's party. No one knows that we will get engaged and married."

        

        "Lady Lilith."

        

        "So you don't need to worry. No one knows what the future holds. If we think pessimistically, we might all die at the hands of Alex Reynolds, and Death might destroy the world. Or should I say, the world of monsters might come?"

        

        "Haha, I'd rather not think about that."

        

        "It's better to believe something will definitely happen than to believe it definitely won't, right?"

        

        "But if it doesn't happen, won't that really hurt?"

        

        "We'll think about that when the time comes. The thrill of success is the best, isn't it? That's how humans have grown stronger. ...I'd like to be more active too."

        

        "No, I think you've done plenty. The low casualty count in both Erkia before and Weargal this time is thanks to you, Lady Lilith."

        

        If her wide-area techniques hadn't been deployed, the number of deaths would have been far greater.

        

        So while she might not properly participate in combat, a Saint's true ability shines more after the battle than during it, so it wasn't really a problem.

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "For what?"

        

        "For comforting me, right?"

        

        "I just stated facts, but if Sylphy feels comforted and better, I don't mind if you consider it comfort."

        

        "...Haha, that's complicated."

        

        "Don't think of it as complicated. Life gets tiring if you live it in a complicated way. Let's live more comfortably."

        

      

      
        "...I see, maybe you're right."

        

        "Yes, so... get some more rest for now. You need to rest first."

        

        "How's the situation outside?"

        

        Lilith thought for a moment before answering.

        

        "It's relatively calm now. Olivia single-handedly cut down all nine summoned snakes, and thanks to everyone's efforts, the damage was minimal. Still, there were some casualties."

        

        "......"

        

        "It's unfortunate that Aiz escaped, but considering what happened, the damage was quite limited. The problem is..."

        

        "There's a problem?"

        

        "Olivia completely destroyed the sacred ground on her way here."

        

        "Ah."

        

        Destroy first, think later?

        

        No, since Royce was there too, it must have been an unavoidable choice.

        

        If Olivia had been alone, Sylphy would have thought she destroyed it without thinking, but with Royce present, it felt like a carefully considered but necessary decision.

        

        ***

        

        "Thank you for your hard work."

        

        "Hey, you worked hard too! Spirit arts are convenient! Elements having physical force!"

        

        "It's nothing. Please let me know if any other problems arise."

        

        With that, it seemed like I had done most of what I could.

        

        Livia was also moving quickly to help.

        

        In truth, without Livia, it might have been impossible to restore everything in just two days.

        

        All the heavy lifting and tasks requiring strength were handled by Livia without delay, which helped resolve things quickly.

        

        I helped out too, so the restoration might proceed even faster than expected.

        

        "You're working hard, Sir Hero."

        

        "Noum."

        

        "I'm being treated as a hero too, which feels nice, but it pricks my conscience since I didn't do much."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "...Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "I heard from Lilith that you read Aiz's movements multiple times during the battle and saved people. She said if you hadn't been there, they would have been defeated by the time Livia arrived."

        

        "Uh, no... It wasn't that significant."

        

        I looked at Noum for a moment.

        

        I had known Noum's ability as the power to find paths.

        

        But it seemed to be more than just that.

        

        "Well, when we leave, I'll be counting on your guidance. That's your ability, right?"

        

        "Y-Yes! Leave it to me! Finding paths is my only ability!"

        

        "Alright, I'll be counting on you."

        

        I decided not to press the issue.

        

        Everyone has their secrets, after all.

        

        "By the way, you haven't been scamming the beastfolk who are working hard, have you?"

        

        "Of course not!"

        

        "I don't know how Livia would respond if she caught you."

        

        "...I just charged slightly more than the market price."

        

        "I see..."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.174[Land of the Beastkin, Weargal - 18]

      
        "I'm back~"

        

        Aiz returned to the Demon Lord's castle with a smile.

        

        But seeing no one around, she searched until she finally reached the underground, where she could see the face of the new Death God.

        

        "What are you doing here, Death God?"

        

        "Surprising."

        

        "Huh? What is?"

        

        "I never thought that demons could also consume the fruits of knowledge known as books."

        

        "Most don't, but there are outliers everywhere, right? Most of the books here were collected by me, Aiz, and only a few people enter this library in a century. At most, you could count them on your fingers, Death God."

        

        "Indeed, so demons have no collective habits and stubbornly try to do everything on their own. In other words, they have a tendency toward solitude, so they consider sharing knowledge with others to be foolish."

        

        "That's generally correct."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "But collecting knowledge and acquiring skills is a sort of hobby for me. These collections are my hobby, and I won't stop anyone who comes here wanting to read books."

        

        "It's remarkable that this library remains intact."

        

        "This is essentially a separate dimension. Besides, humans don't really need to destroy the Demon Lord's castle, do they?"

        

        "...That's certainly true."

        

        The reason human heroes didn't reduce the Demon Lord's castle to ashes, but left its structure intact, was because the Demon Lord always stationed there.

        

        If they pulverized the castle, the Demon Lord might choose to live in another building rather than rebuild, or might construct a new castle elsewhere.

        

        In that case, they would have to proceed without knowing its location in the already treacherous demon territory.

        

        So humans deliberately refrain from completely eliminating the Demon Lord's castle, and demons continue to use it out of pride.

        

        Demons, for all their faults, have tremendous pride in their strength and suffer greatly when that pride is wounded.

        

        From the demons' perspective, leaving the castle standing was easily interpreted as humanity's declaration that they could defeat the next Demon Lord too. Moreover, their pride wouldn't allow them to relocate the castle and flee from heroes.

        

        Therefore, demons don't move the castle either.

        

        Honestly, it was close to pointless pride, but Aiz had that same pointless pride, so she understood why Demon Lords never relocated their castles. Even if Aiz became the Demon Lord, she probably wouldn't have chosen to relocate either.

        

        But what about Alex?

        

        He might have some pride, but it would likely be different from a demon's pride.

        

        No matter how distant from humanity and close to demons he might be, a human was still a human after all.

        

        "So, have you found any interesting books?"

        

        "Ah, humans and demons will never be able to coexist harmoniously, no matter what."

        

        "That's obvious, history proves it. In the past, humans tried many times to achieve harmony with demons, but each time it only intensified conflicts and caused internal strife."

        

        "Yes, our instincts are different. Our ways of living are different, and our thinking is completely different."

        

        "Exactly."

        

        "Yet you still choose to serve me?"

        

        "I told you, I've become interested in you. Whatever your ultimate fate may be, I want to walk that path with you. Despite appearances, I've lived a long time and served many Demon Lords, but you're the first to make me speak like this."

        

        "Is this a demon's loyalty?"

        

        "It's interest rather than loyalty. We don't have emotions like loyalty. If someone claims they do, they're just fools who mistake interest in strength for loyalty."

        

        "You're sharp and cold toward your own kind."

        

        "That's just how it is. We demons have no desire to understand others, and we generally lack empathy in many ways."

        

        "You seem quite good at it."

        

        "That's because I've lived a long time~ And I'm interested in humans, so I can imitate them to some extent. But as I said, I'm an outlier. Even a heretic like me still views humans as mere test subjects."

      

      
        

        "I see."

        

        Though she didn't do it much now, in the past she had kidnapped people to experiment on them in various ways.

        

        For example, what would happen if she altered memories and made someone love a different person?

        

        For example, who would they choose between a beloved friend and a lover?

        

        Between a lover and parents, who would they choose?

        

        She remembered frequently conducting these kinds of thought experiments. People always made different choices, and regretted whatever they chose.

        

        Yet when she saw someone with an indomitable will who refused to let go of their sword, she felt something inexplicably ignite within her.

        

        Whether it was a twisted will of darkness or a nobly burning righteous flame didn't interest her, but either way, an unquenchable flame held great meaning for Aiz.

        

        Alex was the same.

        

        An unquenchable flame.

        

        Even if it was a black flame that could burn the world itself, she found herself wanting to see the world consumed by it.

        

        Risking one's life was practically everyday life for demons, but situations where she wanted to stake her life like this were rare.

        

        "You're quite injured."

        

        "Ah, can you tell? I had quite a struggle. My first mission was quite difficult. When I faced Olivia Reinhart, I truly thought I was going to die, but somehow I survived."

        

        "You really did survive well. If you faced Olivia, Royce must have been there too. Were those wounds inflicted by him?"

        

        "It shows, doesn't it? That man, he's quick to assess situations."

        

        The moment nine snakes appeared and attacked the villagers, he made a swift judgment.

        

        Starting with why the nine snakes appeared, he left them to Olivia and attacked Aiz. If his attack direction had been even slightly off, she might have been unable to escape and ended up sprawled on the ground.

        

        In that respect, what could she say?

        

        She could only say that Aiz was a bit luckier than Royce.

        

        "And..."

        

        "And?"

        

        "No, it's nothing."

        

        Sylphy's face flashed in her mind.

        

        The look in her eyes as she stared at Aiz with a dying face was very impressive.

        

        They would likely meet again, and Sylphy might prioritize targeting Aiz. For the first time, something close to competitive spirit seemed to burn within her, and such things weren't usually about logic but rather a kind of battle with oneself.

        

        Sylphy had instinctively judged that to move forward, she needed to defeat Aiz.

        

        But while Olivia or Royce might be different, Sylphy alone would struggle to defeat Aiz.

        

        Even with Lilith's added strength, Aiz was confident she could toy with the current Sylphy like a plaything.

        

        Direct confrontation wasn't Aiz's specialty, but such weaknesses only mattered when facing opponents of a certain level, and Sylphy didn't yet have the power to reach Aiz.

        

        Still, she had been impressive, and as a member of the hero's party, their next meeting would likely pit Sylphy against Aiz.

        

        It wasn't a prophecy or anything like that, but the demon's instinct for struggle was screaming it.

        

        "So after going this far, the Human Alliance will be looking in that direction, but is that okay? You've drawn unnecessary attention."

        

        "Does it seem that way?"

        

        "Yes, temporarily they'll focus on Weargal, the beastkin country, but ultimately they'll concentrate their forces for their own defense, creating a tense atmosphere. Won't that make it more inconvenient to move around?"

        

        "I hear the hero's party is traveling around the world. I can't know their purpose."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "After Weargal comes the Beastfolk Nation, then the Dwarven Kingdom... This is easily obtainable information, but already at their first destination, there was a planned attack by demons."

        

      

      
        "That's right."

        

        "Then the Beastfolk Nation and the Dwarven Kingdom will certainly be on alert, and whether they like it or not, real attention will inevitably shift to the Death God because of the name's reputation."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "Drawing the world's attention is precisely the hero's job. They just need to faithfully fulfill that role."

        

        "Honestly speaking, do you think you can win?"

        

        "Against Olivia? Surely not. How could I defeat that monster in a direct confrontation?"

        

        The power difference wasn't something that could be overcome by the opponent being in poor condition or having a hostage.

        

        Going for a direct confrontation would be even more suicidal.

        

        Even the previous Death God was defeated, so no matter how much Alex's power was augmented by the Death God's power, it wouldn't be easy to win. If anything, the possibility of defeat was higher.

        

        But a fight could still happen.

        

        If so, creating many variables could potentially lead to victory.

        

        The question was how to create those variables and perfectly control them.

        

        "Honestly, if it were just Olivia, I could manage somehow."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "She's certainly strong and a hero, but her thinking is shallow and she tends to prioritize emotions. Of course, prioritizing emotions doesn't necessarily mean her choices are wrong."

        

        Being rational doesn't always mean being right.

        

        Being emotional doesn't always mean being wrong.

        

        Sometimes people assume that what passionate people say is emotional and therefore wrong. In reality, the person speaking rationally might be spouting nonsense.

        

        The combination of emotion and reason produces the best result: rationality.

        

        "But she's likely to choose somewhat simple options. If I can draw that out, I can handle Olivia herself somehow. Even overwhelming strength loses meaning if there's nowhere to use it."

        

        "Hmm, so?"

        

        "First, I need to paralyze the hero's reason."

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "Yes, this fight isn't with Olivia."

        

        Alex smiled amusedly.

        

        "First, we must erase reason from the monster, leaving only strength."

        

        "That Olivia person didn't seem that stupid. She seems quite sharp-minded. Quick-thinking, you could say."

        

        "Yes, that's right. She's quite sharp, but she's ultimately a hero."

        

        "..."

        

        "A lifetime of living that way doesn't get cured in just a few months. That gap will definitely appear. That's why..."

        

        "We need to separate Royce?"

        

        "Yes, if we fail at that, we won't be able to do anything and will be defeated. The only option would be to fight desperately, begging for our lives."

        

        "And if we succeed? Will we win?"

        

        "No."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "Finally, we'll have a chance to fight on fair terms."

        

        No, perhaps it wouldn't be fair.

        

        But at least.

        

        It would be a fight where both sides had a chance of winning.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.175[Land of the Beastkin, Weargal - 19]

      
        "So, you're saying you destroyed it?"

        

        "Yep!"

        

        "The sacred site?"

        

        "Yep!"

        

        "You completely demolished it?"

        

        "Yep!"

        

        "......"

        

        Iliya staggered.

        

        "Since we got permission from the Goddess, wouldn't that make it legal?"

        

        "Yes, theoretically that's true, but... Lady Olivia, information regarding the Goddess's existence and anything related to her is not something we can disclose to the public."

        

        "Right."

        

        If it suddenly became known that Goddess Grandia had lost her power, or that her power had been passed down to Royce, or the fact that the Goddess wasn't actually the creator of the world but merely a transcendent being on the same level as the Grim Reaper, it would be dangerous in many ways.

        

        Dangerous.

        

        Perhaps that's not the right expression.

        

        To be precise, it might be better to call it chaos.

        

        While the Goddess might not truly save individuals, having something to lean on spiritually gives people the luxury to live through today.

        

        It's no exaggeration to say it gives them strength.

        

        When religious devotion becomes too serious, it can turn into narrow-mindedness or blind faith, but originally, religion consists of prayers for situations beyond control or for the unknown.

        

        Where do we go after we die?

        

        Will we go to heaven if we live virtuously?

        

        Will we go to hell if we live wickedly?

        

        These things can't be known unless you actually die, and we can't confirm if there's even a world after death.

        

        But.

        

        It's a human wish to believe there is.

        

        Even if people don't receive proper rewards for their good deeds in this world, or don't take responsibility for their evil actions, they hope to receive proper rewards or punishments in the afterlife.

        

        I think that's the kind of wish contained in religion.

        

        I wish it were like this.

        

        I wish it would be like that.

        

        It's just those feelings.

        

        Some might ridicule this as irrational, and as I said, some might take it too far and live like fanatics with blind faith.

        

        Still, as long as people gather, live, and die, religion is necessary.

        

        Because there will always come a moment when the easily weakened human heart needs faith.

        

        "How are you going to explain blowing up the sacred site in that situation?"

        

        "What if we say there was the main body of the white snake there, and we had to blow it up? They'd probably understand, right? There might be some complaints though."

        

        "Indeed, since the white snake was the real danger in this incident, emphasizing that point might help calm things down... But, c-couldn't you have chosen a more peaceful method?"

        

        "We could have, but it would have taken much longer. In that time, many more people would likely have died."

        

        "...Indeed, as you say, by the time Lady Olivia arrived, Lady Lilith was already at her limit, and the situation was quite dire. It's reasonable to assume that everyone who was facing Aiz at that moment would have died."

        

        It seemed that this Aiz character was quite strong.

        

        The fact that even Sylphy and the famous Water King were overwhelmed one-sidedly meant that this Aiz, an executive of the Demon Lord's army, was exceptionally powerful.

        

        As Royce had said, he wasn't just any executive.

        

        The fact that no one had information about Aiz until now might not be because he was hiding, but because he killed everyone he encountered, preventing his name from becoming known.

        

        If he had survived for a long time, he could have had opportunities to become a Demon Lord, but he didn't take actions that would draw attention.

        

        My intuition told me that his true ability wasn't at the level of a Demon Lord's executive, but closer to that of a Demon Lord himself.

      

      
        

        With that kind of strength, even I could suffer fatal wounds if I were careless or depending on the situation.

        

        "Still, really! REALLY!! Was there no option other than destroying it...?!"

        

        "Hahaha, it's already destroyed, so nothing can be done! Sorry! Want me to help restore it as closely as possible?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        Royce appeared and sighed.

        

        "Apologize properly."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        I trembled and then smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I-I'm sorry..."

        

        "Since I made the judgment about this whole series of events, the responsibility lies with me as well, not just Livia."

        

        "No, I'm the one who destroyed it!"

        

        "Anyway, I judged that it was okay to destroy it. If you're really uncomfortable, would you like to hear from the Goddess herself that she gave permission?"

        

        "No... My head hurts... But I don't intend to blame our benefactors who saved Weargal."

        

        He seems to have been through a lot.

        

        He had been struggling with various issues for the past few days, and especially after Aiz's attack, he seemed to have been too busy to sleep properly. Moreover, the Water King Limpest's condition had worsened.

        

        He was already old, but he was severely injured in this battle.

        

        His physical exhaustion was quite serious.

        

        He had already been weakening, but this attack accelerated that process even more.

        

        "Is King Limpest alright?"

        

        "He's already at an age where he could step down from the throne, but there's no suitable successor."

        

        "Why don't you do it?"

        

        "What... What? ME?"

        

        "Yeah, you have decisiveness, you're young, and you have a good reputation among people. I think you'd be perfect."

        

        People seemed to listen carefully to what Iliya had to say, and she was the one who had been most active during this crisis. I thought she had enough sense of responsibility.

        

        Whether she was fit to be a king or not wasn't for me to judge, but I thought it wouldn't be bad if Iliya became the king.

        

        "What are you saying! No one has ever been both king and priestess at the same time!"

        

        "Really?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Then you can be the first. The first Priestess-King, wouldn't that be cool?"

        

        "No, no, what are you saying!"

        

        "Haha, think about it. I think tradition is important too. It often protects people's hearts. It creates a kind of pride in preserving something. I think that's good."

        

        I looked at Iliya and smiled.

        

        "But the thrill of breaking it is surprisingly amazing."

        

        "I-Is that so?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        "It's just advice, advice."

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Iliya laughed awkwardly for a moment and then said.

        

        "By the way, King Limpest said he wants to meet Lady Olivia... Would that be okay?"

        

        "Is he okay? I heard he's not in good condition."

        

        "He should be able to have a conversation. Thanks to Lady Lilith, the Holy Maiden, his wounds have been healed, but he's quite exhausted..."

        

        "Hmm."

        

      

      
        It seemed like he had some bad blood with me.

        

        No, to be precise, it wasn't bad blood with me, but...

        

        Or maybe it was with me?

        

        I was starting to get a bit confused.

        

        It's not exactly my fault, but as a hero, I didn't particularly want to run away from the responsibility. I don't know the feelings of a parent who has lost a child, but I know it's painful.

        

        Well, I could listen to a few harsh words.

        

        But considering my personality, I might make some mistake.

        

        If the other party responds emotionally, I might respond emotionally too. To be frank, Olivia Reinhart wasn't that cool-headed a person.

        

        Anyway, in that sense, I didn't mind meeting him, but if I went alone, there might be problems.

        

        "Can I bring Royce too?"

        

        "Yes, I'd prefer if you did."

        

        "What do you all think of me?"

        

        "Our thoughts aligned, which is why you were planning to take me along, right?"

        

        "......"

        

        I had nothing to say.

        

        ***

        

        "Depending on the circumstances, King Limpest might curse at you."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Even though we saved him, he was already emotionally hurt because of his son.

        

        Of course, it wasn't really Livia's fault, but a parent's heart doesn't work that rationally. It was already enough that he suppressed his emotions as much as possible when dealing with us.

        

        Not only that, but we completely destroyed the sacred site this time, so it wouldn't be surprising if some emotional words came out.

        

        Livia was probably prepared for that much.

        

        She probably had the attitude of, "I'll just listen to a few curses."

        

        "By the way, what about Lady Grandia?"

        

        "She said she's making advance preparations to achieve her purpose for coming to Weargal. She said it would be done by tomorrow."

        

        "Do we really need to go this far?"

        

        "Well, it's never bad to be thoroughly prepared. It's difficult for us to find Alex's location right now."

        

        There was a possibility he was at the Demon Lord's castle, but it would be dangerous to go there now if he wasn't.

        

        It would be difficult for the currently confused Human Alliance to stop Alex, who was a Grim Reaper beyond the Demon Lord.

        

        If enough time passed and there seemed to be no possibility other than the Demon Lord's castle, we might try, but attempting it at this point wouldn't be a wise choice.

        

        "...Hmm, so that means we're just spending tonight in Weargal."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "...Th-Then, um. Would you like to sleep together?"

        

        Hmm.

        

        Uh.

        

        "Beast folk are sensitive to smells, won't everyone know?"

        

        It would be a somewhat embarrassing experience.

        

        But Livia smiled and said,

        

        "Doesn't that not matter?"

        

        "......"

        

        Usually she was quite shy, but at times like this, she seemed to have no shame at all.

        

        She was a person whose direction of embarrassment was unpredictable.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.176[The Land of Beast-Men, Weargal - 20]

      
        When one speaks of the Rampest King, they think of an indomitable warrior.

        

        In the past, he was a renowned king of the beastmen.

        

        But age could not be deceived, and on top of that, the story of his health deteriorating rapidly after the death of his beloved son and heir was something easily heard when beastmen gathered to share stories over drinks.

        

        Rampest Lycan was a man who grew strong to protect his family due to his deep familial love, but ironically, it was also the death of family that weakened him.

        

        In any case, with his poor condition in various ways, he was prone to negative thoughts, and since he harbored feelings that could be described as resentment toward Livia, I couldn't say there was absolutely no possibility of Livia becoming an undeserved target of his anger.

        

        In fact, even people close to Rampest like Ilya seemed to have negative feelings toward Livia, so it was impossible to know what would happen when they met directly.

        

        Even if the weakened Rampest were to attack Livia, she would be able to defend herself, and even if he managed to land a hit by luck, it wouldn't be enough to kill her.

        

        My only concern was whether Livia might be hurt by the harsh words that would be close to venting anger.

        

        Livia was certainly strong, not just physically but mentally as well.

        

        But that meant she wouldn't break, not that she wouldn't waver or be hurt.

        

        People are creatures that waver even after making resolutions and decisions, and they spend their lives wavering, making choices, and walking the paths they've chosen.

        

        That's what it means to be human.

        

        I just hoped Livia wouldn't be hurt.

        

        "Are you nervous?"

        

        "A little bit."

        

        "Just be confident. You haven't done anything wrong, right?"

        

        "Well, to be honest. I've never been a parent, and the people who were my parents never saw me as their child."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, I think they loved me. It's just that it wasn't the kind of love meant for a daughter. They loved me as a hero... No, maybe they just loved the title of hero."

        

        I simply listened to Livia's words in silence.

        

        "So I don't fully understand that kind of parent-child love. How should I put it, family affection is somewhat awkward for me. It's difficult to explain in words."

        

        "I understand."

        

        She grew up without knowing parental love.

        

        In my case, coming from the slums, I not only lacked proper parents but had no parents at all.

        

        However, thanks to Madam Florence, I was able to understand what a mother figure is and what it means to have a mother.

        

        Although there was no blood connection between Madam Florence and me, we were family, and just as Madam Florence was a mother to me, I was like a son to her.

        

        But that's my story, and Livia didn't even have that much, so it wasn't strange that she couldn't understand such family affection.

        

        "Still, I understand the pain of losing someone precious, and I know it's a pain that can't be compared to the pain of broken bones. The pain of losing a child must surely be like that."

        

        "......"

        

        "If Royce were to die, I might lash out sharply at others as a way to vent. If Rampest is in that state, as I said, I'm fine with taking a few harsh words."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Then I'll comfort you."

        

        "......"

        

        Livia looked at me with wide eyes and smiled.

        

        "That makes me happy."

        

        Walking slowly, we were able to reach the room where King Rampest was.

        

        The beastman standing guard in front of King Rampest's room checked our faces and immediately saluted.

        

        "Welcome! Lady Olivia! Lord Royce! King Rampest is waiting for you inside!"

        

        "Thank you, you're working hard. We'll go in now."

        

      

      
        "Yes!"

        

        He's quite tense.

        

        Well, how many soldiers wouldn't be nervous when receiving a hero?

        

        Slowly opening the door and entering, I saw King Rampest lying in bed with a somewhat exhausted face.

        

        I knew he was quite old, but his body still had muscles, and his condition could be said to be better than what I had heard in rumors.

        

        However, it was noticeable that he was quite tired from this battle, and his strength was failing to hold up.

        

        No joke, it seemed like it would be good to start preparing mentally.

        

        Originally, King Rampest had his child late in life, and his wife died after giving birth to that child.

        

        Normally, it would be good to prepare for another child to determine a successor, but King Rampest didn't choose that option.

        

        Whether it was because he truly loved his wife, or for some other reason, he didn't take a new wife to create another child besides the prince.

        

        As soon as we entered, I greeted him first.

        

        "I apologize for greeting you so late. King Rampest, I am Royce, a member of the hero's party."

        

        "I am Olivia Reinhart, also a member of the hero's party and a hero."

        

        "There's no need for introductions. We know each other's faces, names, and quite a lot about each other."

        

        King Rampest nodded weakly.

        

        "I must thank you for this matter. If it weren't for you all, Weargal would have been in an even worse state."

        

        "Depending on the circumstances."

        

        Livia opened her mouth.

        

        "There's a possibility that the attack occurred because we came."

        

        "The reasons why evil people commit evil acts are not my concern. If an evil person attacks a village to kill a newborn child, would you blame that child? No, absolutely not."

        

        "......"

        

        "Similarly, all evil acts committed by evil people are entirely the responsibility of those evil people, and even if the reason was targeting a person, that person has no reason to feel guilt or responsibility. One should not bear the sins of the wicked."

        

        I nodded at his demeanor, which was even more composed than what I had heard in rumors.

        

        He wasn't someone who had risen to the position of king and maintained it until now for nothing.

        

        Despite his somewhat weakened appearance, his voice carried strength, and his eyes were not dead.

        

        "And also that... destroying the sacred ground..."

        

        "It's just an old piece of land. Tradition certainly has value, but it's not something to be weighed against human lives. Of course, complaints are unavoidable, and there might be beastmen who speak ill of you, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "I heard the truth about the goddess from Ilya, and I know that the destruction of the sacred ground was done after receiving the goddess's permission, so I have no feelings about it."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "But ordinary people don't know that fact, and there are many who cherish tradition and history. The soul that always resides in the hearts of beastmen cries out to cherish those things."

        

        "......"

        

        "So I'll tell you this: since you saved Weargal, most won't have major complaints, but there might be some who harbor some dissatisfaction."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Yes, no matter what choice you make, there will be complaints. What's beneficial here might be disadvantageous there. It's like politics; what's advantageous for one side becomes disadvantageous for the other."

        

        Rampest nodded and said.

        

        "You prioritized human lives over tradition and history, and not many will blame you for that. However, sometimes young hotheads might blame you."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Those insults are not worth your bearing, and they only hurt your heart. What would you think if you heard such words?"

        

        "......"

        

      

      
        This is.

        

        Perhaps King Rampest is expressing the feelings he currently harbors toward Livia through this proxy.

        

        With Livia's achievements and having saved so much, it's too much to blame her.

        

        In such a situation, if someone were to blame Livia as if venting their anger, what would Livia think?

        

        Of course, in this case, it was clearly Livia who destroyed the sacred ground, but those who know the truth understand that it was necessary, unavoidable, and approved by the goddess Grandia herself.

        

        But most people don't know that cause and effect.

        

        "......"

        

        The silence was a bit long.

        

        I looked at Livia for a moment, and she looked at King Rampest with a serious expression and said.

        

        "Since I haven't lost anything, I can't empathize with that emotion, but... well, I suppose it could happen."

        

        "...Is that your answer?"

        

        "The pain of loss is extremely painful. ...As a hero, I save many people, but I can't save everything. I prioritize life above all else. Isn't it better to be alive, even if you're rolling on the ground?"

        

        "......"

        

        "So I save lives. But I won't really care what people who don't agree with that say about me. I might have cared about those words in the past, but I did my best."

        

        "I see."

        

        Livia is saying.

        

        I will not apologize.

        

        She responded indirectly to King Rampest's indirect question.

        

        "I wanted to resent you."

        

        "......"

        

        "I just needed someone to direct my anger and sadness at for my child's death... But I also knew that wasn't right, so I've lived deliberately averting my gaze. I didn't know how I would act if we met directly like this."

        

        "......"

        

        "I kept having bad thoughts like, maybe you could have saved him but didn't... or maybe he died caught up in battle."

        

        "I see."

        

        King Rampest sighed softly and said.

        

        "Yes, my child simply died because he was weak."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Silence.

        

        There was nothing to say in response.

        

        "Hero, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Rampest looked at Livia and said.

        

        "Thank you for saving Weargal."

        

        "Ah, yes. ...It was nothing."

        

        What might Rampest have been thinking at that moment?

        

        He could no longer direct his arrows at Olivia, and I had worried whether things might go in the wrong direction, but.

        

        "I'll make sure you can stay comfortably while you're here in Weargal. If anyone speaks ill of you, tell me directly, and I'll take action."

        

        Judging by his expression.

        

        It didn't seem to be that kind of expression.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.177[Land of the Beast-folk, Weargal - 21]

      
        "Sylphy, are you sure you can move already?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        My body felt a bit heavy, but it wasn't anything to worry about.

        

        Rather, staying still now would only lead to strange thoughts.

        

        I realized how unpleasant it was to fight with all my might and still lose.

        

        Not only that, but being half-saved made it even worse.

        

        For the first time, a desire to become stronger was swirling inside Sylphy.

        

        "By the way, where is Mr. Gnome?"

        

        "Gnome? Well, I guess he's probably doing business with the beastfolk."

        

        "Haha, I hope he's not scamming them..."

        

        "According to him, he just sells things slightly above retail price. Well, street vendors set their own prices, and as long as it's not too excessive, it's fine. The buyers seem to know what they're getting into."

        

        "I see."

        

        So it's not considered fraud if the other party knows they're paying above retail price, and he's not going around bragging about selling things cheaply.

        

        I didn't know much about their laws, so it was hard to comment.

        

        Anyway, Sylphy thought about Gnome.

        

        During the battle with Aiz, there were moments when only Gnome moved or reacted at times no one else could predict.

        

        But that didn't mean Gnome had superior combat abilities. Well, since Gnome used transformation magic, it was quite difficult to judge by physical appearance.

        

        However, judging by his walking style, movement patterns, stamina, and various other aspects, his combat ability itself didn't seem particularly high.

        

        It seemed most reasonable to assume he had just enough fighting ability to resist if he encountered bandits while crossing mountains, since he wasn't completely ignorant of combat.

        

        But the fact that he could read and react to a strong person's movements was strange no matter how I thought about it.

        

        'It's certain that beyond pure and simple strength, he has some special ability.'

        

        A unique ability?

        

        But he said it was a path-finding ability and that it had no other uses.

        

        'Hmm, thinking about it objectively, that's just what Mr. Gnome said, and I can't really know if that's actually true, can I?'

        

        Would Royce know?

        

        They seemed to have been acquainted for quite some time, so he might have sensed something unusual about Gnome's abilities, even if he didn't know everything.

        

        But still.

        

        Would there be any point in finding out?

        

        With the hidden face and everything else, Gnome seemed to be concealing a lot, but as long as he wasn't a traitor to humanity or something, was there any need to pry?

        

        Especially when even Royce didn't question it?

        

        "Hmmmm."

        

        "Sylphy? Are you okay?"

        

        "I'm just pondering something. I think I should consult with Mr. Royce."

        

        "You really like Royce, don't you?"

        

        "Huh? Ah, well... I kind of admire him personally."

        

        "Isn't Olivia stronger?"

        

        "Well, as Ms. Lilith said, if we're just talking about strength, Ms. Olivia is stronger. I do admire that pure, straightforward power. I am a boy, after all."

        

        That strength.

        

        That overwhelming power.

        

        It leaves me open-mouthed in admiration.

        

        I'm amazed every time I see it.

        

        But how should I put it?

        

        For Sylphy, his gaze is drawn more to the restrained Royce.

      

      
        

        If there were such a thing as a hexagon of abilities, Royce would have all sides filled adequately, while Olivia would have one part that just breaks through the hexagon, making it impossible to maintain its shape.

        

        It's so unrealistic that I don't even think about trying to emulate it.

        

        In contrast, with Royce, there's a feeling that if I worked hard, I could become like that.

        

        It's not that I chose Royce because he seemed achievable, but rather...

        

        I just thought Royce, who always seemed calm and collected, looked cool.

        

        Sylphy tends to get emotional easily when flustered.

        

        "I think maintaining composure in battle isn't easy. A calm mind, like a clear mirror reflecting still water, right?"

        

        "Sylphy, you get excited quite easily in battle, contrary to expectations."

        

        "I-I'm aware of that."

        

        "I hate to say this, but it makes my heart race to see you so passionate and strong in actual combat, despite your appearance."

        

        "Why? That's a flaw, isn't it?"

        

        "Well, it depends on how you use it. A sword is good because it's used for cutting, but it's difficult to use for other purposes. Is that a flaw?"

        

        "Huh? Ah, um..."

        

        "Everything depends on how you use it. Even with food, you need the right utensils. You'd eat stew with a spoon, right? Would you use a fork? A knife?"

        

        "Of course not."

        

        "It's like that."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy closed his mouth, convinced by the logic.

        

        "People's personalities are the same—it's all about how you use them. And sometimes there are talents born in the wrong era."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "For example, Olivia is incredibly strong, but in a peaceful era with no fighting, her talent would be useless, right?"

        

        "Oh, that's true."

        

        Whether such a world could exist was another matter, but certainly, the value of talent would change depending on the era.

        

        "In the end, it's all about luck—the era you're born in—and how you use what you have. Most things are like that, so why would people's personalities be any different? What seems meaningless here might be meaningful somewhere else, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy stared at Lilith quietly.

        

        "Huh, what is it?"

        

        "Nothing... I've never thought about it that way. You're amazing, Ms. Lilith."

        

        "And you're beautiful, Sylphy, truly."

        

        "...I said it myself, but shouldn't the compliment be different?"

        

        "That's discrimination. Men can be beautiful too, can't they?"

        

        "...Well, let's go with that."

        

        Usually, when someone complimented Sylphy by calling him beautiful, it didn't make him feel particularly good.

        

        That's because Sylphy was a man, so he didn't take it as a compliment. That's why Sylphy didn't like his feminine appearance.

        

        However.

        

        Compliments from Lilith didn't feel so bad.

        

        "Come to think of it, I survived thanks to you again, Ms. Lilith. I keep receiving help from you."

        

        "We're comrades now, so it's fine, isn't it? You kept protecting me while fighting Aiz. We each did what was needed, so you don't need to be so grateful. If we're counting like that, I should be thanking you for protecting me too, right?"

        

        "Haha."

        

        "So where are you going now? I've been naturally following you."

        

        "I just couldn't stay still, so I'm walking around."

        

        "So it's a stroll."

        

      

      
        "I suppose you could call it that."

        

        Weargal was peaceful.

        

        Looking at how vibrant everything was, you wouldn't think that such an incident had occurred just two days ago. Sylphy thought that the beastfolk were indeed full of energy.

        

        "By the way, King Lampest, or the Beast King, doesn't have any children now, right?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Then who's the successor? Isn't there a right of succession? Don't the beastfolk, unlike elves, properly value bloodlines?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        Sylphy thought it was somewhat foolish, but it was also necessary.

        

        If the throne were given to someone not of direct lineage, others might think, "Why them and not me?" and become greedy.

        

        For example, if it were given to a cousin, other relatives within that branch might think, "If they can do it, why can't I?" This could easily lead to something close to rebellion, and bloodshed over succession could follow.

        

        Elves prioritize the choices made by the Meteor Palace and the World Tree.

        

        Dragon-folk simply value strength above all else.

        

        Humans and beastfolk value bloodlines.

        

        As for dwarves, while they value bloodlines, it's not always the absolute determining factor. Lineage is quite important for becoming king, but there have been occasional exceptions.

        

        Compared to humans and beastfolk, they're more flexible, you could say.

        

        Or perhaps dwarves have their own traditions or rules, but I don't know that much about them.

        

        "Actually, it's quite noisy because of that. No one knows who will be the next Beast King. After the prince, who was King Lampest's son, the next in line for succession is..."

        

        "Who is it?"

        

        "The priestess, Iliya Hasht."

        

        "What?! Ah, now that you mention it..."

        

        They did seem somewhat similar.

        

        Since Lampest and Iliya were apparently relatives, Sylphy immediately recalled their faces and thought they looked somewhat alike.

        

        It was something he only realized now.

        

        "But there's never been a case in history where someone who served as priestess also took on the role of Beast King, so people were disappointed that Iliya couldn't become king as well."

        

        "Disappointed?"

        

        "You don't seem to know, but Lady Iliya is very popular. Young, capable, beautiful—she's someone with all sorts of abilities. If the king were chosen by vote, she would have definitely become one."

        

        "So she was that amazing."

        

        "Among other things, her diverse use of barrier techniques as a priestess was revolutionary in many ways. They say she opened new doors in barrier techniques."

        

        "Ah, she did use them in unusual ways."

        

        She would bind multiple barriers to seal people's joints, or use barrier techniques offensively, contrary to their name.

        

        The fact that she was overwhelmed by Aiz was simply because she was outmatched in skill, and even that happened because Aiz was a practitioner on par with a Demon Lord.

        

        No, it was just intuition, but Aiz might even be stronger than the average Demon Lord.

        

        "Alright, I've decided."

        

        "Suddenly? What have you decided?"

        

        "I'm going to defeat Aiz."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "To do that, I need to become stronger."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "I'm going to ask Ms. Olivia to train me!"

        

        Lilith grabbed Sylphy's shoulder with a thump.

        

        "Think again."

        

        "...Huh?"
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        "Excuse me."

        

        "Come in."

        

        "I'm sorry, you should be resting. I hope I'm not being a nuisance..."

        

        "How could a comrade's visit ever be a nuisance?"

        

        "Comrade...?"

        

        Lampest smiled weakly.

        

        When Sylphy first met Lampest, she had sensed his dignity and tremendous spirit, but now those qualities had greatly diminished.

        

        She could tell that his strength had truly drained away. Though she disliked borrowing Aiz's expression, "a beast without teeth" was indeed an accurate description.

        

        She was personally curious about how remarkable he must have been in the past, but that wasn't why she had come today.

        

        "So, what brings you here? Surely not just a sick visit."

        

        "Well, actually..."

        

        "This one wants to train under Olivia. Could you persuade her for us?"

        

        "Liris..."

        

        "Training under Oliva... Oh, quite an extreme approach."

        

        "When I think of strength, I think of Lady Olivia."

        

        She believed that to become strong, one should train under someone strong, and the strongest person Sylphy could think of was Olivia.

        

        Past.

        Present.

        Future.

        

        Even if one searched through all of time, one might wonder if anyone stronger than Olivia would ever be born.

        

        The world should be grateful that someone born as powerful as Olivia was a good person with strong mental fortitude.

        

        Moreover, despite being in situations where she could have easily become corrupt or depraved, she never did—this was nothing short of a miracle from humanity's perspective.

        

        That's why Sylphy thought training under Olivia would strengthen both body and mind, but Liris, who was very close to Olivia, strongly opposed the idea.

        

        Sylphy had thought that being friends would make Olivia more accommodating, but Liris knew Olivia well.

        

        She didn't doubt Olivia's strength, but Olivia was by no means suitable as a mentor.

        

        "That may be true... but why do you think Olivia would make a good teacher?"

        

        "Well, the other day in Elvenheim, she sparred with the elf soldiers and taught them various things."

        

        "Receiving guidance through one or two sparring sessions is one thing, but if you want someone to serve as a continuous mentor, Olivia really isn't suitable. She might be good for momentarily changing your perspective on strength, but as a teacher, she's really not good."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Olivia, you see, is a genius."

        

        "Yes, she is."

        

        "A teacher needs to be someone who can explain things from theory up to those who don't understand, who struggle. Olivia lacks that ability."

        

        "Oh, but I heard Lady Olivia wasn't always strong from the beginning. She underwent harsh training since childhood, and it only started to bloom after she began her activities as a hero."

        

        They say that in the early days of her journey, she actually suffered many defeats.

        

        Getting beaten up.

        Torn apart.

        Literally being thrown around everywhere.

        

        It was said that Belita, who was in charge of recovery at that time, probably treated Olivia more than anyone else.

        

        If that was the case, Sylphy thought, since Olivia didn't reach her position through talent alone, she might be a good teacher.

        

        But Liris shook her head.

        

        As if to say that was Sylphy's misunderstanding.

        

        "Olivia mostly just kept going until she succeeded... Yes, she certainly put in effort. She ran until her bones broke and pushed herself until she coughed blood. That's true, but her talent wasn't normal, and Olivia's current strength isn't normal either."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Lampest thought for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Do you want to become stronger?"

        

        "Ah, yes... I was completely overwhelmed by Aiz, and I realized this isn't good enough."

        

        "That Aiz creature was strong. You were the only one who could somewhat face it. You were impressive. I don't think your skills are something to be so anxious about."

        

        "I thought so too... but there's no guarantee that Lady Liris will be by my side next time, or that someone will help me. I might have to fight alone."

        

        "Why are you so certain you'll fight again? It might end with Olivia cutting Aiz in half."

      

      
        

        "Sylphy will definitely fight Aiz again."

        

        Liris said with a smile.

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "A feeling."

        

        "Lady Liris..."

        

        "Hmm, they say the intuition of Liris Clifford of the Kingdom is usually right. Thanks to that intuition, they say an epidemic was discovered early and prevented from spreading."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes. It was just a coincidence, hahaha!"

        

        Sylphy sometimes forgot because Liris acted so friendly, but Liris was also an extremely high-ranking person.

        

        Actually, if you think about it, Sylphy herself now qualified for such a title, but having lived as a half-elf all her life, it still felt awkward.

        

        It would take time to get used to it.

        

        "So I came to check on you and... to get advice on how I can become stronger."

        

        "You are already stronger than I am. That question has no meaning."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Do you have any other questions?"

        

        "...Then."

        

        As if this was her true intention all along, Sylphy slowly opened her mouth.

        

        "What does being a 'king' mean to King Lampest?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I've seen many forms of kingship on my way here."

        

        Titania literally devoted everything she had for Elvenheim.

        

        As the saying goes, "Everything for Elvenheim," she consumed her entire self for "everyone."

        

        That king's method was certainly dedicated but also somewhat inhuman.

        

        However, when Titania became queen, Elvenheim was in chaos and needed such a ruler. In fact, with Titania as queen, Elvenheim continues to exist today.

        

        "I've seen not only Titania but also the king of the dragonfolk, Dragonia."

        

        "I see."

        

        "He was a tyrant. Selfish, never asking his subordinates for their opinions, attaching himself to the Death Apostle, truly ruling with tyranny, faithful only to his own desires."

        

        But.

        

        "Still, I think he was a king. At least until the moment of his death, he never regretted his choices, and above all, he believed those choices were for the dragonfolk."

        

        Dragonfolk are inherently violent and closer to monsters than to humans.

        

        Yet they suppress this with reason and live on.

        

        Beastfolk have similar aspects, but compared to dragonfolk, their rebellious nature could be considered cute.

        

        Dragonia believed that rather than maintaining reason and living long lives, living according to instinct was better.

        

        Even if the result was extinction, he truly believed that was a better end for the dragonfolk.

        

        Though he was a tyrant and villain, and failed as a king in terms of protecting his race, one could tell that he sincerely cared for the dragonfolk.

        

        "So what does being a king mean to King Lampest?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Is it something you must protect even if it means sacrificing everything? Or is it a stepping stone for your ideal? Or... what is a king?"

        

        That was Sylphy's fundamental question.

        

        In the sudden situation of becoming a queen, this was the doubt that arose.

        

        For Sylphy, who had struggled daily just to feed herself, being entrusted with an entire nation was overwhelming.

        

        She didn't know how to handle it.

        

        And following Titania's example was far too difficult.

        

        It was like admiring Olivia's strength but finding it so distant that it was almost invisible.

        

        At least, that's how it felt to Sylphy.

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        After listening to everything Sylphy said, Lampest spoke.

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I cannot answer that for you."

        

        "What? Oh, is that so?"

        

        "A king is ultimately one who paints the future of their country."

        

        "One who paints the future..."

        

        "In some situations, a black painting might be better, and in others, a white one. Judging that is very difficult."

        

        "..."

        

        "Titania painted everything white throughout her life, eventually dyeing even herself white. Though she was a queen like me, she is beyond emulation—it could even be called madness."

        

        Sylphy thought this assessment was fair, even though Titania was her grandmother.

        

        It seemed that even among fellow monarchs, Titania was highly regarded but also considered somewhat insane.

        

        "Dragonia tried to spread his pitch-black color to all dragonfolk. It was somewhat extreme, but it's common for a king to spread their color throughout their country."

        

        "..."

        

        "No one can determine your color for you. If you become Oberon, succeeding Titania and leading the elves, Elvenheim will change. One must not forget the past; history must be remembered."

        

        Lampest looked at Sylphy and said:

        

        "But you must not be captivated by it, letting it become a curse. And... the past doesn't always provide the right answers. Often, a seemingly dangerous new challenge is the correct answer."

        

        "That's..."

        

        "Or do you wish to become a puppet?"

        

        "No, not at all..."

        

        "The answer to one's actions will always be given by those who come after the results."

        

        "That's right, just as wise actions don't always lead to the right answers. Sometimes foolish actions yield better results, don't they?"

        

        "..."

        

        "By the way, asking such questions means you're considering becoming Oberon! I thought Sylphy had no interest at all."

        

        "Honestly, it's still overwhelming... But I've been entrusted with this responsibility."

        

        If Sylphy, a mere half-elf, became queen, it could influence the rights not only of half-elves but also of other half-breed people.

        

        It was solely for this reason that Sylphy was tempted by the throne, and she still hadn't figured out if this was right.

        

        She wondered if it was acceptable to seek the throne for such a personal reason.

        

        But.

        

        "So the past doesn't always tell the right answer, and I must determine the color I will create as a ruler myself..."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "I understand!"

        

        Sylphy stood up.

        

        "What did you understand?"

        

        When Liris asked, Sylphy replied:

        

        "For now, I want to try learning something from Lady Olivia as I originally intended! To be honest, I can't quite accept what Lady Liris and others are saying!"

        

        "Ah. ...That's not what I meant by following your own will! King Lampest!"

        

        "Well, failure is also an experience."

        

        "No!"

        

        Liris was flustered, but Sylphy looked at her and smiled.

        

        "In that spirit, let's go find Lady Olivia together."

        

        "..."

        

        Liris held her head in her hands.

        

        But what could she say?

        

        Being asked to go together wasn't such a bad feeling.

        

        "...Alright, I'll go with you."
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        "Will Belita be okay?"

        

        "Prince Felix will be taking good care of her."

        

        "You think so?"

        

        "And fundamentally, no matter what allegations exist, until she's properly judged for that crime in court, she's not yet a criminal."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        "Besides, since Belita doesn't appear to be a flight risk, she's probably not in a prison or anything like that right now. Of course, after the trial, there's a high possibility she'll go to prison."

        

        That was unavoidable, I suppose.

        

        Thanks to the hard work of many people, including Royce and myself, Belita's situation wasn't something to worry too much about right now. The fact that it was a human trial rather than a humanity trial meant she was quite fortunate.

        

        With many people supporting her, including Lilith, and considering her achievements so far, they wouldn't impose too severe a punishment.

        

        That's roughly what I understood, but I still couldn't feel at ease until I actually witnessed the trial and heard the verdict.

        

        "Come to think of it, you said you were going to travel with Belita, right?"

        

        "Well, after everything is over. After Belita takes responsibility for her actions. That kid needs to see the world more broadly. Royce, you'll come too, right?"

        

        "Why are you even asking?"

        

        "Hehe."

        

        I laughed.

        

        "Hey, can I ask you something?"

        

        "Yes, go ahead."

        

        It was actually what I'd been most curious about lately.

        

        "When did you fall for me?"

        

        "......"

        

        "No, no, let me rephrase that. When did you start liking me? I mean, we've gone all the way as a couple, right? How should I put it... we have that kind of relationship? You didn't do it out of pity, did you!?"

        

        "Why would you suspect that? Do I look like someone who would do such things out of pity?"

        

        "Surprisingly..."

        

        "You're mistaken. As someone who once believed in the Goddess's religion, I have rather serious values regarding such acts."

        

        "Indeed, that suits you."

        

        Royce said that while he didn't condemn people who engaged in casual relationships, he himself wasn't that type of person.

        

        If this were just empty words, I might doubt it, but based on everything I knew about Royce, I could immediately understand without needing further explanation.

        

        It was like naturally nodding and thinking, "That's just like Royce."

        

        "So when did you fall for me?"

        

        "In Half Village."

        

        "Half Village?"

        

        "When you listened to my story, I think."

        

        "Oh, really?"

        

        "I'm not sure if 'falling for you' is the right way to put it, but around that time, I could imagine the future you dreamed of alongside you. Just as I held your hand, you also held mine."

        

        Royce smiled.

        

        That gentle smile was something I rarely saw when we first met, so it somehow made me feel embarrassed, and my heart seemed to beat louder.

        

        In the past.

        

        Yes, back when I was in the Hero's party, Royce wasn't rude to me, but he wasn't particularly friendly either.

        

        Well.

        

        I admit it.

        

        Back then, I wasn't someone people would want to be friends with, and even the most good-natured person would have found me too much of a mess to befriend.

        

        I was a Hero before I was Olivia Reinhart.

        

        But traveling with Royce allowed me to be Olivia Reinhart before being a Hero.

        

        That made me very happy.

        

        Having the opportunity to reflect on myself was a very good thing.

        

        "I see you've changed your clothes again?"

      

      
        

        "They're from the Beast Kingdom. What do you think? There are quite a few decorations, but they're surprisingly comfortable to move in."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Say I look pretty."

        

        "You look pretty."

        

        "Good."

        

        "Do you like compliments like this?"

        

        "A compliment is a compliment. Royce sometimes doesn't say what he's thinking, so I make him say it. And you genuinely thought I looked pretty, right?"

        

        "Well, I did think so."

        

        "See? Then there's no problem. By the way, I didn't know you recognized it so early."

        

        "Are you saying you just pounced on me without knowing?"

        

        "Well, about that... it's good to at least try, right? My body had fully recovered, and I was filled with baseless confidence."

        

        How should I put it?

        

        Could it work?

        

        Maybe it could.

        

        I was overflowing with confidence that had no basis whatsoever.

        

        The reason it had no basis was that until then, I couldn't tell if Royce had any feelings for me.

        

        Royce, who occasionally showed a playful side, didn't seem to harbor negative feelings toward me, but that didn't necessarily translate to romantic interest.

        

        Above all, he was somewhat... bland, I should say?

        

        With reactions that were small rather than large, even if Royce had shown signs of romantic interest, the subtlety of his responses meant I might not have detected them.

        

        It seems his feelings had grown quite a bit without my noticing.

        

        I guess my persistent courtship paid off.

        

        "Well, Livia is plenty attractive. Besides me, there must be countless men who would ask for your hand in marriage."

        

        "The same goes for you, Royce. But more importantly, it's meaningless."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because they're not attractive to me."

        

        "......"

        

        "No matter how attractive others find them, what meaning does that attraction have if I don't find it appealing? Rather, I worry about what to do if other people find Royce attractive."

        

        "Do you have so little trust in me?"

        

        "It's not about trust; it's just that I lack confidence."

        

        "That's unexpected."

        

        "Is it?"

        

        I think to myself.

        

        I was saved by Royce.

        

        But as I've said, Royce didn't save me because I was me. I already knew he wasn't that kind of person, and as we spent time together, I could see what a good person he was.

        

        I was the one giving.

        

        I was the one giving love, the one wanting love.

        

        So I lacked confidence and felt anxious about someone taking him away.

        

        Emotions that I hadn't felt before obtaining him welled up, and although I understood that some of these feelings were rather ugly, I couldn't help the rising emotions.

        

        Especially since Royce, due to his position, talked with many people, and naturally, some of them were women.

        

        Judging by appearances, some were beautiful, so I found myself becoming wary without realizing it.

        

        I knew this wasn't a particularly positive direction, but part of me also thought these feelings were natural for someone in my position, someone giving love.

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I fell for you and accepted you."

        

        "Oh, yes?"

        

      

      
        "It's not an unfair relationship where only you yearn for love, only you want love from me. I also want love from you."

        

        "......"

        

        Again.

        

        You.

        

        Without me saying anything.

        

        You speak naturally as if you've read my thoughts.

        

        When you speak as if knowing is only natural, I can't help but be moved.

        

        What else can I do but stare at you with wide eyes?

        

        I'm just looking at someone I love.

        

        "Certainly, at first, it might have been one-sided—your interest, your affection, your love for me... But as we traveled together, I also came to find you attractive."

        

        "......"

        

        "You were upright, strong, and above all, even after falling to the bottom, you still tried to protect people. That was noble, and watching you, I thought you were beautiful, and that beautiful you took my hand."

        

        "......"

        

        "For a long time, I've always maintained appropriate boundaries in relationships. Most people respected those boundaries, and even when they occasionally crossed them, they understood when I indirectly told them not to and backed off."

        

        Royce smiled.

        

        "But you crossed over and took my hand, and even after escaping that laboratory, you pulled out the part of my heart that was still trapped in a corner."

        

        He simply looked at me.

        

        "...You seem to think you were saved by me, but the truth is, being with you has made me feel at ease in many ways."

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Did you learn mind reading or something?"

        

        "You're just easy to read, Livia. Your expressions give away so much that I sometimes worry about what would happen to you if I weren't around."

        

        "Then you should stay by my side forever. Aren't you worried?"

        

        "I'd prefer if you fixed that... No, I suppose that's also part of your charm. What's a flaw in one situation can be a strength in another—that's quite common."

        

        "Talking with you makes it hard to believe we're around the same age. It feels like I'm talking to an old man decades older than me."

        

        "We're only four years apart, you know."

        

        "Hehe, I see... So I am loved?"

        

        "As I've said many times, if that weren't the case, I wouldn't have accepted you in Erkia. Besides, you were the one who said it was okay to refuse."

        

        "Yeah, that's true, but..."

        

        It feels strange.

        

        The fact that he loves me not because I'm the Hero, but just because, felt awkward.

        

        Such a thing had never happened in my life before, so it made me feel embarrassed.

        

        Just as you've become so precious in my life.

        

        I wanted to be just as precious in yours.

        

        I knew it was greedy, but still, I wanted you to smile when you looked at me.

        

        "I..."

        

        "......"

        

        "I'm really glad I met you."

        

        Royce looked at me for a moment, then smiled playfully.

        

        "I remember being banished, though?"

        

        "Aaaah!! Aaaah! ...Why, why bring that up now...!! The mood was so good... It wouldn't hurt to enjoy the romantic atmosphere a little longer!?"

        

        "Hahaha."

        

        Royce laughed as if my reaction was genuinely amusing.

        

        It was a bit embarrassing, but.

        

        Still, since I rarely got to see Royce laugh like that, I thought, well, I don't mind?
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        While walking casually with Livia as if on a stroll, I offered to cook for her, and she was looking at the ingredients.

        

        Well, technically I was the one choosing, but Livia was beside me, mentioning foods she wanted to eat that contained certain ingredients or were based on them.

        

        This wasn't unique to Livia—adventurers and others who fight in dangerous situations tend to have the mindset that they should eat when they can because they never know when their next meal will be.

        

        I even had this mindset myself; in serious situations, I would eat even without an appetite, thinking that I didn't know when food would next enter my mouth.

        

        Anyway, perhaps because of this, Livia's food intake seemed to have increased.

        

        She didn't eat this much before.

        

        Or maybe it's because she's been drinking rather than eating proper food for quite a long time, so her desire for delicious food has grown.

        

        For Livia personally, being able to honestly express her desires probably holds special meaning, so it might not be a bad thing.

        

        "Who do we have here? If it isn't the hero who destroyed the sacred grounds?"

        

        "......"

        

        It was a beastkin who looked somewhat delinquent.

        

        Oh dear, just as I expected, someone's picking a fight.

        

        What should I do?

        

        I glanced at Livia for a moment, but she was ignoring the situation and still looking at ingredients.

        

        As if the person wasn't even worth responding to. Seeing her surprisingly composed reaction, I decided to watch how Livia would handle it rather than stepping in myself.

        

        "...I think red apples taste better than green ones when they're ripe."

        

        "Well, of course they're sweeter."

        

        "Right?"

        

        I didn't know she liked sweet things.

        

        I should keep that in mind when cooking from now on.

        

        Though eating too many sweets isn't good for health... but I doubted this person's body would have problems from unhealthy eating habits.

        

        If she were injured like before, I would have been concerned, but now that she's fully revived, I didn't think I needed to worry too much.

        

        Still, someone should care about her, so if her eating habits become too one-sided, I might need to say something.

        

        I just hope Livia wouldn't take it as nagging.

        

        "Are you ignoring me?! You sacred ground destroyer!!"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You're the hero."

        

        "Lord Royce is here too."

        

        "Haaa......"

        

        Livia sighed as if annoyed.

        

        "Hey."

        

        Livia addressed the beastkin who had started the trouble.

        

        "What kind of confidence do you have?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "No, I always wonder—you're not officially holding me accountable, you're just throwing out primitive insults. What if I get angry and hit you?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Not to be blunt, but if I hit you, you'll really die."

        

        "A-are you threatening me? Planning to crush all opinions with force?"

        

        "That's not what I'm saying. Don't you think you'd get hit? Sure, I'm a hero who saves people. Yes, I save people."

        

      

      
        Livia continued speaking while looking at the food, including apples, without even glancing at the beastkin.

        

        "So if you're in danger, I'll save you. In truly dangerous moments, I should be the light that saves all of you—that's what a hero should do."

        

        Whether hero, knight, or soldier, it doesn't matter.

        

        It's good when those who protect people are strong. Naturally, if they have the power to solve problems, nothing could be better.

        

        But sometimes, depending on the opponent, one's strength simply isn't enough.

        

        Yet some people still step forward.

        

        Knowing they might die, knowing they might be defeated, they still fight to protect people, and even if it only buys time, people fight.

        

        Even for one minute.

        

        Even for one second.

        

        To buy time.

        

        "So if I had to choose between a person's life and something valuable, I'd obviously choose the person's life. This applies not only to the beastkin country of Weargal but also to treasures from the kingdom or elsewhere. I will always prioritize saving people."

        

        "......"

        

        "And if you have a problem with that, well, that's unfortunate."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "I prioritize people, but others might prioritize different things. Unfortunately, I can't understand that, but don't take out your frustration in strange ways. I save people, and as I said, I'll save you too if you're in danger."

        

        "......"

        

        "But that doesn't mean I'll accept anything as an outlet for your frustration like some pushover. Do you think I won't hit you just because I'm a good person and a hero? Do you think it doesn't upset me to be cursed at after saving someone?"

        

        Livia spoke calmly, without any emotion.

        

        If she had been passionate or somewhat emotional, I would have prepared to intervene, but right now, Livia was just calm.

        

        "If you want to complain, why not take it up with your superiors who decided not to hold me accountable? Can't do that, so you're taking out your frustration on me, thinking I won't fight back because I'm a hero? Or would it have been better if I hadn't left the sacred grounds and just watched you all die?"

        

        Quite a crowd had gathered by now.

        

        "Sigh, sorry. I got a bit emotional. Wasn't that sacred ground off-limits to ordinary people anyway? You love the sacred grounds so much, but have you ever been there?"

        

        "Y-you bastard......"

        

        "I don't understand how it could be more valuable than life."

        

        "A hero who doesn't understand the value of history...!"

        

        "Enough, enough!"

        

        "...!"

        

        One of the beastkin in the crowd spoke up.

        

        Unlike the young beastkin, this one was older.

        

        "You claim to understand the value of history so well, yet you don't understand the grace of someone who saved your life! Don't lower the dignity of beastkin!"

        

        "Old man...!"

        

        "Honestly, I don't know much about the sacred grounds anymore... considering how much the hero has helped with restoration efforts."

        

        "Lord Royce too."

        

        It seemed public opinion was on our side.

        

        Everyone was hostile toward the beastkin who had confronted Livia and friendly toward us.

        

        The sacred grounds were, after all, just relics of the past—valuable as tradition, but nothing is more precious than one's own life, and Livia had helped rebuild much of what was destroyed.

        

        Moreover, it was effective that Livia had left a strong impression by single-handedly destroying all nine white snakes that were summoned at the final moment.

        

        "Tch! Not knowing how valuable that sacred land is...! Damn it!"

        

        The young beastkin spat out another curse and fled the scene.

        

      

      
        The older beastkin approached us and said:

        

        "I apologize, Hero. And to you too, Lord Royce."

        

        "No need to worry about it. I guess it was valuable land to that person. But picking fights with people isn't good... I didn't hit him, but someone else might. If this happens again and he picks another fight, that wouldn't be good, right?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Yes, if someone gets hostile after being saved, others might think it's ungrateful and hit them, which wouldn't be strange, would it? It makes me feel a bit down too. So instead of picking fights, please properly discuss with your superiors and hold me accountable properly, okay?"

        

        "The sacred grounds can't be valued in money."

        

        "If we're going there, the sacred grounds don't belong just to that beastkin. Come to think of it, I already got permission from the goddess, so I'm not sure if I even needed the beastkin's permission."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Uh, yes... I'll stop now."

        

        She shouldn't go that far.

        

        Ordinary people don't know about getting permission from Lady Grandia, so it's best not to mention it.

        

        "I'm not sure what's going on, but I hope you weren't offended. It was just a young person who couldn't control their emotions, so please be generous."

        

        "It's fine, I'm not angry. I just feel a bit sad being cursed at. Aren't you angry? Regardless of the reason, I destroyed your sacred grounds, which are an ancient tradition."

        

        "You destroyed them as a result of your actions, not with malice. If you had destroyed them with ill intent, mocking the goddess, even this old man might have taken up arms, regardless of whether you're a hero or not."

        

        He was probably serious.

        

        Beastkin, though not as much as beast-people, quite enjoy combat, and it's almost instinctual for them.

        

        Even Iliya, who was relatively mild-mannered, had the beastkin nature that somewhat enjoyed fighting. It seemed she suppressed that nature because of her position as a shrine maiden.

        

        "But how could we possibly blame you for a choice made to save lives?"

        

        "Who knows, maybe I destroyed it without any hesitation."

        

        "We saw the hero who worked hard to help rebuild this village and repair the damage."

        

        "......"

        

        "Your past actions and current words don't matter. We simply believe in the goodwill you showed by rushing to help people and continuing to assist afterward."

        

        "......"

        

        "Many people believe you didn't destroy it thoughtlessly but chose people over the sacred grounds."

        

        "I see......"

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "Thank you, hearing that makes me feel better."

        

        "I'm glad."

        

        "By the way, is that beastkin from earlier famous?"

        

        "Hmm? Yes... he's a child who loves history, so he's a bit sensitive about such things. Plus, he's young and somewhat hot-blooded."

        

        "I see."

        

        For a beastkin who loves history, it was understandable to be upset in this situation.

        

        After all, beastkin have stronger faith in the goddess than other places, so someone who loves history might have stronger feelings about the sacred grounds than most people, even if they've never been there.

        

        "Royce, do you know what I'm thinking right now?"

        

        "Let's go. We should be able to catch up to him if we go now."

        

        "You know me so well. I love you."

        

        "Let's hurry. You're so meddlesome."

        

        "Wow, you win!"

        

        People typically can't see themselves objectively.
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        "Damn it," Raigal cursed.

        

        The sacred site was ruined.

        

        Raigal was a devout believer, and at the same time, he loved learning about history.

        

        His wish for the future was to travel and learn about the history of various worlds, and it would not be an exaggeration to say that preserving and remembering history was Raigal's dream and life plan.

        

        Among all places, the sacred site that contained traces of the Goddess's actual existence was literally a "sacred site" to Raigal. It was a sacred realm that should never be defiled.

        

        He had been dreaming of someday getting official permission to visit the sacred site, but that site was now ruined because of the hero, Olivia Reinhart.

        

        Yet people, rather than being angry, merely shook their heads saying, "It couldn't be helped."

        

        Such historical evidence was gone, and everyone just said it couldn't be helped.

        

        It was true that Olivia's arrival had greatly reduced the damage, and if Olivia hadn't arrived on time, Weargal would have suffered irreparable damage.

        

        The same would have been true if Olivia had arrived late by any other means.

        

        He knew that.

        

        He knew, but still.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        There was a crunching sound as someone was eating an apple nearby.

        

        "Whoa!"

        

        "Wow, nice view. You can see Weargal well from here. I like places like this—being able to see far gives me a tremendous sense of relief because I can see everything I need to protect."

        

        'O-Olivia Reinhart!'

        

        Could she have come for revenge?

        

        Earlier there were many people around, but there was no one here now, so if she beat him up, there would be no evidence that Olivia had done it.

        

        Given public opinion, people would likely think Raigal just wanted to slander Olivia and wouldn't even listen to him properly.

        

        Perhaps she was smarter than he thought.

        

        In truth, he hadn't intended to pick a fight.

        

        But thinking about the sacred site had made him so irritated that he'd been walking around the village, and it bothered him that while he was upset about the sacred site, Olivia seemed to be carelessly enjoying herself around the village without a care in the world.

        

        It was exactly that.

        

        He was taking out his frustration.

        

        If he should be angry at anyone, it should be Aiz who caused it all.

        

        He couldn't get angry at that monster Aiz, but instead directed his anger at Olivia.

        

        As Olivia had pointed out, he had essentially picked a fight knowing she wouldn't hit him.

        

        His foolish delusion that the hero of justice wouldn't attack a person, combined with his irritation, had led him to act stupidly.

        

        It happens sometimes, doesn't it?

        

        Acting impulsively and immediately regretting it.

        

        That was exactly the state Raigal was in right now.

        

        "The sun is starting to set. You beastfolk must be warm with all that fur."

        

        "Uh, yeah..."

        

        What was this?

        

        She casually sat down next to him, eating an apple.

        

        By scent, he could tell that the man called Royce was also nearby. He was eating an apple too, and somehow his relaxed expression seemed similar to Olivia's.

        

        "I do feel sorry about destroying the sacred site."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "You like history, don't you? I didn't have much interest in it before, but I've become interested recently. Someone I care about loves history, so I wanted to take an interest in their hobby."

        

        "..."

        

        "But while I'm sorry, I don't regret my actions. If the same situation happened again, I would make the same choice."

        

        "Because you're a hero?"

        

        "Well, that's just how I think. I believe that in any form, you have to be alive to do anything. ...Once you're dead, it's over—nothing can begin."

        

        Olivia spoke with the apple in her mouth.

      

      
        

        "There was a child I wanted to talk to before. If I had spoken with him more deeply, maybe something would have changed. But he died right in front of me, and in the end, we never had a proper conversation. Death is truly cruel, giving people the pain of everything being cut off."

        

        "..."

        

        Raigal remained silent.

        

        It seemed Olivia hadn't come here to blame him.

        

        "History is good. People shouldn't forget the past, and we need to keep looking back to avoid repeating the same mistakes. But I can't sacrifice the present for the past. So ultimately, I chose to save the present and gave up the past."

        

        The evening breeze blew, giving a rather refreshing feeling.

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "The past shines precisely because it is the past. Why do you like history?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You must have a reason for liking it, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        He thought for a moment.

        

        They had just met today, and even that first meeting had gone poorly, so he couldn't understand why she was speaking to him so naturally.

        

        But there was no malice, and looking at her face, which seemed to have already forgotten their earlier encounter, made him feel awkward.

        

        Raigal fidgeted with his neck as he spoke.

        

        "It's interesting."

        

        "Really? It seems mostly boring to me."

        

        "History is certainly boring if you're not interested in it. But once you develop an interest, nothing is more enjoyable. History is like a mirror that lets us see the past."

        

        "A mirror that lets us see the past, huh. Come to think of it, Royce said something similar. But sometimes corrections happen, and incorrect history gets recorded, right?"

        

        "That's right. Since we weren't actually there, some events are overvalued, others are undervalued, or sometimes completely wrong evaluations have been passed down until now."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even the history we've believed to be true might be proven false in decades, or even just years. That's what history is."

        

        There were many hypotheses, and only those who lived in that era could know what was true.

        

        Even if you had lived in that era, in times before communication stones were developed, proper communication was difficult even with neighboring villages, so there was a high chance you wouldn't know everything.

        

        It was a structure where distortion was inevitable, but because of that uncertainty, numerous hypotheses could be formed, and it was possible to speculate that the past might have been like this or like that.

        

        That was what made it enjoyable.

        

        "So history is good. Even what's correct now might become a wrong hypothesis in the future. The most plausible hypothesis might develop holes. Isn't that eternal exploration what history is all about?"

        

        "Wow, that's amazing. I've never thought about it that deeply. I just read the books I was given and thought, 'Oh, so that's how it was.'"

        

        "That's fine for ordinary people. But those who study history, in other words, historians, must always remember that their hypotheses might be wrong. If you think you're right, you become obsessed with your own hypothesis rather than history."

        

        "I see, that makes sense."

        

        "..."

        

        "Hmm? What's wrong? Oh, would you like an apple?"

        

        "Ah, thank you."

        

        Taking the apple, Raigal looked at Olivia for a moment.

        

        Usually when he talked this much, people would look bored.

        

        Being passionate about something was good, but it often led to one-sided conversations. Especially when he started talking about history, he had a habit of talking by himself.

        

        "...I'm sorry about earlier, for picking a fight."

        

        "Huh? I didn't expect an apology."

        

        "It's because it's a sacred site... a precious place of the Goddess."

        

        "Well, yes. But in my view, the Goddess would have told me to destroy it."

        

        "That's right. If it were the Goddess, she would say that. That noble being would surely tell us to protect people rather than land. Indeed, you are the hero Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "No, um... that's not what I meant."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Never mind. By the way, I haven't heard your name. I probably don't need to introduce myself."

        

      

      
        "I'm, um... Raigal. Raigal Hasht."

        

        "I see, nice to... Wait, Hasht!?"

        

        The surname Hasht.

        

        And a fox beastfolk.

        

        With those two pieces of information, it was easy to figure out who Raigal was.

        

        "Are you Iliya's family?"

        

        "I'm Iliya's older brother."

        

        "That's surprising!"

        

        "Isn't it?"

        

        "So you'll become king?"

        

        "What!? I'm not suited to be king."

        

        "But I heard the next in line for the throne is Iliya. Why not you? You're older, and you're male."

        

        If there were people with equal rights, males generally had higher succession rights than females.

        

        Of course, this could change based on achievements and various other factors, so it wasn't very significant, but basically Raigal should have been higher in succession than Iliya.

        

        "I don't do anything for the family, so my ranking has fallen."

        

        "I see... Well, who cares? You can live happily without being king!"

        

        "That's true... but still, the destruction of the Goddess's sacred site was shocking..."

        

        "There is no need for that."

        

        "This voice?"

        

        Light rippled as a woman's figure appeared in midair.

        

        And it was instinct.

        

        Something like an instinct engraved in humanity told Raigal.

        

        That this person was the Goddess.

        

        Olivia looked at the Goddess as if wondering when she had arrived, while Raigal immediately bowed.

        

        "As Olivia said, it was something I permitted. You need not worry about it."

        

        "T-The Goddess herself...!"

        

        In fact, there was no physical evidence that the person before him was the Goddess.

        

        But somehow, he could tell.

        

        Even Royce and Olivia had instantly recognized her as the Goddess when they saw her in the Spirit Forest, so perhaps humans had some kind of instinct that allowed them to recognize the Goddess on sight.

        

        "You should follow your own path."

        

        With those words, the Goddess vanished from the spot.

        

        Raigal's mouth gaped open at the Goddess's sudden appearance and disappearance.

        

        'Is this okay? Wasn't this information not supposed to be revealed to civilians?'

        

        Royce was slightly frowning.

        

        Naturally, for the Goddess to use her power, she had to consume Royce's magic, and returning to her true form consumed quite a lot of his magic.

        

        "Here you are! Lady Olivia!"

        

        "Oh, Sylphy. Were you looking for me?"

        

        Sylphy ran quickly toward them.

        

        Raigal still seemed to be in shock.

        

        Olivia waved to Sylphy while eating her apple, and Sylphy, who had come running while panting, immediately said upon seeing Olivia:

        

        "Please train me! Lady Olivia!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Olivia let out a dumbfounded sound without realizing it.

        

        Even Olivia hadn't expected someone—especially not Sylphy—to say such a thing to her.
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        "Lord Grandia, from now on, I'd appreciate it if you could inform me beforehand when you're going to use magic."

        

        "Oh, I'm sorry. I just felt that appearing at that moment would be more impressive. Don't you think it was dramatic?"

        

        "You have a surprisingly childish side."

        

        "Well, I'm feeling quite lighthearted these days, so I'm in a good mood."

        

        Indeed.

        

        Whether we liked it or not, Lord Grandia had dedicated a long time to us as our creator.

        

        She believed it was her duty as our creator, and while she might not have disliked it, it wouldn't be strange if she had felt some burden.

        

        Perhaps when she entrusted everything to Olivia and me, deciding to trust humanity, she let go of many things, which seemed to have had a positive effect on her.

        

        Tragedies will still come, but they would have come even without Lord Grandia, and I believed that humanity could overcome them by working together.

        

        Since our creator, Lord Grandia, believed in us that much, we must live up to that trust and overcome these challenges properly.

        

        The first task was to defeat Death Reaper Alex, which was truly a high-difficulty mission.

        

        "And currently, Lord Grandia's existence is confidential."

        

        "W-wait, it's not my existence that's confidential, but rather my current state, right?"

        

        "Well, to be precise, yes, but it doesn't hurt to be careful. That person Reigal doesn't seem like a villain. Not all mistakes and deteriorating situations are caused solely by the evil deeds of villains."

        

        There's a saying that the road to hell is paved with good intentions.

        

        Stories of good intentions and desires for positive change leading to destruction can be easily found in history books, which is why we must be even more cautious.

        

        People tend to be wary of malice but often let good intentions pass with a "what's the harm" attitude.

        

        However, that complacency can sometimes transform good intentions into self-righteousness. Though somewhat different, Livia had exactly this quality when we were about to subjugate the Demon King.

        

        No one pointed it out, no one tried to change her, with the mindset of "who cares as long as we defeat the Demon King?" As a result, Livia was properly broken.

        

        If things had gone slightly differently, Livia's path might not have been much different from Mikhail's.

        

        Given Livia's nature, unlike Mikhail, she might have genuinely believed she was acting for humanity's sake even as she descended into madness.

        

        "I-I'll be careful."

        

        "That's fine. By the way, returning to your original form seems to consume quite a bit of magic."

        

        "Well, I am a goddess after all. Actually, this is a kind of shortcut I can use because I'm connected to Royce. As I mentioned in Erkia, I've passed most of my power to Royce, and I've become a mortal no different from a spirit."

        

        "Unfortunately, I haven't been able to properly handle the power you've passed on to me yet."

        

        "You're handling it quite well. In fact, just accepting it is impressive enough."

        

        "I'm honored by your praise. ...Anyway, does your return mean you've completed what you needed to do?"

        

        The very reason we came to this beastkin country, Weargal, was at Lord Grandia's request.

        

        It was for the transfer of the holy sword, and it seemed there was something else to be done in the dragonkin country and the dwarves' land beyond here.

        

        "Yes, after just one day, everything should be fine, so let's resolve the matter tomorrow."

        

        "Hmm, are you maturing the magic or something?"

        

        I don't understand why we need to wait a day.

        

        "Something like that."

        

        "Oh, really?"

        

        That was half a joke on my part.

        

        "I need to gather a lot of magic and wait in that state, so the seal I've set up will be broken. If it could be broken physically, I could have entrusted it to Olivia, but unfortunately, it's not something that can be broken physically."

        

      

      
        "I suppose so. Since you mentioned going to a sacred place, if it were something physical, you wouldn't have permitted the destruction of the sacred place in the first place, and it would have been destroyed along with Livia anyway."

        

        In other words, from the moment Lord Grandia gave permission, it was something that couldn't be physically destroyed.

        

        For example, perhaps the space is completely separated, something like that.

        

        Anyway, if we take care of this tomorrow, we should be able to leave Weargal the day after. It feels like a lot has happened, but it hasn't even been a week since we arrived here.

        

        "Will it take a long time, or will it be very taxing for Livia?"

        

        "Oh my, are you worried about Olivia?"

        

        "I always worry."

        

        Being powerful doesn't mean there's no reason to worry.

        

        "I like your honesty. Anyway, it won't take much time. In fact, it will end so quickly you might wonder if anything happened at all. And there will be almost no burden on Olivia."

        

        "Then if we're lucky, we can depart tomorrow."

        

        "You seem to be in a hurry."

        

        "Because we never know when something might happen. I believe this series of events is Alex's doing."

        

        "You mean the Aiz attack?"

        

        "Yes, I think it's best to assume they came deliberately to draw attention. The actual reason for Aiz's attack remains somewhat unclear."

        

        "People would readily accept 'because they're monsters' as an explanation."

        

        "Yes, most would accept that. But Aiz has never shown themselves before, and there's no information about them. In other words, they've never directly attacked human territories."

        

        Even if they mostly massacred people, survivors inevitably emerge when such things happen frequently, and information remains.

        

        The complete lack of information about Aiz suggests they rarely left monster territory and didn't particularly favor fighting.

        

        They even ignored Livia and the hero party when they entered monster territory.

        

        In other words, they were busy hiding.

        

        But this time they attacked, openly entering the beastkin country, one of the nations of the Human Alliance, suggesting they wanted to strongly assert their presence.

        

        "So you're saying this attack is likely a diversion?"

        

        "That's how I understand it."

        

        Alex has always used the strategy of throwing out bait and using it to his advantage.

        

        Simply put, he makes others misunderstand his true objective, believing the decoy to be his real goal, leading them to misjudge the situation.

        

        This time seems similar—while everyone focuses on this attack, if blind spots emerge elsewhere, those blind spots are exactly what Alex wants.

        

        No matter how powerful a nation is, it can't keep an eye on everything, can't hear everything, can't touch everything, so priorities must be set.

        

        There will inevitably be places that remain untouched.

        

        It's best to assume Alex has business in those untouched areas.

        

        I would do the same.

        

        To defeat an invincible enemy like Olivia Reinhart, one must use any means necessary.

        

        That's why I don't think Alex is at the Demon King's castle, and even if he is, he won't stay there long.

        

        Because there are no people there, and whether he likes it or not, he would have to face Livia head-on. That burden would be considerable, and he would absolutely avoid a direct confrontation with Livia.

        

        Whether through hostages or other means, he will certainly create a situation where Livia cannot fight at full strength.

        

        He will desperately try to weigh Livia down, bringing her to a level he can handle, and then challenge her.

        

        "What does Olivia say about this?"

        

      

      
        "She says, 'We'll win.'"

        

        "Haha, it's good to see her so confident. ...May I ask you something?"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "How much do you know about the child called Noum?"

        

        "I'm certainly friendly with Noum, but I don't know much. Fundamentally, he's a good kid. Though he seems to have many wounds, he's ultimately someone who wants to save people."

        

        "Yes, I know that too. It's just that Noum... Well, let me say in advance that I can see the true nature of humans. No matter how much they hide, transform, or try to become invisible, there are things I can see."

        

        "..."

        

        I listened quietly to Lord Grandia's words.

        

        "So, um."

        

        "You know Noum's true face, then."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Is it problematic enough to be concerned about?"

        

        "I don't think so. It's just that Noum's true form might have meaning to Alex."

        

        "Alex? Suddenly? ...No, I won't ask."

        

        "Are you sure?"

        

        "I'll ask Noum first. I think that should come first. If it becomes absolutely necessary later, I'll hear it from you, Lord Grandia, but asking Noum directly seems like the priority."

        

        Lord Grandia smiled at me.

        

        "Yes, that would be best. I just found Noum's ability quite convenient."

        

        "You can see that too?"

        

        "I can make educated guesses. Noum's ability is literally finding paths. His eyes must see all kinds of paths. From what I can tell, it's an ability he awakened later in life."

        

        "To awaken an innate ability later in life—that makes him even rarer among those with unique abilities."

        

        Typically, unique abilities are innate, but occasionally they can be awakened later in life.

        

        And usually, such awakening requires experiencing something traumatic enough to numb the mind—like losing parents or suffering some other overwhelming emotional shock.

        

        I knew Noum had a troubled past, but I didn't know the details.

        

        I hadn't asked.

        

        But perhaps I should ask at some point.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Hm?"

        

        A loud noise rang out.

        

        Looking down, I saw someone collapsed on the floor.

        

        "Sylphie!!"

        

        "Olivia! I told you to control your strength! You hit her right in the jaw!"

        

        "Sorry, it was instinctive."

        

        "She's passed out foaming at the mouth!"

        

        I watched the scene and chuckled softly.

        

        "The party atmosphere is quite lively."
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        I grasped my fading consciousness, unable to do anything else.

        

        Life overflows with regrets.

        

        There are so many regrets that rather than living while regretting each one, it's better to live by encouraging yourself that your choices weren't so bad after all.

        

        Sylphy is the same.

        

        She makes mistakes repeatedly, repeats the same mistakes, and while others tell her she's grown, Sylphy herself couldn't tell what had changed.

        

        It even felt as if time had stopped at childhood, and she couldn't tell how different her current self was from her childhood self.

        

        She still wanted to act like a child, to live emotionally, crying when frustrated.

        

        She merely hid it, understood it was something to be ashamed of and concealed it, but what she thought inside was truly childish. Sylphy believed that the adults she saw in her childhood were all pretending to be grown-up on the outside while hiding their childish aspects inside.

        

        Occasionally there were genuinely mature people, but such people spent that much more time on themselves.

        

        How should I put it?

        

        Like martial artists who honed themselves, they showed restraint, composed their reason, and displayed sage-like qualities.

        

        Having reached a state of enlightenment, their spirit gave the impression of being closer to the realm of gods, a transcendent state, rather than human.

        

        Every time she met such people, she found it fascinating, and from Sylphy's perspective, Royce was one of those people.

        

        Titania was like that too.

        

        Why am I suddenly saying this?

        

        That's right.

        

        Humans are a foolish species who repeat regrettable actions and fail to seize opportunities even when given by gods.

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia! Wait a moment!"

        

        "Left!"

        

        "What!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        'Is that a hand? A knife hand!?'

        

        The knife hand sliced through the air.

        

        Blood burst forth as it cut Sylphy's cheek.

        

        She'd just been cut by a knife hand.

        

        Olivia wasn't even coming at her with full force.

        

        Unlike Olivia fighting on the front lines, her magical power now was extremely stable, and she wasn't moving with the sharpness of someone bristling with thorns.

        

        In other words, Olivia was merely enhancing her body very slightly with magical power.

        

        Yet her hand had become a sword.

        

        "Kuh!"

        

        Sylphy stepped back and created an arrow with magical power.

        

        To be honest, even if she used the Meteor Bow, it probably wouldn't make much of an impact on Olivia, but still, the Meteor Bow was dangerous.

        

        Caught in somewhat contradictory thinking, Sylphy quickly retreated while shooting arrows, and Olivia caught them effortlessly.

        

        "If you don't compress magical power properly, there's no point in making arrows with it, is there? At this rate, shooting regular arrows would be more powerful."

        

        "That's vibrating and rotating though..."

        

        "That's what handling magical power is about. Magic isn't omnipotent, but it can do as many things as there are stars."

        

        Sylphy felt a chill as Olivia approached slowly, releasing the arrow.

        

        It was true that she had wanted lessons, but as soon as Olivia heard this, she suggested they spar to see exactly where Sylphy stood.

        

        And the match had started, but it didn't seem like Olivia had any intention of going easy on her.

        

        Or rather, she was going easy, but if Sylphy couldn't win even with that handicap, it seemed meaningless to her.

        

        In other words, it seemed she didn't care if Sylphy got hurt because of her holding back. Moreover, with Liris right beside them, it was even more so. As long as Sylphy didn't die, she could survive somehow, so it didn't matter if she got somewhat injured.

        

        She wasn't even wielding a holy sword or a wooden sword, just charging in with her bare hands.

        

        'Actually, Lady Olivia's body is probably harder than a wooden sword.'

        

        "Urgh."

        

        Her jaw, which had been hit earlier, throbbed.

        

        She had been knocked out with one blow, and now that she was up fighting again, Olivia was at least telling her which direction the attack would come from, as if going a bit easier on her.

        

        When attacking from the left, she would say "left" and charge in; if from the right, she would say "right" and charge in.

        

        There were occasionally duels between nobles and commoners conducted in such a courteous manner, but if it was this blatant, even a noble would feel insulted.

        

        But the difference was so great that words failed her.

        

        She thought she understood how strong Olivia was, seeing her as an ally, but now that they were clashing like this, she felt she understood how monsters must feel.

        

        She never thought the day would come when she would understand monsters.

      

      
        

        Overwhelming strength is equal.

        

        What is equally given to people is truly the advent of the incarnation of violence.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        When she compressed magical power and shot, Olivia effortlessly caught the arrow again.

        

        "Take out the Meteor Bow."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I need to see your highest point. You made the request, surely you're not going to run away?"

        

        "Would it be wrong if I did?"

        

        "Actually, I've been thinking this is a good opportunity. Royce and I knew each other from before, and so did Liris. The gnome isn't a combatant. But you're different, Sylphy. Clashing directly to accurately gauge your skills is the fastest way."

        

        "..."

        

        "But it would be awkward if I requested a duel from my side, wouldn't it? So I was wondering what to do, and then you conveniently made the request, which I'm grateful for. Come on, quickly take out the Meteor Bow. Or are you worried you might kill me with it?"

        

        "That's..."

        

        That's not it.

        

        She didn't think she would win.

        

        But she did think she might inflict some wounds.

        

        "Don't worry, go ahead and take it out."

        

        "...I don't know either."

        

        "Well, I'll just get scolded by Royce later."

        

        "If you know you'll get scolded, why don't you stop?"

        

        "Some things need to be done even if I get scolded."

        

        Is this really that important?

        

        Sylphy was confused, but soon the bow materialized from magical power disappeared quickly, and the Meteor Bow appeared in Sylphy's hand.

        

        The Meteor Bow, appearing from who knows where, released magical power so brilliantly when grasped in Sylphy's hand.

        

        And Sylphy aimed an arrow at Olivia.

        

        Twang!

        

        As arrows flew in succession, Olivia briefly rolled her eyes.

        

        And then.

        

        "...!"

        

        She caught the first arrow with her hand and then deflected the following arrows with the one she had caught.

        

        "Eh."

        

        Is that movement even possible for a human?

        

        "Sylphy, you seem good at manipulating magical power, but you don't seem to know how to contain it properly."

        

        "What?"

        

        "It's somewhat like a fairy tale, but magical power does respond to my will. You often hear stories of defeating unbeatable enemies with indomitable will, right? The magical power of someone who is mentally weakened becomes somewhat scattered and weakened—this is actually a real phenomenon."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's the theory, and it's why strong people train not to waver in battle. If I had the same amount of magical power as Sylphy..."

        

        Olivia picked up a pebble from the ground and placed it on her palm.

        

        Then, as if flicking it, she tapped the pebble with her finger.

        

        Tang!!

        

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        

        There was a feeling of deafness as it passed right by.

        

        What she had just flicked with her finger had flown at a speed almost imperceptible to the eye.

        

        "That's about it."

        

        "Th-that's about it?! That wasn't a speed that warrants such a casual response! What was that?! Are you really human?! No, no, are you even a living being?!"

        

        "Ahem, even looking like this, Royce said I've reached the realm of gods in terms of strength alone. Anyway, the magical power I just used wasn't much different from what Sylphy used earlier. So where does this difference come from?"

        

        "I don't know."

        

        "The answer is compression ratio and selection."

        

        "Selection?"

        

        "At the moment of attack, you only wrap magical power around the attacking part."

        

      

      
        "What?! What if you get counterattacked?"

        

        "Contradictory as it sounds, you do it almost simultaneously. You make it that way for just a very brief moment, a time so short it makes your mind dizzy. If you concentrate, you can do it."

        

        Olivia said with a smile, and Sylphy thought:

        

        'No, that's impossible!'

        

        She understood what Olivia was trying to say.

        

        It's about pouring all your magical power into the attack only at the moment of attack.

        

        And if you limit it to a short time of less than 0.1 seconds, even if the enemy counterattacks, by the time they do, magical power would already be reactivated in your body, so there's no problem.

        

        Moreover, if this is possible, even if you're ambushed or attacked unexpectedly, magical power would already be activated.

        

        In other words, you could deal with surprise attacks that might trip up such tactics.

        

        It's certainly effective.

        

        In theory, it's the most perfect tactic.

        

        But.

        

        "Wait a minute! That's impossible! Do you see me as some kind of 'do as I say' child?! It's obviously impossible to do something like that!"

        

        "It's okay, I got beaten up by monsters at first too when I couldn't do it well. I even saw the rare sight of Alex and Royce clicking their tongues in unison while in the hero's party."

        

        "No, that's not the issue...!"

        

        "People's concentration increases when they're on the verge of death, want to try? It's surprisingly effective. Liris is right beside us too!"

        

        "Some people's concentration decreases when they're on the verge of death!"

        

        "It's okay."

        

        "Why?!"

        

        "You're the type whose concentration increases."

        

        "...!"

        

        It was something everyone, including Liris, would acknowledge.

        

        Sylphy, rather, becomes battered and bloodied. Her physical abilities awaken only when her life is threatened. Only then can her body and mind recognize the 'fight,' and it takes quite some time for her body to ignite.

        

        But it felt strange to hear Olivia of all people say this.

        

        Olivia and Sylphy had never fought together risking their lives. She was curious how Olivia knew so well without ever having seen it.

        

        "Now, while we're at it, shall we look at the deception of magical power?"

        

        "The deception of magical power?"

        

        Magical power swelled up like flames in both of Olivia's hands.

        

        It was so much magical power that for a moment, Sylphy felt like she might lose consciousness.

        

        "One is just inflated, one is properly enhanced for combat, it's hard to distinguish with the naked eye, right? It's faster to understand it intuitively. Now, here's a question."

        

        "A question?"

        

        "Between my right and left hand, which one has magical power ready for combat?"

        

        Olivia slowly raised both hands and came closer.

        

        "If you get it right, I'll stop attacking. But if you're wrong..."

        

        "If I'm wrong..."

        

        "How about learning with your body how devastating the result would be?"

        

        "..."

        

        Her blood ran cold.

        

        She got goosebumps.

        

        "Or would you rather properly dodge or block my attack? That would be good too, you can even unleash that Meteor Bow."

        

        "L-Lady Olivia! This is a duel! A duel to gauge my abilities! Who risks their life in a duel?!"

        

        "I'm not risking mine."

        

        "Ah, indeed. I'm the one risking it... No, you're not serious, are you?!"

        

        "I'm joking, I'll control my strength properly. I'm quite good at it, despite how I look."

        

        Twang!!

        

        Olivia lunged forward.

        

        'Ah, I'm going to get hit.'

        

        Smack!!

        

        With a light impact sound, Sylphy flew backward.

        

        And she experienced her second blackout of the day.
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        "Achoo!"

        

        "That's the sixth time she's fainted."

        

        Sylphy rolled on the ground and then collapsed, losing consciousness.

        

        Olivia casually flexed her hands and said, "How fragile."

        

        "No, it's just that you're incredibly strong, Olivia."

        

        "Honestly, I'm not particularly close with any of you, but even I have to agree with that. Are you some kind of monster?"

        

        Lilith and Reigal simultaneously looked at Olivia with disbelief, and Olivia laughed.

        

        "You need to be at least this monstrous to be a Hero, that's what I'm saying."

        

        "The requirements for being a Hero seem too harsh..."

        

        "Were all the previous Heroes such monsters?"

        

        That couldn't be true.

        

        It was simply that Olivia was strong.

        

        With overwhelming power and a fighting spirit that could rightfully earn her the title of War God, she was extraordinary. Typically, hesitation often occurs in battle, but Olivia had none of that.

        

        Once she decided to fight, she erased all distractions from her mind and simply attacked.

        

        For example, when she fought against Mikhail Reinhart, Olivia had felt some sympathy for him and could empathize with and understand what had happened to him.

        

        But that was separate from the fight itself, so when it came time to battle, Olivia killed all those emotions and faced Mikhail purely as an enemy.

        

        Above all, she believed that fighting with wavering emotions would be disrespectful to Mikhail as a fellow Hero.

        

        In the end, Mikhail died without dreams or hope, but afterward, Olivia alone prayed for his soul.

        

        She prayed that he would properly go to hell and receive his punishment, and that such a situation would never happen again.

        

        Unfortunately, it was impossible for Mikhail to join his victims in the afterlife or to be respected by countless people—nor should he have received such things.

        

        "So, what do you think? About our Sylphy?"

        

        "Since when did she become 'our Sylphy'?"

        

        "She's marriage material, so it's fine."

        

        "Is that confirmed? Isn't even the engagement still in a delicate stage?"

        

        "I'm pretty good at reading these things, and Sylphy has feelings for me—this isn't just my empty confidence. So the possibility seems quite high, and I don't think Sylphy is completely opposed to becoming Oberon."

        

        "Well, if she becomes Oberon, she could help the suffering half-elves."

        

        Although discrimination against half-elves had decreased compared to the past, it still remained.

        

        For instance, if given a choice between an equally qualified half-elf and a pure human, most would choose the human. It was difficult to call this discrimination since hiring decisions were at the employer's discretion.

        

        If the conditions were equal, or even similar, it could simply be called the employer's whim, making it too subtle to clearly label as discrimination. Yet these subtle biases persisted.

        

        That's not to say there weren't cases of outright harassment.

        

        "It seems Lilith doesn't have a problem with it either. It's a half-political marriage, are you okay with that?"

        

        "It doesn't matter. In my position, marrying for love is truly difficult."

        

        "I'm going to marry for love."

        

        "There's a difference in our situations. No one can argue with you. Power and strength can become shackles if they're mediocre, but if they're overwhelming, you can beat everyone with those shackles."

        

        If Olivia's strength had been that of an ordinary Hero, it would have become her shackle, and she might have had a political marriage. But her power was overwhelming.

        

        Honestly, even if all of humanity joined forces, they might not be able to defeat Olivia alone.

        

        Only with that level of power difference could one marry freely and live freely.

        

        Olivia was considered the strongest among current Heroes because she had defeated Mikhail Reinhart, the First Hero who had been called the strongest in practice.

        

        Even if more Heroes were to be born in the future, it would take not just hundreds but thousands of years before someone stronger than Olivia might appear.

        

        And even then, it was questionable whether such a powerful person would be an ally to humanity like Olivia was.

        

      

      
        "Besides, I personally like her too. To think someone like me could marry someone I'm attracted to—that's truly a blessing. Plus, even though she lost miserably..."

        

        Lilith looked at Sylphy and stroked her hair.

        

        "I don't dislike people with perseverance."

        

        "I see."

        

        "So, how is Sylphy?"

        

        "She seems to have basic training, but fundamentals alone aren't enough. Her combat experience shouldn't be a major concern since she seems to have natural talent, but..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        Olivia thought for a moment before answering.

        

        "Her thinking is too rigid."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "There's no guarantee that attacks will always come straightforwardly. Sylphy seems to have difficulty distinguishing between real and feint attacks."

        

        For example, what Olivia had done earlier—using deception to make it appear she was preparing to attack with both hands—was a technique that anyone with some skill could replicate, not just Olivia.

        

        Is this attack real?

        

        It might be fake.

        

        Then is this attack real?

        

        This one might be real.

        

        These kinds of deceptive tactics could be used by anyone, and Olivia employed them occasionally, though not frequently.

        

        It was also possible to create afterimages of attacks to temporarily dull an opponent's movements.

        

        Ironically, the sharper one's instincts were, the more likely they were to be fooled by the killing intent mixed in with such afterimages, causing them to react improperly.

        

        Conversely, those who relied less on instinct in battle were less likely to fall for such deceptions. Of course, there were different types of deceptions for such opponents as well.

        

        In any case, real and fake attacks existed in combat, and using them effectively could turn an unwinnable battle into a victory.

        

        Unless there was an overwhelming difference in skill, these deceptions were quite important in combat.

        

        "I haven't fought this Aiz person directly, but he's probably the type to use tricks rather than fight head-on. If that's the case, it'll be difficult to fight him without knowing how to handle this."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes, he'll definitely use tricks because deception is fundamental to combat. If she can't even handle this, it would be better to leave Aiz to me or Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        "I..."

        

        Sylphy raised herself up.

        

        With blood streaming from her nose, even her beautiful face looked quite bad.

        

        "I'll do it."

        

        With that single statement, she collapsed back onto the ground with a thud.

        

        Olivia looked at Sylphy and smiled.

        

        "Good. Looks like we have more to do on our journey. I'd like to complete her training before we reach the Beastkin Nation."

        

        "You're planning to teach her on the way?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Olivia yawned and said, "I'll go ahead then. Take care, Reigal!"

        

        "Oh, sure..."

        

        Olivia waved goodbye and ran off toward where Royce was, leaving behind the unconscious Sylphy, Lilith, and Reigal.

        

        Reigal looked at the unconscious Sylphy, then turned his gaze to where Olivia had run off and said, "This Hero is quite something."

        

        "Isn't she? Sorry, but could you help me move Sylphy?"

        

      

      
        "Sure..."

        

        Reigal wondered why he was here and why he was getting so naturally entangled with the Hero's party.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh."

        

        The Gnome sighed while drinking his alcohol.

        

        It seemed like this wasn't a journey suitable for someone like him after all.

        

        No, he felt like he had used his ability too frequently.

        

        Even though it was during battle, it wasn't an ability that should be activated so many times in succession.

        

        It would be troublesome if he was discovered, but he hadn't lied.

        

        The Gnome's ability was to find paths.

        

        That was his innate ability, and the Gnome only used it for that purpose—at least normally.

        

        In special situations, different kinds of paths became visible, revealing that his ability wasn't simply about finding physical paths.

        

        The directions he could use were limited, and it wasn't an ability he could control freely.

        

        Anyway, finding paths was sufficient for his work as a merchant.

        

        Originally, the Gnome was a merchant, not a warrior, so he had no desire to awaken this ability or become stronger with it. It was convenient enough that he didn't get lost—that was all.

        

        However, he had used it too frequently in the recent battle, so it wouldn't be strange if someone found it suspicious.

        

        Royce had even made a direct comment about it.

        

        Since Royce had always been good at analysis and thinking, he might have already realized that the Gnome was hiding something about his innate ability.

        

        But he wasn't asking because it was a personal matter.

        

        However, if they continued to face life-or-death battles, Royce might want to know about the Gnome's ability to reduce variables. That would be troublesome in its own way.

        

        "Oh, here you are."

        

        "Oh, Gnome! You were here?"

        

        "Royce! And Miss Olivia too!"

        

        "You can just call me Olivia. Are you drinking? Let's join you."

        

        "I think Livia might not handle alcohol well."

        

        "I don't remember ever drinking enough to get drunk. Should I try it once?"

        

        "Depending on the circumstances, a Weargal might be dangerous, so let's not. Just have one glass of something with low alcohol content."

        

        They sat down naturally with the Gnome.

        

        Well, it wasn't strange since they were party members.

        

        But they didn't seem to have any intention of asking questions.

        

        Was Royce planning to wait? Or was he looking for the right moment to ask?

        

        Either way, he didn't seem to want to ask right now, so the Gnome inwardly sighed with relief and drank his alcohol.

        

        "By the way, Gnome, I hear your ability isn't just about finding paths! What is it exactly?"

        

        "Pfuhuhut!! *cough* *hack* *cough*...!"

        

        "What a strange sound!"

        

        "Sorry, ugh..."

        

        "It's okay, it's okay."

        

        He had sprayed his drink right into Olivia's face, but she didn't seem to mind.

        

        Royce just sighed softly and wiped the alcohol from her face.

        

        'Are they an old married couple or something...?'
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        I don't know much about gnomes in detail.

        

        All I could tell was that fundamentally they're good people and merchants, but everything else about them is untrustworthy.

        

        A gnome's face.

        A gnome's voice.

        A gnome's gender.

        

        Everything visible to the eye was false, and the gnome never denied this fact.

        

        That's why the gnome kept changing appearances, from this look to that, and never showed their true form.

        

        They didn't even dispel their transformation magic while sleeping. At this point, I wondered if it wasn't that they wouldn't dispel it, but that they couldn't. However, the gnome personally said they chose not to dispel it.

        

        I didn't think they would lie about something like that, so I believed them for now.

        

        Anyway, it was obvious to everyone that the gnome's unique ability wasn't simply for finding paths.

        

        I had felt something off before, but after the weargal attack, I was almost certain.

        

        If it were merely an ability to find paths, they wouldn't have reacted to Aiz's attack before anyone else.

        

        The gnome wasn't accustomed to combat, nor did they have particularly exceptional intuition. So it was strange that they noticed the surprise attack before people like Sylphina or King Lampest.

        

        Perhaps they didn't just notice it.

        

        They knew it.

        

        Or they realized it.

        

        I suspected it might be an ability close to prophecy. Unique abilities had no logic to them, so their characteristics varied from person to person.

        

        In fact, even finding paths could be considered a form of prophecy, distinguishing between wrong paths and right ones.

        

        In other words, the gnome's unique ability, though limited, allowed them to glimpse the future.

        

        "My ability doesn't really matter. I'll guide you properly, so don't worry."

        

        "No, I'm just curious. Wow, an ability that's like reading the future! How convenient! I wish I had such an ability!"

        

        "You're already plenty strong. Are you trying to get even stronger?"

        

        "If there's no end to learning, wouldn't there be no end to strength? If something slips through my fingers, doesn't that mean I can still become stronger?"

        

        "......"

        

        It must be frightening when someone with terrifying strength says they can climb even higher.

        

        And what's even more frightening is that Livia is in her early twenties, meaning she hasn't yet reached her physical peak.

        

        In this world, humans' physical abilities peak in their twenties and begin to decline from their thirties, but magical power actually peaks in the thirties.

        

        Since lacking physical abilities can be somewhat compensated with magic power, most people consider their thirties to be their prime.

        

        Once people pass their thirties, that's when they say their prime has ended.

        

        Of course, those who have trained to the extreme remain stronger than average people even after their prime, so Livia will likely remain stronger than most people as she ages.

        

        There's a saying that in times of chaos, be wary of the elderly.

        

        Having survived to that age during chaotic times was proof of their skill.

        

        "Come to think of it."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        While drinking, I said:

        

        "I mentioned that I was friends with Alex, right?"

        

        "Yes, you said you were from the slums? Must have been tough. The slums were lawless areas where fists ruled over laws. I heard they disappeared a few years ago."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "It's quite curious. This might sound prejudiced, but when I think of slums, I imagine people without manners."

        

        "They really don't have any."

        

        It wasn't called a lawless area where fists ruled over laws for nothing.

        

        Of course, even in that lawless area, there were surprisingly some laws, but they were more like loose rules that varied in strictness depending on the person. They were problematic rules in many ways.

        

        Harsh rules for the weak, loose rules for the strong—it wasn't good to call such things laws.

        

      

      
        Well, sometimes even actual laws weren't completely free from such aspects.

        

        Anyway, the slums were a place where people lived day by day, got angry about yesterday's events, and trembled in fear about tomorrow—a place with no future to look forward to.

        

        Alex seemed to adapt surprisingly well to the slums, but unfortunately, I couldn't do the same. So while pretending to adapt, I always thought about leaving someday.

        

        Even if I hadn't gone to the royal capital because of Alex's situation, I would have escaped the slums eventually.

        

        Well, regardless of how it happened, I did escape.

        

        "But Royce, you know? You have better manners than even me, who was raised as a noble."

        

        "I studied."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because there's no end to learning."

        

        "Oh."

        

        "Really, such a model student."

        

        The gnome muttered in disbelief while drinking.

        

        "A child from the slums with no skills didn't have many options. Thanks to Madam Florence, I didn't have to worry about food, but I still had no future."

        

        And around that time, I wasn't in my right mind.

        

        Having been exposed to so much human malice, I was suspicious of everyone. I was even ungratefully suspicious of Madam Florence's intentions, though she never said anything about helping me.

        

        Back then, I was so bad that I even doubted the act of breathing.

        

        "To be honest, I was quite troublesome."

        

        "Royce being troublesome... I can't imagine that."

        

        "So why did this troublemaker suddenly become such a model student?"

        

        "It's nothing special. I just found my way of living pathetic."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Hating, suspecting—spending my life on such things began to feel more and more wasteful. That's all."

        

        Stop hating.

        Stop suspecting.

        Stop thinking that people who appear happy are actually unhappy and just pretending.

        

        It's not cool, not intellectual, not cold-hearted.

        

        I was just someone trapped in the past, unable to do anything.

        

        So I studied.

        So I learned.

        So I worked hard.

        

        That's how I became who I am today. Sometimes people say I'm inherently good, but I'm just ordinary—I have bad thoughts and intentions cross my mind too.

        

        I just know that acting on them is foolish and nothing more than animalistic violence.

        

        "By the way, I've been wondering about something."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "You brought Alex from the slums, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Why did they bring him? Was there a reason?"

        

        "Livia, for a kingdom noble, you know less about this than I do."

        

        "Well, I never had the chance to learn about it..."

        

        "......"

        

        I was silent for a moment, organizing my thoughts.

        

        "Originally, the Reynolds family had a child who was supposed to inherit the family, but that child died of illness. Suddenly without an heir, they probably thought of Alex."

        

        "I see, truly political reasons."

        

        "Having another child would have been an option, but that's not easy, and from what I remember, they were already quite old by then, so it might not have been possible. That's why Alex became the head of the family at such a young age—because his elderly adoptive parents passed away early."

        

      

      
        "Did those two really die of natural causes?"

        

        Well, that suspicion is reasonable.

        

        "Yes, apparently there was nothing suspicious."

        

        "I see... If that child hadn't died, where would Alex be now?"

        

        "...I wonder about that sometimes too."

        

        Alex described the royal capital as a fancy slum.

        

        He must have often seen people who abandoned their humanity to protect their power or wealth. Perhaps even the people who became Alex's parents were such people.

        

        As a result, if this was what normal humans were like, then Alex wasn't a heretic who should be ashamed of his malice—he was just an ordinary human.

        

        That was the most important point, and also the moment when the future diverged.

        

        The slums had such a reputation, so it wasn't strange to find such people there, but seeing nobles who should protect the country behaving that way, Alex must have clearly felt his own corruption.

        

        "If he had stayed by Royce's side, many things might have changed. Things might not have turned out this way. That's what I think."

        

        "Who knows? The future is unpredictable."

        

        If, just if, Alex hadn't been taken away and we had grown up together and left the slums normally, something might have changed.

        

        That thought...

        

        I've had it often too.

        

        But in reality, that's not what happened, and things progressed as they did.

        

        Even knowing it was a useless dream-like fantasy, thinking there might have been a chance made me feel somehow uneasy.

        

        "By the way, there's a rumor about this story."

        

        "A rumor?"

        

        "I mentioned earlier that the Reynolds family's child died of illness, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "......"

        

        I glanced at the gnome, who had been silent for a while, and said:

        

        "There's also a story that the child didn't die."

        

        "Huh? Then why did they look for Alex?"

        

        "Who knows? At least the Reynolds family didn't show the child's body to anyone and cremated it, so even those who attended the funeral didn't see the body. That's probably why such rumors spread."

        

        "Indeed, but it sounds like a conspiracy theory."

        

        "It does."

        

        "......"

        

        I looked at the gnome and smiled.

        

        "What do you think, Gnome?"

        

        "Huh? Me? ...Well, it really is an absurd story, isn't it?"

        

        'I was just testing the waters.'

        

        Perhaps.

        

        It might really be true, I thought as I drank.

        

        "This is sweet and delicious!"

        

        "......"

        

        Beside me, Livia happily drank.

        

        "Don't drink too much. If you get drunk and go wild, we won't be able to handle you."

        

        "Ah, I know...! I usually don't like alcohol, but this is pretty good!"

        

        I'll stay silent for now.

        

        Well, there's still time.
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        "Gnome seems to be deep in thought too."

        

        "Well, it's not like I can't guess why he has so much on his mind."

        

        "Eh, you really can guess? Is it because you're friends?"

        

        "That's part of it."

        

        I was walking down the street with Livia after finishing our drinking session, having a conversation.

        

        I had suspected for some time that Gnome might be of noble birth from the Kingdom.

        

        Though his behavior was somewhat like that of a frightened puppy, he still carried himself with dignity, and the occasional etiquette he displayed was the kind that nobles from the Kingdom would practice.

        

        Because of this, I had known since around that time that Gnome might be of noble birth from the Kingdom, but I didn't try to learn anything beyond that.

        

        Even the possibility that he might be a Kingdom noble was merely "information I happened to come across."

        

        This might sound odd, but I had to gather visible information and properly process it to survive, so I was rather good at it and could naturally obtain such insights while observing Gnome.

        

        However, as I said, I didn't particularly try to find out more, and since Gnome didn't want to reveal it, I didn't ask further.

        

        Everyone has parts of their past they don't want to reveal, and society forms because there are lines that shouldn't be crossed.

        

        A society where everyone is completely honest might seem beautiful, but it would likely become a world without even minimal boundaries.

        

        Lies sometimes seem like absolute evils that are used negatively and should never be employed, but there are definitely moments when they become necessary. As I mentioned, people can easily feel wicked desires even while doing good deeds, so we need to choose which emotions take priority.

        

        In that sense, isn't lying just that?

        

        Simply choosing which sincere feeling to show on the surface from among many.

        

        "Hmm, should I ask him first? We need to know what kind of ability he has, right?"

        

        "That's certainly true, but it's not reasonable."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Because Gnome wouldn't like it."

        

        "What does that have to do with being reasonable?"

        

        "It's a common misconception, but being reasonable isn't about excluding emotions and making purely rational judgments."

        

        "...Really?"

        

        "If you only focus on rationality, you might fail to read people and end up with incorrect results."

        

        People often say to act reasonably and not handle matters emotionally. But completely excluding emotions wouldn't be reasonable either.

        

        However, this didn't seem to resonate with Livia yet.

        

        After thinking for a moment with a "hmm," I smiled and said:

        

        "Let me give you an example."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "A person A killed someone precious to person B."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "A gave B minimal compensation. But when B came to attack A at night, A captured B using mercenaries he had hired. A was wealthy enough to do this and had power too."

        

        "Hmm, not a very pleasant story."

        

        "It's just an example."

        

        Of course, with countless stories in the world, I couldn't say there weren't real situations similar to this one.

        

        "Now, here's the question. Why did A hire mercenaries?"

        

        "Huh? Isn't it obvious? He thought B might come for revenge since A killed someone precious to him."

        

        "Why? A was wealthy and powerful, so wouldn't it be unreasonable for B to confront him? B even received compensation."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        "Do you see why you can't think purely rationally? People aren't always rational. If you call results that exclude emotions 'reasonable,' you'll inevitably get hurt badly."

        

        And even those who tell others to think rationally, when placed in such situations themselves, aren't always capable of making purely rational judgments.

        

        Whether we like it or not, we can't help but express our emotions, and we live our lives being influenced by them bit by bit.

        

        That's what being human means, and that's why we need a rationality that respects both emotions and reason when making value judgments.

        

        But this isn't as easy as it sounds.

        

        In other words, you need to understand the other person's circumstances completely and predict their emotions.

        

        Not only that, but you also need to know whether they prioritize emotions or reason, which requires an almost mind-splitting amount of thought.

        

        And sometimes, even after all that effort, the answer you get might not be the right one.

        

        "Well, this is an extreme example, so don't take it too seriously."

        

        "Yeah, but it's difficult for me. I'm definitely not talented at reading people's psychology."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "It's a bit disappointing when you agree so readily..."

        

        "If you were talented at reading people's psychology, you wouldn't have been betrayed like that, would you?"

        

        "..."

        

        Livia momentarily had an expression that said, "Oh? Is that so?"

        

        Perhaps because of the alcohol, her expressions seemed more honest than usual.

        

        She hadn't drunk that much, but she had drunk a fair amount, though she didn't seem much different from usual.

        

        "It's difficult."

        

        "It is."

        

        "Is it difficult for you too, Royce?"

        

        "It is for me too. I don't always give the right answers either. I make mistakes, I slip up, and I sometimes do things that can't be undone."

        

        "Leave it to me when that happens."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "I'll help solve it together."

        

        "...Well, that's a reliable ally. Most problems that can be solved physically can be handled by Livia."

        

        "Right?"

        

        It wasn't a joke.

        

        There was a famous saying among adventurers that most tasks requiring brainpower are done because of a lack of physical strength.

        

        There was even a saying that if your body is good, your mind can rest easy, because extreme strength can instantly create situations where thinking becomes unnecessary.

        

        Livia was an extreme example of this, literally not needing to think.

        

        The range and danger of the trap magic used by the White Snake was considerable, but Livia's ability to simply break through with force was at a level that was "theoretically possible" but practically impossible.

        

        Yet Livia had the overwhelming power to make it possible.

        

        It was truly terrifying.

        

        "In return, I'll leave the things I can't do to you."

        

        "Indeed, everything except brute force."

        

        "It's embarrassing, but it's true!"

        

        "You've improved compared to before, though."

        

        "Still, it's better to leave things to those who are better at them. You know healing magic too, Royce, but it's better to leave it to Lilith, right? It's like that—being able to do something and being good at it are different things."

        

      

      
        "That's exactly right."

        

        "By the way, are we leaving as early as tomorrow?"

        

        "We'll wake up earlier than the others and complete what needs to be done following Grandia's guidance. Grandia said it would end early, so if we're lucky, we might be able to leave tomorrow."

        

        "It feels a bit rushed, but it can't be helped. After this attack, and knowing Alex won't stay still, we might need to hurry."

        

        Once we cross into the Beastkin Nation, it shouldn't be as threatening as the Dwarven lands, but the problem was that Alex might have set up something else.

        

        What on earth is Alex trying to do?

        

        As I said before, if it were me, I wouldn't choose to wait quietly in the Demon King's castle.

        

        Staying in the castle means facing a head-on battle, and he wouldn't think he could win against Livia in a direct confrontation.

        

        He's not that stupid.

        

        It might be possible if his personality changed to be like the Reaper's after gaining its power, but at least when we last spoke, he showed no such symptoms. Besides, given Alex's incredibly strong sense of self, it seemed even less likely.

        

        If that's the case, Alex would prepare something based on his own thinking.

        

        And that wouldn't be positive.

        

        To be honest, heroes are quite troublesome in situations like this.

        

        Because heroes can only act after something happens.

        

        Before that, they can't move without fairly solid evidence.

        

        It felt frustrating and constraining in many ways, but the more powerful the force, the more anguish and thought is needed before wielding it, and appropriate circumstances must align.

        

        In that sense, the fact that heroes arrive late was somewhat inevitable.

        

        "How's Sylphy doing?"

        

        "She's fine, Lilith is by her side too... She always had talent, but I'm not sure if she can beat Aiz. The matchup seems too unfavorable. Actually, I think you might be able to win, Royce."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "From what I hear, his fighting style seems to involve using numerous techniques to confuse opponents. Plus, with his diverse attacks, it would be hard for Sylphy to respond immediately, but you could probably manage it."

        

        "Being evaluated so highly by you makes me feel like I've become quite strong."

        

        "No, you really are strong."

        

        Livia smiled gently and then looked up at the sky for a moment.

        

        Then she carefully took my hand.

        

        The inn was getting closer.

        

        Just a little further and we'd reach the inn, in other words, our sleeping place.

        

        Perhaps noticing this, Livia blushed as she held my hand.

        

        As soon as I saw her face, I understood what she wanted to say, but I just smiled slightly.

        

        "What's wrong? Is the alcohol finally hitting you? Your face is red."

        

        "..."

        

        Her lips protruded in a pout.

        

        "Alright, I'm joking. Just joking."

        

        "To-tomorrow will be busy, so physically, just once..."

        

        "Honestly, I don't expect it to be just once."

        

        "Don't make me sound like some demon of lust! You enjoy it too, Royce!"

        

        "I won't deny that."

        

        I could clearly see a future where once wouldn't be enough once we got started.

        

        Well, to be honest, I felt the same way.
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        -Ahem, getting along well is a very good thing, and I unconditionally bless the child of you two.

        

        Grandia said, still wearing her benevolent smile.

        

        Despite her diminished fairy-like appearance compared to her original form, she still maintained her dignity. The indescribable reverence that welled up from within might be because humanity, as creatures created by Grandia, naturally felt something akin to filial respect toward her.

        

        In fact, Regal knew nothing about Grandia, and even her face and voice weren't exactly clear to him, yet he was convinced that the person before him was the goddess Grandia.

        

        -Still, wouldn't it be better to maintain some 'moderation'? I understand the passion of youth, but...

        

        "Grandia, you misunderstand."

        

        Livia responded immediately.

        

        "We were quite moderate."

        

        -Is that so!? It seems neither of you got much sleep! The sun is about to rise!

        

        "Isn't this what they call burning love in the truest sense? That's what I think."

        

        -......

        

        Grandia looked at Livia with disbelief, and honestly, I wanted to say something too, but I felt that whatever I said wouldn't be received very positively.

        

        I understood that silence was the only option here.

        

        But indeed, the lack of self-control was a bit of a problem.

        

        More precisely, even when I thought "this should be enough" and tried to stop, once the mood struck, we'd end up doing it again. What else could this be called but animalistic?

        

        As I'd thought before, I was most surprised at myself right now.

        

        I'd always thought I lived a fairly rational life, was confident in controlling my desires, and believed my sexual urges were normal, if not particularly strong.

        

        More accurately, I thought I had less desire than others because I controlled it properly.

        

        But now, with my libido bursting forth like a broken dam, I was surprised at myself every time.

        

        I couldn't tell if I'd always had this much sexual desire, or if it was because my partner was Livia, but either way, it was true that our time loving each other was quite fulfilling.

        

        I didn't want to think perverse thoughts, but in such situations, a man who didn't act would be considered strange.

        

        Besides, if we weren't dating or if our feelings for each other were ambiguous, it might be different, but we were definitely in a relationship and had feelings for each other, so there wasn't really a big problem.

        

        If there was anything to worry about, it was that despite taking precautions, contraception isn't always 100% effective, so we needed to be careful to avoid risks.

        

        In this situation, Livia being unable to take the front line for about a year wouldn't be very positive.

        

        -Royce, you know what I'm trying to say, right?

        

        "Of course. I'll be careful."

        

        "Oh come on, lovers can do it a little! It's natural!"

        

        -That's not 'a little.' Please be reasonable.

        

        "Two extraordinary people met, so it's okay if things aren't ordinary. In fact, being ordinary would be extraordinary for us."

        

        She's good at making sophistry that's hard to refute in strange ways.

        

        We seemed to be approaching the sacred site.

        

        "We're arriving at the sacred site soon. Let's stop this somewhat vulgar topic. Especially since we're talking about a goddess and a hero."

        

        "Royce, you're quite vulgar in bed too."

        

        "Wouldn't it be a problem if one weren't vulgar in that situation? Can we change the subject?"

        

        The act itself in that context is vulgar, so how could one not be vulgar there?

        

        That was more questionable to me.

        

        Anyway, we arrived at the sacred site, and even in the night, the completely shattered appearance was clearly visible in the starlight.

        

        The sounds of insects announcing the forest spread throughout the sacred site, and the ruined relic evoked an inexplicable sadness.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Livia opened her mouth, looking at the destroyed sacred site.

        

        "I really did a number on it, more than I thought..."

        

        "You did it and didn't realize?"

        

        "Well, at the time I was only thinking about getting back to Weargal quickly, so I didn't really check how much damage I'd done."

        

        "Probably after Livia's attack destroyed it, the collapse caused secondary damage. Not everything was caused by Livia's single attack."

        

        "R-right?"

        

        "Still, since Livia is ultimately the cause, well, it can't be helped."

        

        "That's true... I didn't have the luxury to control my strength. I don't particularly regret it, but I do feel sorry for destroying a traditional relic that people cherished."

        

        "Well, you'll have to prove it with results. Defeating the Death God would be the best proof, wouldn't it?"

        

        It was something significant enough to destroy a sacred site.

      

      
        

        The result was the subjugation of the Death God.

        

        People would find it easier to accept that the sacred site was destroyed in the process of subjugating the Death God.

        

        Basically, everyone would think it couldn't be helped since lives were saved and Weargal was saved, but there would still be some who couldn't accept it.

        

        It was unavoidable.

        

        "And personally, I think prioritizing Livia's life was the right attitude, and I sympathize with it."

        

        "Really? I thought you'd be upset about the destruction since you like history."

        

        "I agreed to the destruction, and while it's sad that a relic representing the visible past was destroyed, I don't feel much beyond that sadness."

        

        "..."

        

        "The past should be remembered, not clung to like an obsession. Even past masters and heroes weren't much different from today's heroes, but they're often rated higher simply because they came first."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Especially if Livia defeats the Death God, won't she be highly regarded as long as humanity exists?"

        

        "That's a lot of pressure..."

        

        Later, people might even question whether she was a real historical figure.

        

        Since she possessed power that was unbelievable for a single human, there would likely be debates about whether Olivia Reinhart actually existed, and even if she did, whether her achievements were truly as recorded.

        

        I would have had such doubts myself.

        

        Even watching directly from beside her, I was amazed every time, witnessing a strength that seemed unreal.

        

        It was a strength that would be difficult to conjure even in dreams or hallucinations.

        

        "So what do I need to do here?"

        

        -Just a moment.

        

        Grandia flew through the air, then extended her hand from the center. With a tearing sound, the space split open, creating an inner space.

        

        As expected.

        

        I could understand why Grandia had agreed when Livia wanted to destroy the sacred site and escape.

        

        It was a space that couldn't be physically touched, so there was no problem even if Livia destroyed it.

        

        -Only Olivia can enter. Royce and I will stay here.

        

        "Eh? Then what do I need to do inside?"

        

        -Just place the holy sword in its place and draw it again.

        

        "That's it?"

        

        -Yes, easy, right?

        

        "Yeah, got it. I'll be right back!"

        

        "Be careful."

        

        After Livia went inside, I asked Grandia.

        

        "Is that really all there is to it?"

        

        -It really is. It's like a restart to erase my traces. She might feel some burden or anomalies from the overflowing magical power, but Olivia should be fine.

        

        "Well, that's good then."

        

        ***

        

        As I walked inside, there was the same space as when I had drawn the holy sword, and I naturally took out the holy sword and placed it in its spot.

        

        Somehow, doing this reminded me of when I first drew the holy sword.

        

        At that time, I felt nothing.

        

        I thought it would be drawn because of the imprint, and it was just stuck there based on the legend that the first hero had drawn the holy sword, and anyone who could grasp the holy sword could draw it.

        

        I truly had no thoughts.

        

        Just.

        

        Because I was from the Reinhart family.

        

        Because I had the imprint.

        

        I had to be a hero.

        

        I drew the sword with only those thoughts, but now it's different.

        

        I just wanted to be happy.

        

        With Royce.

        

        If I had a wish, that was all it was, and I just wanted to finish my final duty for that.

        

      

      
        Of course, defeating Alex didn't mean I would suddenly stop saving people; I would still save people within my capabilities.

        

        I just wanted to live my life without blindly dedicating my entire existence to it.

        

        My life.

        

        My love.

        

        I wanted to live as Olivia Reinhart and walk together with Royce.

        

        That was my wish now.

        

        "Alright, let's draw it then."

        

        I naturally drew the holy sword again.

        

        And.

        

        Numerous voices echoed in my ears.

        

        -I am the hero!!

        

        -How could you! Ah, why are you betraying me!!

        

        -I'll kill you!!

        

        -How can you treat a former hero like this! What kind of defamation is this! At least, at least change it! Say he died as a hero! If not, I will not perform the duties of a hero!

        

        Thump.

        

        I momentarily frowned and staggered at the sound resonating in my brain.

        

        Right now.

        

        It felt like numerous emotions and voices were echoing in my brain all at once.

        

        "Are these the emotions of heroes who held the holy sword..."

        

        Each voice resonated with emotion.

        

        The cry of someone wailing in betrayal.

        

        The voice of anger from someone who knew the circumstances of that betrayed hero.

        

        The innocent voice of someone who simply wanted to save the world.

        

        The voice of someone who collapsed because their strength was insufficient.

        

        Even voices I couldn't recognize piled up, and quite a lot of voices entered my mind simultaneously, which I could understand as the voices of heroes without them having to speak.

        

        They had all struggled, and unfortunately, many had met unfavorable ends.

        

        Among them were some who weren't proper heroes, like the rogue hero, but most had done what they needed to do and did their best to save people.

        

        The fact that their results weren't proper was tearfully sad, but nevertheless, they had tried to live as heroes.

        

        Some couldn't.

        

        Therefore, the only thing I could say to them now was:

        

        "Thank you for your hard work, predecessors."

        

        It's just residual magical power.

        

        That residual magic showed me a moment of memory, and there weren't actually the souls of former heroes here. But it was like holding a funeral for the dead even though they weren't present.

        

        Funerals are held not so much for the dead, but for the living to gain peace of mind that they've sent them off well.

        

        At least that's what I thought.

        

        Similarly, I prayed for them.

        

        They wouldn't hear it.

        

        But perhaps.

        

        They might.

        

        That's what I wished for.

        

        "As an inexperienced successor hero, I aim to end this persistent feud. Please watch over me as I put an end to this history and deal with the Death God."

        

        And I smiled as I placed the holy sword back.

        

        "Then perhaps, no more heroes will be born in this world."

        

        In the blurred white space, I seemed to see human figures.

        

        The many people who had been watching me expressionlessly seemed to smile at my final words.

        

        Was that my imagination?

        

        It was very brief.

        

        As if mimicking that momentary, almost illusory sight, I smiled and walked away from that place.

        

        "Let's go."
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        "Is everything alright?"

        

        "Hm? I caught glimpses of the memories of previous heroes through magical power."

        

        "I see, so you viewed memories through magical power. Did you see any painful memories?"

        

        "There were some painful ones, and some that weren't."

        

        As I returned to Weargal from the sacred site, I was deep in thought.

        

        Humanity exists today because of the efforts of previous heroes. The fact that people are living normally now is because those heroes made the necessary sacrifices.

        

        Among them were those who died fighting enemies, those who lived honorable lives until they died of old age, and those who went into seclusion with their deaths remaining unknown.

        

        Except for the "Rogue Hero" from our Reinhart family, all of them performed good deeds worthy of their title.

        

        There might have been some who, like the first hero Michael, eventually lost sight of the meaning behind saving people and fell into corruption.

        

        I couldn't know everything, but at the very least, they were heroes who sacrificed themselves to save others.

        

        "I hope I'll be the last hero."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Being a hero seems harsher than one might think. Even if someone is capable of becoming one, it might be better not to. They say that while children admire heroes, true heroes wish for a future where those children never have to become heroes themselves."

        

        "......"

        

        "I couldn't understand that before. But now I think I do—a world without heroes is truly peaceful, and a world without warriors is a world without war."

        

        "But then there would be no need for you either, Livia."

        

        "Ah, yes. That would be nice—a world where I don't need to step in. Unfortunately, it seems I'll have to keep making an effort until my time is over."

        

        Being someone who only knows how to fight, in a peaceful era I would just be doing ordinary work. Not particularly respected by anyone, not possessing anything overwhelming—I would be just an ordinary person.

        

        That felt somewhat regrettable in its own way, but I thought it was certainly better than a world constantly plunged into chaos requiring heroes.

        

        If possible, I wished for Royce to be by my side in that ordinary life.

        

        "Then I'll work hard alongside you."

        

        "......"

        

        I looked at Royce in silence.

        

        You always seem to read my mind.

        

        I sometimes wondered if spirit mages could also read thoughts, as it happened so often.

        

        Do I have a face that's so easy to read? Or is Royce just exceptionally skilled at reading others' expressions and inferring their thoughts?

        

        Or perhaps it's both?

        

        Well, it wasn't that important anyway.

        

        The hand holding Royce's felt warm.

        

        I thought my journey had value only if it began as a hero and ended as a hero. But perhaps there was no need to measure its worth.

        

        Life has value from the moment it comes into existence, and even if one doesn't leave their name in history, being born alone has value. Existence is sublime, and being alive is noble.

        

        I simply happened to know how to do many more things than others.

        

        I wasn't more valuable than other people.

        

      

      
        I could be special to someone, but I wasn't a special human being.

        

        I was just strong.

        

        If someone considered that valuable or special, that was fine, but in terms of the weight of life itself, I wasn't much different from others.

        

        "By the way, Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I hate to say this, but my family might not stay quiet."

        

        "Your family? Oh, you mean the Reinhart family?"

        

        "They thought I was dead and were half out of their minds, and then I came back to life and essentially cut ties with the family in front of Prince Felix. They might try something."

        

        "I see."

        

        "I'm not sure about the others, but we should be careful about my uncle."

        

        "Is he strong?"

        

        "Well... by normal standards, yes, but he's no match for me now. When I was a child, he definitely had the upper hand."

        

        He specialized in beating me up while teaching me swordsmanship.

        

        I learned the sword from him, and by the time I left on my journey, I could hold my own against him to some extent.

        

        As befitting a swordsman of the Reinhart family, he was quite skilled—probably the strongest in the family aside from me.

        

        Well, since the family was already declining, that didn't mean much.

        

        If I hadn't become a hero, my uncle might have, and he seemed to harbor some inferiority complex toward me because of it.

        

        He often beat me while saying I should work hard since I became a hero instead of him. Sometimes when we fought with real swords, my blood would literally stain the garden red—and that's no joke.

        

        As I grew older, my skills became more refined, and gradually I could stand my ground against him rather than being completely overwhelmed.

        

        My uncle, who had been taking out his frustrations on me, seemed to grow even angrier when he could no longer do so easily. To be honest, though we lived together for a long time, we weren't on good terms.

        

        "He doesn't sound like a good person."

        

        "Well, he wasn't to me, but I don't know about others. Haven't you heard of him? He was quite famous as a sword saint."

        

        "The Sword Saint, Gilbert Reinhart. Of course I know of him."

        

        "Actually, I didn't know my uncle was such a remarkable person. I only found out after I left on my journey and heard rumors about him."

        

        The uncle I knew—Gilbert Reinhart—was just a man who drank a lot, yet was still strong.

        

        From what I heard, before I was born, he had been expected to potentially be chosen as a hero, but even as he aged, he wasn't selected. Instead, I was chosen as a hero when I was still young.

        

        After that, his life devolved into drinking. He lost his dignity and took out his frustrations on me when I was young. When I started to match him, he stopped drinking and began to challenge me seriously, determined to win.

        

        I didn't think much of it before, but he was truly a pitiful, childish person.

        

        From the moment he was told as a child "you will be a hero," nothing changed—it was as if his body grew but his mind remained the same.

        

        Honestly, I wondered what the Reinhart family could accomplish even if they were reinstated as one of the four noble houses. Besides frequently producing heroes, they didn't have many notable achievements.

        

        Not that they had none, but compared to other noble houses, it was questionable whether they were truly outstanding.

        

        Except for being a family that produced heroes, they were a house whose abilities fell far short of other families.

        

        "That's unfortunate. Even if he's a relative, it would be nice if you could get along as family... What do you think, Livia?"

        

      

      
        "If they don't bother me, I don't want to frown upon them either. Honestly, being beaten and cut doesn't leave me with positive feelings."

        

        "Of course, I understand."

        

        "But as I said, I don't really care to hold grudges at this point... I don't mind if they use my reputation. If they fail again after that, I truly won't care anymore."

        

        The Reinhart family can do whatever they want.

        

        They could probably use the rising value of the name Olivia Reinhart. If they succeed with that, it would be something to celebrate; if they fail, it would be unfortunate.

        

        If they couldn't properly use this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, there was nothing more I could do for them.

        

        Unfortunately, I didn't feel any desire to do anything for the Reinhart family. I wanted them to do as they pleased, whether they succeeded or failed, and I hoped they wouldn't bother me.

        

        "I've heard stories about the Sword Saint often, so it's somewhat sad that the real person is like that."

        

        "When I first heard the rumors, I was surprised too—that uncle was such a person? It seems not being chosen as a hero was quite a shock to him."

        

        "Well, even if it wasn't as intense as what you went through, he must have endured hellish training with the expectation of becoming a hero. If he considered being chosen as a hero as his value in life, not being chosen would have been like having his entire life denied."

        

        "You're right. I'm not unfamiliar with that feeling, which is why I just leave him be."

        

        "Surely he wouldn't do anything bad, would he?"

        

        "He's still someone who saved people as a Sword Saint, and if he really tried to do something bad, wouldn't Prince Felix stop him?"

        

        "Even he is just one person. Right now, whoever sits on the highest seat in the kingdom is essentially holding a poisoned chalice."

        

        "That's certainly true. He's going to have a tough time."

        

        The original king, Cromwell Clifford, is dead.

        

        The Saint was a fake.

        

        The inhumane experiments with artificial spirit mages.

        

        The betrayal of the Sage, Alex.

        

        Three of the four noble houses participated in or covered up inhumane experiments.

        

        Felix's Clifford family was among them.

        

        The appearance of the Reaper.

        

        It was truly chaos like no other, so Felix's real work would begin not in Erkia but after returning to the kingdom.

        

        He's really going to have a hard time.

        

        I worried that when we next met, his face might look aged by several years from the hardship.

        

        "By the way, how is Lord Grandia?"

        

        "He's sleeping. We'll need to prepare to depart as soon as we reach Weargal, so we'll be busy."

        

        "I guess we won't be able to do it until we reach the next town..."

        

        "Hey, you didn't even know about it until recently."

        

        "I just like the feeling of continuity. Anyway, it would be good if we could handle things quickly. Next is the country of the beastfolk, right? I heard it's quite a rough place—I'm looking forward to it!"

        

        "Wouldn't most people worry first?"

        

        "I would if I were alone, but I have you, don't I?"

        

        "...I don't know what to say to that."
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        "You could rest for one more day, you know."

        

        "Time is surprisingly both abundant and scarce. I won't forget the welcome I received here in Weargal."

        

        Iliya smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I don't think we provided much of a welcome. And as the priestess, I apologize on behalf of our beastfolk king, King Lampest, for not being able to meet you. His physical condition isn't fully recovered yet."

        

        "I understand."

        

        Healing magic ultimately consumes one's own stamina, so the first thing anyone learning healing magic learns is that completely healing someone who is elderly or severely injured could result in death from stamina depletion.

        

        That's why healing over several days was standard practice, especially for Lampest who was considerably weakened and aging.

        

        With his natural recovery ability significantly reduced and his stamina well past its prime, being cautious about his physical condition was only natural.

        

        If anything, Titania was the monstrous one, having quickly recovered from her injuries in Elvenheim and made it all the way to Erkia.

        

        Even though the contract prevented her physical appearance from aging, her magical power would have definitely deteriorated with age, and Titania herself had admitted she was far from her prime.

        

        With such a body, she had traveled to Erkia despite having had a hole through her chest, and then engaged in another fierce battle there—Titania could truly be called a monster in the genuine sense.

        

        If a hero had been born among the elves, Titania would certainly have been chosen, and even now, she was heroic enough to be called the hero of the elves.

        

        No joke, if Titania had been just a bit younger during the attack on Elvenheim, things might not have gotten so complicated in the first place.

        

        She could have defeated at least two of the Demon King's executives.

        

        Especially since it was Elvenheim, her own territory, which would have given her an even greater advantage.

        

        In many ways, the situation during the Elvenheim attack had been terribly unfavorable.

        

        "I will never forget the kindness shown to us here in Weargal. Thank you for your hospitality."

        

        "I only did what needed to be done."

        

        "There are many in this world who don't do what needs to be done, and even if it's something everyone should naturally do, it's still worthy of praise."

        

        "Well, I won't deny that."

        

        "I was worried because of the unfavorable rumors about the Hero, but I'm relieved to find you're a better person than expected."

        

        Iliya smiled and looked toward Livia, and I followed her gaze.

        

        She was conversing with Reigal, still saying, "Why don't you just become the king?"

        

        Come to think of it, with Iliya being the priestess, there was a possibility that Reigal could become king.

        

        At least it would maintain some semblance of tradition.

        

        It would just be quite difficult for Reigal, who had never walked such a path before, to take on that role.

        

        The Sylphs, or elves, didn't determine their monarchy by bloodline, and they had Titania who had occupied that position for a long time, so it was fine for them. But the beastfolk placed some importance on bloodlines.

        

        Considering King Lampest's condition, even if they let it slide this time, his age meant they would soon need to decide on a successor to avoid complications later.

        

        In that sense, choosing Reigal wasn't necessarily a bad choice.

        

        That was just from a situational perspective, though I couldn't know what Reigal himself thought about it.

        

        "By the way, does Lady Iliya have no interest in becoming the ruler?"

        

        "Absurdly enough, there has never been someone who was both king and priestess simultaneously, but I've never heard someone say, 'Well then, you could be the first...' Your way of thinking is quite flexible."

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Honestly, it's not theoretically impossible, but I'd die from overwork."

        

        "You're right about that."

        

        "That's why I'm considering putting Reigal on the throne."

        

        "Not a bad choice."

        

        "Above all, Hero Olivia seems to like him. That's quite a good starting point."

        

        The conversation had turned political.

        

        Iliya's chuckle seemed to carry that sibling-specific "I can't suffer alone" attitude.

        

        Well, it made sense.

        

        She had been working without rest due to her duties, while her sibling Reigal, despite claiming to study history, appeared to be living quite comfortably. That might not have looked good to her.

        

        Unfortunately, having had no siblings in my family, it was an emotion I found hard to empathize with, but for some reason, many families maintained this curious relationship where siblings were harshly critical of each other.

        

        Yet if you asked if there was no affection between them, that wasn't the case either.

        

        It was truly complicated.

      

      
        

        I thought perhaps this was a feeling I would never be able to empathize with in my lifetime, having never experienced such a relationship.

        

        "And Lord Royce."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do you know that dragonfolk, while not as keen as beastfolk, also have excellent senses?"

        

        "Yes, I do, but..."

        

        "Such scents don't wash away easily, so you might want to be careful. Especially if you've been enjoying yourself quite... deeply."

        

        "..."

        

        Somehow, I felt like this had happened before.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "I'm not blaming you. There's no sin in loving each other. I just thought you should know. Usually it's fine if you only do it at night, but if it goes on for too long or if you wake up and do it again, the smell..."

        

        "I get it, *cough*... I understand. I'll be careful."

        

        "Unlike us, dragonfolk enjoy somewhat crude jokes, so it would be troublesome if you found yourself in an embarrassing situation."

        

        "..."

        

        Beastfolk are well aware of their violent nature and love of fighting, and they know better than anyone that this can lead to behavior that violates etiquette.

        

        That's why they're a race that surprisingly tries to hide this and live politely.

        

        Even Iliya, despite her words, had a combative nature and quite enjoyed fighting due to being a beastfolk.

        

        Dragonfolk are more violent and emotional than beastfolk.

        

        Not only that, unlike beastfolk, they don't feel ashamed of it and tend to take pride in living that way.

        

        While they maintain minimal courtesy, there are quite a few aspects that might seem impolite when conversing with dragonfolk after talking with other humans.

        

        Putting it kindly, one could say they're honest, but honesty carries the thorn of rudeness within it, and the notion that "it's okay to say it if it's true" is the kind of thinking only a child with absolutely no social awareness would have.

        

        "Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

        

        "I'm glad. By the way..."

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        "You're planning to hold the ceremony after your journey is over, right? We would very much like to be invited."

        

        "..."

        

        It's too bothersome to deny it at this point.

        

        "Livia and I both don't pursue such extravagance. Depending on the circumstances, we might not hold one at all."

        

        "My, how ascetic of you. Politically, it would be a necessary occasion, but considering your positions, you don't need to worry about such things. If that's the case, I hope we'll meet again if fate allows."

        

        "Next time, I'll visit as a traveler in a peaceful era."

        

        "Yes, please do."

        

        "...Well then."

        

        I turned around and said:

        

        "Let's get going now."

        

        "Huh? Oh, right! Reigal, I'll see you again sometime."

        

        "Yeah, yeah... Geez, acting like we've been friends for years, it's ridiculous."

        

        She really does lack a sense of distance in many ways.

        

        Anyway, that's one matter resolved.

        

        Now only the Dragonfolk Nation and the Dwarven lands remain, and once we finish our business in the Dragonfolk Nation, the difficulty level will drop significantly, and the rest will be just a matter of time.

        

        ***

        

        "It's high."

        

        "It's high indeed."

        

        "It sure is high."

        

        "It's one of the tallest mountains in human territory. Attacking this place would be painful, but, Gnome."

        

        "Yes, yes... I have to work for the money I received. Leave the guidance to me. If I can't do this properly, I don't think just returning the money would be enough."

        

      

      
        So we walked.

        

        There weren't any complicated paths yet, just a straight road toward the mountain, but once the forest became denser, the paths would multiply, and the sky would be barely visible, making it difficult to determine direction.

        

        The magical concentration would also increase, and magical beasts would become more numerous.

        

        According to stories, the mountain supposedly changes its shape on its own, making it so bizarre and difficult that only those who enjoy hardship, fools, or people in a genuine hurry would choose to pass through this mountain.

        

        Moreover, there were quite a few cases where people who attempted the challenge failed and added one more corpse to the mountain, so caution was necessary.

        

        At least our party had unmatched combat power in the human realm, and we also had a gnome with us, so there wasn't much to worry about.

        

        "I'm already concerned about my stamina..."

        

        Liris looked at the height of the mountain and spoke as if disgusted.

        

        "Lady Liris, if it gets too difficult, you can use magical tools to float up."

        

        "That's true, but... S-Sylphy, are you okay?"

        

        "I originally had good stamina... and above all, since this is a forest, I receive the blessing of the World Tree. It's not a big problem; in fact, my condition improves more than in other places."

        

        Wherever there is a forest, the World Tree bestows its blessing upon elves.

        

        This is no different for half-elves, and Sylphy, having been acknowledged by both the World Tree and Meteor Palace as the next generation's ruler, had every reason to receive the blessing and no reason not to.

        

        "What about you three?"

        

        "I'd dare say I have more stamina than the four of you combined."

        

        Livia said proudly, and it didn't seem to be a lie at all.

        

        Honestly, even when she was injured, I didn't think I could beat her in terms of stamina. She seemed like the type who would endure and keep moving through sheer willpower even when exhausted.

        

        "I also have quite a bit of stamina."

        

        Despite my appearance, I grew up quite ruggedly, so I couldn't lack stamina, and above all, thanks to the spirit core—no, the goddess core—my recovery ability had increased.

        

        This included not only wounds but also stamina, so no matter how much stamina I consumed, it would recover quickly.

        

        It's quite convenient as an ability to maintain good condition.

        

        "I'm a merchant too... Despite how I look, walking has been my daily routine, and there were quite a few terrains that were difficult to traverse by horse."

        

        "Huh? Am I the only one here who might have stamina issues?"

        

        Even with magical tools, they still run on one's own magical power and require some concentration, so they would consume some stamina.

        

        In the end, if there came a moment when we needed to rest while climbing the mountain, it would most likely be when Liris's stamina ran out.

        

        But she couldn't be blamed for that, having grown up only in a castle, and above all, as the recovery role, if she couldn't manage her stamina well and couldn't heal when needed, it would be problematic.

        

        Adjusting to Liris's pace was necessary.

        

        To illustrate how important this is, even Livia had considered Belita's stamina to some extent when they were about to hunt the Demon King.

        

        Although it was a tight journey, they would rest if Belita seemed completely unable to continue.

        

        Even the Livia of that time paid attention to the condition of Belita, who was in the recovery role, which shows how important it is to maintain the stamina of the recovery role without further explanation.

        

        "Then let's depart; we have a long way to go."

        

        "D-do you really need to protect me properly? I really have no combat power? Just to be clear, even if I have something hidden, it's not related to combat ability? I could really die from one hit from a magical beast? You really need to value me?"

        

        The gnome walked, trembling.

        

        This Mountain of Illusion had quite a few strong magical beasts even among human territories, so it was close to being a magical beast domain.

        

        In the sense that humans had not conquered it, that is.

        

        "Don't worry."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "If anyone dies, I'll die first, before you."

        

        That was Livia's way of comforting him.

        

        It meant that as long as she was there, he wouldn't die.

        

        However, it didn't seem to be properly conveyed to the gnome.

        

        "That's not reassuring at all!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Livia looked at me.

        

        With a face that seemed to say, "Why isn't this getting through?" she looked at me.
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        We began climbing the mountain.

        

        "This way."

        

        Literally, we were just walking, and the gnome walked while frequently correcting our direction.

        

        The incredibly complex path was very annoying, and I felt the urge to have Livia cut through everything and make a hole in the mountain, but that didn't seem right either.

        

        Anyway, this mountain was said to often be covered in fog, and indeed, there was quite a bit of fog visible now.

        

        Of course, the fog was thin enough that we could see people nearby, but things in the distance were already difficult to make out. If it got thicker, it might become so dense that we wouldn't be able to see even the person right next to us.

        

        I could roughly sense positions using magic power, but not being able to see visually still easily created anxiety.

        

        For humans, vision is an extremely important element, and simply being able to see something with your eyes provides a sense of security.

        

        It's no coincidence that blindfolding is prioritized when creating fear experiences—when vision is blocked, the brain has no choice but to fill in the gaps with imagination.

        

        And typically, such imagination tends to go to extremes, whether positive or negative.

        

        In my personal opinion, it's easier for it to go in a negative direction, and those extreme negative thoughts literally stimulate primal human fears.

        

        This isn't to say that senses other than vision aren't important, but the deprivation of vision is more devastating than any other sense and more easily triggers human fear.

        

        This Mountain of Bewilderment was beginning to block vision through fog, fitting those conditions perfectly.

        

        The risk of monsters suddenly attacking from within the fog was high, which seemed to explain why people generally avoided entering the Mountain of Bewilderment.

        

        "The Mountain of Bewilderment—true to its name, it's quite easy to get lost here."

        

        "That's why there are quite a few adventurers who challenge it."

        

        "Really? Why would they deliberately challenge it? It's just a dangerous place, isn't it?"

        

        "It's dangerous, and despite being within human territory, it hasn't been fully conquered yet, so the first reason is that you never know where treasures might suddenly appear."

        

        "Oh, that makes sense."

        

        "The second reason is to test one's skills. Just the title of having conquered the Mountain of Bewilderment increases an adventurer's value, building credibility and allowing them to receive better requests."

        

        Well, this effect wasn't entirely nonexistent, but compared to the dangers of conquering the Mountain of Bewilderment, the benefits weren't particularly great. If I had to say, the most important thing was probably the honor of having conquered the mountain that remained with the person.

        

        "I suppose if someone says they've conquered this mountain, clients would be impressed."

        

        "It's the most difficult area within human territory."

        

        "And the final reason is..."

        

        "The final reason?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Adventurers need to have adventures, don't they?"

        

        "Haha, indeed."

        

        As I mentioned earlier, the potential losses from challenging this place could outweigh the benefits, and there were too many dangers. Yet despite this, every year people still challenge it without getting tired of it. This is because the very purpose of being an adventurer is to pursue endless romance, and there are people who dream of this everywhere.

        

        Since it's a life-risking endeavor, I wished people would be more cautious. Not only that, many people became disillusioned with reality and didn't properly adventure, but there were still many dreamers, and surprisingly, many became adventurers because they had admired such things since childhood.

        

        "Well, since the Mountain of Bewilderment has a high difficulty level, I'd prefer if people built up their skills more and made thorough preparations before coming."

        

        "Ah, now that you mention it, I heard that's why the Mountain of Bewilderment was once called the adventurers' graveyard."

        

        "That's right. The difficulty is high, it's easy to get stranded, and yet it has the romance of not being fully conquered, so even renowned adventurers challenge it."

        

        "What's the survival rate?"

        

        "If three parties enter, about one party makes it back alive. But since only relatively skilled individuals go there, the survival rate isn't that low."

        

        "One-third doesn't count as low?"

        

        "For an unconquered place like this, it's relatively high."

        

        Of course, this includes those who simply 'pass through.' So the rate is higher because more people can make it out, but if someone were to aim for complete conquest, the survival rate would truly plummet to rock bottom.

      

      
        

        At the very least, it was certain that something existed in this Mountain of Bewilderment.

        

        Considering how excessively dangerous it was, it was better to assume that something was there.

        

        "Grandia, do you know anything about this?"

        

        -This land didn't exist before I was sealed. I can say I've never seen symptoms like these before, but if I were to form a hypothesis, such phenomena occurring naturally would be very difficult.

        

        "Are you saying it's artificial?"

        

        -I do smell a kind of contract, but it's difficult to explain. It seems likely that some culprit caused this, and it has been left unconquered until now.

        

        "If it could be conquered, perhaps this Mountain of Bewilderment would no longer be a threat."

        

        "I wonder about that. Even excluding the anomalies, it's quite tall and annoyingly complex, so merchants would still avoid it. As mentioned, monsters frequently appear, and the path is winding."

        

        The gnome nodded at Lilith's words.

        

        "That's right. This mountain is already not a place worth passing through since horses can't travel on it. People might as well go around it. Most people calculate and plan their schedules based on going around the Mountain of Bewilderment rather than through it."

        

        "And we're going there now to conquer it."

        

        "Yes, honestly, it's crazy..."

        

        -Kieeek!!

        

        "Whoa!!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        Livia casually kicked away a monster that was charging directly at the gnome.

        

        The sight of it being pulverized against a tree and flying away without even leaving a proper corpse was truly ephemeral. Unintelligent monsters that attack without knowing the difference in strength aren't much of a threat.

        

        Usually, such monsters don't know how to conceal their killing intent.

        

        Even beasts seeking food know how to hide their killing intent and conceal their bodies, but monsters, perhaps because they were created simply to fight and die, rarely know how to hide their killing intent.

        

        Aiz seemed capable of it, but it was an anomaly even among monsters, a kind that could be called heretical.

        

        Most monsters might know how to hide their bodies or flee, but they don't know how to conceal their killing intent.

        

        Just as we cannot give up breathing, sleeping, eating, and would die the moment we did, perhaps for them, hostility, enmity, and struggle hold similar meaning.

        

        It could be evaluated as being at a similar level to physiological needs.

        

        At least, that's how most monster scholars evaluated it.

        

        "Scary! It was aiming right for my head!"

        

        "It's okay. Which way do we go next?"

        

        "You're scary too, kicking it and destroying its body without leaving a corpse... Ugh, next is that way."

        

        "That's amazing. How do you know the way?"

        

        "Why are you expecting logic from an innate ability?"

        

        "Are innate abilities that illogical?"

        

        At Livia's words, everyone naturally looked at me.

        

        Even Sylph and the gnome, who possessed innate abilities themselves, looked at me, which was a bit awkward.

        

        Their faces clearly asked me to explain, assuming I would know. Should I feel trusted because they believed I wouldn't be ignorant about this?

        

        "I'm not some magical tool that gives answers when asked."

        

        "But you know, right?"

        

        "I do know, but..."

        

        "See? So, what's the explanation?"

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Even I don't know the reason. Occasionally, some humans are born with innate abilities. The same goes for monsters."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "For example, let's say there's an innate ability to create a fireball in one's hand."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Then, can that fireball be thrown?"

        

        "Normally, a magic fireball can be thrown."

        

        "But since it's an innate ability, and Rois is asking this question, doesn't that mean it can't be thrown?"

        

        It felt like I was teaching students.

        

        Come to think of it, Madam Florence once told me I would make a good educator. At that time, I thought it was nonsense.

        

        I thought it would be difficult for someone like me, who had never received proper education, to become an educator who needed to possess all kinds of knowledge to teach others. Or, to put it more extremely, I considered it impossible.

        

        "So what's the answer?"

        

        "The answer is that it differs from person to person."

        

        "What, really?"

        

        "Some people with the same innate ability to create fireballs can throw them, while others cannot. Some get burned by their own flames, while others don't."

        

        "That's complicated."

        

        "That's why innate abilities are understood as a kind of habit, a difference between individuals."

        

        Just as everyone has different habits.

        

        Just as people, no matter how similar they may appear, even twins, are ultimately different individuals, innate abilities, even if they seem similar, manifest with completely different characteristics.

        

        There was no logic to it, so one could only produce results.

        

        Because of this, there were cases where people later realized their innate ability was different from what they initially thought.

        

        Stories about someone who thought they had the ability to produce fire but actually had the ability to control temperature, allowing them to create ice as well, were standard examples in any book about innate ability users.

        

        "I wish I had an innate ability too."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why? Why are you all looking at me like that?"

        

        Everyone was giving Livia the same look.

        

        "Your conscience..."

        

        "Your very existence is an innate ability..."

        

        "When a single kick makes monsters explode because they can't maintain their physical form, isn't that already an innate ability?"

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        And thought to myself:

        

        'Honestly, that's true.'

        

        She was just someone whose very existence was like an innate ability.

        

        Overwhelming power without logic.

        

        It wouldn't be wrong to call it an innate ability.
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        "This way."

        

        Following the gnome's guidance, we walked endlessly.

        

        "Now this way."

        

        After about an hour, we had changed directions so many times I couldn't even count them. It wasn't a normal approach, and no matter how I thought about it, we seemed to be changing directions too frequently.

        

        I wasn't particularly suspicious of the gnome.

        

        I knew his abilities well, and I had no doubt that no matter how dangerous it might be, once he received payment, he would do the job accordingly.

        

        What worried me was that this mountain might be more extraordinary than I had imagined. In a bad way.

        

        I considered various possibilities, but it seemed certain that something was sleeping inside this mountain.

        

        Whether it was alive or just an object, I couldn't tell, but it felt too artificial to be explained away as merely a natural wonder.

        

        I couldn't shake the feeling that this wasn't just random interference but deliberate obstruction, and I was surely not the only one who felt it.

        

        In fact, there had long been speculation about artificial elements in the Mountain of Delusion, and until I came here myself, all I knew was what I had read in books. This was my first time physically setting foot on the Mountain of Delusion.

        

        I had heard plenty about it in taverns and read about it in books, but the winding paths exceeded my imagination.

        

        The fog made it even worse.

        

        This was no joke—it wasn't without reason that people said passing through here without an innate ability to find paths like the gnome's would earn you honor and trust.

        

        I thought I could probably make it through given enough time, but it would be quite troublesome.

        

        Crack!!

        

        Another flying monster hit Livia's arm and fell.

        

        Or more precisely, as it fell, its body was pulverized, leaving nothing but an awkward mass of blood.

        

        Unspeakable violence.

        

        Incredible.

        

        Even though I'd seen it many times, I was still amazed by her overwhelming power each time.

        

        "Lady Olivia, how do you know they're coming without even looking?"

        

        "Huh? Their killing intent leaks out so obviously, of course I know."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Sylphy seems dull in that regard. Despite having the unique ability of stealth techniques, you're not familiar with detecting others' stealth."

        

        "I suppose that might be true."

        

        "Be careful. One of the basics of ambush is to strike when the opponent is attacking. Hiding your killing intent within the killing intent of opponents fighting each other is a fundamental assassination technique."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "Being unable to read killing intent can be surprisingly fatal."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        "Sylphy, once you learn to read magical power as I taught you, you'll naturally be able to read killing intent."

        

        In response to Livia's statement, which lacked any logic or explanation, I said:

        

        "How so?"

        

        "Intuition."

        

        "Indeed, that's frighteningly convincing in its own way."

        

        Sylphy had received training from Livia but seemed stuck because she couldn't implement what she had been taught.

        

        Livia just gave results without processes, simply saying "just do it," so it was understandable that Sylphy was struggling.

        

        Even when she did explain the process, it was merely "you'll get it with practice," and Livia herself didn't properly understand the process either.

        

        Livia had literally learned the essence of her skills by bleeding in real combat after having techniques forced upon her, so she honestly wasn't suited to be an educator.

        

        And this was my personal theory, but she was what you might call an intuitive type.

        

        She relied on intuition rather than logic or reason, and the more emotional she became, the more explosive power she displayed—qualities that made her utterly unsuitable as a teacher.

        

        Incidentally, Livia, Sylphy, and Lilith were all intuitive types.

        

        "Sylphy."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

      

      
        As I walked, I created magical power in both hands.

        

        "In one hand, I've simply generated magical power, and in the other, I've gathered magical power for an attack. Which one is for attacking?"

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy silently looked at both my hands.

        

        I could almost hear the gears turning in her head, but unfortunately, the moment she tried to think with her brain and see with her eyes, she was already on the wrong track.

        

        Unfortunately, Livia couldn't explain this part well because she just relied on intuition, and since her intuition was correct, she couldn't understand why others couldn't do the same.

        

        "Th-this one."

        

        "Why do you think so?"

        

        "...Just a feeling, I guess."

        

        "Could you see any difference visually?"

        

        "N-no. I don't think there was any."

        

        "Then you don't need to use your eyes."

        

        "......"

        

        "Actually, what Livia said earlier wasn't wrong. Being able to read this means you can read an opponent's attack, which means you can detect killing intent."

        

        I picked up a small stone from the ground.

        

        "Watch."

        

        "Yes."

        

        I lightly tossed the stone toward Livia's legs as she walked ahead of us.

        

        As the stone flew in an arc, Livia immediately pulled her leg back and deflected it sideways.

        

        "Huh? What was that?"

        

        "Did you see?"

        

        "No, what was I supposed to see?!"

        

        "With enough practice, you can respond like that even without sensing killing intent. Well, reaching Livia's level is difficult though."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Anyway, to defeat that monster Aiz, you'll need at least that much. It seems difficult to win in a straightforward confrontation. Magical power is like another muscle, you could say it's the muscle of mages."

        

        "......"

        

        "If you can read the movement of that muscle, there won't be many people who can defeat you anymore."

        

        "Is it that significant?"

        

        "It is."

        

        Sylphy tried to fluctuate magical power in her body, but she still couldn't tell the difference between magical power gathered for an attack and magical power simply gathered.

        

        This was difficult to explain properly with words; it had to be realized through one's own senses, and honestly, experience was the best teacher.

        

        But fighting with Livia wouldn't work properly, so perhaps it would be better if I taught her.

        

        Though not as good as Livia, I also knew how to handle magical power to some extent, in an ordinary way.

        

        I couldn't match Livia in strength, but Livia was still human after all.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that Livia described her own weakness as "I'm only one person." No matter how you looked at it, if Livia was fighting something somewhere, someone else had to cover the gaps elsewhere.

        

        If Sylphy's combat ability increased, that meant there would be one more person to fill the holes Livia couldn't cover.

        

        'Honestly, Sylphy isn't weak now either. Even though she had help, the Demon Lord's executive and the King of the Beastkin aren't opponents you can defeat by luck. Her skill is practically guaranteed; the problem was simply that Aiz was much stronger.'

        

        As for Livia, well, compatibility doesn't matter for her.

        

        Aiz was someone I could handle well.

        

        He used poison frequently and had many tactical numbers.

        

        He was exactly the type I found easy to deal with.

        

        For me, opponents who overwhelmed with firepower were more troublesome.

        

        In contrast, Sylphy would find monsters like Aiz uncomfortable to face. She would probably prefer opponents who charged in recklessly.

        

        Of course, this was just about compatibility, and compatibility alone doesn't necessarily determine the outcome of a battle.

        

      

      
        Anyway, when I heard the story, I had planned that the next time we met Aiz, I would either leave him to Livia or, if that wasn't possible, face him myself.

        

        But Sylphy was actively seeking to fight Aiz.

        

        I wasn't sure if it was male fighting instinct burning strongly or if it was pride, but people sometimes face moments when they must fight, and opponents they must defeat.

        

        If that had happened to Sylphy, I couldn't entirely deny it.

        

        "Anyway, once you can instinctively grasp this, you'll at least be prepared to fight Aiz."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Well, it's just preparation, so whether you can win is questionable. To be honest, that monster Aiz seemed to have higher basic abilities than you."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Plus, the compatibility is bad. Even so, do you still want to fight?"

        

        "Leave it to me, I won't disappoint you."

        

        "It's not disappointment I'm worried about..."

        

        "I won't die. There are still suffering half-elves... no, many half-breed races out there."

        

        "I see."

        

        I couldn't help but admire someone who pursued ideals while knowing reality, and it made me want to cheer them on and get involved.

        

        The reason I helped Livia in the past, despite her rather difficult personality, was because I believed that her convictions weren't wrong, even if they were somewhat misaligned.

        

        Even though she was consumed by the position of hero, her heart was in the right place, and she actually saved many people.

        

        Even when she broke, she broke in a remarkably composed way.

        

        It was admirable, if you could call it that.

        

        Crack!

        

        "Ah, another monster."

        

        "You don't even need the holy sword, do you?"

        

        "There are more monsters than I expected."

        

        "This is still the early part. If we go deeper, stronger monsters will appear. Well, they're not a big problem for Livia, but they could be for the gnome."

        

        "Don't say such scary things... This way now."

        

        "The path changes almost at a right angle? Are you sure? What's ahead if we go straight?"

        

        "Well, I don't know?"

        

        "Huh? You don't know?"

        

        "I told you, I only know the path. It's troublesome if you ask me about anything else. You can doubt me if you want, but at least I do the job I'm paid for. I'll guide you properly, so you don't need to worry about that."

        

        "Well, it should be fine. Royce vouched for you after all."

        

        Three hours on the mountain path.

        

        Walking on the treacherous mountain trail while periodically changing direction was certainly exhausting. Fortunately, most of us seemed confident in our stamina and didn't look particularly tired.

        

        "H-hey!"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Looking back, I saw Lilith staggering along, sweating profusely, using a thick branch she had found somewhere as a walking stick.

        

        She was also using a magical tool, as evidenced by the flickering light from it.

        

        Using magical power does cause physical fatigue after all.

        

        With a face no princess should make, Lilith said:

        

        "Cough, cough... Huff, huff... L-let's rest a bit...!"

        

        "Lilith, your face looks terrible."

        

        "Sweat..."

        

        Well, perhaps I should praise her for lasting this long.

        

        It was about time anyway.

        

        "It's about time, so let's eat around here and then set off again."

        

        If we kept walking, Lilith would probably die first.
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        "I hear the hero's party has left Weargal and is heading towards the Mountain of Delusion."

        

        "So they've really gone. Hah, alright. I understand."

        

        Felix sighed softly after hearing the report.

        

        He felt dizzy from not having slept properly for the past few days.

        

        He was handling matters using all available administrative resources, but given the sheer magnitude of the situation, the overwhelming amount of work was making his head spin.

        

        On the positive side, there had been another attack in Weargal that had strengthened their bonds.

        

        'No, I shouldn't think like that.'

        

        Felix erased the wicked thought that had crossed his mind as he walked.

        

        It's obviously better if there are no attacks.

        

        Of course, even an ordinary person could think this way from a political perspective. It wasn't such a terrible thought.

        

        However.

        

        Because Felix understood his own malicious nature, he needed to be more careful than others.

        

        Just as a chef must be extra cautious with fire, and a knight must better understand the dangers of blades, Felix needed to be more vigilant about evil thoughts than others.

        

        For Felix specifically, these weren't just passing thoughts or political calculations—they could easily transform into his own desires.

        

        It was truly an exhausting life.

        

        Thinking about continuing to live this way made him so tired that he considered giving it all up. Remembering Alex, who seemed to fulfill his wishes, made it even harder to banish such thoughts.

        

        'Still, what needs to be done remains the same.'

        

        There had been a light he had seen in the past.

        

        He was someone who enjoyed misfortune.

        

        Someone who could take pleasure in others' pain.

        

        Someone who simply couldn't feel joy in others' happiness.

        

        Even so.

        

        He thought it would be nice if he could become different.

        

        In his childhood, his sister Lilith had spoken of such dreams, and he had come to admire those dreamlike stories. If there was a starting point for Felix, it was there.

        

        Even when that had worn away and he had grown weary, he met Royce.

        

        If those two miracles hadn't occurred, Felix might have become a betrayer of humanity who sided with the Death Gods, just like Alex.

        

        It was entirely possible to imagine a future where Felix occupied Alex's position instead.

        

        Both regret that it hadn't happened and relief that it hadn't coexisted within Felix now.

        

        The heart always wavers.

        

        There is no such thing as a heart of steel.

        

        There are only hearts that maintain themselves while wavering.

        

        It wasn't that he was convinced this was right; rather, it was more like a religious faith that he simply believed in, remaining there and appearing like steel.

        

        'Anyway, what needs to be done hasn't changed.'

        

        Though the journey wasn't entirely smooth, it seemed things were going well enough despite the problems, so it should be fine.

        

        Once they departed from Weargal, it would be difficult to get information until they reached the dwarves' country. The beastkin nation had such high magical concentration that communication was only possible during specific time periods. It would be best to give up expecting any significant information.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        After clearing his throat once and straightening himself up, he knocked.

        

        Knock knock.

        

      

      
        As if responding to the sound, a voice came from beyond the door.

        

        "Come in."

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        As he slowly opened the door, a blue-haired girl came into view.

        

        She wasn't just someone who looked like a girl—she was truly a fifteen-year-old girl, and despite her beautiful appearance, chains of light bound her feet.

        

        Though the possibility of escape was low and she wasn't formally imprisoned, some minimal measures had to be taken to prevent backlash, so she was confined to this room.

        

        "Are you satisfied with your accommodations, Belita?"

        

        "It's far too luxurious and satisfying for a criminal like me."

        

        "Since no formal trial has taken place yet, you're not officially a criminal. Unfortunately, you won't be able to completely avoid imprisonment after the trial."

        

        The sentence would be shorter than what her actions warranted, especially since the case had been transferred from humanity's tribunal to human court, and both the hero Olivia and the saint Lilith would support her. She also had the achievement of saving many people.

        

        The fact that even with all these mitigating factors her crime couldn't be completely absolved showed just how serious betraying humanity was considered.

        

        While that aspect could somehow be managed, there seemed to be no way to avoid imprisonment for her attempt to assassinate the hero.

        

        But Belita herself was fine with that, and even Olivia, who supported her, didn't want to completely take away her future—her support wasn't meant to help Belita escape punishment.

        

        Royce had also said it would be better for Belita to receive proper punishment.

        

        After all, Belita needed a chance to start anew.

        

        "Um, Lady Olivia and Lord Royce..."

        

        She seemed concerned about them.

        

        "Are you worried?"

        

        "Yes, it would be a lie to say I'm not concerned."

        

        "They finished their business in Weargal, crossed the Mountain of Delusion, and are currently heading toward the beastkin nation."

        

        "The Mountain of Delusion... I've heard that place can be even more dangerous than monster territories in some cases, but I suppose with Lady Olivia there, they should be fine."

        

        Though it was called the adventurers' graveyard, there were people who had survived, and those strong enough could pass through normally.

        

        Of course, if they were attempting to conquer it rather than just passing through, that would be a different story. No one had yet figured out why so many strange things happened only in that mountain.

        

        Rumor had it that one's strength somehow diminished as one approached the center of the Mountain of Delusion.

        

        While this was just hearsay and hadn't been confirmed, it was mentioned frequently enough among those who had attempted to conquer the mountain that it couldn't be completely dismissed.

        

        In any case, the hero's party wasn't trying to conquer the Mountain of Delusion but simply pass through quickly, and with someone possessing the unique ability of a gnome, there shouldn't be any major problems.

        

        Besides, if anything happened, Olivia and Royce were there to handle it.

        

        Olivia alone could solve most problems.

        

        There's a saying that what lacks in force makes up for in wisdom.

        

        That saying was the most appropriate description of Olivia.

        

        'But now, that force has wisdom attached to it.'

        

        Next to the non-thinking Olivia was someone who could think, and despite their differences, they were fundamentally similar in disposition, so they got along surprisingly well.

        

        Felix had considered whether he could somehow use their connection, but he didn't want to risk damaging their current relationship. It seemed sufficient to call on them as mercenaries only for truly righteous causes that posed significant harm to the kingdom.

        

        The nobles would try to bring the hero back to the kingdom somehow, but Olivia, who had no good memories of either the Reinhart family or the kingdom, would refuse.

        

        If that happened, the nobles might do "something foolish," and preventing that was also Felix's duty.

        

        This was no joke—Olivia could bring down the kingdom's castle.

        

        And there was nothing that could be done about it.

        

        If they issued something like a wanted notice in retaliation, it would be irreversible.

        

      

      
        Moreover, Olivia's current reputation among the people was beyond imagination. Imagine if the kingdom that created the betrayer of humanity issued a wanted notice for Olivia or gave her a negative evaluation.

        

        It would be no laughing matter.

        

        Felix wanted to believe no one would do something so foolish, but throughout his life, he had learned that people could be more stupid than one might expect.

        

        "Lord Felix?"

        

        "Hmm? No, I apologize. I just had some things on my mind."

        

        "As the future king, your responsibilities must be heavy. You shouldn't have to worry about someone like me... I have no intention of escaping or plotting anything harmful, so please don't worry."

        

        "I'm not concerned about that."

        

        Royce himself had vouched for her, so Felix believed it.

        

        However, there were two reasons why he periodically came to check on Belita's room.

        

        First was to confirm her condition as Olivia and Royce had requested—to check if she was properly keeping her core deactivated and not harming herself.

        

        Second was...

        

        Well.

        

        This was his only respite.

        

        Amidst all the duties that came with being the heir to the throne, this room was the only place where he could relax his shoulders a bit.

        

        "..."

        

        Belita observed Felix's expression for a moment, then smiled.

        

        "I see. Perhaps you'd like to relax with a cup of tea."

        

        "..."

        

        She was perceptive.

        

        She seemed to have figured out why Felix came here.

        

        And it was even better that she didn't mention it directly. As she poured tea into the cup, she displayed a composure that was hard to believe from the trembling girl she had once been.

        

        She had the look of someone with hope for a new beginning in her heart.

        

        'Can people be reused?'

        

        There's a saying.

        

        People aren't meant to be fixed, they say.

        

        But is that really true?

        

        Everyone makes mistakes and commits wrongs, and for some, those wrongs are irreversible.

        

        Does that mean their life should end at that point?

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "It's nothing."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Just as he was about to drink the tea, the door suddenly burst open.

        

        Snow-white hair—that distinctive feature was characteristic of the Reinhart family.

        

        While not only Reinhart family members had white hair, among the kingdom's nobility, white hair meant only the Reinhart family.

        

        "Oh, so you're here."

        

        The smell of alcohol was overwhelming.

        

        Felix sighed softly and said:

        

        "Wouldn't it be appropriate to knock... Sword Saint, Sir Gilbert Reinhart?"
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        Gilbert Reinhart.

        

        The Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart.

        

        He was the younger brother of Olivia Reinhart's father and once an indomitable warrior called the hero of the next generation. His strength was so great that he could defeat even professional sword instructors when he was just a boy.

        

        He possessed strength greater than others, always visited the cathedral to gaze upon the holy sword, had dreams, and was devout enough to pray—making him seem perfectly suited to be a hero.

        

        However, it wasn't Gilbert who was chosen, but Olivia, and as a result, Gilbert somewhat lost his way.

        

        He began drinking alcohol he had never tasted before, and his demeanor, which could have been exemplary for a knight, instead harbored an unbecoming delinquency that anyone could see.

        

        Moreover, while it sounded nice to call him Olivia's educator, in reality, he one-sidedly beat her, venting his frustration at not being chosen as the hero.

        

        As time passed and Olivia grew beyond the point where he could simply beat her to vent his frustrations, it seemed he couldn't even do that properly anymore.

        

        His clothes were disheveled.

        

        His beard had grown unkempt, his reddened face clearly revealed the influence of alcohol, and the stench of liquor was so strong it could be detected even from the street.

        

        "You don't need to glare at me like that, do you? Future king, why don't you show us the size of your vessel, hmm?"

        

        "Sir Gilbert, I am not yet king. Still, shouldn't there be certain courtesies we maintain with each other?"

        

        "Huh."

        

        Gilbert gave a derisive laugh.

        

        "Do you need courtesy to enter a criminal's room?"

        

        "She is not yet a criminal. Someone who hasn't been judged is merely a suspect, not a criminal. You're not so ignorant of the world that you don't know why she wasn't put in prison."

        

        "Now that's funny! What's so cute about a woman who betrayed the hero and was with Alex, who sided with the Death Messenger, that you put her in such a nice room? Putting her in a room like this isn't even confinement. Those iron chains on her feet—she could easily break them if she wanted to, couldn't she?"

        

        Indeed, if Belita set her mind to it, breaking the restraints binding her feet wouldn't be difficult.

        

        But this was a kind of token of trust.

        

        It was a restraint meant for show, with almost no actual constraining power, symbolizing the belief that she wouldn't try to escape.

        

        Since the restraint was created on the premise that Belita wouldn't try to escape, it wasn't a significant constraint, just as Gilbert said.

        

        "......"

        

        "No, she didn't just side with the Death Messenger—she became one herself! That's an even greater crime! Shouldn't she be executed immediately without trial? How can we who uphold the law be so lenient, hmm?"

        

        "Sins can be offset by good deeds. Just as your reputation as the Sword Saint protects you despite your misconduct."

        

        Felix said while sipping his tea.

        

        Gilbert frowned at those words.

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "Do you have anything else you'd like to say?"

        

        "Ha, how much trouble have I really caused! Compared to those who truly betrayed humanity, it's nothing!"

        

        "You're right. You've saved many people. Even if those achievements seem modest compared to Olivia Reinhart's, you've certainly saved many lives, so we can overlook your usual behavior in comparison."

        

        "......"

        

        Gilbert glared at Felix with an expression that was clearly more displeased than before.

        

        It was well known that one shouldn't mention Olivia in front of Gilbert, as he disliked her.

        

        No, he hated her.

        

        Though he never said it directly, he seemed to believe she had taken his rightful place.

        

        In the end, Olivia had become the hero who saved the world, while Gilbert was now just a man with only the title of Sword Saint remaining.

        

        Perhaps the holy sword's choice had been the right one.

        

        Or perhaps it was this choice that had made him this way.

        

      

      
        It wasn't that Felix couldn't understand how shocking it must have been for someone who had lived his entire life for the holy sword to not be chosen by it, but Gilbert hadn't lived a proper life since then. Even those who wanted to help him couldn't, due to the thorns that had grown in his words and heart.

        

        "We will question Belita about her crimes. The victims—Hero Olivia Reinhart and the true Saint Lilith Clifford, my sister—are requesting lenient treatment."

        

        "So what? Because important people say so, her crimes should be treated lightly? Ha, so much for equality."

        

        "Not at all. While minor crimes might be overlooked, such serious offenses can't be dismissed merely because of someone's name. What matters is that those two were the victims."

        

        Due to the assassination attempt on the hero, Olivia was injured.

        

        The true Saint, Lilith, had her position usurped.

        

        Of course, since Lilith herself didn't know she was the Saint, it might not be a major point, but what's important is that "the real Saint forgave her." This carries weight.

        

        Even if she impersonated someone, if the real person forgives her, some leniency becomes possible.

        

        And since Olivia also worked to lighten Belita's punishment, the support of those two carries more significance than one might think.

        

        "Moreover, Belita Bright saved countless people while in the hero's party. If Hero Olivia Reinhart saved people by killing enemies, Belita Bright literally saved people."

        

        Even if she was an impostor, she had powerful abilities that allowed her to impersonate a saint.

        

        Even if those abilities came from artificial spirit user experiments, it couldn't be denied that she had the natural capacity for it.

        

        In fact, even now, apart from absolute firepower, Belita was superior to Lilith as a healer.

        

        Regardless, the fact that she had saved many lives remained undisputed.

        

        "And during the recent invasion of Erkia, she exponentially reduced the number of casualties and treated Hero Olivia Reinhart's injuries."

        

        "So?"

        

        "It would be a shame for her future if she were to spend her entire life in prison or be executed. She must continue to work for humanity."

        

        "Kekeke, now that's... a masterpiece of a statement. Hey, fake Saint."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "......"

        

        Felix had been slightly worried.

        

        He had imagined she might tremble uncontrollably and be unable to speak properly, but while she was shaking slightly, it wasn't as bad as he had feared.

        

        She was maintaining her composure and didn't seem likely to make poor judgments or misspeak due to emotional influence.

        

        Even during the conversation between Felix and Gilbert, she had been calmly drinking tea to steady herself.

        

        "Do you plan to live shamelessly after betraying humanity?"

        

        "N-no... I will live appropriately for my sins."

        

        "Hahaha! Live appropriately for your sins? How about spending eternity in prison? That's the fitting end for a criminal!"

        

        "M-my abilities are useful... It's better for me to be outside saving many people than being in prison. For the sin of hurting people, I will live by saving people. I'll dedicate my life to that atonement."

        

        "......"

        

        He had come to shake her and criticize her thoroughly.

        

        But Belita was only trembling slightly and not giving Gilbert the reaction he wanted.

        

        'Surprising, or... perhaps it's natural when I think about it?'

        

        Considering it, Belita had been a member of the hero's party and had gone all the way to the Demon King's castle.

        

        She wasn't just someone who was always afraid; even when scared, she didn't run away. At the very least, she had consistently maintained her position.

        

        There was no doubt she was a woman with fundamental tenacity.

        

        Home education was a fearsome thing.

        

        It could erase the will of even someone like her.

        

        Even now, as Belita was in the process of healing in various ways, she showed this much strength. If she had been raised in a normal household instead of that family, she might have become an extraordinary person.

        

      

      
        It wasn't a joke to think that the Bright family could potentially produce a king.

        

        "So, Sir Gilbert."

        

        Belita looked at Gilbert and spoke.

        

        "Why did you come here? If you had business in this criminal's room, you must have had something to say to me... or did you come because you knew Prince Felix was here?"

        

        "You little—!"

        

        "Sir Gilbert!"

        

        As Gilbert tried to draw his sword, Felix quickly moved to stop him.

        

        Whatever had triggered him, it was clear he was agitated.

        

        And he was intoxicated on top of that.

        

        But.

        

        *Swoosh!*

        

        Something like a chain restrained Gilbert's sword, preventing him from drawing it.

        

        "This...!"

        

        "Y-you shouldn't draw your sword here... h-hehe... Even you, Sir Gilbert, might be punished. As Felix said, I haven't been judged yet, so I'm not a criminal..."

        

        That was true.

        

        If he were to kill or harm Belita here, even Gilbert couldn't escape punishment.

        

        This was especially true given that Felix, Olivia, and Lilith had guaranteed she would receive a proper trial.

        

        With a click, the restraint on the scabbard caused by Belita was released.

        

        Gilbert, his face red with shame, turned and walked away quickly.

        

        *BANG!!*

        

        The door closed with a violent sound.

        

        "......"

        

        Belita looked at Felix with wide eyes, her face showing she didn't quite understand what had happened.

        

        "Um... did I do something wrong? He seemed really angry..."

        

        "No."

        

        Felix smiled.

        

        "You did very well."

        

        Felix thought to himself.

        

        This girl was more remarkable than he had expected.

        

        If her family environment had been different, she could have used her wings to soar freely in the sky.

        

        That made it all the more regrettable.

        

        "Well, I should be going now. I'll let you know the exact date of the trial later."

        

        "Yes, thank you."

        

        Felix looked at Belita before walking toward the door.

        

        And he couldn't help but think:

        

        'How troublesome this work is.'

        

        He didn't want to imagine how exhausting it would be after becoming king, when it was already this tiring before.

        

        He wanted to believe that things were only this busy because of the current situation.
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        "Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!!"

        

        Gilbert Reinhart cursed as he walked down the corridor.

        

        It wasn't that Gilbert Reinhart was weak.

        

        He was strong.

        

        In the Reinhart family, which primarily focused on swordsmanship, no one except Olivia could handle a sword better than Gilbert.

        

        Even after Olivia was chosen as the Hero and her body deteriorated due to alcohol, even though she had somewhat neglected her training, he was still second in skill within the Reinhart family.

        

        He simply couldn't escape from having his lifelong goal of being chosen as the Hero denied.

        

        Perhaps Gilbert Reinhart's clock had stopped the moment Olivia Reinhart was chosen as the Hero. Or one could say it had broken.

        

        A stopped clock forever points to the same time, never allowing progress forward.

        

        He remained trapped in a past that had already passed years ago, and for Gilbert, that was a deeply humiliating story.

        

        Everywhere he went, people talked about the Hero.

        

        How amazing Olivia was.

        

        Olivia.

        

        Olivia.

        

        Olivia.

        

        Despite some criticism, all of Olivia's actions saved people. It wouldn't have been any different if it had been Gilbert, so why was there such a difference?

        

        "......"

        

        Gilbert reflected on the past.

        

        A past he had already torn apart.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Gilbert laughed as he sent Olivia flying.

        

        Olivia, who had been selected as the Hero just a few years ago, was weak.

        

        Her technique.

        

        Her body.

        

        Her magical power.

        

        Everything about her was incomparably fragile compared to Gilbert.

        

        The attack, which resembled beating a child barely 10 years old, would normally have been stopped by onlookers, but this was the Reinhart family's training ground, and only members of the Reinhart family entered here.

        

        And the Reinhart family members didn't bother to stop this.

        

        Olivia needed to become stronger to reclaim past glory, and they would do anything to make her stronger.

        

        Even if the training bordered on abuse, it took on a different meaning when done by a strong person like Gilbert.

        

        That's what they seemed to believe.

        

        "Get up, Olivia. If you collapse from just this much, you'll never become a Hero!"

        

        "Ugh... hnn..."

        

        Bruises covered her entire body, and a large lump had formed near her eye, likely obstructing her vision.

        

        Her forehead was split open with blood streaming down, probably turning her vision red, and her nose had bled multiple times, leaving the area covered in blood.

        

        It was certainly not pain a child could endure.

        

        Initially, Gilbert had felt some aversion to inflicting violence on a 10-year-old child.

        

        No, since the training had started even earlier, Gilbert had beaten an even younger Olivia, so feeling guilty about it would have been natural.

        

        But.

        

        She didn't die.

        

        She felt pain when hit.

        

        She screamed.

        

        She rolled on the ground.

        

        That should have been the natural response for a human.

        

        "...I'll continue."

        

        Olivia, rising again, had already been twisted long ago.

        

      

      
        She was broken even before Gilbert started tormenting her. Olivia's parents hadn't given birth to a child but to a Hero.

        

        And so Gilbert, unable to find answers about his own life, continued to swing his sword at the young Olivia like he was venting his frustrations on trash.

        

        Most of the time they used wooden swords in a sparring format, but one day, using real swords, he inflicted a fatal wound on Olivia.

        

        He made excuses that experiencing such near-death injuries was also part of training, but if treatment had been delayed even slightly, Olivia would have died.

        

        There was a part of him that genuinely wished for that, but in the end, he couldn't go through with it.

        

        Not so much for humanity's sake, but because Gilbert simply couldn't bear the aftermath of killing the Hero.

        

        He lacked the courage to accept and move forward, and he also lacked the courage to go berserk and throw everything away—that was Gilbert Reinhart.

        

        And five years passed.

        

        It was around the time Olivia turned 15.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "...!"

        

        As the wooden swords continued to clash, the pressure disturbed the surrounding air, and magical power rippled visibly and violently.

        

        Several people were watching.

        

        This training had always occasionally attracted spectators from the Reinhart family.

        

        But unlike the 10-year-old child who was beaten, rolled on the ground, had bones broken, bruises formed, and repeatedly fainted, after five years, she was now clearly pushing Gilbert back.

        

        Some might criticize this, asking why it took five years.

        

        But when the master is not just any master but the "Sword Saint," the story changes.

        

        He was a powerful figure with few equals in this world.

        

        Even if he had neglected his training since becoming Olivia's master, what he had built up until then hadn't crumbled.

        

        He was strong and could potentially fight against Demon Lord's army executives in certain situations.

        

        "Hah!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        He was being pushed back.

        

        Olivia's wooden sword stopped just before touching Gilbert's neck.

        

        After about five years, Olivia had defeated Gilbert.

        

        But she didn't look particularly happy or satisfied; she maintained her stance at the end of the match with the same dead-fish eyes.

        

        "Thank you for the match, Master."

        

        'Why did she stop?'

        

        Under the pretext of sparring, Gilbert had beaten Olivia mercilessly. The reason Olivia once had to walk around covered in bandages was precisely because Gilbert was the culprit.

        

        He thought she would harbor resentment, but when the opportunity came to beat Gilbert, Olivia stopped her attack just short, as if it were truly just a sparring match.

        

        Unable to understand this, he stared blankly at Olivia, who was much younger than him.

        

        "Why did you stop your attack?"

        

        And he asked.

        

        At that question, Olivia tilted her head.

        

        As if she genuinely didn't understand.

        

        "Because it's sparring, isn't it?"

        

        "I never stopped."

        

        "It was training to give me endurance against pain."

        

        She believed that?

        

        "I'm in the position of learning, and you're in the position of teaching, so naturally it's different. I won't become arrogant because of this one victory; I'll just keep moving forward so I can win next time too."

        

        "......"

        

        He swallowed dryly.

        

        This girl.

        

        She was strong.

        

        Even in situations where she could have been shattered miserably, her eyes shone. It was a murky light, but the fact that it was light remained unchanged, and it gave Gilbert quite a shock.

        

        "How did you just dodge that attack?"

        

        "I'm still weak compared to you, Master. I read it."

        

      

      
        "Read it?"

        

        "How should I put it... I predicted your movements with a feeling of just knowing."

        

        Not understanding this, Gilbert frowned.

        

        Reading movements.

        

        Predicting movements.

        

        Beyond that level, after watching Gilbert's movements for about five years, she had been predicting how he would move next based on those movements.

        

        She had developed a kind of move-reading ability, thinking, "In this situation, he'll move like this; in that situation, he'll move like that."

        

        Is this even human?

        

        He felt fear.

        

        And after another three years passed, by the time Olivia turned 18, she had reached a realm where Gilbert could barely win.

        

        At 15, Olivia had won against Gilbert by luck, but by 18, the situation had reversed—now Gilbert won only by luck.

        

        He thought it would be fine.

        

        "Damn it."

        

        With only experience fighting against humans and some monsters, she might get injured and defeated at first despite her power, but once she got used to that too, she would quickly become stronger.

        

        If Belita made a mistake and Olivia died, that might not happen, but if she continued to survive, Olivia would certainly grow stronger.

        

        It was beyond Gilbert's control now, and no matter how much of a Sword Saint he was, a Hero as a disciple had the duty to surpass their master.

        

        That was only natural, and Gilbert had also surpassed his own master at quite a young age, so it was to be expected.

        

        That was right.

        

        Because she was the Hero.

        

        But that wasn't Gilbert.

        

        "Damn it..."

        

        Gilbert didn't meet with Olivia until the moment she departed on her journey.

        

        He only had the selfish hope in his heart that she would fail.

        

        ***

        

        "Damn it, this one and that one..."

        

        Gilbert walked while drinking.

        

        Then he spotted a statue of the Goddess.

        

        Once, as a believer, his daily routine included praying to the Goddess, but after failing to be chosen by the holy sword, Gilbert's visits to the cathedral decreased, and his faith in the Goddess quickly disappeared.

        

        It wasn't completely gone, but it wasn't normally present either.

        

        Lower than others, one might say.

        

        Hiccupping from intoxication, Gilbert stood before the statue and spoke.

        

        "Goddess... why didn't you give me the holy sword... My entire life was built around that, so why didn't you give it to me? Why... why...!"

        

        He spoke with a trembling voice as he drank.

        

        Why Olivia and not him?

        

        His desperation had been greater.

        

        He had worked hard too.

        

        Everyone had expected it to be him.

        

        Why was Olivia given the mark and deemed worthy to wield the holy sword?

        

        -How pitiful, how sad.

        

        "...! Who's there!"

        

        This was the Reinhart family's territory.

        

        It was hard to imagine someone had infiltrated this place.

        

        But immediately realizing that this was no ordinary person, despite his drunkenness, Gilbert grabbed his sword.

        

        -Does it matter who I am? Isn't what I can do for you more important?

        

        "What?"

        

        -Do you want to become the Hero? Do you want to obtain the holy sword? I might be able to help you.

        

        The snickering laughter sounded like a demon's temptation.
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        "I-I'm really going to die at this rate!!"

        

        "If you have the energy to shout, you're still fine."

        

        "Huff, huff..... Haah, *gag*."

        

        "You look like you're about to throw up. So even a saint has weak stamina, huh?"

        

        "It's not so much that, but Lady Lilith just recently became a saint, and before that, she rarely left the castle, let alone the kingdom. It can't be helped that her stamina is low."

        

        "Ugh......"

        

        Despite taking breaks, meal times, and resting for various reasons, it seemed Lilith's stamina had completely hit rock bottom.

        

        In contrast, Livia and I were relatively fine, and Sylphy also appeared to be doing well.

        

        The Gnome was sweating but didn't show severe signs of fatigue.

        

        Only Lilith was sweating profusely, looking like she might die at any moment.

        

        Well, it was within the expected range.

        

        If anything, she had endured longer than anticipated.

        

        I hadn't predicted that we would be able to cross the mountain in just one day.

        

        Though the fog made it difficult to see clearly, it was definitely starting to get dark. Since I could hear the sound of flowing water nearby, it might be best to spend the night around here.

        

        We had been walking almost all day, and not just on flat ground but mountain paths... and not even well-maintained ones. The physical exertion was extraordinarily demanding.

        

        It was just that everyone here possessed somewhat unusual stamina, which made Lilith's exhaustion stand out all the more.

        

        "Royce, what do you think we should do?"

        

        "The sound of flowing water means there's a river nearby. It's getting dark as the sun sets. Rather than pushing on, it might be better to rest here for the night."

        

        "True, it's impossible to cross the Mountain of Delusion in a single day anyway. I'm in favor."

        

        "If our guide agrees, what more is there to say? Let's rest here tonight."

        

        "R-really...? Haa, haa..... We're resting?"

        

        "Yes, take slow, deep breaths."

        

        She looked like she was about to pass out.

        

        It seemed I would need to consider having Sylphy carry her from tomorrow onward.

        

        Today we had started a bit late because Livia, Grandia, and I had some business in the morning, but tomorrow we might have to hike all day, and there was no way Lilith's stamina would hold up.

        

        What is the biggest weakness of healing magic?

        

        It doesn't restore stamina.

        

        Since it drains the energy of both the cleric and the person being healed, clerics must train their physical endurance.

        

        But even with equal training, it was true that clerics tended to have less stamina, and Belita was no exception to this.

        

        Still, Belita had more stamina than ordinary clerics, probably because she had been trained that way since childhood.

        

        And because there was no waste in her healing, the stamina she consumed relative to the power she used was extremely minimal.

        

        "How should we handle the night watch?"

        

        "I'll take the long shift. Going without sleep for a few days isn't a problem for me."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        The Gnome and I gave Livia strange looks.

        

        "What?"

        

        "Well, as your loving partner, I should normally discourage such statements... but somehow I feel like you really would be fine, so I'm hesitant."

        

        "It's fine. When we went to defeat the Demon Lord, I took half the watches, and the other three split the remaining half between them."

        

        "So you basically stood watch alone."

        

        "We did it together; I just did a bit more. Even with that arrangement, there weren't any major problems. Besides, in monster territory, we barely got to sleep at all, so it didn't matter much."

        

        "......"

        

        "If I stood watch longer in human territory, the opposite was true in monster territory! We barely got any sleep, just quick naps here and there. Monsters would attack at the slightest opportunity."

      

      
        

        -SCREECH!

        

        *CRACK!!*

        

        "Like that, you see. In that sense, this place is similar to monster territory."

        

        She casually punched an onrushing monster, sending it flying.

        

        The monster didn't even leave a corpse, exploding on the spot.

        

        A mystery of the human body.

        

        No, it felt like the mystery of life itself was condensed in Livia's body.

        

        "Well, if it comes to it, I'll take Lilith's watch. Someone already lacking in stamina shouldn't be deprived of proper sleep."

        

        "True, she's our healer after all. If she can't heal because she's too exhausted from lack of sleep, that would be no laughing matter. Let's at least make sure she gets proper rest."

        

        Livia and the Gnome looked at me as they spoke.

        

        "There's one thing you seem to have forgotten."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Livia is the leader of this party. You don't need to ask for my permission for every little thing."

        

        "You're the leader."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I just happen to be at the front, so people mistake me for the leader, but I'm not cut out for leadership at all. So you do it. I'm giving you the command authority. That settles it, right? From now on, you're the leader."

        

        "......"

        

        Well, let's go with that.

        

        It wasn't a big issue anyway.

        

        "Then Livia will take Lilith's watch. Gnome, are you okay with that?"

        

        "I'm fine. Merchants often travel alone, so even a little time to sleep comfortably is more than enough to be grateful for."

        

        "Sylphy seems... fine too."

        

        Being in a forest with many trees, she looked perfectly fine.

        

        She might even have more stamina than me in the forest. I couldn't tell how she would compare to Livia, though.

        

        Normally, competing with elves on stamina in a forest would be foolish, but occasionally there were exceptions to that rule.

        

        People who transcend common sense exist everywhere, including right beside me.

        

        "Since there's water flowing nearby, can't we wash up?"

        

        "Well, wiping down with a wet cloth would be fine too, but I don't think that will be enough for her."

        

        Lilith was still barely breathing, receiving help from Sylphy.

        

        Drenched in sweat, leaving her as she was might lead to catching a cold or similar illness. The weather wasn't particularly cold now, but it would certainly get chilly at night.

        

        "Anyway, Livia, please help Lilith wash up. You might as well bathe together."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Gnome, what about you?"

        

        "I'm fine. I can just wipe down with a wet cloth."

        

        "I think it would be good to wash properly since opportunities like this are rare."

        

        "Hmm, I suppose..."

        

        In truth, when traveling, situations where you can't wash properly occur frequently.

        

        So it's not a big issue among adventurers if you go a few days without bathing, but it's still good to wash when you can.

        

        Maintaining hygiene prevents many illnesses, and bathing is the best way to do that.

        

        "But we don't know what kind of water it is. What if it's dirty...?"

        

        "Why worry about that? We have a saint right here."

        

      

      
        "Ah."

        

        Just having Lilith enter the river would purify it to that level.

        

        "I'll ask Sylphy to gather firewood, and I'll prepare something simple for dinner. Don't expect much, it'll be very basic."

        

        "Should I try to catch some fish from the river if there are any?"

        

        "That would be great."

        

        "Alright! Lilith! Let's go wash up!"

        

        "W-wash? We can wash?"

        

        The sweat-soaked Lilith responded to the mention of bathing.

        

        Unlike us, Lilith had grown up in a castle, so being sweaty without properly washing with water seemed quite uncomfortable for her.

        

        In my case, I had spirit magic, so creating water wasn't impossible, but using that much magical power just for one person to bathe was rather inefficient.

        

        I usually just wiped my body with a wet cloth.

        

        Well, this time we had a river, so it was fine.

        

        "Sylphy, could you gather some firewood?"

        

        "Ah, yes. Leave it to me."

        

        "Gnome."

        

        "What?"

        

        "What will you do?"

        

        "About what?"

        

        "You could go wash up too if you want."

        

        "I'm not a fool. I won't do anything that might reveal my gender. That very mystery is why I'm still alive today."

        

        "I think it's already half-revealed."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "I didn't say anything."

        

        Does she really think it hasn't been revealed?

        

        Based on her behavior, it's almost certain she's a woman.

        

        Add to that her occasional mannerisms that suggest nobility from the kingdom.

        

        And her reactions during our previous conversation.

        

        At this point, I was half-convinced.

        

        The circumstantial evidence had piled up, and my intuition was screaming it, but there was still no concrete proof, and there was no need to press the issue right now.

        

        "Gnome, you haven't been to the kingdom, have you?"

        

        "...I just don't go because I have no business there, but of course I've been there before."

        

        "Right, that's what I thought. But it might be good to visit once. Time changes many things, and the scenery you saw in the past might look completely different now, giving you entirely new feelings."

        

        "......"

        

        "I once went back to the slums where I used to live after they were all gone, and I felt different emotions than before. Whether it was because of accumulated memories or because I felt relieved that they were gone, I still haven't found the answer."

        

        "I'll go if I feel like it, whatever."

        

        "Sure. Anyway, if you have nothing else to do, would you help me with the cooking?"

        

        "Isn't my job just to be the guide?"

        

        "Let's help each other out, don't be so cold."

        

        "You're expecting warmth from a merchant? Why are you acting like you don't know how the world works?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "I don't expect it from merchants, but I do from you, Gnome."

        

        "...Fine, I'll help. I'll help, okay?"
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        Gnome thought that truth makes people weak.

        

        Of course, there might be differences between individuals, but false weaknesses hold no meaning, while true weaknesses definitely exist and carry significance.

        

        Between false love and true love, isn't it obvious which one is the weakness?

        

        That's why truth makes people weak.

        

        Therefore, Gnome hides everything.

        

        Their face.

        

        Their name.

        

        Their gender.

        

        It's better to live hiding everything, maintaining just enough distance to exchange casual jokes and avoid getting hurt when loss occurs.

        

        The ideal distance is like being able to naturally join in drinking and joking at a tavern, but going separate ways the next day as if nothing happened.

        

        "Isn't that exhausting?"

        

        Is that what people think?

        

        Rather, isn't it more exhausting to desire truthful, passionate, and desperate relationships, only to suffer greater pain when they're lost? Why do they speak as if Gnome is the one taking the more troublesome path?

        

        Everyone should just live moderately.

        

        Trying to live intensely only leads to exhaustion in various ways.

        

        That's not a bad thing, is it?

        

        One should just live ordinarily.

        

        Ordinarily.

        

        Without revealing one's true heart, just ordinarily.

        

        "You shouldn't be ordinary!"

        

        Ah.

        

        My head is ringing.

        

        My head.

        

        "Huh!"

        

        Gnome's eyes flew open.

        

        In the night before dawn, Gnome realized they had been having a nightmare.

        

        Unpleasant sweat was trickling down, and the inexplicable pounding of their heart confirmed they had experienced a nightmare, even if the exact content couldn't be recalled.

        

        A headache seemed to be coming along with it.

        

        Finding it extremely unpleasant to have a headache while sleeping, Gnome sat up.

        

        There was still plenty of time before departure, and only the quiet crackling of the campfire could be heard.

        

        Upon sitting up, Gnome naturally made eye contact with Olivia.

        

        "You're awake?"

        

        "Are you really planning to stand watch alone, covering for Lilith too?"

        

        "It's fine."

        

        "If you keep being so considerate, giving, and self-sacrificing, you might suffer for it later."

        

        "I do it because it's worth being considerate, worth giving, and worth sacrificing. Lilith shouldn't collapse, so in a way, this is also for the party. The cleric is a precious existence that must be protected."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        Among adventurers, clerics were important figures.

        

        No matter how high an adventurer's rank might be, frequent changes in party composition weren't very positive.

        

        Among these, if cleric replacements happened frequently, that party would struggle to receive good evaluations publicly, even with high ranks and achievements.

        

        That's how important protecting the cleric was.

        

        "You can't even call yourself a party if you can't protect your cleric" was a common criticism.

        

        Conversely, even if a party was wiped out, clerics didn't have much difficulty finding a new party. Of course, if this happened repeatedly, problems would arise, but such occurrences were rare.

        

        Monsters clearly lacked intelligence, but they knew how to fight, so their first attack was highly likely to target the cleric.

        

      

      
        That's why a surprisingly high percentage of cleric deaths were due to ambushes.

        

        "Aren't you tired?"

        

        "I'm fine."

        

        Olivia poured water into a teacup and handed it to Gnome, who carefully accepted it and drank the warm water.

        

        Having had a nightmare and with the chilly weather, Gnome felt a bit cold.

        

        As the warm water went down, Gnome could physically feel the blood circulating throughout their body.

        

        They could even feel the warm water moving through various internal organs.

        

        Gnome exhaled briefly with a "whew."

        

        "The position of hero must be tiring. You can't live ordinarily, can you?"

        

        "Perhaps not."

        

        Always hunting monsters.

        

        Even if one survives and somehow manages to live peacefully and ordinarily, someone with as much influence as Olivia Reinhart might inevitably be drawn back into the storm of chaos.

        

        Each time would be troublesome, and it would intensify, creating a world far removed from peace or ordinariness.

        

        Once someone has performed well and survived in the storm, they cannot escape it and will eventually be drawn back in.

        

        Human destiny is intertwined in such ways, and Gnome thought it was very difficult for someone with a strong destiny to survive in the storm to live peacefully.

        

        "But."

        

        "But?"

        

        "This is my ordinary."

        

        "......"

        

        Gnome fell silent, and Olivia smiled.

        

        "Helping people, protecting myself, gaining my time, being with the people I love, helping others even when it's troublesome—that's what it is."

        

        "What if you're exposed to malice and your honor is damaged, or you're falsely accused?"

        

        "I'm not a hero to be evaluated by others."

        

        "......"

        

        "No, I definitely used to be like that. But now I don't care either way. I save people simply because I want to save them. There might be cases where I help someone and end up being accused as the perpetrator instead."

        

        "Yes, that's right. There are such ungrateful people in the world."

        

        In tavern conversations, stories of people who helped with good intentions only to be accused of crimes were quite common.

        

        Human kindness is far too soft, and human malice easily makes one join hands with the devil.

        

        Therefore, it was better not to care.

        

        It was wisest to exchange casual jokes and then turn away pretending not to know when crisis struck.

        

        "You have to be careful not to be falsely accused, and even if not, there are absurd demands like asking you to fix their house after you've saved them."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Wouldn't it be better not to help at all in that case?

        

        "That's not a reason not to help."

        

        "......"

        

        The crackling sound of the burning campfire somehow seemed to follow a rhythm.

        

        Gnome remained silent.

        

        "I've helped countless people. Among them, well, there were those who complained about how I helped them. Even after saving their lives, they'd complain about their house being destroyed or their field being damaged. In some cases, people complained just for getting slightly injured."

        

        So even heroes faced such complaints.

        

        Should one call it brave?

        

        Or ignorant?

        

        People criticized Olivia with some inexplicable confidence that she wouldn't attack them because she was a hero.

        

        It was utterly detestable—they would have trembled in silence if a monster had destroyed their house the same way, yet they found a safe target for their anger.

        

        They sought an easy target for their rage and cursed the person who saved them just because they suffered some loss.

        

      

      
        Helping people...

        

        Not just that, but any act of kindness can be repaid with malice.

        

        It's truly despicable.

        

        "Then why do you still work as a hero?"

        

        "Hmm, well. The decisive reason is for myself, but I don't think that would satisfy you, Gnome."

        

        "You don't particularly need to satisfy me."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Olivia thought for a moment and then smiled.

        

        "There were people who thanked me."

        

        "......"

        

        Gnome looked at Olivia with wide eyes.

        

        Her face, smiling while looking at the sky, radiated a kind of purity, a sort of goodwill without a trace of impurity.

        

        In that moment, Gnome understood.

        

        Olivia Reinhart, though somewhat different in feeling, was similar to Royce.

        

        When looking at Royce, who had come to save Gnome despite all the trouble Gnome had caused, there was that same sense of goodwill without a trace of impurity.

        

        They might not know how they themselves felt or thought, but at least to Gnome, there was something that appeared that way.

        

        "There were people who cried with gratitude for saving their lives, and people who bowed their heads in thanks. ...I'm sure there will be many such people among those I help in the future."

        

        "......"

        

        "Last time in Erkia, I was pushed back because I wasn't at my best yet. I fell right into a shelter full of people, and the enemy and the dragon they brought came into that shelter."

        

        "And then?"

        

        "And then the people in the shelter were threatened—hand over the hero and your lives will be spared. They probably already knew I was there at that point, and it was half just to torment us, I think."

        

        So no one knows if they would have really spared them?

        

        "I thought people would sell me out. That's not a bad thing—it's unavoidable, and everyone values their own life."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "But everyone tried to protect me. They embraced me and tried to protect me however they could. Weak people who could be killed by the enemy in one blow found kindness in the midst of fear. It wouldn't have been wrong to choose malice in that situation. No, it's even ambiguous to call that choice malice."

        

        Everyone values their own life.

        

        That was obvious.

        

        So Olivia wouldn't have blamed the people if they had sold her out, and she didn't want to consider it evil.

        

        "That's enough for me."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "Among the people I'll save in the future, there will be those who falsely accuse me or express resentment instead of gratitude. Thinking about that gives me a headache, and since I'm human too, it hurts my feelings. It makes me depressed."

        

        "......"

        

        "But there will definitely be people who are grateful. And after all, I am a hero."

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "I don't think you need some grand reason to help people. You just save them, that's all. I'm not thoughtful enough to consider all the consequences."

        

        "......"

        

        Gnome remained silent.

        

        "Why did you save me?"

        "What reason do I need to help someone?"

        

        The memory of that conversation when first meeting Royce came to mind.

        

        "You."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You and Royce are well-matched."

        

        "What!? ...So it shows? Do we look like soulmates destined to marry?"

        

        "I didn't go that far..."
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        I remember Lois.

        

        Gnome met Lois by chance on the eastern continent.

        

        At that time too, he thought he had met someone who was just good for joking around with.

        

        He had planned to charge a slightly higher price, but while Lois seemed like a naive good person, he actually understood the ways of the world quite well, which was troublesome.

        

        At the very least, Lois didn't try to haggle the price down, and Gnome had to be grateful that he paid the full price.

        

        So they traveled together.

        

        It happened that their destinations were similar.

        

        From what Gnome heard, Lois had come all the way to the eastern continent because he wanted a certain book. Risking one's life for a book seemed foolish, but since Lois was skilled to begin with, he wasn't really risking his life, so it wasn't a big issue.

        

        As time passed, a powerful monster attacked them.

        

        Gnome, of course, abandoned Lois.

        

        After all, his own life was precious.

        

        But there was another monster where he fled to, and Gnome thought he would die right there. However, Lois dealt with that monster too and saved Gnome.

        

        He didn't ask for anything in return.

        

        He didn't want anything significant.

        

        Gnome asked why he had saved him.

        

        It was something incomprehensible to Gnome. He couldn't understand why someone would save a person who had abandoned them and run away, so he wanted to hear the answer.

        

        Lois said:

        

        Why would you need a reason to save someone?

        

        'How foolish.'

        

        That was his honest impression.

        

        People who pursue ideals while knowing reality are all out of their minds.

        

        From Gnome's perspective, it was as if they had some kind of mental illness.

        

        But whether good or evil, people who pursue ideals to the extreme tend to have similarities in unexpected ways.

        

        There are plenty of people who are similar because they are opposites, and no one would call such people sane.

        

        Whether he would never understand that, or whether he would come to understand it someday, he didn't know, but he felt it was something extraordinary that he couldn't emulate.

        

        Courage.

        

        Ordinary.

        

        These are such contradictory concepts.

        

        Can someone with courage be called ordinary?

        

        He didn't know.

        

        Gnome still hadn't found the answer.

        

        Today too, Gnome.

        

        Ran away without finding an answer.

        

        Thinking that if he could live his whole life running away like this, nothing would be better.

        

        ***

        

        "The monsters are increasing."

        

        After finishing preparations early in the morning and setting out, the number of monsters was gradually increasing, and the frequency of attacks was rising as well.

        

        The monsters seemed to distinguish combat power by smell, as they were basically targeting Lilith and Gnome, so the protection for those two became even tighter.

        

        No one would move as usual without preparation, knowing their weaknesses and that they would be targeted.

        

        Most people, especially those like clerics, moved in a way that they could respond even if attacked at any time.

        

        If there's really no time, one might have to block an attack with their arm.

        

        Blocking with an arm might just end with it being broken, but the reality was that losing a cleric could mean death.

        

        "Hmm, the Mountain of Delusion has always been an area with many monsters. It's practically a monster territory within human territory."

        

        "The problem is that even monsters don't enter this mountain."

        

        "Really? Why?"

        

        "This is a place humans haven't been able to conquer, right? Plus, there are unusually many low-level monsters without intelligence. So if someone could somehow take control of this place, they could destroy humanity from within."

        

        Monsters were a race that loved battle and lived by the law of the jungle, but that didn't mean there weren't any intelligent ones among them.

      

      
        

        They weren't so stupid as to not realize that strategically gaining control of the Mountain of Delusion would make it easier to deal with humans.

        

        "So they tried in the past but failed."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "One of the Demon King's army executives was tracked entering this mountain, but suddenly disappeared. When they finally caught the executive who barely escaped, he was already dying."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        So they had been preparing for what was essentially a war, but the Demon King's executive was already on the verge of death, so they just finished him off.

        

        "But adventurers still challenge it?"

        

        Lilith said incredulously.

        

        Even a Demon King's executive came out dying, yet adventurers still challenged it to test their skills.

        

        "Well, it's speculated that just 'passing through' the Mountain of Delusion itself isn't extremely dangerous. In my opinion, if a B-rank adventurer forms a proper party, they can get through with some difficulty."

        

        "Just passing through, that is."

        

        "Yes, it seems that if you're not just passing through but investigating the inside, or in any way reaching the inner parts, that's when it gets difficult. In other words, those who try to uncover the secrets of this mountain have a hard time."

        

        "So that Demon King's executive tried to uncover those secrets and was defeated? There really are some outrageous things out there."

        

        Livia fell silent for a moment.

        

        "Livia, what are you thinking?"

        

        "Huh? No, if it's that dangerous, should we just conquer it before moving on? It's quiet now, but we don't know when it might explode. Maybe it would be better to deal with it before continuing."

        

        "No! Let's just pass through!"

        

        Gnome shouted loudly.

        

        "According to our contract, we agreed to just pass through! No way! If you want to do that, wait until I finish my request, and go without me!"

        

        "Wow, you talk fast."

        

        "Ugh! Ordinary people like me think differently from special people like you! We only want stability for today and tomorrow! If it weren't for the money, who would want to go to a place like the Mountain of Delusion where you could go straight to the afterlife?"

        

        "Adventurers go there often."

        

        "Dreamers crazy with romance!"

        

        Well, that wasn't wrong.

        

        But most adventurers know reality and live according to their level, though occasionally there are dreamers.

        

        Such dreamers usually drop out early, but if someone is still dreaming by the time they reach B-rank, then they're worth paying attention to.

        

        Those who dream despite knowing reality are strong, and usually, such people rise to S-rank.

        

        None of the people who reach S-rank are in their right mind, and once they get there, they're truly living and dying for dreams and romance. Some even say they don't need money, just permission to go to dangerous areas.

        

        But the Adventurers' Guild can't afford to lose S-rank adventurers, so they make excuses to try not to send them.

        

        It was truly a difficult situation to describe.

        

        "By the way, what was Lois's rank during your adventurer days?"

        

        "B-rank."

        

        "That's unexpected, I thought you'd be S-rank."

        

        "I was content with just enough money to live day by day. Unfortunately, I didn't become an adventurer with grand dreams. B-rank is good enough for making a decent living."

        

        Going higher meant getting assigned missions by the Adventurers' Guild, so B-rank was more comfortable.

        

        Sometimes I thought about just rising to A-rank, but I wasn't performing missions frequently anyway, and around the time I was considering it, I joined the Hero's party because of Felix.

        

        "Come to think of it, joining the Hero's party is even higher than S-rank, isn't it?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        I smiled and said.

        

        "If only I hadn't been expelled."

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        Livia stumbled in front of me.

        

        "Oh, is expulsion related?"

        

        When Lilith asked, I immediately answered.

        

        "Lilith, adventurers are very sensitive about being expelled from parties, rather than leaving voluntarily. Parties don't expel members for trivial reasons. Being expelled from a party itself is a disgrace. It's surprisingly sensitive."

        

        "In other words?"

        

      

      
        "If you're expelled, it becomes very difficult to find another party."

        

        "I see."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia's eyes were trembling so much that anyone could see how distressed she was.

        

        Had I tormented her too much?

        

        "Ahahahah, Olivia! I heard you expelled her because she was a commoner? Wow! Since that's not even a proper reason, rumors would have spread, and Lois probably couldn't even form a proper party afterward!"

        

        "Lilith..."

        

        "Urgh...!"

        

        She was looking out for her friend.

        

        Not in a good way, though.

        

        Above all, it didn't matter much since I didn't work as an adventurer afterward anyway.

        

        That's because Livia gave me enough money as severance pay.

        

        It was enough to live on for several years if used frugally, and since I was a spirit mage, I could earn money even without being an adventurer if I wanted to.

        

        So it wasn't a big problem.

        

        But it was amusing, so I decided to let it be.

        

        "At, at that time! I! Uh!?"

        

        Livia opened her mouth as if to make some excuse, but it seemed she couldn't think of anything to say in return.

        

        "If Lois had at least lacked skill, there might have been some excuse."

        

        "In terms of combat ability, wasn't she second only to Olivia in that party?"

        

        "..."

        

        Livia's expression grew increasingly worse.

        

        I intervened.

        

        "Alright, let's stop. Livia is going to cry. Can you handle that?"

        

        "I can't."

        

        "Lois should handle it, not us."

        

        "Come on."

        

        "Lo-Lois...!"

        

        Livia half-clung to me.

        

        I decided not to point it out since we could react immediately if monsters appeared anyway.

        

        I just wished she would only act spoiled when we were alone.

        

        It's a little embarrassing, personally.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        The fog was getting thicker.

        

        "Wow, the fog is getting really thick..."

        

        "It looks like we won't be able to see right next to us soon."

        

        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment.

        

        And then.

        

        "Something's strange, the fog is too fast..."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Except for Livia who was clinging to me from behind, I couldn't see anyone else.

        

        "Sylph! Gnome! Lilith!?"

        

        Just in case, I called out loudly, but there was no answer, as if my voice hadn't reached them.

        

        "Lois, this is..."

        

        "Yes, it seems the Mountain of Delusion doesn't intend to let us pass through easily. We were just planning to pass through, too."

        

        "Ah, it can't be helped! It really can't be helped! Since it's come to this, should we just destroy the secrets of this mountain and then continue?"

        

        "Why do you sound so happy about it?"
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        "Lois, what do you think?"

        

        "I can't be certain, but this fog definitely wasn't created naturally. Don't you smell something artificial about it?"

        

        "Yes, that's certainly true."

        

        I had been feeling the same way, but if even Lois sensed it, then it was better to consider this fog as definitely artificially created.

        

        However, the magical reaction was faint.

        

        In other words, the fog itself was real.

        

        They didn't create the fog; they created the 'state of fog.' It was an absurdly powerful magic.

        

        Making it rain.

        

        Making it snow.

        

        Causing lightning to strike.

        

        Such weather-controlling magic was considered among the most difficult types of magic. And if its range covered this entire Mountain of Illusion, it would be magic beyond what humans could replicate.

        

        Lois, who seemed lost in thought, had probably reached the same conclusion as I had.

        

        "What does Livia think?"

        

        "It's artificial, but the magical reaction is minimal. It's weather magic that created the state of fog. And this range is ridiculous. It would make more sense if a magical beast did this rather than a human, but..."

        

        "Even for a magical beast, this wide range is no laughing matter."

        

        "Exactly."

        

        "It might be conditional magic."

        

        "That wouldn't be impossible, but it would still require someone with considerable skill."

        

        There was magic that amplified one's power by imposing conditions.

        

        For example, giving up water magic to enhance fire magic abilities.

        

        Starting from such simple conditions, there were more complex ones like becoming stronger against specific targets while becoming weaker against others. It was a kind of geas application that could be quite efficient if used well, but could also easily lead to death if misused, so only the truly desperate used it.

        

        Usually, it was used by those seeking revenge.

        

        "I just need to kill that one person."

        

        With such thoughts, they would impose conditions, and somehow, the stronger those feelings, the more power the conditions would grant.

        

        That's why conditional magic was often called the magic of the heart. I once considered trying it, but I had no talent for magic.

        

        There was also a method where others could cast it on you, but I couldn't ask someone else to place such a life-threatening condition on me. Above all, I was a hero.

        

        A hero couldn't be strong against one thing and weak against another.

        

        A hero must protect people against any threat.

        

        I couldn't let conditions dictate that I could easily protect in one situation but not in another. A hero must protect all life without imposing conditions. I couldn't say anything to those who had died.

        

        So I gave up on conditional magic and just trained.

        

        I trained like mad, gained experience, and shed blood and sweat.

        

        "But for conditional magic of this scale, even for a skilled practitioner, there must have been extremely strict conditions."

        

        "That's right. It would be a story of someone dedicating their entire life to it. This Mountain of Illusion has been like this for a long time, but I heard it wasn't like this during Grandia's time."

        

        "It seems clear that this wasn't natural but the result of some artificial event... Should we just split the mountain open first?"

        

        "Let's not. It might work as a last resort, but it would likely just make things worse. Solving problems by smashing everything is satisfying, but it tends to create the most complaints."

        

        "Well, it's not like there's a village here, so wouldn't it be fine?"

        

        "What I'm saying is that it's far from a fundamental solution."

        

        "Hmm, alright. But if things get dangerous, I'll just blow up the entire mountain."

        

        "That can't be helped. The problem is the other three besides us."

        

        Lilith, Sylphy, and Gnome, was it?

        

        From their absence, it seemed they had been swallowed by the fog and gone somewhere.

        

        Not knowing where they were, I couldn't help them even if I wanted to.

        

        "Sylphy will be fine. She seems quite depressed after being defeated by a magical beast named Aiz recently, but her opponent was an executive of the Demon King's army, and an experienced one at that."

        

        Just from hearing about it, this Aiz sounded like someone who could be a Demon King, not just an executive.

        

        I may have slaughtered them all, but the executives of the Demon King's army were tremendous warriors, and anyone who could fight them was already skilled enough for nations to want to recruit them.

        

        And if they could win, they would make their mark in history.

      

      
        

        So even if Aiz was just an ordinary executive of the Demon King's army, the fact that Sylphy was defeated wasn't that strange, and nothing to be ashamed of.

        

        Rather, she should be proud of having fought such an enemy and survived.

        

        Well, Sylphy seemed less dejected and more like she was burning to fight again. It seemed like her male pride had been wounded for the first time.

        

        "Sylphy will be fine... The problem is the other two."

        

        "So in the worst case, they're both separated and alone?"

        

        "That's right. At least Lilith can create barriers, so she can hold out for quite a while, but Gnome is just barely able to fight. He has enough skill to resist bandits a little before dying."

        

        "Ah, so he doesn't have the skill to win against bandits, but to die fighting them?"

        

        "He might be able to handle two opponents somehow... but bandits don't usually come in pairs."

        

        "Then we should prioritize finding Gnome."

        

        "That would be best. He has a higher mortality rate, and unlike the other two, he's an employee, so we need to protect him first. We guaranteed his life in the contract terms."

        

        "I hope he's lucky enough to be with Sylphy."

        

        "What I described was the worst case. The second worst would be..."

        

        "Second worst?"

        

        "Both Lilith and Gnome being with Sylphy."

        

        "Ah."

        

        That meant Sylphy would have to somehow protect both Lilith and Gnome, who had no direct combat abilities.

        

        Moreover, as mentioned, magical beasts may have low intelligence, but they have instincts for battle, so they tend to target those who seem weaker first, like priests or those who could be killed by surprise attacks.

        

        In that case, Sylphy would have to withstand near-ambush attacks alone while protecting two people.

        

        It might be quite difficult.

        

        "Let's start by finding people, but how do we search? Is there a way to find them in this fog?"

        

        Lois slowly placed her hand on the ground.

        

        "Let's scan the surroundings."

        

        "You can do that too?"

        

        "Spirits are the power of nature, and nature is on my side."

        

        "So that's why spirit users are high-value personnel; they're useful everywhere."

        

        "..."

        

        There was a brief, awkward silence.

        

        "Stop! You were just about to say, 'Didn't you banish such spirit users?' weren't you?!"

        

        "I didn't say anything. Why are you hurting yourself? It's sad."

        

        I couldn't say anything.

        

        On this matter, I would have nothing to say even one second before natural death due to old age.

        

        No joke.

        

        If I could go back in time, I would want to go back and hit my past self.

        

        ***

        

        "Aaah! Ah! Aaah!"

        

        "Sylphy! Sylphy!! Magical beasts! More magical beasts are coming!"

        

        "W-wait a moment! Both of you! Please don't pull from both sides!"

        

        Gnome was speaking in a language that wasn't human, and Lilith, seemingly in a state of panic, was calling for Sylphy in a voice that had completely lost its pitch.

        

        The common feature was that they were both clinging to Sylphy from both sides and pulling her.

        

        'Oh, Lady Olivia... Lady Lois... why must I face such trials...'

        

        If either of them had been here, it would have been different.

        

        Or if even one member had been different, but somehow they had ended up with the worst possible combination.

        

        If Olivia or Lois had been in Sylphy's place, there wouldn't have been much to worry about, and conversely, if Lilith or Gnome had been with them, it wouldn't have been so bad either.

        

        The only fortunate thing was that they hadn't been separated.

        

        She should have been grateful for that, but they were making such a fuss, reacting even to the sound of trees rustling in the wind, that Sylphy felt like her head was going to explode.

        

      

      
        The three who could fight were Olivia, Lois, and Sylphy, and among them, it was just Sylphy, whose specialty was sniping from a distance, who ended up with the two people with low direct combat ability. It could only be described as a cruel joke of fate.

        

        But it had already happened.

        

        Twang!!

        

        Twang!!

        

        "A-amazing!"

        

        "As expected of Sylphy! Amazing! My fiancée is incredible!"

        

        "Please don't say such embarrassing things so loudly... And please move away a little. Don't cling so close to someone shooting a bow. I'm not Lady Olivia."

        

        Olivia might be able to fight with several people clinging to her, but Sylphy wasn't that talented.

        

        Following Sylphy's words, Lilith and Gnome moved away.

        

        A very little bit away.

        

        They were still practically right beside her.

        

        "This isn't creating distance; you've just let go of my hands."

        

        "B-but it's scary...!"

        

        "Unlike Sylphy, if Gnome and I get bitten by magical beasts, it's over for us."

        

        "No, it's dangerous for me too if I get bitten."

        

        Sylphy sighed softly and then frowned, saying, "Huh?"

        

        "It's a cave."

        

        "It is a cave."

        

        "A cave... It looks suspicious no matter how you look at it. Should we go somewhere else?"

        

        "I think this way."

        

        "That seems wrong."

        

        "Listen to me."

        

        Gnome made a displeased expression, but Sylphy spoke confidently.

        

        "It's Lady Olivia we're talking about, right? Since an incident has already occurred, wouldn't she go inside to cut down the source of the trouble?"

        

        "...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Lilith and Gnome simultaneously made expressions suggesting that it sounded plausible.

        

        "Moreover, if Lady Lois is separated from Lady Olivia, she might read Lady Olivia's thoughts and also head inside."

        

        "That's true..."

        

        "It's possible."

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "Then wouldn't going inside be the shortcut to meeting those two?"

        

        "No, no, I almost got convinced! There's no way..."

        

        Gnome's eyes suddenly widened.

        

        "Gnome?"

        

        Gnome momentarily blanked out, then shook his head and said:

        

        "What's this? Why is there a path? Did they really go inside?"

        

        "Gnome? Can you not hear me?"

        

        "...Alright, let's go."

        

        "Huh? Really?"

        

        "Let's go, quickly."

        

        Gnome quickly moved toward the cave.

        

        Watching him, Sylphy and Lilith tilted their heads in confusion.

        

        Gnome, who had been moving forward confidently, stopped, backed up, and came behind Sylphy.

        

        "Y-you go first..."

        

        "Gnome..."
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        I remember you.

        

        I will protect you.

        

        So that no one can approach.

        

        So that no one can end this place.

        

        The curse that never ends in this land.

        

        Knights do not die.

        

        They simply rot away.

        

        Until that moment of decay, they will only guard this front line.

        

        ***

        

        "Royce!"

        

        "Huh."

        

        I took a deep breath and opened my eyes wide.

        

        "Oh, what is it?"

        

        "What do you mean 'what'? You suddenly spaced out and it startled me."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia was looking at me with a surprised face, and I was surprised too.

        

        I had been reading the flow of the land to roughly determine our location, when memories seeped into me from the earth.

        

        They say the earth remembers everything, and there were records of spirit mages reading memories from the land, so it wasn't entirely impossible, but it was my first time experiencing it.

        

        -You read memories from the earth, Royce.

        

        "Lord Grandia, did you see them too?"

        

        -No, although I am within you, that doesn't mean we share everything. But there are things I can understand intuitively.

        

        "This is my first time reading memories from the earth."

        

        -It's something that rarely happens. The earth can only remember when emotions have seeped into it for an incredibly long time and with overwhelming intensity. Such records are not easily found even if you search the entire world.

        

        "..."

        

        -And.

        

        "And?"

        

        -They're usually not pleasant memories. If emotions are intense enough to seep in, they're more often negative emotions like sorrow and anger rather than positive ones like love or joy.

        

        So it's not that positive emotions never seep into the earth, but mostly negative ones do.

        

        If that's the case, then the voice and emotions I glimpsed momentarily must have contained something so overwhelming that it was remembered by this land.

        

        I felt something like loneliness and sadness.

        

        It seemed that along with reading the memory, I had also absorbed the emotions, which left me feeling quite uncomfortable.

        

        While experiencing someone else's memories was one thing, having their emotions enter me as well wasn't something I could just laugh off.

        

        I exhaled briefly and said, "Livia, let's stop the plan to destroy the mountain for now."

        

        "Huh? Why? Wasn't that supposed to be our last resort?"

        

        "I have a feeling we shouldn't do that."

        

        I had thought that in the worst-case scenario, we might need to proceed with our mission even if it meant having Livia blow away this Mountain of Delusion.

        

        If we were just an ordinary adventurer party, that wouldn't be acceptable, but as the Hero's party, there were certain "unavoidable aspects" to consider. Besides, unlike a holy site, the Mountain of Delusion wasn't particularly a place of religious significance.

        

        In fact, some people might be happy if the Mountain of Delusion were blown away.

        

        Merchants, especially.

        

        Still, destroying a natural formation wasn't a good choice, so I had pushed it back as a last resort, but now I felt it would be better to avoid that option if possible, even as a last resort.

        

        "Let's go this way."

        

        "You found the path? Don't we need to look for the others?"

        

        "I don't sense any human presence around here. And if I were them, I'd head inward."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because you're here, Livia."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Since things turned out this way, they'd think about smashing the source of the problem, right?"

      

      
        

        "They would."

        

        "The scattered people would surely think the same."

        

        "..."

        

        "Besides, the others don't know that you and I are together, so they'd be even more likely to head inward. They'd probably figure that if they could just meet up with you, everything would be fine."

        

        Going deeper might be dangerous.

        

        Their lives could be at risk.

        

        But since staying put would be just as dangerous, they'd likely bet on the chance of meeting Livia by going inward, thinking it would increase their survival chances.

        

        Sylphy would likely head inward regardless, having read Livia's intentions.

        

        From my perspective, whether they liked it or not, everyone would gather inside.

        

        "..."

        

        Livia wore an expression that was hard to describe.

        

        "What's with that look?"

        

        "Am I that easy to read?"

        

        "Ah, I think it's a good thing."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "It means all your actions are trustworthy."

        

        "..."

        

        There was no hidden agenda.

        

        What she said was sincere, and her actions had no ulterior motives.

        

        She didn't seem to understand how noble that was.

        

        People call me inherently good, but I was someone who strived to be good. I wanted to remain a good person somehow, and being a bad person felt physiologically repulsive and a waste of life.

        

        So I tried to be a good person.

        

        But Livia was simply a good person.

        

        Despite her environment.

        

        Despite the betrayal.

        

        Despite the pain, she hadn't lost her pure goodwill. I thought that was remarkable.

        

        Not that I think the value of these different kinds of goodness varies.

        

        Good deeds done for gratitude.

        

        Good deeds done just because.

        

        They're all good deeds.

        

        As long as they're not evil acts disguised as good, all good deeds have equal value and are noble and courageous actions.

        

        "That makes me feel all tingly, hehe."

        

        "It's the truth. ...Anyway, let's go inside. We've gotten a bit off track, but we might need to uncover the secret of this mountain."

        

        "Is that necessary for the Hero's party?"

        

        "Well, maybe not. But I feel like if we leave this alone, it might lead to something unpleasant later... Just a vague intuition."

        

        Livia smiled at my words.

        

        "Alright, the fog has already swallowed us anyway. Either way, it'll be very annoying to leave without resolving this. Might as well take care of it while we're here. Many people have died because of this mountain, and many more are inconvenienced by it."

        

        "If we could at least do something about the strange phenomena, we could create a path, which would dramatically improve convenience."

        

        "You're really good at that kind of thing."

        

        "Humanity has always lived that way. Getting used to things, adapting, while simultaneously struggling for a better life."

        

        "When you put it that way, it sounds kind of cool."

        

        Livia and I walked slowly inward.

        

        Naturally, monsters appeared again.

        

        This time they sprang out from all directions, attacking as if they had been waiting, and blades made of light pierced straight through them.

        

        "You're amazing, Royce."

        

        "Not as much as you, Livia."

        

      

      
        "I'm the Hero, so I have to be stronger than anyone else in humanity."

        

        Actually, the Hero hasn't always held the position of humanity's strongest, but she seemed proud of it somehow, so I decided not to mention it.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm starting to feel unwell..."

        

        "Me too..."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy barely held back a sigh.

        

        An archer.

        

        What is an archer?

        

        Someone who shoots arrows.

        

        What are arrows?

        

        Long-range.

        

        At the very least, mid-range weapons.

        

        Yet here she was, an archer, walking at the very front. The absurdity wasn't lost on her. But absurdly enough, this was the most plausible and safest approach.

        

        Entrusting the vanguard position to Lilith or Noum could lead to some unknown disaster.

        

        Currently, Sylphy was at the front, Noum in the middle, and Lilith at the back.

        

        At least Lilith had some means of defense with her barriers, but Noum had nothing of the sort.

        

        'Though I feel like Lord Noum might be able to dodge.'

        

        Noum had reacted to Aiz's attacks several times, so he might be able to dodge, but honestly, his reflexes didn't seem that good.

        

        To be more direct, he didn't seem talented in combat.

        

        So how had he been able to react to Aiz's attacks?

        

        Royce seemed to have noticed something but didn't say anything, and Sylphy thought it would be impolite to ask about something that should be heard from the person directly. Besides, Royce probably wouldn't tell her for the same reason.

        

        Royce would likely say, "I can't tell you because it's just a hypothesis."

        

        He wouldn't speak of something uncertain as if it were true. While she respected that caution...

        

        "The fog is thick even in the cave."

        

        "Yeah, we've encountered quite a few monsters, but why hasn't Olivia come?"

        

        "I wish at least Royce would come...!"

        

        "I think so too, but don't be too nervous. Besides, Lilith, you're a Saint, right? You should be a genius at protection, even more so than Lady Olivia."

        

        "I wish I were Belita! But I'm not!"

        

        "You're being too honest..."

        

        Technically, Lilith would inevitably fall short compared to Belita.

        

        From what Sylphy had observed, Belita possessed abilities that could qualify her as a Saint even without the blessing, if one ignored that specific requirement.

        

        "Lady Lilith, please be ready to cast a barrier at any time rather than relying on the blessing. In case I can't react, be prepared to activate it."

        

        "I'm already using the non-existent barrier."

        

        The non-existent barrier, as the name suggests, was invisible and could be passed through.

        

        It was difficult to use for anything other than detecting intrusion, but in exchange, it consumed little magical power, wasn't technically complex, and could be moved without difficulty, making it frequently used.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Sylphy furrowed her brow.

        

        "What's wrong? Monsters?"

        

        "No, that's not it..."

        

        Sylphy looked at her hand.

        

        'Is it just my imagination?'

        

        Wind was flowing into the cave.

        

        The wind that touched her skin wasn't sharp, but it was cold.

        

        It felt as if magical power was being drawn out of Sylphy, carried by the wind.

        

        'Is it... absorbing my magical power?'
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        Fading memories.

        

        They remain in the earth.

        

        The earth remembers.

        

        If this land remembers, then it is not meaningless.

        

        Protection is virtue.

        

        Wishing for happiness is true purity.

        

        So I simply protect what must be protected.

        

        ***

        

        "...Royce, how is it?"

        

        "I understand the general situation."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "The difficulty itself doesn't seem too high. However, I think we'll need Lady Lilith."

        

        "Can't we just physically destroy it?"

        

        "Yes, we could solve it that way. But the heart should never be treated carelessly."

        

        If we wanted to destroy it, we could.

        

        For someone of Livia's strength, destruction would be a simple matter, and that couldn't be denied at this point.

        

        Livia possessed such overwhelming power that it seemed strategy was only necessary for those too weak to handle things directly.

        

        So conquering this Mountain of Delusion wouldn't be difficult.

        

        Not with someone like Livia present.

        

        But that wasn't how I wanted this to be resolved.

        

        Respect is necessary, and in some cases, reverence as well.

        

        "Livia, do you know about Magic Knights?"

        

        "Hmm? That's an incredible title, isn't it? A title given to someone who's both an exceptional knight and a magnificent mage. Throughout human history, very few have earned it. Even I'm not qualified for such a title."

        

        Of course, Livia's strength as a knight had already transcended that realm.

        

        But her magic was another story.

        

        Livia's magical ability was practically nonexistent, and she couldn't use any spells. Having invested all her effort and talent solely into swordsmanship, this wasn't particularly strange.

        

        Anyway, unlike Livia's one-sided development, the title of Magic Knight was bestowed upon those whose swordsmanship and magical abilities were equally powerful.

        

        And while this might be achievable for magical beasts, it was quite burdensome for humans.

        

        There were many who could use both swordsmanship and magic.

        

        But those who had honed both to their absolute limits were rare.

        

        Someone whose swordsmanship alone could challenge a Demon Lord's army executive.

        

        Someone whose magic alone could challenge a Demon Lord's army executive.

        

        That level of mastery was required to earn the title of Magic Knight, and as Livia said, throughout human history, not many had held this title.

        

        "Let's go. I roughly know the direction."

        

        "As expected of a spirit mage, how convenient! Even without the gnome, if we had Royce, we could have conquered this place, right?"

        

        "It would have taken much longer. While I did eventually find the path, in my case, there are many uncertain elements."

        

        It wasn't for nothing that we hired the gnome.

        

        We hired him because we needed him.

        

        Besides, leaving such clear memories in the earth was no easy feat.

        

        "So what happened in this Mountain of Delusion?"

        

      

      
        "You could call it a kind of magical overload."

        

        "Magical overload? And it's lasted this long? Normally, that would kill someone."

        

        "Yes, that's why various conditions must have been set. The mental strength is unimaginably powerful. I wonder if they never regretted their choice... I'd like to ask, but I doubt there's room for conversation."

        

        They probably aren't in a state for conversation either.

        

        "......"

        

        Livia tilted her head in confusion at my meaningful words.

        

        In truth, if I were in her position, I would have done the same.

        

        No matter how I thought about it, it wasn't common sense, and I wondered if there really was no other way, thinking it inefficient to the point of foolishness. But not wanting to disregard those feelings, I shook my head to clear such thoughts.

        

        "It's not far. Surprisingly, if you know the path, you can reach it easily."

        

        "And if you don't?"

        

        "You'd circle the same place for days, even months. And also..."

        

        -Kerrrr!!

        

        Crash!!

        

        Livia struck down a magical beast that charged at us with her fist.

        

        "While someone like Livia might be fine, these level of magical beasts could be dangerous if they ambush others."

        

        "That's certainly true. Should we worry about the others?"

        

        "Once we finish our task, this mountain will become an ordinary mountain, so there shouldn't be any major problems. Actually, going this way is more efficient and will increase our companions' survival rate. Until then, all we can do is believe they'll survive."

        

        "True, this is more efficient than just rampaging around aimlessly. So what do we do when we get there? From what you're saying, smashing things isn't the solution."

        

        "As I said earlier, that is one method, and it would work as a solution."

        

        We could just destroy it.

        

        But I didn't particularly want to do that.

        

        "If we can't meet up with Lady Lilith, then at least I should do it. Though I'm somewhat imperfect compared to Lady Lilith, I should at least be able to grant peace to the path we take, shouldn't I?"

        

        "...Royce, let me ask once more. What are we going inside for?"

        

        "A funeral. Or perhaps you could say we're going to help someone achieve enlightenment."

        

        "...Can you tell me about it?"

        

        "...Very well."

        

        After a moment of silence, I began to speak.

        

        "Conditional magic, depending on how it's used, allows you to do things you normally couldn't if certain conditions are met. It certainly looks glittering and beautiful, but..."

        

        "The more it glitters and looks beautiful, the more you have to give up. That's why it's not used much these days."

        

        "That's right. These days, it's easier to survive if you're well-rounded rather than extremely strong in one area. It's not that it's never used, but people don't set such powerful conditions anymore."

        

        At most, someone might set conditions like they can only fight with a sword.

        

        Or they become stronger when the sun rises, but weaker when there's no sun.

        

        Such conditions, and life-risking conditions are rarely set.

        

        The risk is too great if something goes wrong. In fact, beyond such things, people often use simpler, easier conditions.

        

        Many use it just to heal their condition a little.

        

        Therefore, not many people set conditions to the extreme.

        

        It's inefficient and requires sacrificing everything.

        

        That's why the saying from a magic scholar that "conditional magic is no different from a curse" was quite common at one time. Even now, though fewer people use it, many probably still think that way.

        

        "How strong do you think a Magic Knight is, Livia?"

        

        "Hmm? They're strong enough to leave their name in human history, able to defeat executives of the Demon Lord's army... They're just not chosen as Heroes, and if we're counting numbers, there are fewer Magic Knights. Heroes must be chosen and inherit their power, but Magic Knights don't."

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        "So unlike us Heroes, whose numbers keep increasing, Magic Knights will never exist if no one meets the conditions. I think it's been over 100 years since the last person received the title of Magic Knight."

        

        That's right.

        

        There are so few people who can train both swordsmanship and magic to that level.

        

        Honestly, it's not just about effort; talent is also an issue.

        

        It's awkward to say, but without talent, becoming first-rate is very difficult.

        

        You can become second-rate.

        

        But crossing the barrier to first-rate is heavily influenced by talent, and if someone without talent becomes first-rate, we can praise them, but not everyone can do that.

        

        What makes it special for someone without talent to reach that level is precisely because so few can.

        

        "What if such a Magic Knight set conditions sacrificing everything?"

        

        "...It would become absurd."

        

        "Conditional magic doesn't add; it multiplies. Depending on how it's used, fulfilling certain conditions can draw out power many times greater. In other words, the stronger one's original power, the more exponentially that strength increases."

        

        For example, if Livia were to use conditional magic, burning everything she had, abandoning all future possibilities for immense power, she might be able to destroy the world with a single swing of her sword—and that's no joke.

        

        When strong power, strong conditions, and strong will combine, it's not impossible.

        

        That is conditional magic.

        

        No, the curse of conditions.

        

        With a crash, we broke through the wall and entered.

        

        "Is it okay to break through?"

        

        "It's fine. This way we can arrive faster. There's no need to follow the path."

        

        "So following the existing path would just make us get lost? I see."

        

        "It's actually a shortcut, but we don't have much time. It can't be helped. It would be good if we could find Lady Lilith, but unfortunately, it seems I'll have to do it."

        

        As we walked, the magical energy began to fluctuate.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes, it's absorbing magical energy. Indeed, even executives of the Demon Lord's army would have no choice but to be beaten."

        

        Magic is the beginning of everything.

        

        You could easily understand how weak Livia had become when her magic nerves were damaged and she couldn't properly release magic. Well, Livia's issues weren't just with her magic nerves.

        

        "Anyway, so the person inside was a Magic Knight? Then why create something like this? A Mountain of Delusion that kills people. Was this person perhaps betrayed by humanity?"

        

        "You misunderstand. That wasn't the purpose."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "The original purpose was likely to prevent magical beasts from approaching."

        

        As we walked and talked, we suddenly emerged into a wide space.

        

        And in the center of that wide space, someone stood with a sword thrust into the ground.

        

        A knight like a dead corpse.

        

        The ancient armor was already falling apart, and the sword blade had completely worn away, making it doubtful if anything proper could be seen. The sword and armor looked like they would break if struck with a fist, and the man simply existed in that place.

        

        "In other words, it wasn't created to kill or anything like that."

        

        "......"

        

        The vast ritual formation spread out.

        

        Anyone with knowledge could recognize what kind of formation it was, even if they couldn't understand the details.

        

        "A barrier formation."

        

        "It was created to protect, using this Mountain of Delusion as one large barrier."
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        The magic knight understands that he is the last bastion here.

        

        He cannot send them back to his country.

        

        But he alone cannot face the great army of magical beasts.

        

        He had someone he loved, and a homeland he cherished.

        

        He cannot allow them to pass through to his country.

        

        Peace that has not yet arrived.

        

        "I shall not see that peace, which is truly regrettable."

        

        "Stop it, Sir Knight. It's not worth it!"

        

        The princess speaks.

        

        She says it's not worth ending and throwing away everything he is.

        

        Tears streamed down the princess's face as she spoke, and in her womb, a trace of her love with the magic knight was trying to bring a new life into the world.

        

        If left as is, his homeland would surely be destroyed, and humanity would be thrown into chaos by the magical beasts.

        

        But if he wanted to flee, he could certainly do so.

        

        Because "Magic Knight" was a historically valuable title given only to masters of sword and magic, and the fact that he had earned this title meant he was a powerful figure worthy of being recorded in history.

        

        Taking the princess and fleeing wouldn't have been particularly difficult.

        

        The magic knight caressed the princess's cheek and said:

        

        "It is worth it. How could it not be? The place where we met, where we first felt love, where we became lovers, where we became family—everything is connected."

        

        "Even so."

        

        "I am a Magic Knight. As one who received this title from humanity, I am something close to a representative of mankind. Not as much as a Hero, but there are those in my homeland who look to me."

        

        The magic knight smiles.

        

        "Dreams eventually break, and the day to face reality comes, but we must protect those dreams. Even knowing that someday dreams will shatter, and that heroes cannot only see ideals, that day need not be today."

        

        "Are you staking your life on this?"

        

        "I love you, and I will protect what you love. Don't worry, this last bastion will never be extinguished. ...Now go, no one can come here. No one can pass through."

        

        "...How can I smile upon a peace built on your sacrifice?"

        

        The magic knight smiles.

        

        As if her tears had become his comfort.

        

        "I am not sacrificing myself. I will remain here, until all of this ends, merely fighting a long battle. ...Go now."

        

        "..."

        

        In the end, there was silence.

        

        Though that tear-streaked face was truly heartbreaking, the magic knight sat down in his place.

        

        Sacrificing everything he had.

        

        Injecting into his body something no different from a curse.

        

        Simply remaining in that place.

        

        If he couldn't create an impenetrable wall, he would create a space that could not be passed through.

        

        If he couldn't make a wall that no one could cross.

        

        He would create something that no one could overcome.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        As the spell activates, everything around is covered in fog.

        

        It cannot be passed through.

        

        It cannot be destroyed.

        

        One can never exit in the desired direction.

        

        It creates lost souls.

        

        It absorbs magical power.

        

        So that not a single magical beast can reach the desired location.

        

        "I am."

        

        The magic knight speaks.

        

        As if reaffirming his resolve while he still had his sanity.

      

      
        

        "The last bastion."

        

        ***

        

        "I see."

        

        Livia nodded carefully.

        

        The armor.

        

        The sword.

        

        Though worn out, their owner was still alive.

        

        He lived because he could not die, maintaining an immortal body connected to the spell, but it was hard to consider this truly "living."

        

        Literally, he was merely alive, his personality already dead, simply performing his duty eternally in this place.

        

        "For humanity, and for the one he loved... he decided to become the last bastion himself."

        

        If he had wanted to flee, he could have fled anytime.

        

        But the magic knight did not run away, and wanted to protect his homeland and the place cherished by his loved one forever.

        

        But even after everything ended, he couldn't release the spell, resulting in this situation.

        

        "Wait, but why?"

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "Even if they came to release the spell after the war ended, it would have been fine, right?"

        

        "They probably couldn't breach it."

        

        "Ah."

        

        "Besides, this Mountain of Bewilderment was likely much larger in range before. When that magic knight cast the spell, it would have been impossibly vast, and as time passed, the range gradually decreased, resulting in it shrinking to just one mountain."

        

        "Just one mountain is what it shrunk to... What an incredible person."

        

        That's right.

        

        Even if he used conditional magic and devoted everything he had, it would have been created with an impossibly vast area, and the difficulty would have been truly indescribable.

        

        Literally, he became a single fortress that even a hero couldn't conquer, eternally guarding his position.

        

        "But you said he made it so no one could pass through, yet there have been people who came out alive recently, right?"

        

        "He probably made it so they couldn't exit in specific directions."

        

        So they absolutely could not exit toward where people lived.

        

        "I haven't compared them all, but among the directions survivors came from, there must have been one direction they absolutely couldn't exit. A strong will applied to never let anyone out in that direction."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Even after the war ended, he couldn't release it himself, couldn't undo it, and even if someone came, unless they had considerable skill, the conditional magic he placed on himself would have required tremendous effort to undo."

        

        "So even if luckily discovered, it couldn't be released... and if they tried to bring additional personnel, they'd have to start the conquest all over again if they left and came back..."

        

        "So naturally, he remained here alone. And at some point, the story was no longer passed down, and he maintained this position for hundreds... perhaps thousands of years."

        

        Probably if left alone, after a few hundred years, the "Mountain of Bewilderment" would no longer be such a dangerous place.

        

        As the range continues to contract, in a few hundred years the fog won't be able to cover the entire mountain, and eventually it will end completely.

        

        I simply came to make that clock turn a little faster.

        

        To let him know it was time to clock out.

        

        To pat his shoulder and tell him his duty was done.

        

        That's why I wanted it to end properly without destroying it.

        

        "How must the princess who was left alone have felt... No, she wasn't alone since she had a child. And what happened to the country? This person is clearly human no matter how you look at him."

        

        "There was a human nation near here in the past. It's such ancient history that it's already been lost, but related documents appear quite frequently."

        

        "I see."

        

        There were rumors that the current kingdom was formed from there.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, there might be someone in the current royal bloodline who carries this magic knight's blood.

        

        Well, since it's already ancient history, it's better to assume there's almost no blood connection.

        

        Originally, such matters wouldn't have been important to this magic knight anyway.

        

        "..."

        

        Livia carefully approached the magic knight.

        

      

      
        He probably had no consciousness left, only remaining instinct maintaining the spell.

        

        "You haven't aged."

        

        "He must have placed a curse of agelessness on himself. Since his consciousness would sink into the deep abyss anyway, he probably didn't care about the pain caused by the curse of agelessness."

        

        "..."

        

        "By staking everything—his future and perhaps even his afterlife—he was able to create a barrier that would protect this land for thousands of years."

        

        He gave up all his talent for that.

        

        Abandoning a bright future.

        

        Letting go of his abilities.

        

        Discarding all achievements and honors.

        

        Though thousands of years have passed, no one tells his story anymore, and no one knows about him.

        

        Nevertheless, how must it appear to Livia's eyes that he still nobly guards this place alone?

        

        "Nameless Magic Knight."

        

        Livia knelt on one knee before the magic knight, as if showing proper respect.

        

        It was the best and highest courtesy Livia could awkwardly show to the other party.

        

        "Many people lived thanks to you, and are living today and tomorrow because of you. Among the lives you saved might even be ancestors of the Reinhart family. In other words."

        

        Livia said.

        

        "My very existence might be all thanks to you. You did your best, and you've wandered for far too long. It's enough now; you've fulfilled your duty sufficiently, and the time for that duty has ended."

        

        "..."

        

        "You are a hero, nameless Magic Knight. Even if others deny it, I will affirm it. How could I not be moved by such sacrifice, giving up everything to save so much?"

        

        It was unknown whether the silent magic knight was listening.

        

        Livia simply spoke, feeling she had to convey this.

        

        "Are you bestowing the title of hero?"

        

        "Anyone who strives to protect people is a hero. I'm just here as a representative, but the soldiers who risked their lives to protect powerless me in East Port..."

        

        Livia smiled slightly.

        

        "And even those who, though unnoticed, worked to eliminate even one magical beast to allow people to survive even one second longer."

        

        "..."

        

        "They're all heroes. What else would you call people who fight knowing they can't win, knowing they will die?"

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "I've said what I needed to say. I don't understand the spell, so I'll leave it to Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        I carefully approached the spell.

        

        Then.

        

        There was a clicking sound.

        

        A metallic sound.

        

        But dull.

        

        When I turned around, the magic knight had risen in response to my movement to rush toward the spell.

        

        And.

        

        Clang!!

        

        In an instant, he charged forward, and Livia blocked the magic knight's attack.

        

        "You fool, after all this time, is there still a sense of self left that wants to protect the spell?"

        

        What incredible mental strength.

        

        Even though much has been worn away and disappeared, the heart that must protect this still burns brightly.

        

        It was as Livia said.

        

        This person simply had not become a hero.

        

        Had not become one, not could not become one.

        

        "Royce! I'll hold him off! Hurry!"

        

        "Understood, I'm counting on you."
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        BOOM!!

        

        I was genuinely startled.

        

        According to Royce, he barely had any rationality left, let alone intelligence. It was clear that only something akin to a conviction to protect this barrier was driving him.

        

        Infinite training.

        Infinite obsession.

        Infinite madness.

        Infinite will.

        

        With all these combined, he was far from weak.

        

        CLANG!

        

        Unable to stay still, I moved around blocking the Magic Knight's attacks. I could aim for an opening and cut him down, but controlling my strength was difficult—I'd probably send his entire corpse flying.

        

        If I hadn't heard his story, I might have considered that option, but now that I knew, I wanted to at least leave his remains intact.

        

        In other words, this Magic Knight was so powerful that even in his broken state, I judged it would be difficult to control my strength against him. I thought that if I had met him while he was alive, we might have gotten along quite well.

        

        That powerful strength, along with his conviction to sacrifice everything for humanity and the one he loved.

        

        He was worthy of being called a hero.

        

        He simply hadn't become a hero, not that he couldn't become one.

        

        No, "sacrifice" isn't the right expression.

        

        He fought his battle, and might not have considered it a sacrifice at all.

        

        I don't know his life story—I only heard fragments from Royce—but sometimes a sword can tell more than words.

        

        This nameless Magic Knight was strong.

        Righteous.

        And moved forward in his chosen direction with iron will.

        

        Unwavering.

        His progress might have included hesitation but never wavering, fear but always courage looking ahead.

        

        Never looking back, only forward—perhaps to ensure those behind him would never see his face.

        

        Standing tall so that the children who grew up watching his back would never see it as shabby—that was heroic, and I couldn't help but feel respect.

        

        The Magic Knight's sword was telling me this story as it swung powerfully.

        

        "Haha."

        

        I laughed without realizing it.

        

        Amazing.

        

        They say a master doesn't blame his tools. True to that saying, he could generate this much power with a sword that had rusted and lost its edge, retaining none of its original sharpness?

        

        It's more like a club than a sword now.

        

        CLANG!

        CLANG!

        CLANG!

        

        We clashed again and again.

        

        No joke, he must have been an incredible warrior when alive. Or perhaps this was the result of sacrificing his future.

        

        By my estimation, he could probably handle a Demon Lord's executive on his own, and might even have a slight edge over a Demon Lord.

        

        In terms of pure swordsmanship, he seemed superior to me.

        

        His accumulated experience couldn't be ignored, and despite his deteriorated state, his physical body appeared to be in its thirties.

        

        If he had sealed himself in his thirties, stopping his aging, it made perfect sense.

        

        A person's magical prime is in their thirties, after which they slowly begin to lose that clear, bright magical power.

        

        But this Magic Knight had sealed himself at his peak, so while his mind might be gone, his body remained in its prime.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        'He could have survived.'

        

        No matter how many magical beasts had come, if the Magic Knight had been alone, he could have survived easily.

        

        No, if he had wanted to, he could have taken the woman he loved and fled together.

        

        Despite having that level of strength, the Magic Knight had staked everything to protect his beloved woman and the homeland where she lived.

        

        As a result, that nation didn't fall at that moment, and eventually became a kingdom. The current kingdom might not be perfect, but at least it continued to exist.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Royce!"

        

        "Just a moment! This is more complicated than I thought!"

        

        "Haha, this person! He really was incredible!"

        

        To earn my recognition in swordsmanship.

        And to be acknowledged by Royce in magic—that was truly remarkable.

        

        It's a shame I never met him when he was alive.

        

        CRASH!!

      

      
        

        With a loud noise, he pushed me back and I flew through the wall.

        

        "Whew."

        

        Exhaling, I muttered.

        

        "That hurt a bit."

        

        ***

        

        TWANG! TWANG! TWANG!

        

        Sylphy's arrows pierced through the magical beasts.

        

        "This is getting tough."

        

        "I know, there are too many magical beasts... Noum, are you sure this is the right way?"

        

        "I told you it is! Don't you trust me? If we go this way, we'll definitely meet Olivia!"

        

        "I don't understand how you can be so certain..."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy fell silent for a moment.

        

        At first, Sylphy thought it was just Noum's "innate ability to find paths." Innate abilities often defied logic, giving results without explanation—why can this work but not that?

        

        You can create fire, but can't throw it.

        You can increase speed, but that speed doesn't translate to attack power.

        

        Just like that, innate abilities often ignored the laws of physics, so an ability to simply find paths didn't seem that strange. But after fighting Aiz, and now here, it seemed like more than just path-finding.

        

        Could he actually be predicting the future?

        

        But it seemed different from that too.

        

        Not quite path-finding, not quite future prediction—it felt like something in between. Unfortunately, Sylphy's intellect wasn't quite sharp enough to figure it out.

        

        She sighed briefly.

        

        'No point thinking about it now.'

        

        The priority was to trust Noum and reunite with Olivia and Royce.

        

        But magical beasts were appearing more frequently, and the fog in the cave was thick, making it easy to be ambushed even when charging in. That was troublesome.

        

        If there was any consolation, it was that the quality of the magical beasts wasn't increasing—only their numbers were. Should she be grateful for that?

        

        If powerful magical beasts appeared in large numbers here, even Sylphy couldn't handle it.

        

        No.

        

        To be precise, Sylphy could survive, but she couldn't guarantee the lives of Noum and Lilith.

        

        They were non-combatants, and in Lilith's case, being a saint—a healer—made her the most likely target for magical beasts.

        

        Not that they exclusively attacked Lilith; sometimes they targeted Noum.

        

        And while Sylphy, with her clear power advantage, was rarely targeted, that wasn't always the case. Just as people have their characteristics, magical beasts seemed to have their own tendencies.

        

        Lilith simply had a higher probability of being targeted.

        

        "...!"

        

        Noum, who had been walking, opened his eyes wide.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Lord Noum?"

        

        "What's wrong? Did you find Olivia?"

        

        CRASH!!

        

        Before Noum could answer, part of the ceiling collapsed and Olivia fell through.

        

        "Lady Olivia!"

        

        "Oh! We meet like this! You've come quite far!"

        

        Following Olivia, someone else landed.

        

        'What is this knight?'

        

        He didn't look like a living person.

        

        For a moment, Sylphy thought he was some undead magical beast, but that wasn't it.

        

        He was a living person, but there was no vitality in him whatsoever.

        

        Worn-out armor and sword.

        

        Is he fighting Olivia with those?

        

        Sylphy was shocked.

        

        Having sparred with Olivia and learned firsthand what a monster she was, Sylphy couldn't help but be amazed at this knight who could match her. Anyone who could even last a single exchange with Olivia was extraordinary.

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

      

      
        "Yes!"

        

        "Take Lilith up! Royce is there! He needs to deactivate a formula that's quite complex! He'll need Lilith's help!"

        

        "Ah, understood!"

        

        "T-take me too! You're not going to leave me here in the middle of these monsters' battle, are you?!"

        

        "Take him as a bonus!"

        

        "Bonus?! Despite how I look, you're contractually obligated to protect me..."

        

        Finding him noisy, Sylphy quickly grabbed Noum and Lilith and headed upward.

        

        Below, Olivia looked strangely happy.

        

        While Olivia was strong in battle, she didn't usually enjoy fighting that much.

        

        She was accustomed to the exhilaration of battle and didn't mind it, but seeing her smile during a fight was rare.

        

        A strong fighter who wasn't intoxicated by battle was uncommon, which Sylphy found fascinating.

        

        When Olivia smiled during combat, it was usually in training-like situations where they could confirm each other's strength without risking their lives.

        

        She had enjoyed sparring with the elves in Elvenheim, for instance.

        

        Did this knight possess the strength, skill, and character to make Olivia happy?

        

        That seemed remarkable too.

        

        'By the way, how many floors did they break through to get down here?'

        

        The floors were quite artistically broken, and following the path upward led to a surprisingly spacious area for a cave. The formula spread across the ceiling and walls was impressive enough to make even Sylphy, who knew little about barriers, gape in awe.

        

        "Royce! I'm here!"

        

        "Lady Lilith...! Great, come here! There's a difficult part I'm struggling with!"

        

        "Technically, I'm less skilled than you!?"

        

        "It's fine, I'll teach you. I could do it alone, but it would take much longer than expected. With your help, we can finish quickly."

        

        "Well, I don't really understand, but okay... What do I need to do?"

        

        "Should I go help Olivia?"

        

        Sylphy asked just in case, and Royce replied:

        

        "Did Livia ask for help?"

        

        "No."

        

        "Then leave her be. She'll be fine."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy was slightly surprised by those words.

        

        And.

        

        Someday, she wanted someone to have that kind of trust in her too.

        

        She wanted to hear someone say, "Sylphy will be fine."

        

        'More importantly, this place really drains magic power. Is the formula designed to absorb magic? I need to be careful or most of my magic will be drained... I need to be careful... Hm?'

        

        Sylphy noticed something strange about Noum, whom she had brought along.

        

        "Ow, ow, ow... Couldn't you handle me more gently? I'm an important asset to you all! Don't treat me like a novice who doesn't understand the value of a guide!"

        

        "You're Noum, right?"

        

        "Who else would I be? Besides, I feel uncomfortable... Like my magic is being drained..."

        

        It wasn't Noum's voice.

        

        It wasn't Noum's face either.

        

        Noum's eyes widened in shock as he caught sight of his own hair in his peripheral vision.

        

        No.

        

        He wasn't shocked because his face had changed.

        

        He knew it was all fake from the beginning, so there was no reason to be that surprised, but that wasn't the issue.

        

        "Red-haired human, uh..."

        

        "Holy shit...!"

        

        It was.

        

        Just as Olivia's Reinhart family was born with snow-white hair.

        

        It was a color frequently found in a certain family.

        

        Of course, it wasn't absolute, but people from that family inevitably had that red color.

        

        "The Reynold family."

        

        The red hair, identical to Alex "Reynolds," caught their eye.
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        # The Noble Girl

        

        Everyone speaks of her.

        

        They say she knows the future.

        

        But regrettably, that wasn't quite her ability.

        

        Her power was the question of possibility.

        

        For questions like "Which way should I go to reach the village, left or right?" her ability would provide an answer.

        

        But for questions like "How can I become the strongest swordsman?" it would not respond.

        

        Because there was no possibility of her becoming that.

        

        Finding a path was something one could eventually reach if they spent enough time, but becoming the strongest swordsman was impossible no matter how much she challenged herself, worked hard, or exerted effort.

        

        Whether it was because a monster named Olivia Reinhart existed during the same period, or for some other reason, she didn't know. Either way, such questions received no answer.

        

        The easiest questions to answer were those about finding paths, while others might or might not receive responses.

        

        Surprisingly, the questions with the highest probability of being answered concerned moments of death.

        

        Just as answers appear at the moment of death, her eyes could clearly sense the presence of death. Perhaps it could be said she could see the path leading to death.

        

        That's how she survived assassins in her childhood, and how she continued to live.

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        

        "What are you doing? Run properly! Do you want to be a disgrace to our family? Run faster!"

        

        Though she had physical stamina, regrettably, she wasn't born with talent for combat.

        

        Being from a noble family meant she had to excel, resulting in hellish daily training.

        

        While her basic needs were met, and she was born with more advantages than others, she couldn't remember ever enjoying those privileges.

        

        Homeless people sitting on the streets might find it absurd, but the girl couldn't consider herself relatively happy either.

        

        However, for a young girl, parents were her world, and family was everything.

        

        The thought of escape never occurred to her, and she could slowly feel herself dying.

        

        But.

        

        "...!"

        

        One day, she saw the path.

        

        As mentioned, the girl's unique ability allowed her to recognize paths to death.

        

        Sometimes it showed others, sometimes herself, but at some point, the girl realized:

        

        If she stayed in that family, she would die.

        

        Whether from physical exhaustion or some other reason, she couldn't tell, but she knew she would die at the hands of the parents who gave birth to her.

        

        She saw a future where she would die, unable to endure the unreasonable amount of training, studying, and a schedule that seemed to have no rest time.

        

        Perhaps someone could have endured it.

        

        Such monstrous people surely exist.

        

        But the girl was not one of them.

        

        She was ordinary.

        

        Far from being overwhelmingly excellent, she could hardly be called excellent at all.

        

        Her parents didn't understand that "doing something until you succeed" is ultimately a matter of talent, and she foresaw a future close to prophecy where they would eventually cause her death.

        

        That was the moment.

        

        "Let's escape."

        

        Magic was the only thing she had enjoyed learning.

        

        Among magical disciplines, transformation magic particularly interested her, and she had learned it somewhat. At that time, she could only change her hair color, but she thought it would be effective enough if she could hide her red hair.

        

        She couldn't stay in this hellish household.

        

        No, she could have.

        

        But.

        

        Her own death was a different matter.

        

        It was unbearable.

        

        She wanted freedom.

        

      

      
        "Ugh..."

        

        The cane that struck her for poor posture left bruises all over her body.

        

        She couldn't understand what they wanted from her.

        

        She just...

        

        Wanted to live.

        

        Freely.

        

        That was the most important thing to the girl at that moment, and no other feelings existed. So, as if mocking those who underestimated her because of her youth, the girl escaped from that place.

        

        She escaped from that hell.

        

        In fact, she regretted it a little afterward.

        

        What could a young girl do on her own?

        

        But once she perfectly mastered transformation magic, there were no major problems. If needed, she could pretend to be an adult man to work, and easily fake her age.

        

        Several years passed, and when the girl's magical skills improved to the point where she could use transformation magic 24 hours a day, even while sleeping, she discovered something.

        

        In the family she had fled from, she was said to have died from illness, and they had adopted someone else.

        

        The story was that they had been raising a hidden child, but knowing her parents, they weren't that considerate.

        

        It seemed more likely they had simply picked up a child they had abandoned after the girl disappeared.

        

        Don't worry about it.

        

        I hope whoever it is can survive in that hell.

        

        That was the extent of the prayer the girl could offer.

        

        ***

        

        "Ha, haha! What is this...!"

        

        The gnome quickly drained her magic power and transformed her appearance again.

        

        The red hair and red eyes disappeared, and the gnome returned to her elven form, but it had already been imprinted in Sylphy's eyes.

        

        With luck, Royce and Lilith might not have seen the gnome's momentary appearance when her transformation magic was released while dispelling the spell formula.

        

        Gnomes don't have much magical power.

        

        She just used it efficiently, and in exchange for not being able to use other magic, she had an overwhelmingly exceptional talent for transformation magic compared to others.

        

        Her talent for transformation magic overflowed to the point where it seemed no coincidence that she had learned it through self-study by reading books.

        

        However, her innately insufficient magical power was unavoidable, and if she consumed a lot of magic for any reason, the transformation magic would naturally fail to maintain itself.

        

        This rarely happened, but the spell formula engraved in this Mountain of Illusion forcibly absorbed the magic of those who entered, and the amount absorbed was not small.

        

        Moreover, the closer one got, the more magic was absorbed.

        

        Olivia, Royce, Lilith, and Sylphy had enough magic that it wasn't a problem even if some was absorbed.

        

        But the gnome did not, and eventually her transformation magic was released.

        

        Additionally, being distracted by various things meant she hadn't paid much attention to her transformation magic.

        

        Even with insufficient magic, she could have forcibly maintained it if she had focused, but she hadn't anticipated this at all.

        

        "Lord Gnome..."

        

        "It's your imagination!"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "Red hair can be found anywhere!! It's just your imagination!"

        

        "That may be true... but having both red hair and red eyes..."

        

        "Ugh... Y-you saw the eye color too in that brief moment...!"

        

        "It's distinctive."

        

        Red hair was famously a characteristic of the Reynolds family, but there was a lesser-known feature.

        

        Their eyes were also red.

        

        Red hair.

        Red eyes.

        

        Each of these traits individually could be found in people outside the Reynolds family. Red hair was fairly common, and red eyes could be seen as well.

        

        Even Olivia had red eyes.

        

        But if a 'human' possessed both red hair and red eyes simultaneously, they could only be from the Reynolds family.

      

      
        

        Sylphy hadn't known this at first, but wanting to be like Royce, she had asked him for some education about the kingdom.

        

        During those lessons, the story of Alex Reynolds came up, and she learned about the Reynolds family.

        

        It wasn't formal education, just occasional conversations during meals or before bedtime, but Royce told the stories in such an interesting way that she listened attentively.

        

        It felt like receiving tales from another world, as Royce explained things about a world Sylphy didn't know.

        

        Anyway, during those stories, she learned about the characteristics of the Reynolds family, and Royce explicitly told her that red hair and red eyes together in a human definitely meant they were from the Reynolds family.

        

        If someone as cautious as Royce said it was definite, it truly meant only the Reynolds family had this combination.

        

        "Ah, damn it."

        

        Realizing it was pointless to hide, Gnome frowned.

        

        "..."

        

        Gnome remained silent.

        

        Who could have predicted this situation?

        

        The transformation magic she had maintained for years without releasing was released at this moment, and someone saw her face.

        

        If there was any consolation, it was that Sylphy, not Royce, had caught her.

        

        No, to be honest, judging by Royce's recent attitude, she suspected he might already have some idea.

        

        From the beginning, standing before Royce's eyes made her feel like he could see through anything, making lies seem pointless.

        

        If a lie worked, it wasn't because she lied well, but because Royce chose to let it pass—she had this inexplicable certainty.

        

        "Hmm, the magic drain is getting stronger. If we stay like this, Lord Gnome could die from magic depletion. Why don't you just release the transformation magic?"

        

        "...What? Don't you have questions to ask?"

        

        "Eh, not really? Well, I do, but it's not something I need to satisfy my curiosity about right now."

        

        "What the—"

        

        As she opened her eyes wide in disbelief, there was a loud CRASH!! as Olivia and the magic knight burst through the floor.

        

        Sylphy quickly deflected the flying pebbles coming toward Gnome and said:

        

        "Lady Olivia! Please be more aware of your surroundings when fighting!"

        

        "I'm perfectly aware of my surroundings, don't worry. ...Huh?"

        

        The magic knight momentarily hesitated and stopped moving.

        

        Olivia was surprised by the sudden halt, and the magic knight quickly dashed toward where Royce and Lilith were.

        

        He must have sensed they were dispelling the spell formula.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        Olivia leaped in so quickly that the air around her rippled, blocking the magic knight's attack.

        

        "Ignoring me to look elsewhere? That's quite humiliating."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Wow."

        

        Olivia sincerely marveled.

        

        More and more magic power was being drawn up.

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "You're getting stronger here, aren't you? You truly deserve that title... It's an honor to cross swords with a hero of the past like this, nameless Magic Knight."

        

        "..."

        

        "You need to finish your long story."

        

        TING!!

        

        Sword met sword.

        

        Sylphy quickly pulled Gnome back.

        

        The ground cracked, and the surroundings shook.

        

        Watching the scene, Gnome muttered:

        

        "They're not human..."

        

        "Yes, on that I completely agree..."
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        KAAANG!!

        

        I smiled.

        

        It was a feeling of exhilaration that I hadn't felt in a long time.

        

        Until now, I had always fought in tense situations, focusing not on fighting itself but on protecting what needed to be protected.

        

        Though I was born with both talent and temperament for combat, I didn't particularly enjoy fighting.

        

        I fought because I had to.

        

        I protected because I had to.

        

        I saved because I had to.

        

        Everything boiled down to just that, and I never felt anything resembling pleasure in fighting itself, nor did I ever need to.

        

        Royce once told me he found that strange about me.

        

        He said fighting, whether you like it or not, is a sensory experience, and it was peculiar that a warrior like me—who fights with senses, intuition, and a kind of instinct—didn't derive even the slightest enjoyment from it.

        

        Not all strong individuals necessarily like or enjoy fighting, but according to him, most people who fight half-instinctively like me tend to either like or enjoy it.

        

        But I cultivated strength to protect and save things, not the other way around.

        

        Overwhelming power just happened to make handling situations easier, but that was never my purpose.

        

        That's why I never enjoyed it.

        

        Not when I went to defeat the Demon Lord.

        

        Not after being betrayed and traveling with Royce.

        

        I never felt that fighting was something essential.

        

        I had this strange certainty that if fighting disappeared from my life, I might feel a bit empty at first, but after a few days, I would naturally live like an ordinary person.

        

        For me, fighting was a means, and wielding a sword was in the realm of hobby.

        

        Losing it wouldn't be particularly painful.

        

        Without risking my life.

        

        How should I put it?

        

        There were times when it was enjoyable.

        

        It felt good to hear everything about a person worthy of respect through their sword.

        

        TIING!!

        

        "You."

        

        "......"

        

        "Have worked hard."

        

        All their efforts were being conveyed through their sword.

        

        Since their reason and intellect had disappeared, they couldn't use magic and were swinging their sword purely on instinct embedded in their body. I wasn't witnessing the Magic Knight's full power.

        

        This person might truly have been equal to or even stronger than the Demon Lord.

        

        Especially if this assessment was based solely on swordsmanship—adding magic would make them an absurdly powerful being.

        

        Nevertheless, a human body has its limits.

        

        Even I can't protect everything.

        

        The evaluations of Olivia Reinhart described her as a monster and hero capable of causing natural disasters.

        

        An existence fortunate to be an ally.

        

        The goddess Grandia once said of me, "Humanity's greatest fortune is that you remain uncorrupted as a hero."

        

        It was somewhat embarrassing, but even I, who received such evaluations, couldn't protect everything.

        

        During the recent Weargal attack, people still died, and besides human casualties, other damage occurred as well.

        

        Even though I smashed sacred historical sites to prevent casualties, I still couldn't completely prevent loss of life.

        

        In the end, there are limits to what a person can do, and no matter how strong an individual's power is, one person alone cannot accomplish everything.

        

        That's why people receive help, give help, maintain courtesy, and act for others.

        

        It's a wish.

        

        Helping someone in crisis carries the subconscious hope that someone will help you in your time of need.

        

        You hope that the person you help will help others, and that your good deeds will spread throughout the world, making it a better place.

        

        Something like that, I think.

        

        Though perhaps not so grandiose.

        

        Even if you can't change the entire world, you can change someone's world.

        

        Calling it a whim, of sorts.

        

        KAAANG!!

        

      

      
        'The accuracy of the techniques is increasing. The combat memories remaining in that body are awakening the Magic Knight as we fight.'

        

        If this continues...

        

        In the worst case, they might start using magic soon.

        

        As if confirming my prediction, lightning crackled around the sword as elemental properties were being attached.

        

        An elemental sword.

        

        Most don't use this technique since it's more efficient to simply shoot lightning, but if one's swordsmanship is already strong enough, imbuing the sword makes more sense.

        

        It requires less magical power than direct elemental attacks, and the effect can be triggered just by swords clashing.

        

        Whoosh—I drew up my magical power as well.

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia! Don't clash with it! The lightning will travel through your sword and electrocute you!"

        

        KAAANG!!

        

        Despite Sylphy's cry, our swords collided.

        

        I was well aware of that risk.

        

        At the moment of impact, I read the magical power.

        

        After all, whether lightning or anything else, it's magical power, and you can neutralize it by releasing the same magical power at the exact moment.

        

        The timing must be perfect and the amount of magical power must be precise, requiring considerable concentration, but it's not impossible.

        

        "No way..."

        

        The gnome muttered in disbelief, and Sylphy stared at me with her mouth open.

        

        "Want to learn this, Sylphy? Once you master it, you can easily counter magic. It requires concentration since you need to match the flow, amount, and timing of magical power."

        

        "As if I could do something that requires even a little concentration for Lady Olivia!"

        

        KAAANG!!

        

        Well, that's unfortunate.

        

        I don't teach this to just anyone.

        

        Even in the Reinhart family, only Mihail, the first hero, could do this, and I recreated the technique myself.

        

        Though I've never formally taken on disciples, teaching Sylphy things and watching her grow little by little wasn't a bad feeling.

        

        So even though we weren't officially in a master-disciple relationship, I wanted to teach her many things.

        

        Sylphy doesn't understand.

        

        This is truly a precious technique.

        

        I wouldn't easily teach this even if someone begged me.

        

        And she's refusing it.

        

        If she mastered this technique with her arrows, she could eventually use it better than I can.

        

        Why won't she do it?

        

        It would be good for her.

        

        This wonderful technique.

        

        KAAANG!!

        

        Space distorted and cracks began to form in the walls.

        

        'This is dangerous.'

        

        If we fight too roughly, this cave might not hold and could collapse. It was already in a precarious state, and further damage could bury us.

        

        Of course, I could get everyone out if needed, but it was better to avoid complications.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Now they were using magic outright.

        

        As flames erupted, I swung my sword and lunged forward to match.

        

        PAAK!!

        

        I deflected their sword with my foot and then struck the Magic Knight with the blunt side of my sword like a club, sending them flying. The Magic Knight caught themselves and looked back at me.

        

        Their gaze seemed to be growing clearer.

        

        Swish swish swish.

        

        "Materialization...!"

        

        Like how Sylphy materializes a bow with magical power, materializing objects with magic is possible, but it's highly inefficient unless you have a specific talent or belong to certain races, so most don't use this method.

        

        But perhaps at the level of a Magic Knight, it's not a problem.

        

        TWOONG!!

        

        As I lunged again, their speed had increased even further.

        

        They were now actively using enhancement magic on their body and using it properly.

        

      

      
        Constantly enhancing your body with magic throughout combat is good but consumes a lot of magical power, so many only enhance at necessary moments, or focus enhancement on specific parts to maximize those areas.

        

        For example, enhancing only leg strength when jumping.

        

        Or enhancing arm strength when attacking.

        

        By enhancing specific parts, you can make the enhancement magic stronger than if you enhanced everything evenly.

        

        But conversely, this means other areas become vulnerable and can be exploited.

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        The magical sword grew increasingly larger.

        

        Dodging would be easy, but if I dodged, the cave might collapse.

        

        No choice then.

        

        I also imbued my sword with magical power.

        

        If I match the magical power's wavelength, timing, and everything perfectly...

        

        I can neutralize it.

        

        KAAANG!!

        

        "...!!"

        

        The Magic Knight's eyes widened as they watched their sword strike disappear.

        

        Their consciousness seemed to be returning bit by bit.

        

        And then.

        

        CHWARAK!!

        

        "Oh, it worked!"

        

        As the spell formula broke, fragments of the formula and magical power fell like snow in this cavern without a sky.

        

        With the breaking of the spell, the Magic Knight's body slowly began to crumble.

        

        "You targeted the spell formula!"

        

        "That Magic Knight is crumbling, isn't he?"

        

        "...Even with this range, time, and everything poured into it, it must have been difficult. In other words, did they make this spell formula their life force?"

        

        No.

        

        Perhaps they simply didn't age due to the curse of immortality, but their natural lifespan had long passed, and their body had reached its limit.

        

        Either way, the lifespan of the Magic Knight, which had been suspended along with the spell, had come to an end, and the mist that had spread throughout the cave was slowly disappearing.

        

        As I approached the kneeling Magic Knight, they slowly raised their head and looked at me.

        

        "Knight of the future."

        

        "...! Yes, speak."

        

        Has their intellect returned enough for conversation?

        

        Or was this some kind of miracle created by the Magic Knight's final moments?

        

        "Have I... fulfilled... my duty?"

        

        "......"

        

        I carefully approached the Magic Knight and spoke.

        

        "What you sought to protect has continued and become our kingdom. You have excellently completed your duty. ...Well done, our nameless hero."

        

        "......"

        

        The crumbling Magic Knight seemed to be smiling.

        

        As they completely collapsed and disappeared like burnt ashes, it felt as though they had burned everything from their physical body to their very soul.

        

        Indeed.

        

        It would have been nice if we could have talked more.

        

        It was terribly regrettable.

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Good work. I feel a bit strange."

        

        "......"

        

        "Royce, you know what?"

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        I looked at the Magic Knight who had turned to ashes and smiled wistfully.

        

        "I prefer happy endings."

        

        Sacrifice may be noble, but...

        

        I still wish it hadn't happened.
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        There wasn't much I could do for them.

        

        Everything of the Magic Knight had turned to ashes, disappearing the moment the spell formula was released.

        

        In my view, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that his body had been kept alive only through its connection to the spell formula.

        

        After all, it was a spell formula that had already escaped his control due to magical overload. To think that an absolute barrier that wouldn't even let life escape could exist.

        

        Anyway, I gathered the ashes and made a grave.

        

        I would have liked to place it next to the princess's grave if possible, but it was such a distant past that proper records probably didn't even remain, so there likely wouldn't be much left about the princess either.

        

        Perhaps even the existence of her grave was questionable.

        

        No.

        

        Maybe it goes beyond that—perhaps we'd need to verify whether she even existed at all. But at least the Magic Knight achieved the ending he wanted.

        

        Still, as Livia said, happy endings tend to leave a stronger impression.

        

        After all that suffering.

        

        After all that pain.

        

        Despite dedicating everything to the fight, they ultimately couldn't reunite—it was simply heartbreaking.

        

        'God, if an afterlife exists in this world, please let those two reunite in the next world.'

        

        Or if reincarnation exists, may they meet again this time.

        

        That was all I could do for them.

        

        If there exists a "God" watching over this world—not a goddess or death god, just a being superior and transcendent to us—please create happiness for those two.

        

        "Isn't Noum going to pray?"

        

        "I don't believe in gods."

        

        "Maybe just do it for the atmosphere...?"

        

        "It's fine. What good would it do to ask someone who doesn't believe to believe?"

        

        How could one's faith differ just because the place of prayer is different?

        

        Whether done in a living room at home or in a cathedral, it makes no difference.

        

        "Lord Royce, you believe in God, don't you?"

        

        "Rather than believing, I just think it would be nice if God existed."

        

        "Is that different?"

        

        "Well, I don't think it's very different. It's just not grand enough to call it faith. I simply wish for the world to be a little more fair."

        

        "Wishing for fairness..."

        

        The world is unfair, absurd, and we live in chaos.

        

        There are as many bad people as there are good, and it varies by situation.

        

        It's hard to find someone who's always good.

        

        It's also hard to find someone who's always bad.

        

        We try to distinguish between them using what we call laws, but in the end, these are just laws created by human standards, and truly determining the criteria for good and evil is very difficult.

        

        That's why I saw monsters not as absolute evil, but as a species that couldn't coexist with us.

        

        When all life ends and we close our eyes, wouldn't God give us a proper evaluation?

        

        "But God doesn't help us, does He?"

        

        "We don't know that."

        

        "What?"

      

      
        

        Noum tilted his head.

        

        "God won't openly say, 'I am God and I will help you.' He would give us choices. From the past until now, we've made choices, and what we believe were given choices might actually have been guidance from someone else, don't you think?"

        

        "That's too religious an interpretation."

        

        "Perhaps. But in this world where even goddesses like Grandia exist, whether there is a 'God' in the true sense... it's a truly difficult topic to discuss."

        

        "Well, in this world, when people say 'god,' they usually mean the goddess."

        

        "I don't really believe in that goddess either."

        

        "Isn't Noum just practicing atheism as a religion?"

        

        "Atheism itself means there is no god, so how can it be a religion?"

        

        "Well, the 'faith' in religious faith doesn't necessarily refer to gods..."

        

        Since it means to believe, faith in atheism isn't impossible. If you believe in and look up to something, that's faith.

        

        One could have faith not just in "gods" but also in people, natural phenomena, or even weapons.

        

        "Anyway, let's drop it. It's a burdensome topic that touches on each person's way of thinking. Let's not be too harsh about what each of us believes. You seem particularly sharp today, Noum."

        

        "..."

        

        Noum made a face like he'd been hit right on target, then glanced at Sylphy.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Something must have happened.

        

        The fact that Lilith was tilting her head in confusion suggested it was something only Noum and Sylphy knew about, and it probably happened in a very short time.

        

        If it happened when Lilith wasn't around, it would have been while Lilith and I were removing the spell formula, and in that brief time, something must have occurred between Noum and Sylphy that made Noum so irritable now.

        

        He was already somewhat irritable by nature, but now he seemed even more so, perhaps due to anxiety and various other concerns.

        

        And I could guess that the cause stemmed from Sylphy.

        

        But.

        

        It probably wasn't Sylphy's fault.

        

        Sylphy wasn't the type to wrong others, and she wouldn't have done anything in that short time to irritate Noum to this extent.

        

        Since Sylphy carried Noum, the most likely and plausible scenario would be that he accidentally touched a sensitive part of her female body, but given the emergency situation and the fact that Noum typically didn't care much about such things...

        

        In other words.

        

        It was more likely to be something psychological.

        

        I carefully rubbed my head.

        

        'Come to think of it, the spell formula absorbed magic power, right?'

        

        The closer we got, the more extraordinary the amount of magic power became, and I, Livia, Lilith, and Sylphy all had abundant magic power.

        

        Some had trained for it, some were born with it, and some were both, but in any case, we all had excellent magic power to the point where it could be described as overflowing.

        

        Moreover, my magic recovery rate was overwhelmingly higher than others', along with my physical strength, so even if some magic was absorbed, it wasn't a big problem for me.

        

        But.

        

        Noum only had slightly more than an average person, and since he was using some of it for transformation magic, the magic power he normally possessed wouldn't be that much.

        

        Maintaining transformation magic 24 hours a day, even while sleeping, meant he had very high magic efficiency and a natural aptitude for transformation magic, so there wouldn't be any problems under normal circumstances, but if he suddenly had to consume magic power, his transformation magic might fail and be released.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Did she see it?

        

        'If I think about it that way, it makes sense...'

        

      

      
        Sylphy must have seen Noum's real face.

        

        And Noum realized this, which is why he's so conscious of Sylphy now, and at the same time, he seems to have become irritable due to anxiety and frustration.

        

        I should ask Sylphy about this later, but first, I should let Sylphy and Noum talk to each other.

        

        Judging by the current situation, Noum will probably want to talk to Sylphy at an appropriate time.

        

        It might be better to ask Sylphy after that.

        

        After all, before reaching into someone else's heart, one should at least ask for permission.

        

        'Well, it's not like I can't guess...'

        

        It was all circumstantial evidence, so if asked for proof, it would all be rather vague.

        

        "The sky outside is blue."

        

        "Now that the spell formula is released, the fog will naturally disappear. It's time for this mountain's name to change. Instead of the Mountain of Delusion, what might it be called?"

        

        "Does the conqueror get to name it?"

        

        "That could be the case. In this instance, how about letting Livia do it?"

        

        "Wasn't it Lord Royce and Lady Lilith who released the spell formula?"

        

        "Well, this is a kind of symbolic gesture. Since it's the hero's party, wouldn't it feel more appropriate if the hero is said to have done it? Even if someone else did it, it would probably be passed down as the hero's deed anyway."

        

        Stories can be distorted in both good and bad ways.

        

        Anyway, now that the Mountain of Delusion is gone, adventurers might lament the loss of a romantic legend, but it will eliminate inconvenience for many people.

        

        Once a path wide enough for carriages is completed through this mountain, we can have a more fluid relationship with the Beastkin Nation.

        

        Communication stones only work at set times.

        

        Teleportation stones are unusable.

        

        Because of the Mountain of Delusion, it's often difficult to travel back and forth.

        

        Especially since it's located between mountains.

        

        This should make things a bit better.

        

        "Still, what an amazing person, creating such an enormous barrier with a spell formula all alone."

        

        "Even if he used conditional magic, he would have been an amazing person without it. The world is vast, and truly remarkable people abound throughout history."

        

        And remarkable people are still being born and growing today.

        

        Livia returned, seemingly having finished her prayer.

        

        "Alright! Let's go!"

        

        "Are you satisfied?"

        

        "Yes! I've praised and commended enough. Now it's up to God."

        

        "Well, if you say so."

        

        "But what about that hole over there?"

        

        It was a hole created during Livia's fight with the Magic Knight.

        

        "Should we close it?"

        

        We could close it if we wanted to, but Livia shook her head.

        

        "Let's leave it..."

        

        Looking toward the grave, the hole was clearly visible, and through it, the outside world could be seen.

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "They should be able to see the world they protected."
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        After that, we descended the mountain without incident.

        

        It wasn't particularly difficult. With the fog gone, there was no risk of getting lost, and dealing with monsters became much easier.

        

        No.

        

        If I hadn't fallen in the first place, Livia would have handled everything from start to finish, but regardless, the risk had significantly decreased.

        

        I thought it would be good to report this incident when we reached the Beast-folk Nation.

        

        Specifically, since we had conquered the Mountain of Illusion, this story was worth sharing.

        

        Originally, it was better to spread such stories as much as possible.

        

        I didn't particularly crave fame, but for future endeavors, having a reputation wouldn't hurt. Besides, being properly recognized for one's achievements was different from the hassle of gaining fame.

        

        "At this rate, we should be able to cross the mountain completely by tomorrow around noon."

        

        "That's fast!"

        

        "After crossing the mountain, we'll still have to walk all the way to the Beast-folk Nation, which will be tiring."

        

        "Still better than climbing mountains. Ah, I'm exhausted."

        

        Everyone was sharing their thoughts while eating dinner.

        

        We had walked quite a bit today, and Lilith's stamina was completely drained.

        

        Moreover, we had wasted time getting caught in the fog and dealing with the magic knight, so it couldn't be helped. But as mentioned, there was almost no chance of getting lost now, so things should be fine.

        

        Besides, the gnome was guiding us through unfamiliar paths, so there was even less to worry about.

        

        'Are we becoming more like a proper party?'

        

        Compared to the beginning, we were developing a decent party atmosphere.

        

        I carefully took out a book to read while observing the mood.

        

        The gnome had become less irritable, but his gaze kept strangely following Sylphy.

        

        To someone who didn't know better, it might seem like he had feelings for Sylphy, but from my perspective, it wasn't that kind of look at all.

        

        Sylphy seemed to feel his gaze and looked quite uncomfortable.

        

        Lilith noticed the gnome watching Sylphy and tilted her head in confusion.

        

        With her sharp intuition, Lilith seemed to understand that his staring wasn't due to romantic interest, even if she didn't know the exact reason.

        

        Lilith's intuition was always like future prediction—if you asked her how she knew something, she would simply answer, "A feeling."

        

        She must be the most difficult person to deal with for scholars and those who value theoretical knowledge.

        

        And as for Livia...

        

        She was enjoying her food deliciously.

        

        Since her body had returned to normal, she seemed to have become a gourmet. She had grown to love eating delicious food and appeared to consider it a blessing.

        

        Until then, she had a body that couldn't properly consume food, so it was understandable. Besides, heartily enjoying food was by no means a flaw.

        

        It just wasn't aristocratic enough to be well-received among nobles.

        

        Not that Livia would care about such things.

        

        She only had thoughts of marrying me, and if anyone tried to forcibly subjugate Livia to a kingdom, that kingdom might end up half-destroyed.

        

        That was entirely possible, considering both her power and personality.

        

        "Um, Lord Royce?"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Could we talk for a moment?"

        

        "..."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Wouldn't it be better to talk with the gnome first?"

        

        "Oh, um!?"

        

        Sylphy looked surprised that I knew what she wanted to discuss without her even mentioning it.

        

        I've always been good at reading people's faces, but you two are just too obvious.

        

        Anyone with a modicum of awareness could figure it out from the atmosphere, except perhaps Livia, who was happily eating meat over there.

        

        Even if we brought someone completely clueless here, they would probably notice.

        

        "As expected of Lord Royce! Is this that mind-reading thing or whatever?"

        

        I think Sylphy is smarter than Livia.

        

        But how should I put it?

        

        Sometimes she showed childlike naivety.

        

        Given her lack of social experience relative to her age, if Sylphy were to become a ruler, Titania and Lilith would need to teach her many things as her advisors.

      

      
        

        Surprisingly, Sylphy and Livia did get along well in some ways.

        

        "B-but this is really important information that... um, might be useful."

        

        "Still, you shouldn't tell me that important information without the person's permission. If it were an urgent situation requiring immediate action, that would be different, but that's not the case now, is it?"

        

        "That's true."

        

        "So talk to the gnome first, and if the result allows you to tell me, then you can do so afterward."

        

        "I... I see!"

        

        "If someone is thoroughly trying to hide a secret, while it might seem trivial to us, to that person, it's a secret worth protecting at all costs."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even if the weight of that secret doesn't make sense to you, to that person, the secret holds that much value."

        

        The weight I assign to a secret and the weight others assign to their secrets could be different.

        

        It wasn't about the extremes, like a secret that might just lead to some teasing versus one that could ruin someone socially. Even with the same secret, different people might have different attitudes toward it.

        

        That's why people are complex and difficult.

        

        "I understand. I'll talk to Mr. Gnome."

        

        "Good."

        

        Sylphy seemed to accept my words, nodding before returning to her seat.

        

        And as if following a sequence, this time Lilith approached me.

        

        What now?

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        "I know a thing or two about knowledge too, you know?"

        

        "Of course. I heard you read quite a lot of books since you couldn't leave your room in the kingdom."

        

        "They were romance novels..."

        

        "Those are still books. Reading anything is better than not reading at all."

        

        It was obviously better to work and receive a salary, even if it was below average, than to not work at all.

        

        There was no harm in reading any kind of book.

        

        "I often read novels too."

        

        "Is there anything you don't read?"

        

        "I don't read books written in ancient language."

        

        "Isn't that because you don't know ancient language, so you can't read them?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        Come to think of it, with Goddess Grandia right beside me, couldn't she interpret them for me?

        

        No, beyond that, I might even be able to learn ancient language from Lady Grandia. That would instantly expand the range of books I could read.

        

        That sounds good.

        

        Why didn't I think of this before?

        

        "So, did you need something from me?"

        

        "...You, you don't have any gaps in your knowledge, do you?"

        

        "Huh? Of course I do."

        

        "But whether it's Olivia or Sylphy, whenever they ask you something, you just have the answer."

        

        "I just like accumulating knowledge more than others, so I know more. Most of it is information you can find in libraries and such places."

        

        "And you remember all of it?"

        

        "I enjoy studying."

        

        Somehow, the more I remembered, the more I felt my world expanding.

        

        The more history I knew.

        

        The more knowledge I gained.

        

        And when I discovered that some of that history and knowledge was actually incorrect, and the truth was different, I felt a bit frustrated but also excited. The common sense of today might collapse tomorrow.

        

        Isn't that the charm of learning?

        

        Most people don't understand that, though.

        

        "Teach me too..."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

      

      
        "I need a lot of knowledge to assist Sylphy properly. Even if it's just for a short time each day, please teach me."

        

        "I'm not sure if I have anything worthwhile to teach a noble..."

        

        "This might sound strange, but I've received plenty of education since childhood, yet it's hard to find a teacher as good as you."

        

        "..."

        

        "Plus, you not only accumulate knowledge but know how to apply it. Most people struggle with questions that require flexibility beyond mere knowledge, but you immediately process and answer them. There's no one better suited to be a teacher than you."

        

        "...Well, I think you're overestimating me, but alright."

        

        "And."

        

        "And?"

        

        "Just call me Lilith. Everyone else goes by their first names, so it feels odd when you're the only one adding 'Lord' or 'Lady.' You can just call me Lilith."

        

        "Alright, Lilith."

        

        "Good."

        

        Lilith returned to her seat, seemingly satisfied.

        

        She appeared to have genuinely fallen for Sylphy.

        

        Well, setting aside appearances, Sylphy's personality was hot-blooded and, if asked to categorize, had many masculine traits. She was truly wild and would even eat insects if they were edible.

        

        This could be attributed to the difficult life she had led as a half-elf.

        

        Eventually, the gnome came over next.

        

        "Is it the gnome's turn now?"

        

        "What did Sylphy tell you?"

        

        "Well, that's something I shouldn't know right now, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I'm not sure what's going on, but you should talk properly with Sylphy. I may not know, but avoiding conversation with someone who has found out might make things awkward."

        

        "You really don't know?"

        

        "I don't."

        

        I only had hypotheses, and even those were just hunches.

        

        Since I couldn't call that "knowing," I simply smiled as always and said I didn't know.

        

        "Sylphy is a good person. If you face her properly and answer honestly, she'll respond to your sincerity appropriately."

        

        "..."

        

        "Having secrets isn't a crime. Even soulmates or lovers have secrets from each other. Gnome."

        

        "...Alright, so you're saying she didn't tell you anything?"

        

        The gnome nodded and returned to his seat.

        

        Hmm.

        

        I suspected they would talk by tonight's watch at the earliest.

        

        Whether they would tell me about it afterward was uncertain, but that was the gnome's choice, not mine.

        

        As I tried to return to my book, this time Livia approached.

        

        It wasn't like they were coming for counseling in order.

        

        But Livia's little trotting steps as she approached were quite cute, so it was fine.

        

        "Does Livia have something to tell me too?"

        

        "No."

        

        "Then why did you come over?"

        

        "Everyone else was coming, so I thought I'd come too."

        

        She must have been curious since Sylphy, Lilith, and the gnome had all come to talk to me in sequence.

        

        I laughed.

        

        "...Haha."

        

        So pure and lovely.

        

        "Would you like to sit beside me?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Livia sat down next to me and leaned against me.

        

        As I always say...

        

        She was like a puppy with visible ears and tail.
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        In the deep of night, while everyone else slept, Sylphy alone remained awake on watch duty.

        

        Though she was sleepy, her shift was shorter than Olivia's, so she couldn't really complain.

        

        With an exaggerated yawn, Sylphy periodically added logs to keep the campfire from going out.

        

        As she stared blankly at the dancing flames, memories of the past seemed to surface.

        

        Winter had been bitterly cold, and they would huddle together around a fire just like this one. In that freezing cold where fingers and toes felt like they might freeze solid, no one cared about appearances or dignity.

        

        Things like dignity were luxuries afforded only when one had enough to live on.

        

        Occasionally, there were people who staked their lives on such things.

        

        There were even those who chose to die with honor rather than live without it. Sylphy couldn't understand that, but now she wanted to defeat Aiz, who was stronger than her.

        

        She didn't necessarily need to win, nor did she need to face Aiz at all.

        

        But the feeling of utter defeat, something she felt for the first time in her life, was impossible to erase, and emotions seemed to burn inside her.

        

        She understood that this was the fighting spirit, but since she had never felt such a thing in her life before, this first burning sensation of competitive drive greatly wounded her pride.

        

        'There are so many strong people in this world.'

        

        Sylphy thought as she gazed into the blazing campfire.

        

        She had bloodline.

        

        She had talent.

        

        She had put in effort in her own way.

        

        Because of that, Sylphy was strong, by no means weak.

        

        Especially after obtaining the Meteor Bow and receiving the blessing of the World Tree, essentially becoming 'Oberon,' Sylphy's potential had exploded to the point where she could confidently say she had a high chance of winning in a one-on-one fight against a Demon Lord's Army executive.

        

        If she were to fight one-on-one with the lich who had come to Elvenhome, she would stand a fair chance.

        

        But.

        

        Still, there were always those above. There were clearly enemies who couldn't be overcome no matter how much one struggled, worked hard, or used every means available, but having never hit such a wall before, Sylphy could only flounder.

        

        If there was any consolation,

        

        It was that beside her was Olivia, who was overwhelmingly stronger than her yet had risen through defeats.

        

        Though it would be difficult and painful, Sylphy believed that if she followed Olivia, she would surely become stronger.

        

        The question was whether Sylphy could keep up.

        

        "...Shall I try?"

        

        Sylphy raised her hands and checked the properties of her magical power.

        

        One with the intent to attack.

        

        One with the intent to deceive.

        

        To find which place had real compressed magical power and which had fake compressed magical power, one first needed to know how to do it, and once one knew how, surprisingly many things became visible.

        

        Somehow she felt like she understood, but her proficiency was still woefully lacking, making the real and fake painfully obvious. Even someone with ordinary magical perception could easily identify the fake.

        

        A little more.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Yes.

        

        Naturally.

        

        Could she draw out magical power more naturally?

        

        Olivia had simply produced it, and the distinction between real and fake was almost imperceptible. But even Olivia could be figured out if observed for a long time. In other words, even Olivia couldn't maintain the technique forever.

        

        It meant that deceiving an enemy forever was impossible.

        

        So what should she do?

        

        This is giving me a headache.

        

        "This is why Olivia isn't suited to be a teacher."

        

        "Lord Gnome?"

        

        Though it wasn't yet time to change watch, Gnome appeared, shuffling over to sit across from Sylphy, gazing into the campfire.

        

        "Oh, um. You could have slept more."

        

        "I've slept enough. ...And I woke up anyway."

        

        "I see... Um, what did you mean by what you said earlier?"

        

        "No matter how well you create fake magical power, there's no way it can be maintained for long, right? Even Olivia becomes noticeable if she maintains it too long."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "It's not meant to be used for a long time, but to disrupt momentary judgment."

        

      

      
        "Momentary judgment, ah."

        

        Only then did she understand.

        

        In battle, judgment happens in an instant, and decisions made in that moment can determine victory or defeat, or at the very least, establish an advantage.

        

        In the heat of battle, there's no way to deeply observe the magical power in both hands.

        

        The brain and eyes can't immediately correct the illusion they experience in that moment, and even if they could, it would take time. So fake magical power exploits the illusion that occurs in such moments, and surprisingly, Olivia used this tactic frequently.

        

        Olivia's fighting style was a genius's talent expressed in an ungenius-like way.

        

        Having learned through taking beatings from the beginning, Olivia grew stronger not by overwhelming the weak as a strong person, but by studying how the weak could defeat the strong.

        

        In training, she was beaten by her teacher and uncle, Gilbert Reinhart.

        

        Even afterward, Olivia grew stronger by being beaten by monsters and learning from defeats. Despite her talent, she grew stronger as a 'weak person.' She had become ridiculously strong, but her growth method was that of the weak.

        

        Finding weaknesses to defeat the strong.

        

        Not only that, but she devised ways to break concentration by any means necessary.

        

        Fake magical power was one such method.

        

        "You know this well, Lord Gnome."

        

        "It's obvious if you just watch. If anything, I think Olivia should be teaching this. That's the problem with those who grow strong instinctively."

        

        "Haha, she's certainly far from theoretical."

        

        "You're the same, you know?"

        

        "A-Am I? But you understand the theory, so you should be able to do it."

        

        "Sylphy, in this world, understanding something logically doesn't mean you can do it."

        

        She wanted to say it might be because he used most of his magical power for transformation magic.

        

        But Sylphy decided not to mention it.

        

        To be honest, Gnome wasn't that weak.

        

        Of course, he didn't stand out among their party members who were all extraordinary in their respective fields, but maintaining transformation magic 24 hours a day while still being able to fight at least at the level of bandits was quite remarkable.

        

        Sylphy's intuition told her that while he obviously couldn't match a Demon Lord's Army executive, if he fought without transformation magic, he probably had the capacity to somehow defeat high-ranking monsters.

        

        But.

        

        He was already pouring all his effort into transformation magic and didn't seem to have learned any other magic.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        An awkward silence fell for a moment.

        

        "Did you have something to say?"

        

        "Have you talked to Royce?"

        

        "No, I wanted to consult with him, but he told me to talk to you first. Um, should I say I was scolded? Though his voice was so gentle that it didn't feel that way."

        

        Sylphy thought that even if Royce married Olivia and had children, he probably wouldn't get angry when scolding them.

        

        He would likely speak calmly or gently in most situations. If anything, it would be Olivia's role to flare up in anger.

        

        But in truly serious situations, Olivia might mediate while Royce got angry. This was just her imagination based on impressions, so it could be different.

        

        "Tch, that Royce. Then and now, how should I put it... He's like an 80-year-old man."

        

        "He's an elder. I'm quite old myself, but I've never thought of myself as an adult."

        

        "Me neither. I just aged and became an adult, but I've never really thought of myself as a grown-up."

        

        "I wonder if everyone's like that."

        

        "Everyone is. Even Royce pretends to be an adult, but inside he's not much different from a child. ...The annoying thing is, if I said that to him, he'd probably just say, 'Yes, that's right.'"

        

        "That's definitely true."

        

        Royce was certainly an exceptional person, but if someone told him, "You're nothing!" he would probably sit down and give some religious or philosophical talk, saying, "You're right, I'm nothing special," and open up a whole conversation.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Another moment of silence passed.

        

        She tried to ease the awkwardness by adding more logs to the campfire.

        

        "My ability isn't about finding paths."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "My innate ability, I mean. To be precise, it's not about finding paths but finding the correct answer."

        

        "The correct answer?"

        

      

      
        "The correct answer that's possible for me, I should say. For example, let's say you're lost in a forest."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "In that case, between left and right, left is the correct answer. But even if you go right, you'll eventually end up going left after wasting some time. In other words, it's not impossible, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        If you go right and the path seems wrong, you can always turn back and go left.

        

        "That kind of possibility. It's like asking, 'I have the possibility of escaping this forest, so give me the answer.' Conversely, if I ask for the answer to becoming the strongest swordsman, it won't give me one. Because that's physically impossible."

        

        "..."

        

        "You'd be good at gambling, then."

        

        "Yes, that's why I don't use it for gambling."

        

        "What? Why not? If you want money, there's no better method."

        

        Gnome spoke as if to say, "What are you talking about?"

        

        "If it were just an ability to find paths, it would be a mere innate ability that could be discovered by chance, but if it's an ability to find correct answers, would people just leave me alone?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't want that kind of attention. It's enough to disguise it as an ability useful for a merchant. If it occasionally becomes a good element for merchant requests, that's sufficient. This ability is particularly broken among innate abilities."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        It seemed like a higher-tier innate ability compared to Sylphy's stealth.

        

        "Especially regarding death, it sometimes tells me things even without me asking. The problem is that this isn't something I control; it tells me things arbitrarily, so sometimes I know, and sometimes I don't."

        

        "So that's how you knew when we fought Aiz."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "...Thank you for telling me, but isn't this an incredible secret? What if I have a loose tongue and spread rumors everywhere?"

        

        "I'd just change my face and identity. ...And, um, about my face."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Gnome hesitated for a moment.

        

        "Later."

        

        "...Yes, alright."

        

        "Why don't you press me about it? The Death God is none other than Alex Reynolds, right?"

        

        "It doesn't seem directly related..."

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "And I don't think forcing the issue would do any good."

        

        "You sound like Royce."

        

        "That's a compliment to me."

        

        There probably wasn't a direct connection, but Gnome seemed surprised to learn that Alex was the Death God.

        

        So it was likely something psychological rather than a direct relationship.

        

        "Why is Gnome up?"

        

        "Wha! O-Olivia!"

        

        "Is it time already?"

        

        "Yeah, *yawn*... We need to leave the mountains tomorrow, so both of you get to sleep quickly."

        

        "Did you hear?"

        

        "Hm? Hear what? Were you talking about secrets?"

        

        "No... Haha, anyway, Lord Gnome and I will go to sleep now."

        

        From now until morning, Olivia would stand watch.

        

        Originally, Olivia was supposed to take the middle shift. In other words, Olivia had planned to sleep a little before and a little after her shift. That was generally considered the best way to handle watch duty, but Royce and the others thought it would be too hard on Olivia and moved her to the last shift.

        

        Olivia's stamina wouldn't be a problem, but it felt unfair in many ways.

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy exhaled softly and looked toward Gnome.

        

        'Is this the right thing to do?'

        

        Sylphy turned her head again, this time looking toward the sleeping Royce.

        

        'It must be right.'

        

        Sylphy thought as she lay down.
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        "Finally conquered that damn mountain!"

        

        "The weather's nice too."

        

        "I'm exhausted... Mountains are tough to climb, but going down is quite hard too."

        

        "Don't push yourself too hard. While climbing up is more physically demanding, accidents happen more frequently during descent. Your body is also more prone to injury when going downhill."

        

        "You sound like a commander, teacher..."

        

        "Well, Royce actually is in that position."

        

        "He fights, commands, teaches, creates strategies—does he do everything by himself?"

        

        "Amazing, isn't he?"

        

        "Why are you looking so smug, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "He's my man, so I'm allowed to be proud, aren't I?"

        

        "Oh wow, you're sometimes too honest for me to know how to respond."

        

        As we reached level ground and walking became easier, we naturally fell into casual conversation. Even Lilith was chatting, which suggested things were finally getting better.

        

        Once we cross this mountain, we'll need to pass through a somewhat dense forest, but nothing as difficult as the Mountain of Illusion, so it should be fine.

        

        However, in dragon-folk territory, there are many high-level monsters, so we need to stay alert to avoid surprise attacks and injuries.

        

        With Livia and Lilith here, I shouldn't worry too much, but it's better not to sustain unnecessary injuries or waste time that doesn't need to be wasted.

        

        "Royce, how much longer do we have to go?"

        

        "At this pace, it will take about a week."

        

        "That's quite a journey even though we're going straight."

        

        "Actually, this is extremely fast. If we had to go around the Mountain of Illusion instead of crossing it directly, it would take not days but a month, possibly even two months."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        If we hadn't come straight through the Mountain of Illusion, we would have had to take a much longer route due to the cliffs. Taking established paths is safer, but you have to sacrifice a lot of speed.

        

        "The Dragon-folk Nation... It doesn't have a good reputation, does it? I often hear about its poor public safety."

        

        "Has anyone been to the Dragon-folk Nation before?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        From Lilith's perspective, the three people who might have visited were me, Noum, and Livia, but all three of us remained silent.

        

        "Huh? No one's been there?"

        

        "The Dragon-folk Nation wasn't on the way to the Demon King's castle."

        

        "I haven't been there either, but Noum has, right?"

        

        "I have, but I just did some trading and left, so I don't know much about it."

        

        "What's the atmosphere like? Is it really as backward as they say?"

        

        "That's quite a discriminatory comment. The architecture is normal. It just has a unique atmosphere—wild, you could say."

        

        There are many rumors.

        

        The Dragon-folk Nation, Agtalia.

        

        Located beyond the forest in a harsh environment, it's famous for its heat—every day is like a scorching summer.

        

        In contrast, when the sun sets, it becomes colder than most winters, making it an environment where only the strong survive.

        

        However, most dragon-folk are resistant to such temperature extremes.

        

        That's why attacking dragon-folk with fire or ice isn't very effective.

        

        Ice can at least be used to freeze and restrict movement, but fire doesn't work unless it's exceptionally powerful.

        

        More importantly, most dragon-folk are both fierce and tough.

        

        Not only do they have incredible endurance, but their tenacity is also extraordinary. According to stories, there have been dragon-folk who, even with their limbs severed, would hold a sword in their mouth and continue fighting until they killed their opponent before dying themselves.

        

        Since these stories aren't isolated incidents but are reported from various places, it's said that if you earn the enmity of the dragon-folk, you won't sleep peacefully even for a day.

        

      

      
        They have tenacity.

        They have extraordinary vitality.

        They're violent and never forget grudges.

        

        These three traits combined make them a race you absolutely must not antagonize.

        

        Dragonia, the king of the dragon-folk, was the strongest among them and embodied the most dragon-like qualities. Though that wasn't necessarily beneficial to humanity.

        

        "I heard Agtalia is hot..."

        

        "But cold at night..."

        

        "Why did the dragon-folk settle in such a place?"

        

        "..."

        

        Why is everyone looking at me again?

        

        Do they want me to explain?

        

        Now their expressions aren't just "Do you know?" but "You know, so explain."

        

        Well, I do know.

        

        "There's nothing special about Agtalia's founding. It seems this harsh environment actually appealed to the dragon-folk."

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "The dragon-folk believe they grow stronger through hardship and difficulty, and they actually have the physical and mental fortitude to endure and become stronger. That's why they deliberately chose such a harsh land."

        

        "That's truly the thinking of a warrior race..."

        

        "Indeed, in this area, on sunny days it gets so hot that you can cook meat on sun-heated rocks, but at night, it gets cold enough to freeze water solid."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Not only that, but the magical concentration is quite high, and many monsters in the area use poison or inflict various status ailments."

        

        Even beyond that, there are many plants that can poison you if you touch them carelessly.

        

        Even trees and grasses can poison you if handled incorrectly, and some contain deadly toxins that can kill if ingested, so caution is essential.

        

        "Ah, so that's why I was essential."

        

        Lilith pointed to herself as she spoke.

        

        "Whether you like it or not, if you're heading to the Dragon-folk Nation, be prepared to suffer at least one status ailment... That saying is famous among merchants."

        

        "From poison to paralysis, forced sleep, and various other effects—you never know when or where they'll strike. As for Livia..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        I looked at Livia, who appeared relaxed with an apple in her mouth.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Everyone fell silent.

        

        We were probably all thinking the same thing, though no one said it aloud.

        

        Would status ailments even affect her?

        

        It seemed like only a curse of death might work on her, but would poison have any effect on that body?

        

        Would paralysis work?

        

        Would sleeping powder have any meaning?

        

        "Lady Olivia, are you affected by status ailments? Like poison?"

        

        "I was affected by the Reaper's poison. No, that was a curse."

        

        "Doesn't the holy sword protect you from poison?"

        

        "Poison and medicine are two sides of the same coin. If it blocked poison, it would also block medicine. The holy sword is a symbol of the sacred hero, but it doesn't have major effects. Though it does seem to block curses."

        

        If it could even weaken the Reaper's curse, it was probably capable of deflecting most ordinary curses.

        

        If Livia had fallen without breaking her contract with the holy sword, her physical condition might not have deteriorated as much.

        

        "Maybe we could feed Livia some of the Dragon-folk Nation's poisonous herbs and see what happens?"

        

        "What poisonous herbs are you talking about..."

        

      

      
        "I've eaten Dragon-folk poison before."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why have you? Didn't you say you've never been to the Dragon-folk Nation?"

        

        "Well, as a child, I had to undergo some resistance training as a hero. They forcibly injected me with poisons to build immunity. It was much more unpleasant and painful than just being beaten."

        

        At this point, her obsession with being a hero was probably a shield to protect herself.

        

        She needed something to protect herself from the abuse, and that psychological shield became her obsession with being a hero.

        

        Given what she went through, you could say she went mad in a perfectly understandable way.

        

        I could understand why people said she was "properly twisted."

        

        The more I heard, the more impressive it seemed that Livia had no desire for revenge against the Reinhart family. When asked, she usually said, "They still gave me food and shelter, so I'm grateful."

        

        Perhaps it's more accurate to say she feels no gratitude but also no desire for revenge.

        

        "It's a miracle that you grew up to be so cheerful, Lady Olivia..."

        

        "I wasn't that cheerful. Right, Royce?"

        

        "Huh? Well... you certainly weren't a cheerful person when we were going to defeat the Demon King."

        

        "See? Lilith?"

        

        "Well, you weren't the type to lead conversations like this."

        

        "After everything that's happened, I've found it's better to live brightly than darkly, and I'm in a very good mood."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "The Dragon-folk Nation, Agtalia... it was the country of strength, right? I've heard of the Colosseum at least."

        

        "Are you planning to participate?"

        

        "Is it possible for me?"

        

        "I don't think there are any race restrictions."

        

        "Then maybe I'll give it a try."

        

        "..."

        

        I was silent for a moment.

        

        It might not be a bad idea.

        

        To get help from the dragon-folk, the best approach is to earn their respect through strength, and the best way to prove that is to defeat everyone in the Colosseum.

        

        I think I heard that after the death of Dragonia, the dragon-folk king, Rainos essentially took on the role of their king, but the situation is probably not very peaceful right now.

        

        When the top position is empty and the second-in-command takes over, it creates the perfect conditions for rebellion or internal conflict.

        

        "But would it mean anything if Livia participated? There wouldn't be much of a real competition."

        

        "Then would you like to go, Sylphy?"

        

        "What?! Me?! Why are you picking on me?!"

        

        "You've become my disciple in spirit, so you should be able to defeat dragon-folk."

        

        "On average, dragon-folk are the strongest among humans!"

        

        "I'm human."

        

        "Lady Olivia, you're like a statistical outlier! You shouldn't be included in the average! It causes critical problems!"

        

        "I'm starting to think Sylphy sees me as something in human form."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why is everyone silent?"

        

        Honestly, she is my lover.

        

        I can't deny it.

        

        Sometimes I too think that she's unreasonable power in human form.
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        "From vipers to scorpions to cacti. Is this a place where you can't survive without poison?"

        

        Sylphy muttered while sweating.

        

        Indeed, around Agtalia in the Dragonkin Nation, there were many magical beasts that caused status ailments, including poison.

        

        Contrary to the dragonkin's nature, these creatures would meticulously plan ambushes, attacking during dawn hours when everyone's guard was down.

        

        One could say that their current forms were the result of continuous evolution to stand against the dragonkin.

        

        Though creation might have been initiated by the gods, all the journeys until now have been shaped by our evolution.

        

        "It would be faster to find creatures or plants without poison around Agtalia. Generally, the larger the size, the less likely they have poison, while smaller ones are more likely to possess it."

        

        Well, there are exceptions, but that's generally the case.

        

        In the wild, physical size was literally a testament to strength, so those with larger builds didn't feel the need to possess poison.

        

        Conversely, it was reasonable to assume that smaller creatures felt the necessity for poison and evolved in that direction.

        

        Fortunately for us, with Lilith around, even if we were poisoned, it wasn't a major issue unless it was an extremely potent toxin that could cause death within seconds of exposure.

        

        After all, Lilith's power could keep someone alive as long as they didn't die instantly.

        

        "It's not just poisonous, it's hot."

        

        "It's ridiculous that this place becomes colder than winter at night. I can't believe this is real weather."

        

        "It's normal for there to be a temperature difference between day and night. This place just takes it to the extreme."

        

        "Indeed, I definitely couldn't live with this weather year-round. I understand why people living here are strong—you'd need strong mental fortitude or to get used to it."

        

        The magical beasts are strong and often poisonous.

        

        The temperature difference between day and night is enormous.

        

        It was undoubtedly not a positive place for survival.

        

        "It's hot."

        

        "So hot."

        

        "At least thanks to Royce, we don't have to worry about water."

        

        "Royce, aren't you pushing yourself too hard?"

        

        "Creating water that's drinkable for people isn't that difficult."

        

        It wasn't difficult before, but after obtaining the goddess's core, it literally took just the effort of breathing.

        

        Unless an enormous amount of water was needed, it wasn't something to worry about.

        

        "Traveling with Royce, I'm starting to understand why they say spirit mages never have to worry about starving."

        

        "While talent is innate, it's hard to find a profession with as many capabilities as a spirit mage. Though in Royce's case, it seems he became a spirit mage in a somewhat special way."

        

        "Even before the experiment, I probably had an aptitude for spirit magic."

        

        If I hadn't, I wouldn't have survived in the first place.

        

        But regardless, everyone seemed to be suffering from the heat too much.

        

        And they'd be just as cold at night, making this truly a challenging environment.

        

        "Olivia and Royce seem fine."

        

        "We're sweating normally, you know?"

        

        "It's hot."

        

        "You don't show it much. The gnome is sticking his tongue out like a dog in midsummer."

        

        "I'm okay with most things, but I hate the heat. That's why I didn't want to come to the Dragonkin Nation."

        

        Noum said, wiping away his sweat.

        

        Both heat and cold, once they exceed a certain threshold, drain a person's energy, making this a challenging place.

        

        Can't be helped.

        

        As I snapped my fingers, there was a whooshing sound, and everyone could clearly feel the surrounding temperature drop.

        

        "What the?!"

        

        Lilith was the first to be surprised.

        

        Everyone looked around in astonishment, clearly feeling the temperature decrease.

        

        The sun hadn't set, nor was it covered by clouds, so they were confused by the sudden temperature drop.

        

        "Royce, what's going on?"

      

      
        

        "I lowered the surrounding temperature using spirit power. It's not the most efficient technique, but you all seemed to be struggling too much."

        

        "That's amazing! As expected of a spirit mage!"

        

        "This is truly incredible..."

        

        "Why don't kingdoms officially employ spirit mages?"

        

        "Because the probability is extremely low."

        

        The chance of having talent as a spirit mage is low.

        

        If you're not born with the aptitude, even if you're as strong as Livia, you can't use it. In other words, without this innate aptitude, being a spirit mage is an impossible dream.

        

        Additionally, even if someone has the aptitude for being a spirit mage, they might live without ever realizing it.

        

        And even if they have the aptitude and recognize it, they won't necessarily reach the higher realms.

        

        This is because even among those with the aptitude for spirit magic, the level of talent varies from person to person.

        

        Most typically end up contracting with intermediate spirits and go no further; reaching high-ranking spirits or great spirits is rare.

        

        So, despite the versatility of their powers, it's not something commonly seen.

        

        In conclusion, spirit mages of my caliber aren't easily found.

        

        Spirit mages themselves are already a tiny minority, and those who have honed their skills to the extreme are even rarer.

        

        Depending on the era, there might not even be a single spirit mage who has reached the higher realms.

        

        "Well, even contracting with intermediate spirits is enough to make a living."

        

        "But how are the ranks of spirits determined?"

        

        "Ahem."

        

        I cleared my throat before speaking.

        

        "If they can't maintain a form and mostly appear as simple magical energy masses, they're classified as low-ranking."

        

        Most spirits in the Spirit Forest fall into this category.

        

        After all, the majority of spirits are low-ranking.

        

        "If they maintain a form but communication is impossible, they're intermediate spirits."

        

        "So if communication is possible, they're high-ranking? Wait, but wasn't proper human communication only possible with great spirits?"

        

        "Yes, but high-ranking spirits can communicate with their contractors. And great spirits can be seen as high-ranking spirits with an expanded sense of self."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "For example, great spirits know how to use language and are capable of communication, but they often choose not to. All the great spirits I've met so far weren't the type to actively maintain relationships, right?"

        

        "That's true..."

        

        The spirit of the World Tree and the spirit of the temple.

        

        Both lent their power only out of necessity, and neither could be called friendly by any stretch.

        

        "Above all, spirits don't hold that deep of an affection for humans. It's just slightly more than they have for magical beasts."

        

        The only reason spirits don't become magical beasts is that they aren't hostile to humanity.

        

        They're fundamentally indifferent.

        

        Of course, this is about great spirits; low and intermediate spirits often tend to be mischievous.

        

        As their rank increases, they develop a kind of rationality and become more detached, similar to the process of growing up.

        

        "Are spirits bad?"

        

        "Not bad, but... they fundamentally lack the desire to understand others."

        

        It's a characteristic of spirits.

        

        "They don't often think, 'If I do this, that person might not like it.' So they have no constraints on their actions, which is why they can be mischievous and their words might seem impolite."

        

        "I see."

        

        "So even if any of you happen to meet and converse with a powerful spirit like a great spirit, don't get too angry. It's not that they're being rude; they simply don't have the concept of rudeness. Getting angry won't change anything."

        

        "Couldn't they change with education?"

        

        "It's like asking us to stop breathing. For them, it's a way of life, something natural."

        

        They lack understanding.

        

        But that doesn't mean they completely lack empathy.

        

      

      
        Their sense of duty and loyalty to the goddess Grandia, who gave birth to them, is definite, and by leveraging that, one can somehow gain their cooperation.

        

        Simply saying, "I'm a spirit mage, will you help me?" won't get the attention of great spirits.

        

        For them, even the extinction of humanity is just fate if it's meant to be.

        

        "By the way, Royce, can you make it warm at night? I heard it gets incredibly cold."

        

        "Yes, it gets cold enough for flowing water to freeze."

        

        "The plants growing around here must be born strong. They manage to bloom in such an environment. The plants I grow at home die if I give them just a bit too much water."

        

        "Well, only the strong plants survive here. They have a lot of poison or thorns to survive."

        

        "A strategy to avoid being eaten."

        

        But predators still eat them.

        

        Everyone was evolving to be stronger to survive, so perhaps the dragonkin's choice to settle here wasn't such a bad decision after all.

        

        "Also, the dragonkin in the Dragonkin Nation often use impolite language. While the beastkin in the Beastkin Nation emphasize courtesy to hide their true nature, the dragonkin consider such blunt honesty a virtue."

        

        "Rudeness is rudeness, what virtue is there in that?"

        

        "Perhaps they believe that unfiltered honesty is true strength?"

        

        "It doesn't sound very appealing..."

        

        Especially since they casually use racially discriminatory language, which might lead to some unpleasant experiences.

        

        "Anyway, I understand. You're saying we should just tolerate it?"

        

        "No."

        

        I smiled.

        

        Everyone looked at me with slightly dumbfounded expressions, so I continued with a maintained smile.

        

        "If they're rude to you, be rude back. Talking behind someone's back is one thing, but why should you tolerate someone insulting you to your face? I'll take responsibility, so feel free to beat them up. Especially you, Sylphy."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "If you're insulted for being a half-elf, tell me... no, tell Livia."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Livia will beat them until their faces are distorted."

        

        "Oh, leave it to me."

        

        "Isn't that... politically risky?"

        

        When Sylphy looked concerned, I said:

        

        "Isn't it more dangerous to insult a companion of the Hero's party?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, it would be nice if they showed respect, but... since problems might arise, it might be better to establish a strong presence from the start to win over the dragonkin. In that sense, participating in the Colosseum might be a good strategy."

        

        "Sylphy, let's participate."

        

        "Why me?!"

        

        Livia smiled and placed her hand on Sylphy's shoulder.

        

        "Think about it. Dragonia, the king of the dragonkin, is officially recorded as being defeated by you, but many might not believe it. If you prove it again in the Colosseum, even the strength-valuing dragonkin will have no choice but to cooperate with us."

        

        "I wish they'd be cooperative just because we're the Hero's party...!"

        

        "Sylphy, you don't get it."

        

        Noum shook his head.

        

        "Sure, those with brains would treat the Hero's party with respect and keep their complaints to themselves."

        

        "And?"

        

        "Dragonkin don't have brains."

        

        "..."

        

        "But strangely, when things are about to go south, a smart dragonkin becomes the leader and somehow maintains their existence. Did you know that one of humanity's mysteries is how the dragonkin have survived as a race until now?"

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Sylphy had a face that suggested she somehow understood.

        

        Well, we can worry about it after we arrive.
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        "Dragon people are definitely a strange breed."

        

        "That's true. But why bring it up suddenly?"

        

        "Living in a place like this! They must be out of their minds! What's there to see when the only scenery is sand and cacti!? They have no sense of aesthetics! None!"

        

        Lilith shouted excitedly before sighing, exhausted from the heat.

        

        "But look, the starry sky is beautiful, isn't it?"

        

        "The starry sky is beautiful in our kingdom too."

        

        "Well, expecting that kind of aesthetic appreciation from dragon people isn't particularly wise. They live amidst conflict and fighting, believing that roughness and strength are the ultimate truths."

        

        The gnome was right; dragon people did have those strong tendencies.

        

        They were the last to join the Human Alliance, and their instincts were generally closer to those of monsters.

        

        The only difference was that they had more social structure than monsters, and strangely, in times of crisis, a strong and wise dragon person would always emerge to somehow lead them all toward the future.

        

        Because of this, dragon people were known as a race that created miracles.

        

        Or less charitably, some called them a race that survived by sheer luck.

        

        While some dragon people disliked being called that, they themselves weren't exactly polite when speaking to other races, so they didn't receive much sympathy.

        

        They would complain about others tarnishing their honor.

        

        But other races had their own sense of honor, and when the impolite blade of so-called "honesty" was turned against them, they couldn't handle it gracefully. In many ways, they came across as stupid rather than dignified.

        

        "How many days have we been walking, Royce? How much further?"

        

        "At this pace, we should reach Agtalia by tomorrow at the earliest. Rhynos, the current interim king of the dragon people, will welcome us."

        

        "Rhynos... that's the tired-looking dragon person who came to the Human Alliance meeting, right?"

        

        "Well, their king betrayed humanity and sided with the Apostle, causing chaos in Erkia. I'd be tired too. Even if not as much as the kingdom itself, given the temperament of dragon people and their reputation so far, it must be especially exhausting."

        

        Although a traitor had emerged from humanity, humans had always been at the center of the Human Alliance. Currently, both the Hero and the Saint were human, and except for Sylphy, everyone on this journey to capture the Apostle was human.

        

        That's why the other members of the Human Alliance weren't holding them accountable right now.

        

        Of course, given the current situation, they couldn't afford to create internal divisions by assigning blame, which was another reason why they weren't openly expressing discontent.

        

        For Felix, the most headache-inducing part would come after they captured the Apostle.

        

        There would be formal inquiries about this incident, followed by endless paperwork, not to mention having to meet with people.

        

        Politics was truly exhausting.

        

        If one side was pleased, the other would be dissatisfied, and vice versa.

        

        While human relationships generally lacked clear-cut answers and satisfying both sides was difficult, when it came to groups versus groups, it became even harder. When it escalated to nations versus nations, the difficulty increased exponentially.

        

        In any case, the dragon people had joined last and had numerous conflicts with other races, so their reputation wasn't particularly good.

        

        And now betrayal had occurred on top of that.

        

        Their naturally confrontational nature combined with the current situation created a very unfavorable position.

        

        Moreover, the former dragon king, Dragonia, had been highly regarded among dragon people, which made the situation even more complicated.

        

        "If they like power hierarchies, it should be fine since we have an unreasonably powerful being who has taken human form."

        

        "When you put it that way, it sounds like some ultimate weapon."

        

        "Well, isn't that what being the Hero feels like?"

        

        "That's true, but... Anyway, if they act disrespectfully, I'll fight them. Royce has given permission."

        

        "Please be moderate. Don't go too far."

        

        "I know, I'll just beat them down to a level that the clerics can heal."

        

        It sounded like she was saying she could break bones since Lilith was there, but I decided not to worry about it.

        

        ***

        

        "We've finally arrived."

        

        "It's quite chaotic here. Did something happen?"

        

        "As I mentioned before, the Colosseum is held once a month in Agtalia. It's about that time, and it always becomes a festival."

        

        "They hold a festival once a month? Even now with the Apostle's appearance?"

        

        "It might be a kind of pride or dignity. The feeling that 'we can maintain our daily lives even in this situation.'"

        

        Besides, despite all the talk about the Apostle's advent, most people hadn't experienced it directly, so it lacked a sense of reality for them. For most people, at least.

        

        Above all, there had been no direct movement since Alex awakened as the Apostle in Erkia.

        

        At most, Aiz had rampaged in the beastkin country of Weargal, but even that was merely speculation that Alex was behind it, with no concrete evidence.

        

        Would something happen here in Agtalia too?

        

        It was possible, but there was nothing to confirm it.

        

        Still, it seemed best to proceed with caution.

        

        This time, I wanted us to stay together as much as possible, but like before, we would likely need to split up if we needed to do something with the Holy Sword, which seemed highly probable.

        

        And unlike last time, it might be better to separate from Livia.

        

        I was confident that Livia could endure most situations with her strength or hold out until I arrived.

      

      
        

        "It's not just dragon people here, is it?"

        

        "Well, it's the Colosseum. There must be quite a few interested visitors."

        

        "But the Apostle has appeared...!"

        

        "No immediate problems have occurred yet. Once Alex starts moving in earnest, they won't be able to laugh anymore. It's truly a scene I find difficult to evaluate."

        

        It seemed like they had a dangerous lack of awareness about safety, but I also felt like praising their courage and boldness for maintaining daily life even in this situation.

        

        But at the same time, it felt like reckless courage, leaving a bitter aftertaste.

        

        It was truly regrettable.

        

        "Then, Sylphy!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Let's go sign up for the Colosseum!"

        

        "What, really!? Can't Olivia just go in and beat everyone?"

        

        "I'm the Hero, I'm already recognized."

        

        "..."

        

        "But you're not, right? Besides, dragon people are strong, and the Colosseum is a place of honor where there are quite a few powerful fighters. It's a shame this isn't a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity since it happens monthly."

        

        "..."

        

        "There's no better place to gain experience."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        "Plus, there's no more battle-oriented race than dragon people. You fought Dragonia, so you know, right?"

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Trust me, if you win here, you'll become a different person than you are now."

        

        "...Alright, I'll do it."

        

        "Great! So, Royce!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Why is she calling me?

        

        "Where do we sign up!?"

        

        "..."

        

        Does this person not realize that this is my first time in Agtalia too?

        

        Strange, I'm sure I mentioned it.

        

        Or does she believe I can fully grasp the geography of a place I've never been to before?

        

        I looked around briefly before answering.

        

        "Usually, you'd register inside the Colosseum itself."

        

        "I see! Let's go, Sylphy!"

        

        Was I being too noisy?

        

        The surrounding dragon people were looking in our direction.

        

        Especially at Sylphy, the half-elf.

        

        So naturally, confrontation was inevitable.

        

        "Stop right there."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As Livia tried to pull Sylphy along, a large dragon person blocked their path.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "A half, and a half-elf at that—whose very history is rooted in slavery—wants to participate in the Colosseum? Do you think this is some kind of slave fighting pit?"

        

        Blatant hatred.

        

        I sighed deeply at this genuine hatred, not even meant to gain a sense of superiority.

        

        Sylphy's expression momentarily hardened, and Livia looked at me with a blank expression.

        

        "Ah, so this is that low-quality provocation?"

        

        "Well, yes, it is."

        

        "I am a warrior among dragon warriors who has even won the Colosseum! The low-quality one is—"

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Livia uppercut the dragon person's chin.

        

        He fell backward.

        

        The atmosphere, which had been filled with snickering amusement, instantly froze.

        

        Indeed, if his claim about winning the Colosseum was true, he must have been a warrior of some renown.

        

      

      
        His body did seem quite trained, and he had the scent of someone familiar with battle, but regardless, his opponent was simply too much for him.

        

        Livia dusted off her hands and said:

        

        "I am the Hero, Olivia Reinhart!"

        

        "Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        "Could it be, THE Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        "It's really her! She knocked down Ord with one blow! It must be her!"

        

        "White hair and red eyes, it's definitely her! Then that sword must be the Holy Sword!"

        

        As Livia boldly declared herself, Lilith, the gnome, and I watched from a slight distance.

        

        There was no need to intervene.

        

        Livia must have her own thoughts on this.

        

        "Royce, are you sure we shouldn't stop her?"

        

        "Well, Livia must have her reasons for acting this way."

        

        "Did she consider the aftermath?"

        

        "I'll handle that."

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith looked at me with a slightly surprised expression.

        

        I smiled at her gaze.

        

        "I'm prepared for it because I love her."

        

        "...Wow, you're such a good man beyond my imagination that I'm speechless. Normally, I should be saying 'I won't let someone like you have Olivia!' as a parental figure, but that's difficult now."

        

        "I'll take that as a compliment."

        

        I had been prepared for this from the moment I accepted Livia.

        

        And besides.

        

        Isn't Livia beautiful when she shines like that? That's enough for me.

        

        Realizing that everyone's attention was on her, Livia said:

        

        "This half-elf, my disciple, will be participating in this Colosseum! And she will defeat all of you and claim victory!"

        

        "O-Olivia! Victory!?"

        

        "If we're aiming for something, it's obviously victory! And we'll prove it! To these anachronistic lizard-heads that half-elves are by no means weak!"

        

        "Lizard-heads...!"

        

        Olivia gave a cold smile to the dragon people who reacted to her words.

        

        "What? You call elves gnats, so I thought it would be fine to call you lizard-heads."

        

        "Olivia, didn't you call elves that too?"

        

        "...I did, but... well, I was excited in various ways then, and felt wronged too. ...People grow! Sylphy!"

        

        "Ah, yes..."

        

        The dragon people were approaching, growling "krrrr."

        

        They seemed excited, but they also seemed pleased that a situation had formed where they could fight the Hero Olivia without conditions.

        

        As expected of a warrior race.

        

        "Let's go!! Show the Hero the true strength of dragon people!!"

        

        "Ohhh!!"

        

        "This is our chance to fight Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        And so the dragon people on the street began to join in.

        

        The gnome frowned and said:

        

        "It's turned into a street fight! What are you going to do!? The aftermath seems like it'll be huge!"

        

        "Hmm, wouldn't it be better to let it all out here so they'll behave for a while?"

        

        "Can't we travel quietly for once!?"

        

        "Do you think that's possible in a party where Livia is the Hero? Listen carefully, gnome."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I put my hand on the gnome's shoulder seriously and said:

        

        "Our job isn't to prevent incidents, but to figure out how to clean up the incidents that occur."

        

        "Hey! Why are you trying to clean up incidents with me!? Do it yourself!"

        

        You'll end up doing it whether you like it or not.

        

        In this party, such rational cleanup is a role that exists.

        

        Besides me, you're the only one who can do it, gnome.
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        Rhinoz.

        

        A dragonkin who served as an aide to Dragonia during the Human Alliance Conference in Erchia, the City of Water.

        

        For this Human Alliance Conference, they had planned to promote the Colosseum more widely and invite high-ranking officials from the Human Alliance, but the situation deteriorated, and they had to abandon that plan.

        

        Dragonia, the king of the dragonkin, went berserk.

        

        He joined hands with the Reaper and helped invade Erchia, causing all sorts of chaos.

        

        And he did it all on his own without even informing the other dragonkin.

        

        That point was somewhat puzzling.

        

        Dragonia had been a well-regarded king in many ways, so if he had spoken about it, people captivated by his strength would have become his allies.

        

        Why did he deliberately make such a reckless decision alone?

        

        Although Dragonia only knew violence, he was someone who could make level-headed assessments when needed.

        

        Perhaps.

        

        If there was any chance of failure, maybe he wanted to create a path for the dragonkin to survive.

        

        Or maybe he simply believed he could do everything alone.

        

        Since Rhinoz was also a dragonkin, while feeling frustrated with Dragonia, he also admired his strength, so perhaps he just wanted to evaluate him positively somehow.

        

        But history is cold, and evaluations are even colder.

        

        "My head hurts."

        

        For several days, he hadn't been able to sleep properly and had only been working.

        

        Dragonia's death had caused more chaos than expected.

        

        Above all, Rhinoz was currently serving as the temporary king of the dragonkin, and as the second-in-command, it was natural, but unfortunately, Rhinoz was not suited for the position of king.

        

        To be precise, Rhinoz preferred and was better suited to serving as an aide, but he had been forced into this position because there was no one else to do it.

        

        Moreover, such a situation would normally cause controversy, but most dragonkin simply accepted it, saying, "Rhinoz is the strongest after Dragonia, right? Then Rhinoz should be king."

        

        Rhinoz let out another sigh.

        

        'I've been sighing a lot lately.'

        

        Though the timing was uncertain, the hero party led by Olivia Reinhart would eventually come here, and that would be an opportunity.

        

        'If we can leave behind the story that we actively cooperated with the hero who captured the Reaper, at least the remaining dragonkin won't be labeled as traitors.'

        

        They couldn't prevent various negative consequences, including compensation for damages, but what Dragonia had done warranted such consequences, and they had to bear them.

        

        Did everyone know?

        

        That if the dragonkin were expelled from the Human Alliance, they might be treated as monsters.

        

        Even if not, all the issues that had been overlooked flexibly until now would return as major problems.

        

        Things that had been overlooked because they were part of the same "Human Alliance" would become nitpicked issues the moment they were expelled, and no matter how qualitatively strong the dragonkin were, they couldn't do anything if overwhelmed by numbers.

        

        It literally meant fighting to the death.

        

        Some dragonkin might rejoice in that and consider it honorable, but what honor is there in vanishing into the past?

        

        First, one must survive to maintain honor, isn't that right?

        

        Moreover, if they perished as an entire race, nothing would remain.

        

        Besides, if they showed indomitable will against the Reaper or Demon Lord and perished, that would be one thing, but what honor could there be in being destroyed by fellow humans? Rhinoz couldn't understand.

        

        "Oh, my head... Right, let's calm down with some tea."

        

        Most dragonkin loved alcohol and rarely had the habit of drinking tea, but Rhinoz often entertained guests and couldn't afford to be drunk, so he naturally preferred tea over alcohol.

        

        First, he needed to calm down.

      

      
        

        The situation was bad, but not the worst.

        

        Somehow, he needed to give Olivia a good impression that not all dragonkin were bad.

        

        That wouldn't erase the impression of Dragonia, but if he could just show that not all dragonkin were like that, it would be enough. At least it would create a chance for survival.

        

        "My stomach hurts too."

        

        Though he could be considered weak for a dragonkin, Rhinoz, who was like a middle manager having to handle numerous tasks and take abuse, was only suffering.

        

        So his head ached, and his stomach grew weaker.

        

        "Lord Rhinoz!"

        

        "I wish you would please learn about knocking. Well, never mind. What is it this time? Did dragonkin start a brawl at a shop? Or has someone finally coveted this position and challenged me?"

        

        The former was a common occurrence, and the latter happened occasionally.

        

        But Rhinoz wasn't in the second-in-command position for nothing, so dealing with it wasn't difficult.

        

        Rather, he wished someone would defeat him.

        

        He hoped that some extraordinary dragonkin would suddenly appear, defeat Rhinoz, and take his place as king of the dragonkin—a poisoned chalice of a position.

        

        He was confident in his ability to serve as an aide, so he would assist from the side if only someone would take the king's position.

        

        But such a sweet dream-like scenario didn't happen.

        

        So Rhinoz had to accept things as they were and move forward, not putting off today's work until tomorrow.

        

        Isn't it better to suppress one's instincts a bit rather than have the race expelled from the Human Alliance, treated as monsters, and face extinction?

        

        "So what's the matter? I hope it's a reason worthy of entering without knocking."

        

        "Ah, yes. The hero party, including Hero Olivia Reinhart, has arrived in Agthalia."

        

        "Oh! Finally, a reason worthy of not knocking! Where are they? I'll prepare immediately and go out myself."

        

        He had been waiting for this moment.

        

        In this Agthalia, there weren't many tall buildings, and the only good scenery was the night sky, but there was a nice lodging with a good view of both the night sky and the oasis.

        

        He had kept it vacant for days in preparation, and since dragonkin food might not suit their taste, he had specially invited other races to help prepare adjusted dragonkin dishes.

        

        Moreover, in case they were interested in the Colosseum, he had prepared seats in advance.

        

        Well, the Colosseum part would be disappointing if it didn't work out.

        

        They wouldn't stay long, but precisely because their stay would be brief, he had to do his best to make a good impression.

        

        He needed to be careful to avoid any conflicts with the dragonkin.

        

        "Be cautious, I hear there's a half-elf in the hero party. Some dragonkin still have the custom of making racially discriminatory remarks without thinking. That's very rude to other races and makes us look undignified."

        

        Honestly, it was too insulting to overlook as a custom or racial characteristic, but changing it wasn't easy.

        

        They believed it was their strength, characteristic, and something good.

        

        Even if not, they felt, "This is our way of speaking, why should we change it?" It was a childishly immature reason, but breaking that stubbornness wasn't easy.

        

        "..."

        

        "Go immediately to check the lodging preparations again and prepare the food. I will welcome Hero Olivia and her party. So where are they now?"

        

        "Well..."

        

        "..."

        

        For a very brief moment, an ominous thought crossed Rhinoz's mind.

        

        "Hey, that's not it, right?"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        "Tell me it's not!"

        

        "Well, it seems there's been an incident, Lord Rhinoz."

        

        "An incident? ...Oh, goodness."

        

        Rhinoz clutched his head.

        

        This couldn't be happening.

        

        Olivia was essentially their lifeline.

        

        If she were to say, "The dragonkin are not suitable for the Human Alliance," there was a real possibility that the dragonkin would be expelled from the Human Alliance at the next conference.

        

        That's why he had tried to maintain good relations, but an incident?

        

        So, there was a problem?

        

        "I'll explain the incident! Hero Olivia Reinhart and her party arrived in Agthalia after passing through the main gate!"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "And since they were a party of humans and a half-elf, they stood out on the street, and the hero showed interest in the Colosseum!"

        

        "..."

        

        That didn't seem like it would be a problem.

        

        The Colosseum had no race restrictions, and humans had won before, so the dragonkin wouldn't likely pick a fight over that.

        

        Though he couldn't be absolutely certain.

        

        Hot-bloodedness could explode anywhere, anytime.

        

        He couldn't deny the possibility that they might have done it simply because they found someone's tone irritating.

        

        There were rumors that Olivia Reinhart herself was quite hot-tempered and harsh in her speech.

        

        "The problem is that the hero said she would have her half-elf companion participate and win, which provoked the dragonkin."

        

        "...Don't tell me."

        

        "Yes, a street brawl..."

        

        "Oh, what... What about the hero's party!? Surely no one was injured!?"

        

        "Fortunately, there are no injuries."

        

        "That's a relief amidst the misfortune."

        

        Well, he wasn't sure if it should be called fortunate, but at least it was good that no one in the hero's party was injured.

        

        "So the dragonkin showed some restraint?"

        

        "No, they all attacked in earnest..."

        

        "They attacked, and?"

        

        "Forty-three dragonkin on the street rushed at the hero party including Olivia Reinhart, and all of them were struck down by the hero and sent flying, cleanly dealt with. The sight of all of them foaming at the mouth as they collapsed was quite impressive."

        

        "..."

        

        It was shocking in a different way.

        

        "Among them was a dragonkin who had previously won at the Colosseum."

        

        "I had heard rumors about her strength, but..."

        

        Rhinoz swallowed nervously and asked:

        

        "Is she truly a pure human?"

        

        "As far as we know, yes."

        

        The "as far as we know" from the reporting soldier conveyed the shock of having seen it firsthand but finding it hard to believe.
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        "She's beating them all up with her bare hands."

        

        "She doesn't even need the Holy Sword."

        

        "Without that, who would see her as a hero? Wouldn't she just look like a monster in human form?"

        

        "These dragonkin have no guts! Sylphy had more spirit!"

        

        "Thank you for the compliment, but..."

        

        The dragonkin behind us were either being carried away or sprawled out on the ground.

        

        Every single one of them had been taken down with a single blow.

        

        It seemed Livia had tried to control her strength by not using the Holy Sword and fighting with her bare hands, but that had apparently wounded the dragonkin's pride.

        

        They had charged at her hoping to at least make her draw her sword, but their fate was to end up sprawled on the ground.

        

        To be honest, I wondered if even the combined forces of the Human Alliance could defeat a single Livia.

        

        Even with the best strategy, they would either have to be prepared for sacrifices...

        

        Or it would be all-or-nothing—everyone survives or everyone dies.

        

        Well, Livia would never let it come to that, but considering she had won a technical victory against the Grim Reaper, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was a step above even Goddess Grandia or the Reaper in terms of skill.

        

        They say children eventually surpass their parents, but I wondered if this was really the right way to do it.

        

        -I'm quite pleased with this.

        

        Goddess Grandia spoke quietly.

        

        'Is that so?'

        

        -To be honest, the fact that a human has surpassed me means that I no longer bear the sole responsibility.

        

        With absolute power and having created humanity, Goddess Grandia had sacrificed herself for a long time simply to protect humanity.

        

        She might not have been the omnipotent deity we commonly refer to, but she was certainly something close to a god.

        

        No matter how hard one tried, that realm was unreachable.

        

        No matter how talented one was born, that domain was unattainable.

        

        That had been humanity's limit, but Livia had reached that divine realm, giving Goddess Grandia both shock and hope.

        

        It doesn't have to be me.

        

        It's not something only I can do.

        

        The mindset that "if not me, no one can save them"—both a proper attitude for a deity and simultaneously arrogant for a living being—had sustained Goddess Grandia until now, while also making things difficult for her.

        

        But now she realized that even without her, beings of her caliber could eventually be born, and even if not, humanity might be stronger than she had thought.

        

        Many parents live for their children, but doing everything for them isn't good for the children either.

        

        Protecting and fostering dependency were two different things.

        

        That's why Goddess Grandia had decided to rest now.

        

        It seemed she had judged that it would be alright even if she were gone.

        

        -Personally, I'd like you and Olivia to live a bit longer.

        

        'That would be difficult.'

        

        -I know. In a way, that's also human pride. Since I too descended from immortality to mortality by choice, I can't say it's wrong.

        

        I glanced briefly toward Noum.

        

        "Noum."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Why did you change your appearance?"

        

        Noum had appeared as an elf until we arrived in Agthalia, but now looked like a beastkin.

        

        Noum shrugged at my question and replied incredulously.

        

        "What are you asking? This is Agthalia. In other words, in the dragonkin nation, who gets discriminated against more than elves? Anywhere else might be different, but appearing as an elf in Agthalia wouldn't be wise."

        

        "I see."

        

        Because elves had a history of slavery, dragonkin tended to look down on them in particular.

        

        Of course, there were some dragonkin who showed proper respect, but they were still in the minority.

        

        The only reason they didn't openly disrespect elves was because of the strong position of Titania, the Elf Queen, and her harsh responses to such remarks. They wouldn't dare say such things in front of Titania, only to ordinary elves.

        

        Occasionally, some deranged dragonkin would say such things to Titania and get beaten up.

      

      
        

        Even Dragonia, the former Dragonkin King, had been beaten by Titania once.

        

        Although the official reason was a formal duel, it felt more like Titania had beaten him with genuine emotion.

        

        Things had calmed down somewhat after that, but inexplicable elf-hatred still remained.

        

        How many of them had actually met elves?

        

        Since elves, like beastkin, weren't very numerous, dragonkin rarely had opportunities to meet elves unless they ventured outside their territory.

        

        Even ordinary humans living in the royal capital didn't often see elves, let alone dragonkin living in these harsh lands.

        

        It seemed they hated elves simply because others did.

        

        It was truly unfortunate.

        

        Hatred spreads and seems to be passed down through generations.

        

        "Someone's coming."

        

        "It's the guards."

        

        "Are they coming to arrest us?"

        

        "No, I don't think so."

        

        At the head of the guards was a familiar dragonkin—Rhinos, who had attended the Human Alliance meeting in Erkia.

        

        Rhinos carefully observed the fallen dragonkin being carried away, looking slightly bewildered, then approached us.

        

        "Greetings, members of the Hero's party."

        

        "Lord Rhinos, it's been a while."

        

        "...Lord Royce, correct? It's an honor to meet you again after seeing you at the Human Alliance meeting."

        

        "Lord Rhinos, I'm pleased that you've come to greet us despite your busy schedule."

        

        "Haha, what a jest."

        

        Rhinos looked around briefly and said:

        

        "Um, shall we talk somewhere more private?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        It wouldn't be appropriate to talk here.

        

        I understand.

        

        ***

        

        Rhinos remembered Royce.

        

        He was the man who had stood beside Felix at the Human Alliance meeting, and who had actually spoken more than Felix. He had made quite an impression with his articulate explanations and well-organized speech.

        

        According to information, he was a spirit mage.

        

        Moreover, he was a successor who had inherited part of the Goddess's power.

        

        The fact that Royce had inherited the Goddess's power was classified information known only to certain members of each race.

        

        From the beginning, saying things like the Goddess Grandia didn't actually create the world would get one branded as a heretic without question.

        

        Especially in the Beastkin Nation, saying such things would likely result in immediate execution.

        

        Surprisingly, beastkin had stronger faith in the Goddess than humans did.

        

        "Well, I've heard the situation."

        

        "Are the dragonkin who got hit and flew away okay?"

        

        "There's no problem. They're all just unconscious."

        

        "Despite appearances, I'm good at controlling my strength."

        

        "If you're so good at it, why didn't you show that restraint when fighting the Demon Lord?"

        

        "I couldn't back then."

        

        "I see."

        

        "More precisely, I didn't feel the need to."

        

        "That's not something to be proud of."

        

        "Isn't growth something to be proud of?"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        Royce stared at Olivia in disbelief for a moment, then cleared his throat and turned his attention to Rhinos.

        

        "Lord Rhinos, while this series of events is certainly problematic, it began with them blocking our path and insulting our companion. I hope we can resolve this without further unpleasantness."

        

        "Of course. Many young dragonkin are still trapped in outdated prejudices. I'd like to express my regret about this."

        

        "...You have a different vibe from the other dragonkin."

        

        Olivia tilted her head as she asked.

        

        Rhinos saw this as an opportunity.

        

        The incident had already happened.

        

        If so, he needed to at least give the impression that 'the current dragonkin leader is reasonable.'

        

        Olivia Reinhart had fought because her companion was insulted.

        

        That meant she had strong loyalty to her companions and, judging by her past actions, was a true hero who valued life.

        

        But being too direct might cause resentment, so he needed to show just enough sincerity while saying the right things.

        

        "Someone has to be the counterweight of reason."

        

        "...Counterweight of reason."

        

        "Counterweight..."

        

        "Of reason..."

        

        "..."

        

        The Hero's party's gazes naturally turned toward Royce.

        

        Royce himself said nothing, just maintaining a friendly smile.

        

        At that moment, Rhinos realized.

        

        Perhaps the person he needed to win over in this party wasn't Olivia but Royce?

        

        Come to think of it, Royce was the one sitting in the position to converse with Rhinos, and judging by how everyone was seated, he essentially served as the strategist of the Hero's party.

        

        It was better to target the head rather than the limbs.

        

        "Lord Royce, is there anything you desire? Lodging and meals have already been prepared. Though your time in Agthalia will be brief, I hope you can stay comfortably."

        

        "We'd like your help in arranging for our Sylphy to participate in the Colosseum, if possible."

        

        "Of course."

        

        The arrangements had already been made.

        

        "However... I'm not at all doubting Lady Sylphy's abilities. You are, after all, the half-elf who defeated our former king Dragonia."

        

        "Do you resent that?"

        

        "Not at all. Someone who committed such acts by the law of strength was defeated by the same law. No dragonkin has the right to resent being beaten and killed."

        

        "So dragonkin don't have a concept of revenge?"

        

        "No, that's separate. If killing is unavoidable according to dragonkin law, then me killing you would also be unavoidable—that's the feeling."

        

        "I can't tell if that's a cold culture or not."

        

        It might certainly appear that way to outsiders.

        

        But sometimes, rational or not, one needed such self-justification.

        

        "Anyway, what I want to say is that a half-elf like Lady Sylphy participating might invite various negative comments. ...There's no guarantee that incidents like today's won't happen again."

        

        "Don't worry!"

        

        Olivia grabbed Sylphy's shoulder and said:

        

        "Our Sylphy will win! If they're captivated by the law of strength, then let's prove by that same law that Sylphy isn't weak!"

        

        "That's certainly the most effective approach..."

        

        This might be a good opportunity.

        

        If the half-elf Sylphy wins, the dragonkin might have to acknowledge her according to their own law of strength, whether they want to or not.

        

        Especially if she wins in the Colosseum.

        

        "Me? Really?"

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened in surprise, and Rhinos closed his eyes briefly before saying:

        

        "Um... could you discuss this among yourselves and let me know your decision?"
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        "Why do you keep going around bragging about winning everywhere!"

        

        "I can do it, don't you believe me?"

        

        "There's always a possibility, right? They say there's no such thing as absolute in competition. Do you think just because you're overwhelmingly strong and will definitely win, others will think the same?"

        

        "Oh, I don't think I've ever seen Sylphy this vicious before."

        

        "She gets like this with Livia sometimes."

        

        "Indeed, perhaps even the kindest person has a charm that can make them vicious."

        

        "That charm is more like an invitation for a beating, isn't it?"

        

        "You know it well."

        

        After Rhinoz withdrew, while taking a light rest at the lodging, Sylphy was demanding to know why they kept trying to make her participate in the Colosseum when she hadn't even said she would enter.

        

        I watched for a moment, then set down my teacup as Lilith spoke.

        

        "But don't you have something else to do here?"

        

        "Ah, Lady Grandia went to check. While also making necessary preparations."

        

        "Quite thorough."

        

        "It's good to handle matters quickly."

        

        "L-Lord Royce, please say something too!"

        

        "Hmm? Well, I think participating wouldn't be a bad idea."

        

        "What?!"

        

        Sylphy seemed surprised that I was positive about entering the Colosseum when she had expected me to oppose it.

        

        "To be direct, I think Sylphy's chances of winning are quite high. She's strong enough."

        

        The only concern was that it took Sylphy quite some time to reach her full potential.

        

        To put it positively, she gets stronger the more wounded she becomes, but negatively speaking, it takes considerable time for her body to demonstrate its true capabilities, making it difficult to fight at full power.

        

        Apart from that, Sylphy's skills had already reached a level where she could match a Demon King's executive one-on-one, so no matter how strong the beastkin might be, few would have good odds against her.

        

        Of course, as Sylphy said, there are no "absolutes" in competition, so some variable might cause her to struggle or even lose.

        

        "There's much to gain from Sylphy winning. Even though the Colosseum is held frequently, winning there carries significant meaning."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "Despite everything, beastkin value the logic of power. Sylphy's victory alone would change how beastkin perceive half-elves."

        

        In fact, after Titania beat Dragonia, elf hatred had decreased significantly.

        

        It hadn't disappeared completely, but it had meaningfully decreased after that incident. I wasn't sure whether to lament their simplistic thinking or admire that at least they were honest and truly believed in their logic of power.

        

        Anyway, Sylphy's goal was to give proper human rights to half-breeds, especially the downtrodden half-elves, and to establish a minimum standard of living for them.

        

        For that, improving perception was necessary.

        

        Sylphy making meaningful contributions in this hero party would also easily lead to perception changes.

        

        "There are many forms of discrimination in the world, and even humans discriminate against each other. The same goes for other races. There are various reasons, but usually, when it's not discrimination against individuals, one shouldn't claim rights before fulfilling duties."

        

        "..."

        

        "It's better to show something first and then claim rights. Isn't it obvious whose claims people would listen to more—someone with nothing or someone who saved the world?"

        

        "Will it be meaningful if I enter the Colosseum and win?"

        

        "As I said, at least the beastkin's perspective will change. And when you take the throne as Oberon, the beastkin will view you favorably."

        

        "..."

        

        If one of the Human Alliance could be made favorable, it would be convenient for what Sylphy wanted to do after becoming king.

        

        Even as a king, being part of the Human Alliance meant one couldn't have complete freedom.

        

        It's not for nothing that there are rules for a "human trial" where the Human Alliance participates in judgment depending on the situation.

        

        "Well, ultimately it's Sylphy's choice, so I won't force you, but I think participating in the Colosseum is worth it. What you gain outweighs what you might lose."

        

        "...Then I'll do it."

        

        "Hey! You wouldn't listen no matter what when I tried to persuade you, but you listen when Royce does? That's unfair!"

        

        "Honestly, Lady Olivia, don't you think there's a big difference in persuasiveness between you and Lord Royce? It's the same for me!"

        

        "Even the truth should be said prettily!"

        

        I sipped my tea and thought.

        

        "Getting along well is a good thing."

        

        "At this rate, Sylphy will get injured before even entering."

      

      
        

        "I can heal her."

        

        "So they say."

        

        "Ah, the hero party's way of thinking is quite difficult, isn't it?"

        

        Well, Livia knows moderation, so she won't use too much force against Sylphy.

        

        This might be inappropriate to say, but the best way to target Livia is to remain an ally for a long time.

        

        Despite everything, she's weak against allies, so if you pretend to be an ally for a long time, she'll inevitably expose vulnerabilities.

        

        In fact, using that method, Alex fed Livia the Reaper's Curse and assassinated her in that state.

        

        If I hadn't been nearby, Livia would have died from excessive bleeding and the curse.

        

        Fate has come full circle like this.

        

        Or perhaps, without anything like fate, it was just an ordinary coincidence. Wasn't my meeting with Livia something no one could have predicted?

        

        Not meeting as part of the hero party, but in that rainy forest where she was a dying person already exiled with all connections severed—wasn't that a necessity in the name of coincidence?

        

        "Ah, speaking of which, it's mealtime? What do beastkin usually eat?"

        

        "Scorpions?"

        

        "You're joking, right?"

        

        "It's famous, I hear."

        

        "No, you're joking, right?! Answer me! I can't eat things like scorpions!"

        

        Well, Rhinoz probably wouldn't serve such polarizing food openly, but Lilith's reaction looked amusing, so I decided to leave it be.

        

        ***

        

        "The night sky is incredibly beautiful."

        

        After finishing dinner and bathing, I looked up at the sky.

        

        I don't think I had many opportunities to look up at the sky like this before. Even if I was knocked unconscious and sent flying, I would quickly get up and resume training or fighting.

        

        Leisurely looking up at the sky was a luxury for me, and if I had that time, I would have swung my sword one more time.

        

        Swinging a sword.

        

        Swinging a spear.

        

        Swinging an axe.

        

        Swinging a knife.

        

        Swinging all kinds of weapons, I became stronger, and the result is who I am now, so I could say I properly reaped the rewards of my efforts, but if someone admired me and said they wanted to be like me, I would stop them.

        

        Because while effort never betrays and continues to accumulate in a person's body, there's no guarantee that effort will bring you to the level you desire.

        

        Even if you swing a sword the same way, sleep the same way, eat the same way, and live the same way, some people will inevitably become stronger than others.

        

        Perhaps that gap could become unreasonably large.

        

        Effort certainly accumulates within a person and doesn't betray them, but even so, the efficiency of accumulation can differ greatly.

        

        What takes someone a year to learn, another might learn in a day.

        

        "Livia?"

        

        "Hmm? Royce?"

        

        "What are you doing here?"

        

        "Just looking at the sky? There seem to be more stars than in the kingdom."

        

        "Maybe so."

        

        Naturally, Royce came and sat beside me.

        

        That makes me a little happy.

        

        I am happy.

        

        It seemed like the distance between us had gradually decreased, and for Royce, having me beside him was becoming more natural. Should I say a smile escaped me without realizing it?

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Just thinking how much closer we've become."

        

        "Where exactly are you planning to go with this closeness?"

        

        "Royce, you don't understand. People in love can always get closer."

        

        "I need time alone because being with people for too long drains my energy."

        

        "Stay with me."

        

      

      
        "I'd be exhausted 24 hours a day, it seems."

        

        "But it's fine, right? We were so distant at first."

        

        During the hero party's quest to defeat the Demon King, I was at the very front, and Royce was at the very back.

        

        And even when we reunited after I was betrayed, there was distance between us.

        

        Little by little.

        

        Very little by little.

        

        We've grown closer, to the point where we can naturally be right next to each other like this.

        

        That was more valuable to me than anything else, and though it might be inappropriate to say, for Olivia Reinhart, it was more valuable than defeating the Demon King.

        

        As a hero, I shouldn't say this, but for me, defeating the Reaper is important for world peace, but also because I want to live peacefully.

        

        I want to live peacefully with the person I love—if there's a purpose to my wielding a sword now, that would be it.

        

        "It's not about anything else; what matters is that I'm by your side."

        

        "...When did it start?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "When did everything you say to me become a declaration of love?"

        

        "Well, since East Port, maybe? Even after that, I've liked you many times because you're so amazing."

        

        "In what way?"

        

        "Because you're someone who can help people."

        

        "..."

        

        Royce looked at me with a slightly surprised face.

        

        "I wanted to be that kind of person too."

        

        "Haha, that's not something a hero should say, is it?"

        

        "Maybe not. ...And I'm so happy that such a person says they love me. The fact that I can have a normal romance with someone like that."

        

        To love normally.

        

        To walk together normally.

        

        To marry normally.

        

        To have children normally.

        

        To live normally.

        

        To desire such normal things.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        A slight silence fell.

        

        This is dangerous.

        

        Is this that kind of atmosphere?

        

        Is it okay to do it?

        

        But I was told to restrain myself.

        

        Well, once should be fine, right?

        

        Royce seems to want me badly despite everything.

        

        And, and so do I.

        

        Since leaving Weargal, we've been too busy adventuring to have a chance.

        

        It should be fine, right?

        

        -Sorry to interrupt the good mood.

        

        "Lady Grandia!"

        

        "Whoa! You startled me...!"

        

        I was naturally approaching Royce to maybe kiss her when Lady Grandia suddenly appeared, startling me.

        

        -There's a problem, I'd like you to come with me.

        

        "..."

        

        "Livia, don't be upset."

        

        "I'm not upset..."
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        "Olivia, please stop making such an obvious displeased expression. I'm also a sentient being with normal feelings that can get hurt, you know?"

        

        "I'm not particularly disliking it though? Why would you think that?"

        

        It was strange that she didn't realize how clearly she was showing her dislike.

        

        Lady Grandia carefully approached me and said:

        

        "It seems Olivia quite enjoys her activities with you. I hear that women typically find such male behavior attractive. How good are you at it?"

        

        It was incredibly embarrassing to hear such lewd talk from a goddess.

        

        "Lady Grandia, since you're inside me, can't you see those activities?"

        

        "What do you take me for? The sharing of love between a man and woman is like a sacred ritual. I have not fallen so low as to spy on such things. When it happens, I naturally cut off external contact so I neither hear nor see anything."

        

        "That's quite considerate of you."

        

        "Though I was surprised once when I reconnected in the morning thinking you were finished, only to find you were at it again."

        

        "......"

        

        This is more embarrassing than I imagined.

        

        I felt mortified but tried not to show it outwardly.

        

        Come to think of it, Lady Grandia is currently contracted and connected to me, so if she wanted to, she could easily peek into my and Livia's private life.

        

        Day or night, it wouldn't matter.

        

        However, out of consideration for Livia and me, Lady Grandia deliberately chose not to look, and when we were intimate, she completely shut everything out as if she were sleeping.

        

        Truly goddess-like, I suppose.

        

        All things considered, Lady Grandia's consideration toward humans could be described as love approaching agape-like devotion.

        

        "Lady Grandia, do you feel that kind of love? Should I call it sexual love, or romantic love?"

        

        "In my case, I don't have what you would call a gender. I take a female form because it's easier to gain favor with humans, and everyone tends to like it."

        

        "I see."

        

        "While a male form might be better for projecting authority, this form is better for approachability. As a result, people naturally came to call me a goddess, and I naturally came to prefer this form."

        

        "So you appear female, but don't actually have a gender... is that right?"

        

        "You understand quickly, as expected."

        

        Well.

        

        As mentioned earlier, the love Lady Grandia gives us isn't like the love between a man and woman, but closer to the love a parent gives to their child.

        

        That unconditional, devoted love was like the love a deity gives to a lost lamb.

        

        In that sense, while Lady Grandia wasn't truly omnipotent in the strictest sense, from humanity's perspective, she was certainly worthy of being called a god, and we could say we existed under the Lord's love.

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        "Do you believe in the existence of a god?"

        

        "...I'm the same as Royce."

        

        "The same as me?"

        

        "I think it would be nice if something like that existed. Something transcendent... Something that intelligent beings like us living in this world simply cannot comprehend."

        

        "......"

        

        "Actually, among stories about gods, there are some that don't involve me. Like the common tales of people who show others the way."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "You know the famous story about the person who appeared before a young man trying to conquer a snowy mountain? There are many stories that feel somehow artificial despite neither I nor the death gods being involved."

        

        "In some cases, it might just be hallucinations from someone losing consciousness."

        

        "True. Is there a god... That question is truly difficult and perplexing to answer. Many people aren't satisfied with the answer that 'if you believe, there is one; if you don't, there isn't.'"

        

        For me, unlike others who insist that God must exist or must not exist, I didn't have any definitive statement like "exists" or "doesn't exist."

        

        If I had one wish, though.

        

        I'd like for God to exist.

        

        "......"

        

        I quietly exhaled while carefully holding the cross-shaped pendant on my necklace.

        

        Perhaps even the concept of God is close to people's wishes.

      

      
        

        Maybe God is a being formed from people's wishes.

        

        Could God be the result of countless people wishing for something to exist?

        

        Divine punishment will come.

        

        Aren't you afraid of God?

        

        In reality, punishment cannot be delivered. A non-existent being can do nothing except make people believe that karma will inevitably find them.

        

        That was the meaning of God's existence and the reason many people believed in God.

        

        "Royce, sometimes it's hard to tell if your faith is deep or shallow."

        

        "I have ordinary faith. It's just not as strong as those who are in the church."

        

        "From my perspective, you believe in God more devoutly than most churchgoers. I wish more people in the churches that worship me had your way of thinking."

        

        "I'm flexible, and religion seems difficult to be flexible. Unfortunately, with my way of thinking, I probably wouldn't be well-received in church."

        

        "That's right. Religion has the effect of lifting burdens from people's hearts and creating something to lean on. It becomes the foundation for many people."

        

        "......"

        

        Let's say there's a criminal.

        

        Someone who has committed a serious crime and served time in prison naturally can't easily find work unless they have exceptional abilities.

        

        Having a criminal record is a powerful burden, and to make a living, one often has no choice but to take jobs with inferior treatment.

        

        Depending on the type of crime, even that might be impossible.

        

        However, the church can provide food and offer time and space to pray, even for ex-convicts.

        

        That's because it serves as a kind of safety net that prevents people from hitting rock bottom.

        

        People can fall endlessly once they slip.

        

        They might experience the depths of hell, but without creating such a social safety net, no one can know how far they'll fall or what form that will take.

        

        It was necessary not only for individuals but also for society.

        

        If a person falls to the depths of despair and dies, someone might rejoice saying, "They did something deserving of death," but there's no guarantee they'll die alone.

        

        Who can say that directionless anger won't be directed at ordinary passersby?

        

        That's why we shouldn't give up on the minimum possibility of salvation and rehabilitation.

        

        Someday.

        

        We might be in that position.

        

        Therefore, at least the church shouldn't reject people because they're criminals.

        

        Of course, if that ex-convict does something bad in church, that's a different story.

        

        If that ex-convict is a lost lamb, then other people coming to church are also lambs.

        

        "...Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "You might be more suited to the position of a god than I am."

        

        "That's an overestimation. I can say these things because I'm in a position without responsibility. The mental suffering that comes from a position of responsibility like yours, Lady Grandia, must be indescribable."

        

        "I feel like crying knowing you understand."

        

        "Hey, how much further do we need to go?"

        

        Livia, who was walking ahead, tilted her head and asked.

        

        We'd walked quite far, but there was nothing visible around us.

        

        "This way."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        A path leading downward was visible between the dark shadows.

        

        How does she find these paths?

        

        Hmm.

        

        This feeling.

        

        There are traces of people coming and going.

        

        Frequently, at that.

        

      

      
        In other words, even in the Dragon-kin Nation, they know about this underground area.

        

        Naturally following Lady Grandia inside, we arrived in front of some structure, and I could see what looked like a hollow groove between the structures.

        

        "The Divine Jade is gone!"

        

        "Divine Jade?"

        

        "Last time was about erasing the records of the holy sword. This time, we need to form a new contract. Finally, in the Dwarf nation, we'll stabilize and fix it. In other words, making it so the contract cannot be undone."

        

        I see.

        

        So this time we're just drafting the contract, and next time we'll completely make the holy sword Livia's possession.

        

        It's troublesome, but considering the value of the holy sword, this level of work was understandable.

        

        "So what is this Divine Jade?"

        

        "The Divine Jade is a kind of power orb that can establish contracts for the holy sword."

        

        "Why was something like that created?"

        

        "If the hero I chose were to walk the wrong path, there would be a need to correct it. In that case, humanity might need to directly select a new hero. It's for situations like that."

        

        I see.

        

        If necessary, it's necessary.

        

        But since it's been forgotten, it's hard to know how many people could use it.

        

        Even I, who am quite interested in history, am hearing the term "Divine Jade" for the first time. Since it's a lost technology, selecting a new hero with it might be difficult.

        

        No, if Lady Grandia intervenes somehow and teaches them, it might not be impossible.

        

        "......"

        

        I carefully looked at the hollow that was presumably where the Divine Jade had been inserted.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "I can faintly see claw marks nearby. It seems someone put considerable effort into removing it."

        

        "Claws? Dragon-kin?"

        

        "Highly likely."

        

        "But honestly, it's hard to distinguish between high-ranking wyvern claws and dragon-kin claws."

        

        "That's rude, Livia."

        

        Honestly, it is a bit confusing.

        

        But dragon-kin claws tend to be shorter, while wyvern claws are thicker.

        

        Based on these traces, it was likely dragon-kin.

        

        "So there's someone among the dragon-kin who has the Divine Jade..."

        

        "Maybe we should ask Rhinos."

        

        "Do you absolutely need the Divine Jade for this work, Lady Grandia?"

        

        "As the previous contractor who set the conditions, yes, it is necessary."

        

        "What if it's broken?"

        

        "Then we'd need to make a new one, but at least I would know if it were broken."

        

        I see.

        

        At least it was fortunate that it was dragon-kin.

        

        If these had been wyvern traces, that would have been troublesome in its own way.

        

        "Let's head back for now. If it's necessary, we should ask quickly."

        

        "Are we going now? It's already late."

        

        "He's busy, isn't he? If it's Rhinos, he'll be working overtime, so we can visit him now."

        

        "How do you know?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        "With that exhausted face of his, there's no way he's not working overtime."

        

        "Ah."

        

        And considering the current situation of the dragon-kin, it was even more certain.
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        "It's similar to the Goddess's Orb, isn't it? The Divine Jade."

        

        "Ah, now that you mention it, you're right."

        

        When Livia was betrayed, her inability to properly resist wasn't just because the Death God's curse instantly destroyed her body, but also because the Goddess's Orb forcibly severed her contract with the Holy Sword.

        

        And that orb had been designed from ancient times as a contingency "in case the wrong hero was selected and became an enemy."

        

        However, it was rarely used, to the extent that the only recorded instance of its use was against the Scoundrel Hero.

        

        Thinking about it, the very existence of such a thing might be a kind of proof that even the Goddess could be wrong.

        

        Lady Grandia seemed to have left traces everywhere saying, "I too can make mistakes, so you all need to do your part well."

        

        Yet people ignored these signs and viewed Grandia as an omnipotent being, which must have placed considerable pressure on her.

        

        In any case.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the Goddess's Orb and the Divine Jade served similar roles.

        

        -They are similar, but precisely speaking, they're different.

        

        "How are they different?"

        

        -The Goddess's Orb forcibly terminates the contract with the Holy Sword. Using my divine power. It's like a collection of my authority.

        

        "I see."

        

        -As you all know, the justification was the possibility that an incorrectly selected hero might draw the Holy Sword and, instead of representing humanity, rule as humanity's evil.

        

        Well, that wasn't wrong.

        

        Even though Livia was an exceptionally strong hero who went berserk alone, past heroes were also monsters who could hold their own against entire nations, so such precautions were necessary.

        

        If they were to go berserk.

        If they were to betray.

        If only...

        

        If that happened, humanity would suffer irreversible damage, so Lady Grandia's judgment didn't seem wrong.

        

        Unfortunately, in Livia's case, the opposite occurred—human greed led to attempts to kill a hero who should have been revered and respected.

        

        I suppose just as there's no perfect life form, there's no perfect preparation either.

        

        -The Divine Jade's role is to give a new contractor to a Holy Sword that has been released and no longer has a contractor.

        

        "Does that matter? I was already the sword's contractor, wasn't I?"

        

        -No, until now you were 'the contractor of the Holy Sword that belonged to Goddess Grandia.' Now you've become the contractor of an ownerless Holy Sword. The jade firmly binds that contract to your soul.

        

        "So it completely changes the Holy Sword's owner to Livia."

        

        -Yes, once that happens, the Holy Sword becomes entirely Olivia Reinhart's possession, and even if someone used the Goddess's Orb, they couldn't break the contract. I'm now the former owner of the Holy Sword.

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        -Yes?

        

        "You wanted humanity to choose its own path."

        

        -......

        

        "It all somehow feels like a parent wanting their child to become independent."

        

        -I won't deny it. While doing my best, I may have wanted humanity to understand that I could be wrong, that I wasn't omnipotent.

        

        "......"

        

        -And I wanted them to prove it. That they could do well even without me... In conclusion, even now I can't completely erase my anxiety about trusting and entrusting everything to them, but I've already handed it over, already committed to this course.

        

        Some might call that irresponsible.

        

        But.

        

        For hundreds of years.

        No, perhaps for thousands of years or more.

        

        I didn't think many people would speak that way about Lady Grandia, who had watched over us, protected us, and given everything for us.

        

        Certainly, adults should be responsible for children, but once those children grow up, there's no need for that anymore. Those children have become adults.

        

        Of course, they could still help each other, but they couldn't be responsible for everything.

        

        It was time for the child to stand on their own two feet and become an adult.

        

        Similarly, humanity now needed to leave Lady Grandia's embrace and become independent as a living being.

        

        This journey to capture Death God Alex could be seen as the first step toward that.

        

        "It's impossible to be responsible forever. Eventually, you get tired, exhausted, annoyed."

        

        "Livia?"

      

      
        

        "So we need to play the role of passing it on to the next. Eternity is so beautiful, so attractive, and for people who will eventually die, it's the ultimate dream they want to grasp more than anything."

        

        Livia spoke while walking slowly.

        

        "But some dreams are beautiful precisely because they're unattainable. In my view, if something like immortality were universally applicable to everyone, that would create its own problems."

        

        "That's certainly possible."

        

        Human greed is endless, and while it has led to evolution, it has also created countless conflicts and wars. If people became immortal, they would find something else to fight over.

        

        For the sake of further evolution and a better future.

        

        Perhaps whether one is immortal or not makes little difference in the end.

        

        "And when it's time for people to die, they should die."

        

        "Is that a disparaging remark about Titania?"

        

        "Huh? No! What I mean is! Those who need to go should go first... No, that sounds strange."

        

        "I know. I was joking."

        

        "Wow, you really scared me for a moment."

        

        But I somewhat agree.

        

        Death is an incredibly sad event, a complete severance from everything, but because of that, people can cherish today and tomorrow.

        

        If no one aged or died, people would forget the meaning of diligence and the small joys contained in everyday life.

        

        Even if they didn't forget, I suspect they might willingly discard them.

        

        "Wow, the beastfolk are still lively even late at night. The village lights are still on."

        

        "It's 11 PM. For beastfolk, it's still early evening."

        

        After all, they're creatures who can get by with just about 4 hours of sleep.

        

        "At this rate, Rhinos is probably still working too."

        

        "I'm a bit worried about how he'll react when we visit."

        

        "Would our visit be a nuisance?"

        

        "Well, given our position, we can ignore political procedures, so there shouldn't be a problem... but if I were him, I'd have a stomachache."

        

        "True, he did seem weak-spirited for a beastfolk..."

        

        "I'm not so sure. I'd say he has a strong spirit, especially for a beastfolk."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "To act rationally by suppressing his instincts to achieve what he wants... Don't you think that shows a firm sense of self?"

        

        Livia smiled at my words.

        

        "Indeed, he might have a stronger spirit than other beastfolk who simply live according to the flow of strength."

        

        "So don't torment him too much."

        

        "Ah, I know. That's why this time, Royce, you do all the talking. I'll just watch from behind."

        

        "Livia? Wouldn't 'this time too' be more accurate than 'this time'?"

        

        "We should leave it to the one who's good at it. Isn't it better to entrust everything to someone skilled rather than messing things up by trying to do something I'm not good at?"

        

        "...As a leader, that's the right attitude, so I can't argue."

        

        "Right? Let's go. Since we're here, after we finish our business, let's have a meal at a street stall. Want to have some drinks too?"

        

        "Beastfolk alcohol isn't sweet."

        

        "Really? What does it taste like then?"

        

        Well, we might find something if we look around, so it wouldn't be bad to check after we finish our business.

        

        ***

        

        "Olivia is gone! Royce is gone too!"

        

        "Why are you coming to me? This is ridiculous."

        

        Noum frowned in disbelief.

        

        Seeing this, Lilith puffed her cheeks and said:

        

        "Sylphy is too busy training to keep me company. So I wanted to meet Olivia and Royce, but they're both nowhere to be found. Could they be secretly burning the night away together?"

        

        "It's cold right now, so I wouldn't mind if they raised the temperature a bit."

        

        "Noum! That's not what I meant! You're so dense!"

        

        "Hahaha, who's the dense one here? And stop hitting my back. It hurts like normal, you know?"

      

      
        

        Noum was getting ready for bed.

        

        It was late, and there was a high possibility of having to wake up early tomorrow, so she wanted to sleep early.

        

        The beastfolk's food was somewhat spicy but edible, the bathing facilities were decent, and the bed was comfortably soft, befitting a luxury accommodation.

        

        Above all, they had prepared separate rooms, each with its own bathroom and shower, which was nice.

        

        Of course, there were also communal facilities, and if one wanted a proper bath, it would be better to go there, but Noum had just used what was available in her room.

        

        As she was about to sleep, Lilith suddenly opened the door and appeared.

        

        "Doesn't Noum have someone like that?"

        

        "No, and don't lie on my bed. You know I use transformation magic, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Right now I look like a woman, but what if I'm actually an old man with a dirty beard? What would you do then, Princess?"

        

        "Noum is a woman, right?"

        

        "...No one knows that."

        

        "No, you're a woman."

        

        "...How do you know?"

        

        "Intuition."

        

        "......"

        

        Noum's expression soured.

        

        Come to think of it, Royce had mentioned it.

        

        Lilith often obtains results through intuition, bypassing the process.

        

        If that was true, it was a formidable intuition indeed.

        

        Bypassing the process and obtaining only the result could sometimes be applied negatively, but it was mostly applied positively.

        

        Perhaps the problem was that intuition, being an uncertain form, was difficult to use as evidence in official situations.

        

        "So where did Royce and Olivia go? Want to look for them together?"

        

        "I'm going to sleep now."

        

        "Don't you know? For beastfolk, 11 PM is early evening."

        

        "We're not beastfolk."

        

        "There's a saying: 'When in Elvenheim, follow Elvenheim's laws.'"

        

        "I don't think that's how that saying is meant to be used..."

        

        "Why are you leaving the door open?"

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

        Both Lilith and Noum froze at the sight of Sylphy, who seemed to have just finished showering.

        

        "Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        "Sylphy, did you go to the public bath?"

        

        "Ah, yes. It was my first time in such a place, but it was nice. There were hot and cold pools, and even some unusual ones. They said they operate on magical power, which is impressive."

        

        "...Sylphy, try to bathe alone from now on."

        

        "Huh? Why?"

        

        "Well, that's..."

        

        Lilith laughed awkwardly.

        

        Noum looked at Sylphy indifferently and said:

        

        "You'll shake the sexual identity of countless men, and I'm not joking."

        

        "Noum!"

        

        Even Noum, who had seen many people during her work as a merchant, had never seen a man who looked so pure and delicate after bathing.

        

        "How can gender be so irrelevant here?"

        

        "Everyone seems to have the same reaction, as if it were scripted..."

        

        Sylphy muttered, half-resigned.

        

        "No, if it were just your face, I could understand, but even your body is like that, it's unbeliev—"

        

        "Enough! You don't need to go that far!"
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        Rhinoz smiled while screaming internally.

        

        He had thought only light office work remained today, but suddenly the hero Olivia and her party member Royce had shown up.

        

        It was incredibly burdensome, and he wanted to say that arriving without an appointment was impolite, but since Rhinoz wasn't in a position to raise such complaints, he could only keep smiling.

        

        "So what brings you here today?"

        

        "You're working hard so late."

        

        "Not at all. For dragonkin, this isn't particularly late."

        

        To be honest, being somewhat nocturnal as a race, they were often more active at night than during the day.

        

        That's why they tended to dislike daytime shifts for guard duty and patrols. After all, nobody likes standing watch when they should be sleeping.

        

        "The matter we came for is..."

        

        Royce pulled out a piece of paper as he spoke.

        

        There was a drawing on it.

        

        "Have you ever seen a gem like this? It was embedded in an ancient ruin about an hour's walk west of here. I suppose you could call it a jewel."

        

        "Royce, you draw well."

        

        "It's a basic skill."

        

        "So I don't even have the basics?"

        

        "One outlier raising the average isn't a problem."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "Anyway, Lord Rhinoz, have you seen this before?"

        

        "A jewel?"

        

        Taking the paper, Rhinoz examined the drawn gem. The jewel, adorned with wing-like decorations on both sides, looked beautiful in many ways.

        

        For just a brief moment, a sense of recognition flashed through Rhinoz's mind, and he stood up, immediately walking with tired steps to his desk piled high with documents.

        

        Eventually, he pulled out documents about the upcoming Colosseum event from the pile, flipped through several pages, and said:

        

        "Is it this?"

        

        "..."

        

        Royce silently examined the jewel-like object drawn in the document.

        

        "It looks similar. What is this?"

        

        "It's the grand prize for the upcoming Colosseum."

        

        "The grand prize?"

        

        "Even though we hold them frequently, it's still a competition, so there must be prizes, right? Normally, we'd handle it with a small amount of money and honor, but this time a jewel is at stake."

        

        "Don't dragonkin lack interest in jewels?"

        

        "Quite the opposite, Livia."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Dragonkin love shiny things. Some even collect jewels professionally."

        

        "You know your people well."

        

        Most people's assessment was that they were a warrior race who knew nothing but fighting, and Rhinoz didn't think that evaluation was entirely wrong.

        

        But in the end, dragonkin were people too, and in any society, there could be those with unusual tastes, and certainly there were dragonkin who refused to fight.

        

        One common preference among dragonkin was their love for shiny things.

        

        Especially valuable shiny things—they had a particular taste for acquiring jewels.

        

        The more brilliantly a jewel shined, the more dragonkin desired it, and if it was both shiny and rare, they would be even more captivated.

        

        Royce had only read about this in books and hadn't confirmed it personally, but judging by the current reaction, it seemed undeniable that they loved shiny things.

        

        "As you say, shining jewels entice dragonkin and are perfect for inspiring their will."

        

        "But Lord Rhinoz, as an artifact discovered in ruins, wouldn't it be customary to donate it to a museum or the state in exchange for appropriate compensation?"

        

        "You're absolutely right, Lord Royce."

        

        "Or perhaps such a system doesn't exist in Agthalia?"

        

        "No, it does. The person who first discovered this jewel dutifully submitted it to the state and received suitable compensation."

      

      
        

        "Then why is it in the Colosseum?"

        

        Tap. Rhinoz pointed to the bottom of the document.

        

        There was a signature of the person who had approved the document's contents.

        

        Dragonia.

        

        Dragonia?

        

        Royce frowned.

        

        "Don't tell me."

        

        "The previous dragonkin king did this?"

        

        "He probably didn't give it much thought. He had a habit of processing most documents carelessly, and honestly, while he was first-class as a warrior, as a king he was rather..."

        

        "Well, he wasn't called a tyrant for nothing. If he had done his job properly, he would have been called a wise ruler, wouldn't he?"

        

        "R-really? The tyrant protagonists in the romance novels Liris gave me were good at their jobs."

        

        "There are quite a few novels based on actual history. Perhaps you should read some of those too?"

        

        "I-I've been reading them lately."

        

        She had actually started reading books, saying she wanted to be like Royce, but naturally, such novels or historical contents were easy to find boring, and Olivia would often fall asleep after just a few minutes.

        

        Still, it was admirable that she hadn't given up and continued reading steadily. After all, someone who tries, even if slowly, is preferable.

        

        "Could we obtain that jewel in the name of the hero?"

        

        "From our position, if you speak in that name, we have no right to refuse, but..."

        

        "Speak freely."

        

        "Then I'll speak without reservation... Please, I beg you, spare us this one thing...!!"

        

        Rhinoz bowed his head, speaking as if pleading.

        

        "I'm not entirely sure, but it seems your purpose in coming to Agthalia is this jewel. Yes, I understand. It must be an extremely important item. I won't ask for details, but it must be very significant."

        

        "..."

        

        "H-however, every dragonkin already knows this jewel is the grand prize for the Colosseum."

        

        Trembling, Rhinoz continued speaking desperately, as if trying to persuade them.

        

        "It's been a long time since we've had a prize that's not just money or honor but a jewel, and everyone is praising this jewel."

        

        "I see. So if we were to change it now, right before the Colosseum..."

        

        "There would be a massive outcry. Yes, we could forcibly suppress it, but Dragonia has already died, and not just died—he died after betraying humanity alone."

        

        The dragonkin's position was already quite precarious, though not many dragonkin seemed to care deeply about it.

        

        "It could become a potential powder keg. Dragonkin are less patient than you might think, foolish, and prone to doing senseless things for senseless reasons. Please, make a merciful judgment."

        

        "..."

        

        This was a plea.

        

        In any case, the choice belonged to Royce and Olivia, and if they ordered it, Rhinoz would have to follow the command and hand over the jewel to Olivia.

        

        But the subsequent discontent from the dragonkin would likely be directed at Rhinoz who made that choice, with little resentment going toward Olivia.

        

        After all, in the end, it was Rhinoz who surrendered and handed over the jewel.

        

        In this already bad situation, if dragonkin irritation increased, they might cause an irreversible incident and truly be expelled from the Human Alliance.

        

        One might call it foolish, but dragonkin would do such things.

        

        They weren't such a wise race.

        

        He couldn't allow the already on-edge dragonkin to accumulate more frustration and cause incidents.

        

        Therefore, all Rhinoz could do was bow his head and plead.

        

        "Hmm, so removing the jewel as the grand prize now would be dangerous? Isn't there a substitute? Another jewel to replace it?"

        

        "The jewel's appearance has already been made public, and it's receiving quite favorable reviews among the dragonkin. Some are even participating specifically for this jewel."

        

        Olivia made a thoughtful sound and listened to Rhinoz for a moment, while Rhinoz could feel his lifespan diminishing with each passing second.

        

        "What should we do, Royce?"

        

        "About what?"

        

      

      
        "If we forcibly take the jewel now, it will cause problems, right?"

        

        "The worst I can imagine is..."

        

        "The worst is?"

        

        "The dragonkin start a civil war among themselves, and it escalates to the point where they're expelled from the Human Alliance entirely."

        

        "Wait, a civil war over one jewel?"

        

        "To begin with, Lord Rhinoz... forgive my rudeness, but as someone who naturally succeeded Dragonia as king, you probably don't have many loyal retainers yet."

        

        "That's correct."

        

        "In such a situation, if you choose to oppose the dragonkin, in the worst case, a civil war could break out."

        

        "Over one jewel?"

        

        "Wars, civil wars, rebellions—when viewed through history later, many of them make people wonder, 'It started over something so trivial?' The driving forces behind human actions are often more childish than we think. Not just for dragonkin."

        

        "..."

        

        Rhinoz swallowed hard.

        

        He could understand Royce's position.

        

        Royce would offer advice, but he was leaving the final decision to Olivia. She was the hero, after all.

        

        Rhinoz had thought that Royce would handle most of the travel strategies and situation assessments.

        

        But it seemed that for important decisions, Royce respected Olivia's choices.

        

        This matter appeared to be the same, with Royce leaving the final decision to Olivia.

        

        It was an ideal combination of leader and advisor, and Rhinoz himself needed a subordinate like Royce.

        

        He had thought about recruiting him since the Human Alliance meeting.

        

        Felix was quite enviable.

        

        "Alright."

        

        Olivia, who had been silent, opened her mouth.

        

        Rhinoz flinched involuntarily.

        

        "If we win fair and square and take the jewel, there's no problem, right?"

        

        "What? Yes, of course. If you win, you'll have proven your worth through strength, so the dragonkin won't complain. Are you entering the Colosseum, Hero?"

        

        "No, I told you this afternoon. My apprentice-ish person will compete."

        

        "..."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        Rhinoz recalled the afternoon conversation and asked:

        

        "Did you get permission from that friend?"

        

        "Sometimes there are situations like this."

        

        "Like what?"

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "When it's easier to ask for forgiveness than permission."

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, it should be fine."

        

        "What!? It's fine!?"

        

        Rhinoz was surprised when even Royce agreed it was fine.

        

        "He didn't seem completely against it, and he appeared to have some interest in participating. He just dislikes the pressure, but his fighting spirit is quite high. Let's try."

        

        Indeed, with Royce joining in the persuasion, he seemed quite willing to participate, almost ready to sign up the very next day.

        

        "...Understood, then I'll register her name."

        

        "His."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        Blankly.

        

        For a brief moment, Rhinoz didn't understand what was being corrected and tilted his head in confusion.
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        "I really don't mind if I can't win."

        

        "Alright, alright. If you can't win and can't get the divine jade..."

        

        "If I can't?"

        

        "Then we'll just take it by force."

        

        "Then what's the point of me competing!?"

        

        There were mainly two reasons.

        

        First, I wanted Sylphy to experience fighting against multiple opponents head-on. From what I could see, Sylphy lacked that experience, so somehow increasing that experience seemed important.

        

        The fortunate thing was that this half-elf called Sylphy possessed sufficient talent, and this Colosseum situation seemed quite useful for maximizing efficiency.

        

        Second, while forcing things through orders or taking them by strength would be easy, that wasn't why I had cultivated power in the first place.

        

        I wanted to postpone using force to solve everything if possible. It might be convenient now, but it could end up choking me later.

        

        I wasn't suddenly concerned about reputation or anything, but I didn't want to disregard people's feelings.

        

        For those reasons, I wanted to follow the law as much as possible.

        

        As they say, when in Elvenheim, follow Elvenheim's laws. Nothing would be better than Sylphy winning fair and square and legitimately obtaining the divine jade.

        

        But if Sylphy were to fail and couldn't get the divine jade, then at that point, I'd have to forcibly take it.

        

        There's a saying that having force as a last resort provides peace of mind, and it's not for nothing.

        

        It wouldn't be that difficult for me to handle everything here, steal the divine jade, and escape, but why unnecessarily complicate matters?

        

        For now, since the beastfolk were also members of the Human Alliance, I wanted to maintain at least basic courtesy until the very end.

        

        "Good luck then! I'll be cheering for you from the sidelines! If you can just do what I taught you, you'll definitely win!"

        

        "Mmm."

        

        "Let me ease your burden a bit. Like I said earlier, it's okay if you lose—the Beastfolk Nation will just get wrecked a little."

        

        "You're increasing my burden!? I don't want that! Such violent methods!! What kind of hero party is this!"

        

        "Didn't you know? Heroes are basically bundles of violence."

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy's expression soured.

        

        "I'm joking, just joking. I don't want to do that either if possible. So do your best."

        

        "Alright... I'll be going now."

        

        "Sylphy! I'll cheer for you!"

        

        "Well, do your best, I guess."

        

        "Don't feel pressured. It would be nice if you win."

        

        After everyone gave their messages, Sylphy awkwardly waved and walked away.

        

        Hmm.

        

        What if she really can't win?

        

        After saying all that, if she can't win, it would be pretty embarrassing for me.

        

        I think there's a decent chance, but since there's no such thing as absolute certainty in competition, I couldn't completely rule out the possibility that Sylphy might lose for some reason.

        

        If that happened, I'd really have no choice but to take it by force.

        

        In exchange for my reputation.

        

        As I said, I wasn't overly concerned about reputation at this point, but still, who would feel good about being cursed at?

        

        The beastfolk weren't monsters, and I couldn't just kill them all to resolve this.

        

        The more powerful a weapon, the more thoroughness and caution is required in its use. I hadn't known that until now, but there were moments when I needed to be mindful.

        

        With monsters, such caution wasn't that important, but when dealing with fellow humans, it became crucial.

        

        "Our seats are this way, Livia."

        

        "Yeah... Hey, Royce, do you think Sylphy can win?"

      

      
        

        "Why are you asking that now after speaking so confidently earlier?"

        

        "Just wondering, you know? There's no such thing as certainty in competition, right? If Sylphy somehow doesn't win, I'll really have to sacrifice my reputation to get the divine jade."

        

        "Can't we just steal it?"

        

        "Gnome?"

        

        "I mean, couldn't we just follow the winner and steal it? Like, use some smoke screen or something, or knock them out from behind and take it."

        

        "You trash, I like the way you think."

        

        "Either praise me or insult me, not both."

        

        "Let's not worry too much. Sylphy might win, right? You recommended her because you thought she had a good chance?"

        

        "......"

        

        In truth, it was half just a feeling that it would work out.

        

        After beating up some beastfolk and even someone who had won in the Colosseum before, I thought, 'Sylphy should be able to handle this.'

        

        I definitely believed that with Sylphy's current skills, the probability was in her favor, but unexpected things could happen anywhere.

        

        I hope that nothing goes wrong and Sylphy wins easily, but the beastfolk are a warrior race after all.

        

        I suspect that by the semifinals, Sylphy might face some tough opponents.

        

        Depending on her mental state and the situation, Sylphy could very well lose.

        

        Something I learned while sparring with Sylphy was that she's the type of fighter whose performance clearly varies between peaks and valleys depending on her mental state.

        

        When she's in the right mindset to focus on battle, her peak performance is strong enough to challenge even a Demon King Army executive.

        

        But.

        

        Conversely, when she can't focus on battle, she might struggle even against high-ranking monsters, let alone Demon King Army executives.

        

        For fighters, such fluctuations in combat ability due to physical or mental state can be critically important, which is why they try to minimize these variations.

        

        I'm not completely free from such variations either, but I've trained to minimize them as much as possible.

        

        When you fight for your life while poisoned or intoxicated, you inevitably learn how to fight in that state.

        

        Back then, I thought it was training, but looking back now, it might have been abuse.

        

        Moreover, I properly learned it only after setting out on my hero's journey and experiencing countless defeats.

        

        "But from my perspective, Olivia's choice is more surprising. As that beastfolk Rhinos said, you could just take it by force without any complaints, right? It's clearly part of the hero party's work."

        

        "Yeah, that's true."

        

        "So why didn't you do that?"

        

        I answered Lilith's question while munching on bread, a specialty of the Beastfolk Nation.

        

        "They looked troubled."

        

        "...That's it?"

        

        "What else? Well, if this fails, it'll cause trouble one way or another, but I don't want to make things difficult."

        

        "That's funny, considering we're the ones in trouble because of this."

        

        "The hero party is supposed to face troubles. If we don't face them, who will?"

        

        "......"

        

        The gnome was silent for a moment.

        

        "You usually seem like you don't think at all, but sometimes you're scarily heroic."

        

        "I am a hero, after all. I'm not some guardian of the law."

        

        "Well, it does feel similar."

        

        Of course, I would punish those who commit crimes accordingly, but it depends on the circumstances.

        

        I wouldn't drag someone to judgment just because they stole a loaf of bread out of hunger.

        

        The law is cold, but a hero needs flexibility.

        

      

      
        What's the point of doing this job if you neglect emotions and feelings?

        

        I might as well be a knight or a soldier then.

        

        "Is this another change due to the power of love?"

        

        When the gnome spoke sarcastically, Royce replied.

        

        "No, Livia was always like this. Back then, she just had a more predatory aura and seemed somewhat compulsive, but what she did wasn't much different from now."

        

        "......"

        

        "Above all."

        

        "Above all?"

        

        "Lord Rhinos had that look in his eyes that was begging for help just once. How could I ignore such a pleading face?"

        

        Well, that's true.

        

        If he had threatened or intimidated us, or spoken more harshly, it might have been different, but I didn't want to make things difficult when he approached us that way.

        

        He had just inherited the throne and was already in a tough spot.

        

        Wouldn't it be better if things ended amicably?

        

        "You two are similar despite having different conclusions. At this point, it's fate, fate."

        

        "That's the highest compliment for me."

        

        I smiled as I walked.

        

        "Ah, it's here."

        

        Oh, they've prepared a separate room instead of having us sit with everyone else to watch the Colosseum.

        

        That Rhinos person must be desperate.

        

        Depending on my evaluation, the beastfolk might really be expelled from the Human Alliance. I don't intend to do that, but I should at least mention how kind the beastfolk were when I return.

        

        If I say something careless, this topic might seriously come up at the next Human Alliance meeting.

        

        I didn't want to see the beastfolk expelled from the Human Alliance and hunted in earnest.

        

        Inside, there were large chairs, individual seats, and plenty of snacks and tea varieties prepared.

        

        It was clearly an expensive setup that conveyed Rhinos's desperate feelings, making me almost feel sorry for him.

        

        I grabbed some snacks and sat down in a chair.

        

        "The view is good. I should be able to tell."

        

        "Tell what?"

        

        "The level of this tournament. If I can see the average level, I'll know whether Sylphy can win or if it will be difficult. Of course, there might be exceptionally strong opponents beyond the average."

        

        Actually, it would be easier if I just went out there and handled it myself.

        

        But it's better for Sylphy to win here.

        

        As I said, for Titania... no, I misspoke.

        

        For becoming Oberon, proving her value of strength here is important.

        

        It's not just my stubbornness that's making Sylphy compete in the Colosseum.

        

        Anyway, that's not it.

        

        "Oh, Sylphy's in the first round."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As we all looked toward the Colosseum to cheer for Sylphy, we tilted our heads when we saw her demeanor.

        

        What's going on?

        

        "Why does she look so angry?"

        

        "Something must have happened in the waiting room."

        

        She looks like she's about to kill her opponent.

        

        She won't actually kill them, right?
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        A colosseum, depending on how you look at it, is simply an arena.

        

        Having to fight in front of people made Sylphy inevitably nervous.

        

        Moreover, since dragonkin were physically superior to elves, it felt somewhat like being a small person among giants.

        

        'No, no, that's too much of an exaggeration.'

        

        If he had to describe it, perhaps it was more like being a boy among adults.

        

        Either way, feeling tense was unavoidable.

        

        At least in the colosseum, killing was fundamentally prohibited.

        

        However.

        

        According to Royce, deaths in the colosseum were easily processed as accidents, so apparently there were people who died while participating.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, it seemed there might even be a kind of evil practice where people were deliberately sent to the colosseum to be killed.

        

        Perhaps because of this, Rhinos wanted to reduce the frequency of colosseum events, but the colosseum was also a space where hot-blooded dragonkin could release their energy.

        

        Therefore, rather than abolishing the colosseum, it seemed they were moving in the direction of clarifying the issues when deaths occurred during matches.

        

        At least that approach seemed plausible and realistic.

        

        'Lady Olivia told me not to sharpen my arrowheads.'

        

        Olivia had said that if he shot arrows with sharpened tips in the colosseum, his opponent could literally die, so he should take it easy.

        

        Take it easy.

        

        He made arrows that were more like wooden clubs than actual arrows.

        

        Getting hit by these would be more like being struck than pierced.

        

        More like being pummeled with fists, perhaps.

        

        At least there wouldn't be any fatalities, so it should be fine.

        

        "What's with that ambiguous ear length? Are you a half-elf?"

        

        "......"

        

        Elf.

        

        He had heard that the impression of half-elves, in particular, was bad among dragonkin, and since he'd been harassed as soon as he arrived in Agthalia, he had anticipated this kind of situation.

        

        He ignored the question.

        

        Responding unnecessarily would only excite them more.

        

        As a half-elf who had experienced quite a bit of discrimination, Sylphy had learned that if he got excited or responded, they would become more enthusiastic and spread more hatred, but if he didn't react, they would get annoyed and quickly lose interest.

        

        So Sylphy ignored them and was disappointed to learn he would be participating in the first round.

        

        At least the third round, no.

        

        Even the second round would have been fine, but it was regrettable that Sylphy had to fight from the very beginning.

        

        He had wanted to observe the current state of the colosseum and mentally prepare himself.

        

        But there was no point in complaining about what had already been decided; it seemed better to humbly accept it and do what needed to be done.

        

        Boom!

        

        The dragonkin kicked over the table Sylphy was using.

        

        There were far too many dragonkin who knew nothing of manners.

        

        It would have been nice if they all had at least Rhinos's level of courtesy, but it seemed Rhinos was a subspecies among subspecies among these dragonkin, truly the result of all sorts of variables coming together.

        

        It was similar to how someone like Olivia Reinhart was born as a variable among humans.

        

        "What business does a half-elf, and a female at that, have in the colosseum?!"

        

        "Why don't you go say the same thing to Hero Olivia? Ask her what a female is doing being a hero."

        

        "......"

        

        The dragonkin made an embarrassed expression and carefully said, "I withdraw that statement. It was my mistake."

        

        What's with this dragonkin?

        

        Putting on a fierce expression again and showing teeth that looked like they might drip with saliva, the dragonkin shouted, "What business does a half-elf have here?!"

        

        'Seriously, what's with this dragonkin?'

        

        Though they appeared unimpressive and seemed to enjoy all sorts of mischief, who would have thought they would pick fights in the waiting room?

        

        No, considering the state of the dragonkin so far, this might actually be a normal situation.

        

        It was disgraceful behavior, but considering the characteristics of dragonkin, it was understandable disgrace, so to speak.

        

        From what Sylphy could see, everyone seemed to be at a similar level, but that warrior over there was worth noting.

        

      

      
        That rather gentlemanly-looking warrior who was tending to his weapon alone seemed quite strong.

        

        A spear, was it?

        

        'Come to think of it, Lady Olivia said that spears are often more advantageous than swords in conventional combat.'

        

        She had said that when skills are evenly matched, spears often have an advantage in combat due to their reach.

        

        When Sylphy asked why holy swords took the form of swords and why swords were more commonly used, she said it was because they were easier to use.

        

        Spears required a certain level of skill to handle properly.

        

        So swords, being easier to handle and having more widely spread techniques, became the more commonly used weapon.

        

        Thinking about it, books on swordsmanship could be found easily in places like libraries, but books on spear techniques weren't seen as often compared to sword books.

        

        How should he put it?

        

        When it came to combat or weapons, Olivia was certainly knowledgeable, but knowing her usual self, Sylphy would freeze up whenever Olivia naturally spoke like a wise person sharing knowledge.

        

        If Royce said something, he would think, 'Wow, as expected of Lord Royce. He knows so much!' But when Olivia spoke, he would think, 'Huh? Lady Olivia knows about that?'

        

        He understood it was a very disrespectful thought, but he simply couldn't erase it from his mind.

        

        "Are you listening?!"

        

        "...Oh, you're still here?"

        

        He thought the dragonkin would have gotten tired and left on his own, but surprisingly, he had persisted quite well.

        

        Dragonkin seemed to have good perseverance.

        

        "Hahaha! Eric! Are you being ignored by a half-elf?!"

        

        "What a masterpiece! Unusually brave for a half-elf!"

        

        "A half-elf, eh? Perhaps because half is elf, they are beautiful."

        

        By now, Sylphy was tired of repeatedly explaining that he wasn't a woman, so he sighed and decided to accept it philosophically.

        

        If there was any consolation, it was that the people around Sylphy were considerate about such things, and that Lilith saw Sylphy properly as a man.

        

        He wasn't sure if this feeling was love.

        

        But there was something quite heart-tickling about that expression of wanting to stay by his side.

        

        At least for Sylphy.

        

        So he wanted to become a bit more impressive, if possible.

        

        Come to think of it.

        

        'This person is my first-round opponent.'

        

        He recalled upon hearing the name Eric.

        

        His first match opponent.

        

        Had he come to establish psychological dominance?

        

        Looking at his physique, he seemed quite well-trained, but somehow Sylphy didn't feel like he would lose no matter what.

        

        Had he reached the point where everyone seemed weak compared to Olivia?

        

        Anyway, it was better not to worry about it and just prepare.

        

        That was the plan.

        

        That's what he was going to do, but.

        

        "Hmph! True to your race's inferior history, born as slaves and dying as slaves, you just let insults slide!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        Slave, what?

        

        Seeing Sylphy's eyes widen and the atmosphere change, Eric laughed, thinking he had succeeded in his provocation.

        

        "What's wrong? Slave? Want to fight here?"

        

        "You don't seem to know that there are lines that shouldn't be crossed."

        

        "Lines? What can you do if I cross them?"

        

        "......"

        

        Crunch. Sylphy gritted his teeth.

        

        The urge to knock him down right now stabbed at his chest, but he managed to hold back, exhaling deeply.

        

        The first round would start soon anyway.

        

        He could take him down there.

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        He looked around.

        

        Everyone remained silent.

        

        Rather, many of the dragonkin were laughing.

        

        Most were laughing, treating half-elves as slaves without a second thought.

        

        There were few who seemed indifferent, and even fewer who showed displeasure.

        

        At this point, perhaps one should be amazed that such people existed at all.

        

        "You're really giving me motivation..."

        

        Once more, he was reminded of why he needed to win.

        

        ***

        

        "Now, let's begin the first round of the colosseum! This first match features Eric, who reached the finals last time but narrowly lost, versus Sylphy, a half-elf making his debut!"

        

        Sylphy walked quietly.

        

        The nervousness was gone.

        

        He didn't care about the gazes of those around him.

        

        He could hear what sounded like primitive jeers, but he decided not to pay attention.

        

        He had realized that these weren't people who could be reasoned with through words.

        

        For them, actions spoke louder than words.

        

        If all questions led to actions, then all answers needed to lead to actions as well.

        

        He created a bow with magic.

        

        There seemed to be no need to bring out the Meteor Bow.

        

        "Creating a bow with magic! I guess you do have some high elf blood in you!"

        

        "Now, let the first round begin!"

        

        With the referee's signal, Eric lunged forward.

        

        And.

        

        Sylphy drew his bowstring.

        

        For a moment, the temptation to make the arrowhead normally sharp surged within Sylphy, but he barely resisted.

        

        "Did you think that just because I'm an archer, you could win by closing in?"

        

        "...!"

        

        "If I know you're coming that way, there's nothing easier to counter."

        

        Olivia had said:

        When an opponent tries to exploit a weakness or launch a surprise attack, if you're aware of it, you can counter it and use it against them.

        

        At the time, he hadn't properly understood what she meant, but now he did.

        

        Indeed.

        

        From the opponent's tricks to the direction of his hostility and killing intent, everything was visible, making it very easy to counter.

        

        Twang!!

        

        Several of Sylphy's arrows flew almost simultaneously, striking Eric with enough force to pierce his body.

        

        And with that, Eric was sent flying all the way to the colosseum wall.

        

        Having hit the wall, Eric coughed up blood and collapsed forward.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        As the noisy colosseum fell silent, Sylphy walked over to where the referee was, took the amplifier the referee was holding, and shouted.

        

        "I am Sylphy, a half-elf named Sylphy."

        

        His voice was full of irritation, but perhaps because he was so irritated, he seemed cold.

        

        "It seems that treating half-elves as slaves is still fashionable among dragonkin... If I win this tournament."

        

        He was so annoyed that even polite speech had disappeared.

        

        Sylphy smiled with a provocative face and said:

        

        "Then you're less than slaves, aren't you?"

        

        That was enough to provoke the dragonkin.
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        "Aha, ahahahahaha! Hahahahaha!!"

        

        "Livia, you're laughing too much."

        

        "No, this is great! I absolutely love it! If we're going to do this, we should go big! I don't know what happened in the waiting room, but I'm sure those dragonkin said something rude again."

        

        I agreed with that assessment.

        

        Sylphy wouldn't have started the provocation first. At most, she would have just responded to their taunts.

        

        And if Sylphy was that angry, it was probably because they didn't attack her personally but slandered half-elves. Many dragonkin still view half-elves as slaves, so if they insulted them that way, Sylphy—whose journey's purpose revolves around this very issue—couldn't have stayed silent.

        

        Sylphy's desire to become Oberon, and even her position in the hero's party, was all for the sake of half-elves.

        

        No.

        

        More broadly, it was for all mixed-bloods who face discrimination, so she would naturally be sensitive to anyone criticizing or insulting them.

        

        Regardless, the outcome was favorable.

        

        This would make the dragonkin feel the need to defeat Sylphy, and if they still lost despite that determination, Sylphy's presence in this dragonkin nation of Agtalia would become undeniable.

        

        Whether they liked it or not, they would have to acknowledge the strength of the new Elf King.

        

        "Let's end this in one blow, Sylphy...!"

        

        "Why is that?"

        

        "It's about impression, impression. If you win easily and lightly, your strength remains mysterious and people tend to overestimate it. Winning with flair and ease is the best way to make people recognize your strength."

        

        "I see."

        

        "From what I can tell, she'll win easily."

        

        "Well, the finals might be a bit challenging."

        

        The gnome sat down, eating snacks while placing the tournament bracket on the table.

        

        My eyes naturally drifted to the opposite side of the bracket.

        

        "Ain?"

        

        "Oh, that's a name I've heard before."

        

        "Was he participating in this tournament?"

        

        Ain.

        

        A spear-wielding dragonkin.

        

        Though he never left Agtalia, the dragonkin nation, he was famous for completely annihilating any enemies who attempted to attack Agtalia. His overwhelming strength had made him quite renowned.

        

        "But no matter how strong Ain is, Dragonia would have been stronger, right?"

        

        "That's uncertain."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "While the strongest person should become king, Ain refused the throne. He said he was meant to kill external threats, not to rule."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even among dragonkin, opinions are divided on who was actually stronger."

        

        "You're saying he's on par with Dragonia? Does that mean Sylphy might lose?"

        

        However, the Dragonia we fought in Erkia had become even stronger by borrowing the power of a death god. Ain wouldn't be on the same level as that enhanced Dragonia.

        

        After all, Dragonia had been strengthened by the death god's power, a kind of stimulant.

        

        Even before that, Dragonia was by no means weak, so we couldn't afford to be careless.

        

        "Ah, I think the current match is Ain's fight."

        

        "Really?"

        

        As everyone looked toward the inside of the colosseum, a loud "WHACK!!" echoed.

        

        And then.

        

        There stood Ain, having defeated his opponent with just his fist, not even using his spear.

        

        His movements were fast.

        

        Quite impressive speed.

        

        "Livia, what do you think?"

        

        I decided to trust Livia's judgment first.

        

      

      
        In these combat matters, her combination of intuition and theory often proved more helpful than my own assessment.

        

        Livia looked at Ain and said:

        

        "He's quite disciplined. Light on his feet... Above all, he doesn't seem like someone who's trained with just one weapon. His main weapon might be a spear, but he can probably use other weapons decently too. He seems much stronger than Rhinoz, at least."

        

        "You're saying he's much stronger than Rhinoz, who's officially ranked second and practically first right now."

        

        "You can tell all that from a single strike?"

        

        "The sense of strength is largely intuitive, so I can't be certain. If I crossed blades with him directly, I could tell much more accurately."

        

        "The important question is whether our Sylphy can win."

        

        When Liris asked this, Livia thought for a moment before responding:

        

        "Hmm, this might actually be difficult."

        

        "Olivia!!"

        

        "Should we prepare to cause trouble for Lord Rhinoz?"

        

        "This is a mess."

        

        But.

        

        Looking at it differently, this dragonkin called Ain was clearly respected by everyone.

        

        Just from the cheers, one could easily tell he possessed recognition, acknowledgment, and honor.

        

        A hidden powerhouse.

        

        Someone not in an official position but universally acknowledged as strong.

        

        If Sylphy were to defeat this dragonkin named Ain...

        

        The dragonkin would have no choice but to acknowledge her.

        

        Sylphy, a half-elf.

        

        "They say crisis also means opportunity. Let's bet on Sylphy defeating this dragonkin named Ain."

        

        "Let's prepare to cause trouble for Rhinoz anyway. A surprise attack would be best."

        

        "But if this Ain person wins, who are we going to ambush? He's an incredible powerhouse too."

        

        Liris pinched Livia's cheek and said:

        

        "We have an embodiment of unreasonable strength right here, so what does it matter?"

        

        The gnome shook his head.

        

        "That's not what I meant... If a powerhouse like Ain suddenly faints and the prize jewel is stolen, wouldn't the culprit be too obvious? Am I the only one who sees this?"

        

        "Should we just steal it then? Let's steal it secretly."

        

        "How about asking nicely first?"

        

        "If that doesn't work, should we just brazenly say 'what are you going to do about it?'"

        

        "No, let's first hope for Sylphy's victory."

        

        Let's not think about losing first.

        

        We should believe she'll win.

        

        I also desperately hoped she would win, as things would become troublesome otherwise.

        

        While taking it by force or justification would be sufficient, thinking about all the problems that would follow made me uneasy.

        

        

        ***

        

        "What have I done..."

        

        Sylphy sighed, holding her head in her hands.

        

        In her anger, she had made an uncharacteristic provocation and had become the target of all dragonkin.

        

        Even now, as they prepared their weapons, their gazes toward her were piercing.

        

        Fortunately, she had won her first round quite impressively, and since her opponent had been a dragonkin who had reached the finals in the previous colosseum, they weren't openly confronting her.

        

        But a provocation was still a provocation, and the dragonkin seemed eager to face her somehow.

        

        It wasn't just because they were annoyed by the impudent half-elf, but more because they were interested in Sylphy's skills after seeing her defeat Eric in an instant.

        

        'They truly are a warrior race...'

        

        Sylphy thought to herself.

      

      
        

        Their interest in her abilities seemed to take precedence over their anger at her provocation. For them, strength was truly everything, the measure of all things.

        

        Of course, their anger at being provoked by a "mere half-elf" hadn't completely disappeared.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Huh? Wait, who are you?"

        

        "I am Ain."

        

        "Ain?"

        

        Sylphy frowned at the name.

        

        Not out of anger, but because she had heard the name somewhere before.

        

        'The Guardian of the Dragonkin!'

        

        He was quite famous for never leaving Agtalia but dealing with all threats that came to it.

        

        While Dragonia might be stronger, this dragonkin named Ain was also quite renowned.

        

        Swallowing dryly, Sylphy watched as Ain sat down opposite her and spoke:

        

        "To provoke the dragonkin so boldly—that's truly an admirable attitude. You know well how to handle dragonkin."

        

        "No, that was just in the heat of the moment... Now that my anger has cooled, I think I did something foolish."

        

        "That's good. It's better to act foolishly with dragonkin. Whether you become friends or enemies with them, acting foolishly makes them easier to handle."

        

        "..."

        

        "If you just understand that they're foolish and stupid, you can actually benefit from the relationship, as is often the case. We may be stupid, but our boundaries are very clear."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes. As long as you don't cross those lines, no race is easier to get along with than us. It's simple because those lines don't change with our daily moods."

        

        "..."

        

        For someone saying such things...

        

        There was a sense of intelligence in his tone.

        

        He even reminded me a bit of Rhinoz.

        

        At least his manner of speaking conveyed more intelligence than Eric, whom she had fought earlier, or even Dragonia.

        

        While Dragonia, being a king, spoke quite well, he came across more as someone with strong beliefs and pride rather than an intellectual.

        

        "You are strong," he said.

        

        "Ah, thank you."

        

        "You'll be the one advancing to the finals."

        

        "There are still many matches left, aren't there? There are no absolutes in competition, right?"

        

        She repeated what Olivia always said.

        

        When she had asked Olivia why she always said that, Olivia explained that people who become as strong as her easily fall into the trap of thinking they're absolute powerhouses, so she always reminds herself not to be careless.

        

        In fact, even when Sylphy suggested that Olivia was indeed an absolute powerhouse, Olivia maintained that even the strong can lose something if they become careless, even if they don't lose the battle itself.

        

        "An excellent saying. You're right... I seem to have spoken too arrogantly. Let me rephrase."

        

        Ain nodded in admiration at Sylphy's words.

        

        Even though she had merely echoed Olivia's habitual phrase.

        

        "I look forward to meeting you in the finals, Sylphy."

        

        "You don't look down on me for being a half-elf?"

        

        "..."

        

        Ain rose to his feet and smiled.

        

        "Wouldn't that be rather tasteless?"

        

        "..."

        

        "The matches will be starting again soon. I wish you good luck."

        

        With those words, Ain walked away.

        

        Somehow...

        

        For a dragonkin, he was incredibly refined.
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        "Winner! Ain!!"

        

        The semifinals had been no contest at all.

        

        It was essentially a festival for Sylphy and Ain, both of them repeatedly securing one-sided victories.

        

        From the middle of the tournament, everyone seemed to be predicting who would make it to the finals, but anyone who had seen Sylphy and Ain fight in their first matches could have easily predicted it.

        

        Even without the power to see the future, predicting who would advance to the finals wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        Eventually, all the matches up to the semifinals concluded, and naturally, only the final remained.

        

        Normally, reaching this stage would have involved considerable exertion, but neither Sylphy nor Ain seemed to have expended much energy.

        

        It wasn't that the beastkin's skill level was low.

        

        In terms of average ability, they were superior to other races, but they were simply no match for Sylphy and Ain right now.

        

        'Their numbers may be small, but the average level of the beastkin is high.'

        

        This calculating aspect was likely one reason why the Human Alliance hadn't immediately expelled the beastkin despite the various problems they had caused.

        

        The beastkin were few in number and difficult to manage, but if handled properly, they could become convenient weapons.

        

        They were simple and perhaps foolish, but to put it somewhat rudely, that made them easier to handle in some ways.

        

        Their value systems deviated from the norm but often maintained simplicity and consistency, meaning that if one could properly understand them, they would become allies who would never betray you.

        

        In fact, it was said that once beastkin opened their hearts to someone, they became extremely generous toward that person.

        

        They weren't stingy toward those they acknowledged, and often became so devoted they would give everything they had—liver, gallbladder, and all.

        

        All things considered, they seemed to be a race of pure nature, easily swept up in emotions.

        

        "...Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Is there a limit to the number of weapons allowed in this colosseum?"

        

        "A weapon limit? ...No, I don't believe there is."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        I tilted my head curiously.

        

        "Why do you ask?"

        

        "That guy Ain, as I mentioned before, doesn't seem to be someone who only uses a spear. No matter how I look at it."

        

        "You mean he has a different main weapon, and by using only the spear now, he's placing some kind of restriction on himself? Like conditional magic?"

        

        Such restrictions were possible.

        

        Not using a certain weapon.

        

        Or using only a specific weapon.

        

        Setting such conditions to strengthen oneself was a method, and in fact, it was the most common application of conditional magic. Most people weren't proficient with all kinds of weapons.

        

        Typically, people set conditions like 'I will not use this weapon.'

        

        Setting a condition like 'I will only use this weapon' reduced one's ability to adapt to unexpected situations, whereas not using a specific weapon lowered that risk significantly.

        

        However, there was little evidence to suggest Ain was using conditional magic.

        

        Moreover, his movements weren't just instinctual—there was definite technique behind them.

        

        Perhaps he was a challenging opponent for Sylphy right now.

        

        No.

        

        Maybe he was exactly the right opponent.

        

        Someone who knew how to use all sorts of methods might provide just the right stimulus for Sylphy. Win or lose, it would be a good experience for her.

        

        The only issue was obtaining the divine jade.

        

        "Livia, are you worried?"

        

        "If she fights with everything she has, she might win, but... honestly, I'm not sure if we can even call it odds. From what I can see, Sylphy's peak combat ability is higher."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, but when it comes to her lowest point... Sylphy's can be very low. In the end, the outcome will depend on how much Sylphy can raise her peak."

        

        "So all we can do is cheer from the sidelines."

        

        "No, we might have something to do."

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "Are you plotting something?"

        

        "Plotting? I'm not the one who makes strategies. My role is to cleave enemies in two once someone throws me into the fray."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Of course, I'm not saying I won't think at all, but if there's someone who can think for me, why should I give myself a headache?"

        

        It was a plausible statement, and not necessarily wrong.

        

        It would be best to fill in one's deficiencies, but if that wasn't possible, entrusting things to companions was the next best approach.

        

        After all, isn't it more efficient to have someone skilled by your side rather than struggling in an area where you're neither good nor exceptional?

        

        "So what exactly are you planning to do?"

        

        "I'll decide whether to do it or not after seeing how things go when Sylphy wins. It might be good for making an impression."

        

        "So you're planning to cause trouble?"

        

        "Depends on how you look at it?"

        

        "I understand. I'll prepare myself mentally. I'd appreciate some kind of signal in advance, though."

      

      
        

        "You're not going to stop me?"

        

        I smiled at that.

        

        "Would you listen if I tried?"

        

        "......"

        

        Livia looked at me with surprise, then grinned.

        

        "I really did choose well when it comes to men. How did I manage to find such a good man? I must have used up all my luck meeting you, for sure."

        

        "That's beyond embarrassing and into the realm of burdensome, so could you please stop?"

        

        Livia leaned her body toward me.

        

        Well, she seemed happy, so that's fine.

        

        "Hey! Don't forget we're here too! Stop acting like you're alone together!"

        

        "I think it's great! It's like watching a romance novel come to life!!"

        

        ***

        

        Sylphy let out a small sigh.

        

        'The semifinals were no problem at all.'

        

        In truth, as soon as she saw Ain fight, Sylphy was certain.

        

        Ah, that person will make it to the finals.

        

        Somehow, she had a feeling she would end up fighting Ain. It was something close to intuition.

        

        Sylphy was properly warming up while waiting.

        

        The waiting room was now empty.

        

        Since the finals were more formal, Ain would also be preparing in the opposite waiting room.

        

        Sylphy was also preparing accordingly and warming up.

        

        Up through the semifinals, she had won without much difficulty. All the matches ended in less than ten seconds, and the same was true for Ain's matches.

        

        Because of this, the beastkin seemed slightly dissatisfied, and many people appeared to have high expectations for the finals.

        

        She could tell from the murmuring sounds that reached her.

        

        Slowly, she exhaled once more.

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        "Huh? Lord Ain?"

        

        "You don't need to address me as 'Lord,' but..."

        

        "No, I'm more comfortable this way."

        

        "Hmm, then I won't insist otherwise. ...You have good spirit. It seems there's no chance of you losing due to carelessness."

        

        "What brings you here?"

        

        "Well, I just wanted to have a chat before the finals. We still have plenty of time."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Why did you enter the colosseum? Not to be rude, but you don't seem driven by desire for prize money or fame."

        

        Since the colosseum was held frequently, neither the prize money nor the fame was particularly significant.

        

        But since there was no harm in obtaining them, people participated every time.

        

        However, as Ain said, Sylphy wasn't particularly interested in such prize money or fame.

        

        Well, she had wanted the prize money a few times, but still.

        

        "I will become Oberon, Ain."

        

        "I see. I've heard elves don't inherit the throne through bloodline. There's nothing strange about that."

        

        "You're really different from other beastkin."

        

        "My fundamentals are no different. I respect you because you are strong, that's all."

        

        "You don't seem like someone who would despise the weak."

        

        "Strength is fluid. How can one say that someone who is weak today will still be weak tomorrow?"

        

        "......"

        

        "I've seen your companion, the hero Olivia Reinhart, fight before."

        

        "Is that so? But I thought you didn't leave Agthalia..."

        

        "That's just an exaggerated rumor. I travel normally."

        

        "I see."

        

        Well, there would be no need for him to be confined there.

        

        "It's true I don't go out often, but I certainly travel here and there. During one such journey, I saw the hero Olivia Reinhart, bloodied and defeated by monsters in her early travels."

        

        "......"

        

        Olivia had said she had many victories, but also an enormous number of defeats.

        

        Since childhood, she had been defeated by the Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart, and after beginning her journey, she continued to face defeats.

        

        At that time, Olivia was thoroughly in the position of the weak, and perhaps that's why she was able to rise to her current level.

        

        "She was defeated by a monster I could have taken down with a single blow. But how about now? Even from a distance, that limitless power with no discernible boundary... Honestly, I don't think I could win."

        

        "That's right... I acknowledge it."

        

      

      
        Although Sylphy was also growing stronger at an incredible rate, she couldn't envision a scenario where she would defeat Olivia.

        

        It was a strength that didn't even inspire a fighting spirit.

        

        One needs to feel some chance of victory for fighting spirit to ignite and the will to fight to burn, but Olivia was so overwhelming that Sylphy couldn't imagine winning in terms of combat power.

        

        "There's no guarantee that the weak will remain weak tomorrow."

        

        "...You really are like a warrior. Like a beastkin straight out of a book."

        

        "Have you perhaps read 'The Chronicles of the Beastkin'?"

        

        "Huh? Ah, yes..."

        

        The Chronicles of the Beastkin was a famous novel with a beastkin protagonist.

        

        One who understood righteousness and chivalry.

        

        A hero-like figure who was skilled with all kinds of weapons.

        

        That was the protagonist of The Chronicles of the Beastkin.

        

        In today's world, where good triumphing over evil is a common theme, it might be considered somewhat childish, but isn't there something romantic about such simplicity?

        

        At those words, Ain smiled.

        

        "I see. I really do like you."

        

        "Why?"

        

        Ain slowly backed away and said:

        

        "I took up weapons because I admired that book too."

        

        ***

        

        "Yes!! It's finally here!! The finals!! Will both contestants please enter!!"

        

        At that cue, Sylphy entered the colosseum.

        

        The sun had not yet set.

        

        Normally, by the end of the colosseum matches, it would be approaching nightfall, but since all the matches had repeatedly ended in less than ten seconds, it was still bright daylight.

        

        Because of this, everyone seemed dissatisfied and appeared to have high expectations for this final match.

        

        'Or rather, they seem to be hoping I'll lose.'

        

        Since Sylphy had been overly provocative at the beginning, many people were hoping to see her defeated.

        

        Among them were those who acknowledged Sylphy's strength, but regardless, there were quite a few who wanted to see her lose.

        

        Moreover, her opponent was Ain, practically a hero to the beastkin, so there were inevitably few people cheering for Sylphy.

        

        At the edge of her vision, she could see her companions waving from the best seats.

        

        Sylphy waved back.

        

        They're cheering for me, so I can't slack off.

        

        Thinking this, she raised her head.

        

        "No way."

        

        Sylphy was immediately taken aback.

        

        "This is incredible!! Contestant Ain!! He's brought not just a spear but a whole bundle of weapons!!"

        

        'So many!! How many weapons does he have!?'

        

        He hadn't come with just a spear but was carrying all sorts of weapons.

        

        As if this was the proper etiquette for a serious fight.

        

        "Ain is serious!"

        

        "My goodness, not just a spear but all kinds of weapons! How long has it been since we've seen this!?"

        

        "Oh, he's serious! That half-elf is going to die this time!"

        

        No, this was a colosseum—she hoped there would be no killing.

        

        Ain smiled.

        

        As if he had been waiting for this moment of battle.

        

        Only then could Sylphy understand what Ain had meant earlier.

        

        "So that's what you meant by fundamentally no different..."

        

        "How could one born as a beastkin ignore a battle that makes the blood boil?"

        

        So one cannot escape the instincts of their race?

        

        But that's fine.

        

        Sylphy formed her bow and said:

        

        "Well, let's do this."

        

        Her initial provocation had been too much.

        

        If she lost here, she couldn't imagine the ridicule she would face.

        

        She had to win, no matter what.

        

        Sylphy didn't mind being insulted herself.

        

        But.

        

        'For the sake of all half-elves.'

        

        She had to win here.
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        Ain grabbed a weapon.

        

        Recently, fighting with dragonkin and monsters had become boring.

        

        She wanted to challenge Olivia, but unfortunately, such opportunities were hard to come by.

        

        If she formed a connection with Sylphy and defeated her, perhaps a chance to spar with Olivia might present itself.

        

        After all, Ain was still a dragonkin.

        

        The instinctive desire to challenge the strong naturally existed within her.

        

        And in some ways, this desire was more consistent than in other dragonkin.

        

        Even though she would be willing to bow her head and submit to someone as strong as Olivia, Ain would bow with respect but never submit.

        

        She imagines.

        

        Imagines reaching her.

        

        She dreams a nearly delusional dream that it might someday become reality. Dragonkin are a warrior race precisely because they dream such dreams until their dying breath.

        

        An unattainable dream.

        

        An insurmountable wall.

        

        Moving toward these things is what defines a dragonkin.

        

        "Bowing my head because I cannot win? Wrong. That's all wrong."

        

        Ain corrected her posture.

        

        "Submit to the strong! What a misguided notion! Only by baring our fangs at the strong can we truly be 'dragonkin'!"

        

        Boom!

        

        "T-Then, the Colosseum finals! Begin!!"

        

        With the referee's announcement, Ain lunged toward Sylphy. Sylphy retreated as if she had predicted the attack.

        

        With a thunderous sound splitting the ground, Sylphy seized the opportunity to shoot an arrow, which Ain deflected with her spear.

        

        "Good reaction speed."

        

        With a clattering sound, Ain used her tail to sweep the weapons she had prepared, directing them all toward Sylphy.

        

        "What—"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The weapons moved naturally, targeting Sylphy as if they had wills of their own.

        

        "Flying Sword Technique."

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened.

        

        It was one of the pinnacles of swordsmanship that could only be used by those who had reached the highest levels—a technique where swords separated from the hand moved freely to attack enemies.

        

        Not just swords, but spears, scythes, axes, and all manner of weapons were moving freely, their movements as unpredictable as feathers dancing in the wind.

        

        By infusing magic into the blade itself, movements impossible for simply thrown weapons were realized.

        

        'I've seen Lady Olivia do this before.'

        

        Olivia had demonstrated the Flying Sword Technique with her holy sword.

        

        She had said it was easy with the right knack.

        

        If even Olivia needed a "knack" for it, Sylphy understood that this was a feat most people couldn't achieve in a lifetime of training.

        

        Yet this dragonkin named Ain was doing it.

        

        And not just with one weapon, but controlling various weapons with the Flying Sword Technique.

        

        The greatest weakness of a swordsman is that they can only fight within the reach of their sword.

        

        Of course, it's possible to release magical sword strikes, but fundamentally, a sword is a close-range weapon, and compared to a bow, which is a long-range weapon, the bow naturally had the advantage.

        

        However, mastering the Flying Sword Technique nullified this comparison, and since the weapons could be controlled freely without much concern for accuracy, swords became completely superior to bows.

        

        Clang!

        

        Clang!

        

        Holding her bow like a club, Sylphy deflected the attacks.

        

        "It's good not to be bound by form."

        

        "...!"

        

        "I'm the same way."

        

        She had heard that the Flying Sword Technique consumed considerable concentration.

        

        In other words, using the technique while engaging in close combat was mind-splitting. Was Ain really approaching while controlling not just one sword but various weapons?

        

        As Sylphy grew wary, Ain threw the dagger she was holding.

        

        'She threw her weapon?'

        

        For an instant, Sylphy's gaze followed the dagger.

        

        And then.

        

        She understood.

        

        'Oh no!'

        

        It was a feint.

        

        By discarding the only weapon she was holding, Ain had tried to divert Sylphy's attention.

        

        And then.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        'Hand-to-hand combat!?'

        

        Ain's hand tore through Sylphy's shoulder as it passed.

      

      
        

        Blood spurted from the torn shoulder, and then an elbow struck her solar plexus.

        

        Crack!!

        

        With a sound so crisp it was almost refreshing, Sylphy flew back and crashed into the wall.

        

        The sound of her impact against the wall was impressively loud, and Sylphy coughed up blood while cheers erupted from the crowd.

        

        It seemed there were more people hoping for Sylphy's defeat than supporting her, which was what Sylphy had wanted. It would feel better to win that way.

        

        The people who would cheer for her were already quietly supporting her anyway, so it honestly didn't matter.

        

        Besides, she wouldn't be shaken by such primitive jeers.

        

        She could endure any insults directed at her personally.

        

        "Surely this isn't the end?"

        

        In response to Ain's questioning confirmation, Sylphy rose to her feet.

        

        Seeing this, Ain smiled.

        

        "That's more like it."

        

        Blood flowed from Sylphy's split forehead, and the direct hit she had taken was severe by any standard.

        

        She hadn't even been able to properly defend herself and had been stabbed cleanly.

        

        Sylphy took a deep breath and drew out her Meteor Bow.

        

        "So that's the Meteor Bow. Are you finally getting serious?"

        

        "Finish her off! Ain!"

        

        "Destroy that half-elf!"

        

        "As expected of Ain!"

        

        "That half-elf! Serves her right!"

        

        "..."

        

        As Sylphy stood up, the primitive anger of the dragonkin fell on deaf ears.

        

        Sylphy needed to focus entirely on Ain.

        

        But Ain herself was looking around with displeasure.

        

        "Silence!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        "Since when do dragonkin speak of strength with their mouths? How disgusting. Is my strength the same as yours? I am strong, not you."

        

        "Lady Ain."

        

        "Strength is our only measure, yet if we cannot even uphold that properly, how are we different from monsters? We should endlessly desire strength, admire it, and bare our fangs toward the strong."

        

        Ain briefly glanced toward Olivia before turning her gaze back to Sylphy.

        

        "To die trying to climb an unclimbable mountain—that is what makes us dragonkin. ...Yet somehow this has transformed into hatred and contempt. How lamentable."

        

        Sylphy exhaled deeply.

        

        "On behalf of the dragonkin, I apologize, Sylphy."

        

        "It's fine. But..."

        

        "But?"

        

        "Defeating Lady Olivia would be impossible, wouldn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        Ain smiled.

        

        "I know. Even if I devoted my entire life to it, I might never win. As much as I strive, my goal strives as well. How could I ever reach it?"

        

        "Then why aim for it?"

        

        "Because I cannot forget."

        

        "Cannot forget?"

        

        "I cannot forget the moment of defeating someone who was overwhelmingly stronger than me and taking their position."

        

        "...You're truly a dragonkin."

        

        When Sylphy said this with a smile, Ain returned the same smile.

        

        "Ah, a dragonkin indeed. We may lack dignity, but we take pride in that lack of dignity. However, lacking dignity and lacking courtesy are different matters."

        

        "You have dignity."

        

        "That's just age."

        

        "I see."

        

        Boom!!

        

        As Sylphy's magical power suddenly surged, Ain was momentarily surprised, and murmurs spread throughout the Colosseum.

        

        A crown of magical energy was forming above Sylphy's head.

        

        "They say that when the kings of elves awaken, a crown of magic appears. ...However, it is temporary and not a sight easily witnessed. It happens only once or twice in a lifetime."

        

        "..."

        

        "According to stories, she showed this even while fighting Dragonia. A king beloved by the World Tree—how splendid."

        

        Whoosh...!

        

        Suddenly, trees began to grow around them, and the Colosseum was rapidly transforming into a forest.

        

        The spectators might have their view obstructed, but that wasn't important.

        

      

      
        As the area became a forest, the blessing of the World Tree settled on Sylphy's body, causing her already elevated magical power to explode even further.

        

        'She's completely different from before.'

        

        Whoosh!

        

        With that sound, Sylphy's figure vanished.

        

        Her presence disappeared as well.

        

        Was this her signature stealth ability, representative of her unique skills?

        

        No matter how unique the ability, to completely erase one's presence...

        

        Crack!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Ain frowned as she saw an arrow pierce through her leg.

        

        Looking in the direction it came from revealed nothing.

        

        But.

        

        Her blades moved quickly, circling the entire arena.

        

        "Storm of blades."

        

        Slash!!

        

        As they cut through the trees, the forest-like space was instantly cleared, and Sylphy's figure could be seen passing through.

        

        An incredible amount of magical power was gathering in Sylphy's bow.

        

        She seemed to think that prolonging the fight would be disadvantageous.

        

        'I just need to dodge.'

        

        Ain just needed to dodge.

        

        Judging by Sylphy's wounds, she couldn't hold out much longer.

        

        If Ain dodged, she would win.

        

        But.

        

        "I can't resist."

        

        That magical power was like a taunt.

        

        It was a cheap provocation, as if saying, "You'll fight me head-on, won't you?"

        

        But how could she call herself a dragonkin if she simply avoided this?

        

        "Flying Sword Technique Secret Art!"

        

        Instantly, countless weapons—swords, scythes, spears, axes—all moved at once.

        

        "Infinite Swords!"

        

        Watching the weapons swirling like a vortex, Sylphy concentrated.

        

        From her hand drawing the bowstring to everything else, she appeared serene.

        

        The arrow.

        

        The magic contained within it was being compressed to an extreme degree.

        

        "Meteor Bow."

        

        With those words spoken through bloodied lips, the arrow was released.

        

        The arrow, seeming to travel faster than sound itself, created a pressure wave around it like a typhoon.

        

        Ain's weapons, which had been swirling in the Infinite Swords technique, were all deflected, and all Ain could see was the approaching arrow from the Meteor Bow and Sylphy's face behind it, watching her.

        

        If she had fallen for the provocation of a head-on battle.

        

        And if she had lost that head-on battle.

        

        What more was there to say?

        

        There was only one thing to do.

        

        "Magnificent."

        

        Crack!!

        

        A strange sound echoed.

        

        And Ain realized that Sylphy had shot another arrow.

        

        This arrow, seemingly prioritizing speed, was even faster than the previously shot Meteor Bow.

        

        It struck Sylphy's Meteor Bow from the side, and what should have pierced Ain's chest instead tore through her shoulder as it passed.

        

        Still, the force was not diminished, and Ain flew backward, hitting the wall just as Sylphy had earlier.

        

        "Kuhak."

        

        Coughing up blood, Ain slumped down, and Sylphy leaped forward, looking down at her with a drawn bowstring right in front of her face.

        

        "...Do you know that in the Colosseum, the crime of killing is not deeply condemned?"

        

        "I'm not a dragonkin, you know."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        That bowstring aimed at her head would probably not be released.

        

        It wouldn't be difficult for Ain to knock it away and regain the upper hand.

        

        But.

        

        Ain raised both hands and said:

        

        "I concede."
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        "I won."

        

        Sylphie muttered as she staggered.

        

        If Ain had been more obsessed with victory and wanted to continue the match here, honestly, Sylphie would have been in danger too.

        

        Having used almost all her magical power on the Meteor Bow, if the fight had continued, Sylphie would have been the one to lose.

        

        It was Sylphie who had decided not to kill, and the responsibility for that decision fell on her.

        

        If Ain had been just an enemy, it might have been different, but this was the Colosseum—a place to showcase one's skills, not a venue for slaughter.

        

        Personally, Sylphie couldn't view bloodshed as entertainment in a positive light, but if this was dragon-folk culture, denying and judging it wasn't particularly appropriate.

        

        In the future, Sylphie would become the Oberon and would closely encounter the cultures of various races. Making her likes and dislikes obvious each time wouldn't be good, no matter how she felt.

        

        Even Sylphie, who knew little about diplomacy or politics, understood that much.

        

        "...Ain lost?"

        

        "Ain just surrendered."

        

        "Damn, I couldn't see because of those trees."

        

        "A half-elf won in our Colosseum?"

        

        Sylphie could hear the dragon-folk murmuring.

        

        Well, she had predicted this reaction, but experiencing it firsthand was still absurd.

        

        She let out a hollow laugh at herself for briefly expecting cheers, when suddenly a loud BANG!! echoed through the arena.

        

        'What's that? Are they going to riot because they can't accept my victory?'

        

        She thought it might be possible.

        

        Unfortunately, Sylphie was too exhausted now. If many dragon-folk attacked simultaneously like before, refusing to acknowledge her victory, she wouldn't be able to handle it.

        

        It would be helpful if Olivia stepped in, but somehow Sylphie felt she wouldn't, claiming it was part of her training.

        

        But there was no need to worry.

        

        The loud noise hadn't come from the audience.

        

        It was Rhinos, who had been watching the Colosseum, striking the wall.

        

        The wall cracked, and Rhinos's eyes were bloodshot, his face showing he was about to explode with anger.

        

        'Does Lord Rhinos also dislike half-elves?'

        

        Perhaps he had been hiding his dislike, and now that Sylphie had won, he was angry?

        

        As Sylphie pondered this, Rhinos snatched the amplifier from the referee and shouted.

        

        "What are you doing!! The honorable champion of the Colosseum has been decided!!"

        

        "Lord Rhinos..."

        

        "The allure of the strong to the weak! Fangs and applause always for the strong!! That is the only pride of the dragon-folk! Have you forgotten our origins, buried in hatred?!"

        

        "You're still the same, it must be hard living so rationally."

        

        "..."

        

        Ain smiled nostalgically.

        

        Apparently, Rhinos, being a dragon-folk, naturally possessed hot blood, but among dragon-folk who acted on instinct, someone had to stand on the opposite side with reason.

        

        If no one did, regrettably, the dragon-folk race would be unable to maintain itself as a "race."

        

        Clap, clap. Rhinos applauded.

        

        "Applause for the strong!!"

        

        Ain, staggering to his feet, also began to clap.

        

        "Congratulations on your victory."

        

        Then, applause slowly began to echo throughout the Colosseum, eventually growing to an ear-splitting volume.

        

        Only then did Sylphie truly realize she had won.

        

        "If it had been a fight to the death, I might have lost."

        

        "If it had truly been a fight to the death, that arrow would have pierced my body, and I would be dead. It's because this is the Colosseum that I survived. That was impressive offensive power. I learned something."

        

        "Even though you're so strong, you still have things to learn?"

        

        "Just as there is no end to learning, there is no end to strength. Especially when you see beings at incomparably high levels, you become even more convinced of that."

        

        Sylphie smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Doesn't seeing such high levels usually lead to despair? An unclimbable mountain makes one feel so miserable, doesn't it?"

        

      

      
        "Perhaps. I think it varies from person to person. But for most dragon-folk, nothing is more despairing than having no higher place to climb."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, for us dragon-folk, fear isn't about never surpassing an opponent. The greatest fear, the most despairing thing, is having nowhere higher to climb. That's why I'm grateful to Olivia Reinhart."

        

        Ain smiled, briefly glancing toward where Olivia was.

        

        Sylphie tilted her head in confusion.

        

        "Grateful?"

        

        "This gives me something to climb toward for the rest of my life."

        

        Ain already knew.

        

        He was quite old for a dragon-folk.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he was past middle age and approaching his elder years.

        

        Considering that, it was incredible that he remained so strong well past his prime, but nevertheless, Ain acknowledged that it might be impossible for him to ever defeat Olivia.

        

        But still.

        

        He aimed for it.

        

        He dreamed of a future where he would win.

        

        Even if it was close to an impossible fantasy, a dragon-folk must aim upward.

        

        Baring one's fangs and leaping at the powerful, overwhelming presence guarding the summit—that was the pride of the dragon-folk.

        

        They applaud the strong and bow their heads, but never submit.

        

        They don't become strong to despise the weak; becoming strong itself is the purpose and reason for dragon-folk existence.

        

        That's why they respect the strong.

        

        Because they can imagine themselves reaching that position.

        

        "You truly are a dragon-folk."

        

        "An old man needs a new purpose. Should I not even look at a mountain I cannot climb? No, it's precisely because it's unclimbable that I rush toward the thrill of climbing. That is what it means to be dragon-folk."

        

        "...I feel like I'll never understand that."

        

        "That too is life. Knowing that there are things you cannot understand, and that those very things are someone else's reason for living."

        

        "...Thank you, you've given me a good idea."

        

        "Oh?"

        

        "A good technique, I should say?"

        

        It was still just a concept, but if she could master it, she might be able to land a hit on Aiz.

        

        No, depending on the circumstances, a proper fight might not be impossible.

        

        It might put a lot of strain on Sylphie, but she would master it.

        

        No matter how she thought about it, in her current state, even if she purely increased her skills, it would be very difficult to counter Aiz, who used all sorts of techniques.

        

        Both Olivia and Royce had honestly judged that Sylphie's chances of winning were slim. It wasn't just about skill; they had said the personality match-up was poor as well.

        

        If there was an overwhelming difference in ability, such compatibility issues wouldn't matter much, but there wasn't a huge gap between Sylphie and Aiz, and if anything, Aiz had the advantage.

        

        So Sylphie needed to devise a strategy.

        

        Aiz would never engage in a direct confrontation with Sylphie.

        

        If that was the case, then she needed to create a situation where every direction became a direct confrontation, forcing a head-on battle no matter where Aiz moved.

        

        While fighting Ain just now, a method to make this possible had occurred to her. It would require a lot of practice, but once the idea had formed, it was clearly feasible.

        

        After all, climbing an unclimbable mountain was the role of the strong.

        

        "I'm not sure what you mean, but I'm glad if this old man's techniques were of help."

        

        "Thank you, sincerely. You're a true dragon-folk. Lord Rhinos too."

        

        "Rhinos isn't much different from us. But how can everyone be devoted solely to instinct?"

        

        "Hmm, is that why you didn't become king...?"

        

        "It's tiresome."

        

        "..."

        

        "Besides, I'm too old for that now. Above all, becoming king in these chaotic times would mean nothing but hardship."

        

        "Haha, but at your age, you said you'd challenge Lady Olivia?"

        

        "How could I give up such sweet fruit? No matter how old, a beast must hunt and stain its fangs with blood."

        

      

      
        "You're incredible."

        

        Sylphie looked around.

        

        The applause had disappeared, and only Ain and Sylphie remained in the Colosseum.

        

        But how should she put it?

        

        Summoning the forest and blocking the view might have been the problem.

        

        Since the content of the match was hidden, there was only the result that Sylphie had won. Perhaps they were confused because they couldn't see properly, and suddenly Ain was sent flying and declared defeat.

        

        "This feels awkward."

        

        "Indeed, you might feel a bit uncomfortable, but you are the champion..."

        

        BOOM!

        

        Someone descended into the Colosseum.

        

        Thinking it might be someone who couldn't accept her victory and was coming to challenge her, Sylphie was surprised to see it was someone completely different.

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Ah, I'll borrow this."

        

        She had somehow already obtained the amplifier.

        

        "It seems quite a few people are dissatisfied with my disciple's victory. But the fact is, Sylphie won, while you all just sat there watching."

        

        "..."

        

        What is she trying to do?

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "Anyone confident, come down. If you have the courage to challenge me, I'll take you all on. Dragon-folk respect strength, right? Surely you can't say you're too afraid to challenge me?"

        

        No way.

        

        Is she planning to force them to acknowledge Sylphie's victory by brute strength?

        

        Such a crude method.

        

        "Let's go down!!"

        

        "The hero has called us out!!"

        

        "It's a chance to fight the hero!!"

        

        "It's working?! Is this for real?!"

        

        It really was working—everyone was trying to come down from the stands.

        

        It seemed like it would only give Rhinos and Ain headaches, but even Ain was picking up his weapon and getting to his feet.

        

        "Lord Ain?"

        

        "I never thought I'd get a chance to challenge Olivia Reinhart so soon."

        

        "Wait! You're going to fight in your condition?!"

        

        "Opportunities come when you least expect them. The chance to climb the mountain has arrived."

        

        "L-Lord Rhinos! Shouldn't you stop this?!"

        

        "..."

        

        Rhinos was trembling.

        

        At first, Sylphie thought he was shaking with anger and bewilderment, but that didn't seem to be the case.

        

        Ain grabbed Sylphie's shoulder and said:

        

        "He wants to jump in too, but as king, he's suppressing it with reason."

        

        "Ah."

        

        "Now do you understand?"

        

        "Understand what?"

        

        Ain smiled.

        

        "Why I don't want to become king."

        

        "I didn't want to know, but I think I understand now."

        

        "That's the role of those with power."

        

        Sylphie was speechless with disbelief.

        

        The fact that Olivia's reckless plan to ride the momentum and force acknowledgement through strength actually worked on the dragon-folk.
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        "Do you believe in the existence of God?"

        

        At Alex's words, Aiz blinked.

        

        "Do you mean goddesses or death gods?"

        

        "No, I mean in the true sense of omnipotence—a God who can create and destroy worlds with the snap of a finger."

        

        "Well, if such a being exists, would this irrational world be God's intention? Is there any reason to believe in such a God? What do you think, Alex?"

        

        "I believe deeply in my heart."

        

        "And someone like that does this kind of work?"

        

        "Yes, because I am such a person, I do this work."

        

        God is not a parent.

        

        God is not a guardian.

        

        God merely watches.

        

        Something transcendent.

        

        If we can define God as something that doesn't necessarily do things for us but guides our path in important moments, wouldn't such a transcendent God exist?

        

        Perhaps it's fine to call something that creates existence and then abandons it "God," but that's a human perspective. From the viewpoint of a transcendent being, even that indifference might be a form of love.

        

        All living beings.

        

        If all beings with intelligence could understand it, then it wouldn't be God.

        

        It is called God precisely because we cannot understand it, fear it, and can only pray to it.

        

        God is merely a transcendent being, neither justice nor evil.

        

        Those distinctions are human measures, and for God, it might not matter either way.

        

        No matter how many people die, to someone who could truly be called God, it might not matter at all.

        

        Neither pleased nor displeased by anything, simply guiding the path from where they stand, an observer of the human condition.

        

        That was precisely what "God" was.

        

        "After resting a bit, my mind cleared up. So now I've started looking back."

        

        "At what?"

        

        "I might have met God."

        

        "......"

        

        "God said that God doesn't lead the way. God only lets you know there is a way."

        

        "That's rather abstract."

        

        "That's love, I suppose. We have two legs so we can walk, two hands so we can hold each other, two eyes so we can see, and two ears so we can hear."

        

        We can go anywhere.

        

        We can reach anything.

        

        We can see anything.

        

        And we can hear.

        

        If one desires it, it's certainly possible, and the future is literally connected by tens of thousands of branches, and though everything might seem similar, each leads to its own conclusion.

        

        "We have choices. Among many options, we chose this path."

        

        "What, do you think you'll fall into hell or something?"

        

        "I wonder about that. If I die and go to the afterlife, whether I succeed or fail, how will God judge me?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Will God throw me into the depths of hell to burn for eternity as a mass murderer who killed countless people? Or will God commend my efforts to fulfill my dreams by following my own sense of self?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Or perhaps God will embrace this broken man with compassion and love... Doesn't it concern you?"

        

      

      
        "You're truly like a monster who received human education."

        

        "I won't deny it. Throughout my life, I've had choices many times. There might have been futures where I didn't end up like this. They might have been more boring, less entertaining lives, but they would have been peaceful and possibly happy."

        

        And perhaps the first choice was...

        

        Being dragged into the Reynolds family.

        

        There was a reason why Alex Reynolds could maintain a minimum level of goodness even in that slum.

        

        Regardless of what he thought inside, he could mediate fights and speak of peace because he had made good friends.

        

        His first and last friend—and if he had been lucky enough to somehow avoid being taken by the Reynolds family, Alex's fate might have changed significantly.

        

        But now it's just meaningless nonsense.

        

        In reality, he was taken, he despaired, and he ended up here.

        

        "Do you regret it?"

        

        "I consider it fleeting. But will you still follow me? Even if I win, the world of monsters might cease to exist."

        

        "Ah, I don't really care either way."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Did you expect some sense of solidarity among us monsters? We are beings who thoroughly kill and are killed, deceive, and feel no connection to others. I'm somewhat of a heretic among monsters, which is why I'm willing to have this conversation."

        

        Though Aiz might not seem much different to human eyes, from a monster's perspective, Aiz was an extreme heretic.

        

        He converses.

        

        He seeks knowledge.

        

        He accumulates wisdom.

        

        Even when fighting strong opponents, he considers win rates and survival chances.

        

        Because of this, Aiz had been told he was similar to humans who possessed monstrous instincts, but ultimately, his instincts were those of a monster, making it impossible for him to blend with humanity.

        

        He had curiosity about humans, but it wasn't a feeling of familiarity—it was closer to an intellectual curiosity, like wanting to dissect and understand.

        

        "I'm simply interested in your actions. I want to see you achieve your goal, whether it's success or failure. And as a monster, shouldn't I be loyal to the death god?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Feel free to use me as you please. I follow you simply because I like that twisted madness of yours, and yet the emotions close to human average that you display."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        The wind blew strongly with a whoosh.

        

        "By the way, where are we going now?"

        

        "The Spring of Corruption."

        

        "Ah, we're going there? Why? There's nothing there anymore, right?"

        

        "You seem to know a lot about what's in human territory."

        

        "I'm interested in it."

        

        "I see. There's something I want to confirm. What about him?"

        

        "You mean Gilbert Reinhart? The preparations are done, but being called the Sword Saint is a thing of the past. It's hard to imagine he can accomplish anything now."

        

        "Leave him be. I don't have high expectations anyway. It would be nice if I could use him somehow. Whether he can hold the holy sword as he wishes remains to be seen, but nothing will change even if he does."

        

        To be honest, the Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart is dead.

        

        He died long ago.

        

        The blade of fate killed Gilbert the moment Olivia Reinhart was chosen as the hero. It would have been good if someone had prevented his fall, but instead, his fame created a lofty genius.

        

        That genius, alone, was understood by no one, and no one thought he needed a helping hand.

        

        As a result, he fell to the depths of the abyss.

        

        Though it was his own choice, it was somewhat pitiful.

        

        But that doesn't change the fact that he's a petty man who assaulted a young girl. If he had killed Olivia Reinhart then, things wouldn't have become this troublesome.

        

      

      
        Rather, Gilbert Reinhart's actions taught Olivia Reinhart about defeat and instilled in her the ways of fighting as an underdog, transforming her from someone who rose solely on talent to a genius who puts in effort.

        

        An overwhelming strong person who knows the ways of the weak and fights as the weak—she's truly complete when it comes to combat.

        

        No matter how hard Alex tries, he probably can't defeat Olivia.

        

        So he must change his approach.

        

        "It's not that the holy sword is special, but that Olivia Reinhart is special."

        

        "Well, that's true."

        

        Alex muttered as he walked slowly.

        

        "Good and evil swirl together, and humanity can go anywhere. If goodness can be contagious, then surely evil can be contagious too."

        

        "What are you trying to do?"

        

        "Spread it—the evil."

        

        ***

        

        "You've made a page in history. This will be recorded as the Colosseum with the most patients in history."

        

        "Ahem."

        

        "Hey, Olivia. That's not a compliment."

        

        In the end, a brawl broke out, and Sylphy joined in. Livia and Sylphy together defeated all the beastkin who came at them.

        

        No matter how weakened Sylphy had become, her skills hadn't gone anywhere, so they managed to hold out.

        

        Though most of them were taken down by Livia.

        

        In conclusion, all the beastkin were defeated, and afterward, Sylphy properly received applause and the prize money along with the divine jade, maintaining her honor as the winner of this Colosseum.

        

        Surprisingly, the beastkin who had initially clapped reluctantly ended up applauding with genuine respect after the brawl.

        

        No joke—Livia's foolish plan actually worked, and everyone seemed to acknowledge Sylphy as a strong fighter.

        

        They had fought Sylphy themselves and seen her fight up close.

        

        They weren't small-minded enough to deny her even after that.

        

        Seriously, it was almost ridiculous how quickly their attitudes changed.

        

        "Anyway, now we have the divine jade."

        

        Livia had received the divine jade from Sylphy.

        

        With this, they could do what needed to be done in this beastkin nation.

        

        "By the way, Lord Rhinos is calling for you."

        

        "...I have something to do with the divine jade, so Sylphy should go."

        

        "What!? You're the one who started the brawl, Olivia!"

        

        "Why don't you both go quietly?"

        

        When I smiled and spoke, Livia and Sylphy both closed their mouths with a "hmm" at the same time.

        

        "Olivia is being mean."

        

        "Thanks to me, you got recognized by the beastkin, didn't you? Some beastkin even came to pay their respects to you. You should be thanking me."

        

        "You should have consulted with me beforehand."

        

        "The idea came to me after you entered the finals."

        

        "That's too impulsive!"

        

        I sometimes thought that even if Livia hadn't become a hero, she could have made a living somewhere.

        

        I mean, she probably wouldn't have starved to death anywhere.

        

        But sometimes I also wonder:

        

        What would she have done if she hadn't become a hero?

        

        It's hard to imagine.
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        "Will Olivia and Sylphy be okay?"

        

        Lilith asked worriedly.

        

        "Shouldn't we follow them?"

        

        "It's fine. I said that, but the situation isn't that serious. Originally, even though she provoked them, it was the dragonkin who charged first, so it could be considered just another street brawl."

        

        "...Really?"

        

        Despite everything, the Rhinos place great importance on Olivia Reinhart's opinion.

        

        After all, Livia's status as the one who would capture the Death Apostle was immeasurably high, and if she were to form a negative opinion of the dragonkin, they could genuinely face expulsion from the Human Alliance.

        

        So even if they acted somewhat coldly on the surface, they ultimately had no choice but to cater to Livia's mood.

        

        Moreover, since the Rhinos were also dragonkin, when Livia provoked everyone at the Colosseum and told them all to come at her, the Rhinos' eyes had gleamed with the same excitement.

        

        That desperate look in their eyes—wondering if they'd ever get another chance to fight Olivia Reinhart if they missed this opportunity—showed that no matter how rationally they tried to behave, dragonkin were still dragonkin.

        

        We all have racial characteristics, cultures, and instincts.

        

        Even within the same race, if people fail to understand these traits as characteristics or individuality and instead discriminate, then discrimination between different races can only be more severe.

        

        At least the dragonkin's criteria for discrimination were very clear, and with enough strength, it was possible to overcome that discrimination head-on.

        

        Just like Sylphy's victory in the Colosseum now.

        

        But the discriminatory attitudes held by other races often couldn't be overcome by strength alone.

        

        In that sense, the dragonkin might be the purest race, cleaner than any in the Human Alliance.

        

        Depending on how you look at it, that is.

        

        "Royce, can I ask you something?"

        

        "You asking for my permission to question me? That's unusual. What is it?"

        

        "That guy who became the Death Apostle."

        

        "Alex?"

        

        "Yeah, him... You said he joined the Reynolds family, right? And before that, he was your childhood friend from the slums."

        

        "Well, yes. If I had to be specific, I'd say we were more like partners than friends. Though if you asked if we weren't friends, that would be hard to answer too."

        

        At least I considered him a friend, and Alex probably considered me one too, but fundamentally, our dispositions were different.

        

        To be more honest.

        

        If I had been a bit more proactive in interfering with Alex's life, perhaps something might have changed.

        

        That might be one of the regrets that will remain with me for the rest of my life.

        

        Should I have forcibly helped Alex when he was being taken away?

        

        When I found Alex in the royal capital, should I have dragged him out by force?

        

        If I had done that, my life might have become somewhat harder, but something might have changed.

        

        At least we wouldn't have ended up in the current situation where he'll be eternally condemned in history.

        

        Life is a series of choices, and people constantly regret.

        

        We believe the future we didn't choose would have been brilliant.

        

        In reality, the future we chose and the one we didn't might not have been that different.

        

        There's a saying that the grass is always greener on the other side for a reason.

        

        Things that aren't ours can look infinitely better, but once they come into our possession, they seem to lose value.

        

        It might be surprising, but there are many people like that in the world.

        

        "What are you curious about?"

        

        I asked with a smile, and the gnome seemed to hesitate momentarily, putting some refreshments in her mouth as if to calm herself.

        

        To be honest.

        

        She doesn't seem to have any intention of hiding it.

        

      

      
        But even if it were revealed, nothing would particularly change, and it wouldn't play any decisive role.

        

        It's not like we could somehow persuade Alex.

        

        Perhaps it could be a story that might shake Alex's psyche, but that would put the gnome in too much danger.

        

        If the gnome had combat power comparable to fighting me or Sylphy, if not Livia, I might have chosen that method as a strategy.

        

        But since that's not the case, using the gnome's secret strategically was far too dangerous.

        

        No matter how much Alex might lose in a direct confrontation, a Death Apostle is still a Death Apostle, and that's assuming a direct confrontation.

        

        If I were Alex, I would try to choose means to fight in ways other than head-on.

        

        Unless one is battle-crazed like the dragonkin, who would choose to fight Livia head-on?

        

        "Um, I'm just curious about what kind of person this Alex is."

        

        The gnome smiled awkwardly.

        

        She had asked a similar question before.

        

        It must be bothering her quite a bit.

        

        "Was he, you know, some kind of outrageous villain to have become a Death Apostle?"

        

        "Well, I can't say he's not a villain now. Unfortunately, he's now an evil that no law can protect, no morality can accept, and ethics must condemn."

        

        Alex might have his own circumstances, but the people who died because of him had their circumstances too.

        

        As his friend, I might give him some emotional understanding, but I couldn't forgive him.

        

        Unfortunately.

        

        Alex's options now were either to defeat us, including Livia, and become an absolute evil that throws the world into chaos as a Death Apostle, or to end as an evil that gets subjugated, like in fairy tales.

        

        There was no longer an option for him to live peacefully.

        

        There could be no peace for Alex, who had become a Death Apostle.

        

        He chose the path of becoming a Death Apostle knowing this, and neither outcome would be a proper ending.

        

        I wanted to look at it skeptically and ask if that was good enough, but Alex wasn't stupid enough not to know that.

        

        "But."

        

        "But?"

        

        "When he was with me in the slums, at least he could feel ashamed of it. If I had been more proactive and prevented Alex from living with the Reynolds family, the future might have changed."

        

        "That's not it."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "It's the fault of the person who ran away. If the original child of the Reynolds family hadn't run away..."

        

        She really has no intention of hiding it.

        

        Or is she wavering?

        

        Officially, the Reynolds family's child was declared dead.

        

        She's expressing it not as 'died' but as 'ran away.'

        

        Even without me saying anything, Lilith seemed to have noticed something as she quietly stared at the gnome.

        

        "It's a difference in perspective."

        

        "Perspective?"

        

        "Since we can't see everything objectively, we try to evaluate things as objectively as possible through our individual experiences, thoughts, ideologies, beliefs, and pride."

        

        That's why there's no such thing as a completely objective opinion.

        

        As long as one is born human, subjective elements will inevitably enter their opinions, and even the law, which is said to be cold, ultimately involves subjectivity since the judgment is made by humans.

        

        "Just because the situation or society made him that way doesn't mean his choices can be undone. In the end, it was Alex who tried to kill, and it was Alex who let go of many things."

        

        "..."

        

        "For someone else to regret that is, in many ways, becoming arrogant."

        

      

      
        "You did the same..."

        

        "Yes, that's why I'm trying my best not to. Both as a friend and as an enemy who must deal with him, I shouldn't sympathize with or understand him."

        

        "...Sometimes I wonder if you're the same species as me."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "I agree with that."

        

        "No, seriously, why?"

        

        "From my perspective, you inheriting Lady Grandia's core and becoming the second goddess wasn't a coincidence. It seems like a kind of inevitability. Even gods have their own nature, right?"

        

        It seemed like she was complimenting me, though I wasn't entirely sure.

        

        "That's why it's a bit annoying."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because he's the man Olivia chose. As her friend, I want to be picky about him, but there's nothing to be picky about. He's better at household chores like cleaning and cooking than most women, plus that strength, that appearance... it's unfair, isn't it?"

        

        "Well, um..."

        

        "And judging by Olivia's condition, he seems good in bed too."

        

        "Pfft!!"

        

        I was about to drink my tea when the gnome's sudden remark made me spit it out.

        

        "What?!"

        

        "Royce, you might have wanted to hide it, but Olivia doesn't seem to have any intention of hiding it at all."

        

        "..."

        

        "First of all, isn't it embarrassing for grown women to talk about such things?"

        

        "We were all born because of that act anyway!"

        

        "I've developed a tolerance for this kind of talk from bars. Did you know that in bars, one out of every three sentences is a sexual joke? Especially when everyone's drunk."

        

        That was knowledge I didn't want to have.

        

        "Well... it would definitely be embarrassing in crowded places, but when it's just people you know, you can be a bit more candid and it's not a big deal."

        

        "I understand what you mean, but could you please have this conversation with Livia instead of me? There's no need to drag me into it, is there?"

        

        "If I mention it to Olivia, she just grins and brags for hours..."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        Indeed.

        

        I felt unnecessarily embarrassed.

        

        "By the way, where is Lady Grandia?"

        

        "She went to the ruins with the sacred jade, saying she had something to do beforehand."

        

        "Couldn't you go together and solve it?"

        

        "She said she needs the power of the sun, so we have to go in the morning."

        

        "That's inconvenient."

        

        Once we resolve matters here, the only place left will be the dwarven nation.

        

        As we move, Alex must be moving too.

        

        I looked up at the sky filled with stars and thought.

        

        'We used to look at the same sky... how did it come to this?'

        

        Now.

        

        It would be impossible for us to look at the same sky.

        

        That was, just a little bit.

        

        A sad thing.
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        "Huh."

        

        Alex woke up at night.

        

        "Oh, you're awake, Sir Alex?"

        

        "..."

        

        Alex couldn't immediately comprehend the situation.

        

        The sight of Aiz peacefully grilling fish by the campfire was so serene that it felt completely out of place, filling his head with nothing but a sense of incongruity.

        

        Alex had definitely been walking normally just before.

        

        He had closed his eyes briefly, and when he opened them, he was lying here with Aiz grilling fish.

        

        Since the possibility of time suddenly jumping forward was unlikely, the only possibilities he could think of were either that his memory of getting here had disappeared, or that he had fainted while walking.

        

        If asked which of these was worse, the answer was obviously the former, so Alex looked at Aiz and said:

        

        "Did I faint?"

        

        "Yes, you fell forward with a 'whoosh' so amusingly that I was the one who was more surprised, really!"

        

        "..."

        

        "Well, anyway, it's not strange for your body to have problems."

        

        "I wonder if Royce is going through the same thing..."

        

        "No, probably not."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        Aiz smiled as he spoke.

        

        "That Royce person is human, right? As a race created by the Goddess Grandia, humans are basically well-suited to inherit divine power. Not only that, but he already had a spirit core implanted in his body."

        

        "..."

        

        "And he didn't forcibly steal the Goddess Grandia's power but received it as a proper successor, so he should have even fewer problems."

        

        Aiz smiled as he placed firewood into the campfire.

        

        "Whereas you?"

        

        There was no way that Alex, a 'human,' could properly accept the power of a Death God.

        

        Even if goddesses and death gods were essentially similar entities, there were clear differences, and it was only natural that humans would be less compatible with a death god's power than monsters.

        

        Moreover, Alex hadn't rightfully succeeded to the power but had forcibly stolen it.

        

        Although the spirit core had been implanted more stably than Royce's, the difference in timing meant that his adaptability was different from Royce's.

        

        "From what I can see, the only advantage Sir Alex has over that Royce fellow is your peak potential."

        

        "Peak potential?"

        

        "Well, since he only inherited a portion, it will take considerable time for his body to assimilate it. The goddess seems particularly fond of Royce. I can tell she made efforts to ensure the power would be absorbed slowly without burdening him."

        

        "I see, so in contrast, I who forcibly stole the power have a higher peak potential than Royce, but I'm far inferior in terms of stability."

        

        "You catch on quickly. But, well, I hate to say this, but even if your peak potential is higher, that's only in comparison to Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        "To be more direct, you cannot defeat Olivia Reinhart."

        

        A battle could certainly take place.

        

        And depending on the circumstances, there might be a glimpse of possibility for victory.

        

        But that was merely saying "theoretically possible" in the same way that a child could defeat an adult if they used a weapon skillfully.

        

        If an adult is accidentally stabbed in a vital area like the neck by a child wielding a sword, they would die just the same.

        

      

      
        So theoretically, it's possible.

        

        Therefore, saying Alex could defeat Olivia was as illusory as saying a child could defeat an adult—something that existed only in theory.

        

        "You are stronger than the First Death God, that's true."

        

        "Yet I still can't reach Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        "Well, that's right. And even if you somehow managed to defeat that hero's party and became the most cruel evil to ever destroy humanity in this world, I'm not sure how long you could actually live."

        

        "I've been prepared for that since I put the spirit core in my body. Let alone after stealing the Death God's power, my lifespan has lost all meaning."

        

        He could be fine for hundreds of years, or conversely, his body could reach its limit tomorrow and he could die suddenly.

        

        Like a single candle flame placed on a windy hill, somehow not extinguishing.

        

        That was precisely Alex Reynolds' condition.

        

        This time it ended with just fainting, but next time there was a high possibility it would be accompanied by unbearable pain.

        

        The chances of it happening during battle were low, but with each battle, his body would inch closer to its limit.

        

        "Do you want to see destruction that badly?"

        

        "I don't care about destruction itself. Destruction was certainly entertainment for me, but coincidentally, confirming my worth happened to align with my path of entertainment."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "I'm quite curious about what will happen after I die. What answer will God give?"

        

        "What if there's no answer? What if everything just ends, with no afterlife or reincarnation?"

        

        "That would be an unspeakably sad ending for me."

        

        "Why? Wouldn't it be better not to meet after committing such sins? You wouldn't have to experience painful things, and since there's no transcendent being like God, your birth would just be concluded as a mere coincidence, wouldn't it?"

        

        Breathing heavily, Alex said:

        

        "I want there to be one."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't care if I'm punished or thrown into hell. It would be troubling if there were no transcendent being. The idea that trash like me and people who saved the world would meet the same end after death—such absurdity shouldn't exist."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex fidgeted with the cross-shaped necklace around his neck.

        

        Even after becoming a Death God, he still wore that necklace with what could be considered a symbol of faith.

        

        An old cross.

        

        It had cracked many times and been repaired when it was in poor condition, so perhaps it had already become something completely different from what it originally was.

        

        But he couldn't refuse the first gift someone had given him out of kindness in that slum.

        

        Perhaps the reason Alex hadn't forgotten his religious way of thinking was because of this foolish cross he received in that moment.

        

        He wanted to believe that "God"—not a goddess, not a death god—was watching.

        

        That God was counting Alex's sins and preparing for judgment.

        

        That's what he wanted to believe.

        

        "You're properly insane."

        

        "I'm aware of it. I made my choice, but my resolve wavers. It's obvious which should reach a better end—a villain like me or the hero who stops me. But if I were to reach a good ending, nothing would be more ridiculous."

        

        It would be proof that regardless of good and evil, concepts like poetic justice or karma don't exist in this world.

        

        And Alex Reynolds could be acknowledged as not a heretic or a monster who shouldn't have been born, but simply a person who happened to be born.

        

        It wouldn't end there—after everything ended and after death, he could confirm.

        

        Who was right.

        

      

      
        Who was wrong.

        

        Whether what they believed to be good was truly good.

        

        Whether everything they despised as evil was also evil by God's standards.

        

        Whether the numerous concepts of good and evil created by human standards were also appropriate by God's standards.

        

        Or.

        

        Whether such supernatural beings didn't exist in this world at all.

        

        "Either way, you get your answer."

        

        "Yes, the outcome of this battle doesn't matter to me. I'll do my best, and I have no intention of losing, but I don't consider defeat to be the worst outcome."

        

        "..."

        

        "So I have nothing to lose in this fight..."

        

        "Yet you started too late, and you're hesitating?"

        

        "Don't you know? Even after people make their resolve and achieve what could be called psychological growth through awakening, they still hesitate and lose their way. Because once you find your path, you can't just stand still."

        

        You must continue walking a path with an unknown destination, and that continues until the moment of death.

        

        "I don't care either way, but are you really going to follow me to the end?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        "I have nothing to give you, and there's no future in it. Monsters are truly incomprehensible."

        

        "There's only one reason I follow you—because you're interesting. I told you, didn't I? I want to see your ending. And who knows? We might win and miraculously survive together."

        

        "..."

        

        "If that happens, wouldn't I go down in history as the monster who followed the Death God and ushered in the age of monsters? Even though monsters generally don't prefer keeping records, some do it anyway."

        

        "Do as you please."

        

        "Of course, I'm a monster after all, so I should do as I please."

        

        Alex couldn't understand Aiz, but if that was what Aiz wanted, he would simply use him.

        

        From the beginning, Aiz was here knowing full well that he was being used by Alex.

        

        Aiz was quite capable as someone who could help Alex utilize monsters that would otherwise be difficult to control, and as someone who assisted in various ways, so keeping him around seemed advantageous.

        

        "So ultimately, what are you aiming for? You're not planning to fight at the Demon King's castle, are you?"

        

        "Of course not. There's no need to fight in a place where Olivia Reinhart can use her full power."

        

        He would most likely be one-sidedly cut down and killed.

        

        Dying wasn't a bad ending, but that didn't mean he was fighting with the intention to die.

        

        "The hero's journey began there, so it should end there too..."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "...I'm a bit sleepy."

        

        "Go ahead and sleep. I'll wake you up at the right time."

        

        "Alright."

        

        He looks up at the sky.

        

        Alex gazed at the sky, completely covered with clouds with not a single star visible, and thought:

        

        'The stars I saw in the slums are no longer visible.'

        

        The stars that were visible from that place.

        

        The fact that they were no longer visible was just a little bit regrettable.
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        Belita let out a small sigh.

        

        She had been sitting quietly in place, praying for four hours already.

        

        Of course, Belita had no freedom now, so she could only pray in her own room.

        

        It was something Belita often told others—that they didn't need to force themselves to go to church to pray, and that it was fine to do it at home if they found it difficult.

        

        They could pray to the statue of the Goddess, or if that was too difficult, even to a cross.

        

        If even that wasn't possible, they could pray to empty space.

        

        Faith doesn't change depending on location, and the act of praying itself is what's important and holds special meaning.

        

        But what Belita was doing now wasn't simple prayer—it was something closer to penance.

        

        For Belita Bright, whose vision had been obscured by someone and could only see what was directly in front of her, all sorts of choices now appeared.

        

        Her cleared vision was certainly beautiful and wide, but more than that, it only increased the opportunities to lament her own foolishness.

        

        'Lady Olivia... Lord Royce... Please, be safe.'

        

        Eventually, her prayer of penance transformed into a blessing for others.

        

        Though she was a fake saint who couldn't give blessings, she at least hoped that her sincere feelings would reach the divine.

        

        She knew.

        

        She knew that the real Goddess could no longer hear Belita's prayers.

        

        But that wasn't what religion was about, and she needed to try to erase the anxiety blooming in her heart.

        

        It wasn't easy to reach out to someone who had committed sins.

        

        Someday, when her punishment ended, if she had the chance to meet Olivia or Royce again.

        

        She wanted to properly bow her head and express her gratitude.

        

        They had become the light illuminating the path for Belita, who had been no different from a blind person unable to see the future. What Belita needed to do was take proper responsibility and then help save more people.

        

        Unfortunately, she was a fake saint, but that didn't mean the power she possessed was also fake.

        

        She could certainly save people, and she still had qualities that surpassed Lilith, the real saint.

        

        It would be fair to say that mastering all forms of divine arts was both the duty and right of a saint, but what was peculiar was that Belita had advantages over Lilith while ignoring that duty and right.

        

        Of course, unlike Lilith, Belita had enhanced her power by stuffing external forces like spirit cores into herself, so overall, Lilith probably had superior talent.

        

        Besides, unlike Belita, Lilith hadn't been subjected to such education like torture since childhood.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Belita frowned as she looked at the scenery beyond the window.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        A sense of discomfort.

        

        Something was there.

        

        Belita tried to expand her range of perception but soon stopped.

        

        'No, I'm a sinner now, so I shouldn't use magic that affects beyond this room.'

        

        Besides, detection magic was easily noticed by people with sharp senses, and there were all sorts of tools that could detect detection magic, so there was no need to make a big deal out of it.

        

        Of course, Belita could detect things while avoiding such tools, but unforeseen mistakes might occur, and while it might work against tools, it wouldn't be so easy to get past people.

        

        But.

        

        The wind blowing through the royal capital was cold.

        

        'I think I need to check it out.'

        

        Come to think of it, Alex had been in the royal capital for a long time, and not only that, he was controlling Cromwell according to his will.

        

        If that was the case, was the royal capital really alright?

        

        Might he have done something?

        

        If Belita were Alex, she would definitely have prepared something in the royal capital and thoroughly hidden it.

      

      
        

        Whatever he had prepared, it certainly wouldn't be good for humanity.

        

        Alex had already obtained the power of Death.

        

        Of course, she didn't think that would be enough to defeat Olivia, but if many humans died as a result, even if Olivia won, could that be called a victory?

        

        In the worst case, Olivia might survive while humanity suffered a devastating blow that led to extinction.

        

        She couldn't remember clearly, but to maintain a species, a certain number of people were needed, and below that number, no matter how much they struggled, they would eventually perish.

        

        If Alex drastically reduced the number of humans, even if he was defeated, humanity would have no future.

        

        In the absolute competition for survival, humans were at a severe disadvantage compared to monsters.

        

        Unlike humans, who needed to do various things and spend a lot of time to give birth, monsters were crystallizations of magical power, so they naturally revived like reincarnation as time passed.

        

        The conflict between humans and monsters was inherently disadvantageous for humans.

        

        Considering the reason for their creation, monsters were made to prove their strength from the beginning—in other words, they were created to fight from birth.

        

        But humans were made by the Goddess to communicate and live freely, so in many ways, it might be inevitable that monsters had the advantage.

        

        "Then what should I do..."

        

        No matter how much she thought about it, no solution came to mind.

        

        When she heard another knock, Belita said, "Come in."

        

        She didn't wonder who it might be.

        

        There was only one person who occasionally visited Belita for tea when they were exhausted from overwork.

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        Felix entered and sat down with an expression even more tired than when she had last seen him.

        

        Unlike when he first started visiting and sat with perfect posture, now he sat slumped over in a way that looked bad for his back.

        

        And then Belita realized.

        

        If she couldn't do it herself, she could ask for help.

        

        "Lord Felix."

        

        "Hmm? What is it?"

        

        "There's something I'd like to ask of you."

        

        "Oh, are you giving me work here too? I've been working for three days straight before coming here."

        

        "...If you put it that way, I have no response."

        

        "No, it's fine. I'm always getting tea from you, so tell me what it is."

        

        "I think Lord Alex might have done something to the royal capital."

        

        "Oh."

        

        Felix genuinely exclaimed in surprise.

        

        "I thought it would be a small favor related to daily convenience or something to give a little stimulation. This is too heavy, isn't it?"

        

        ***

        

        "Hahaha! Thank goodness! Rhinoz seemed satisfied too! He even said the dragonfolk have become more docile since then!"

        

        "Like dogs or children who are calmed by using up their energy."

        

        "You could say that!"

        

        Livia and I were walking now.

        

        Dawn had passed, and the sun was starting to rise, so we needed to head out for our second job.

        

        "By the way, didn't Sylphy say she discovered some good technique and was happy about it?"

        

        "Huh? Oh, right. It seems she acquired a pretty good technique while sparring with Ein. She came to me asking to teach her about sword techniques. It seems she had already asked Ein about it too."

        

        "Sylphy uses a bow, but she wants to learn sword techniques?"

        

      

      
        "I don't really know either. I just taught her what she asked for. I even demonstrated it for her, and then Sylphy's eyes sparkled, and she said she was going to practice on her own and left. She hasn't come back by morning, has she?"

        

        "No."

        

        It seemed she had been inspired by something.

        

        People's growth rates are neither constant nor fair.

        

        It's common for people to suddenly grow explosively when they find some catalyst.

        

        People often describe this as "awakening."

        

        It looks like a lock inside the body is released, allowing talent in the form of skill to burst forth, overcoming what seemed like insurmountable walls.

        

        And even this varies from person to person, so in the same situation, one person might become incredibly strong through awakening, while another might only grow a little.

        

        It's truly unfair and absurd, but reality seems to prepare options that can lead to despair.

        

        "Livia, since there's no one around, I wanted to mention something."

        

        "That you love me?"

        

        "Livia."

        

        "I'm joking, just joking. So what is it?"

        

        "It's about Noum."

        

        "Hmm? Oh, Noum?"

        

        "Actually—"

        

        "That he might be from Reynoldz?"

        

        "You knew?"

        

        Livia shrugged and said, "I may not be very perceptive, but I'm not so stupid that I wouldn't notice when someone acts awkwardly several times so obviously. He also visibly reacts whenever we talk about Alex."

        

        "I see."

        

        It seems that Livia's issue isn't her intelligence but rather her upbringing.

        

        She's at least average in terms of intellect.

        

        It's just that she doesn't bother using her brain for everyday behavior.

        

        She's the type of person who wouldn't use various techniques to unlock a lock but would just smash it to open the door. No, she could probably smash the door itself if needed.

        

        "Well, I'll keep it in mind. But I don't think it's that important at this point."

        

        "I think so too. But if Alex finds out about Noum's identity..."

        

        "Ah, yes... certainly, even if Noum doesn't react, the other side might."

        

        We couldn't know how Alex would act.

        

        Part of me wanted to end the contract now.

        

        It might be safer for Noum if we parted ways now, but the contract was to go to the dwarf village, and Noum didn't seem to want to end the journey for some reason.

        

        "Oh, we've arrived."

        

        "I've been wondering about this..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Couldn't I have just stayed behind? You and Lady Grandia would have been enough."

        

        "But that would be boring."

        

        So that's why she dragged me along.

        

        Well, I don't mind.

        

        "And I want to spend more time alone with you."

        

        "..."

        

        This person's girlish sentiments are sometimes too direct.

        

        It's not good for my heart.
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        # What is a Hero?

        

        One who is given the duty to save the world.

        

        The last bastion and guardian who defeats evil and protects humanity.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was very faithful to that role.

        

        Although Olivia herself might not think so, her legend gave hope to all of humanity.

        

        She dealt with the Yellow Dragon.

        

        She executed the nobleman who not only used people literally as tools but deliberately toyed with them.

        

        She eliminated a high-ranking officer of the Demon Lord's army.

        

        She even defeated the Demon Lord himself.

        

        Creating all sorts of legends, she was the very definition of a hero—advancing forward even when defeated and bleeding.

        

        Even if she had an unpleasantly overwhelming compulsion stirring in her chest, Olivia Reinhart was a hero.

        

        Many people would say that while Olivia might have been disliked as a person, she was necessary, and ultimately, she was a good person.

        

        Though her personality could hardly be called pleasant, her actual nature was nothing but virtuous.

        

        Despite all of Gilbert Reinhart's torment, she never lost her light. Even amid all the suffering that came with living as a hero, she maintained the mindset that protecting people was right, and so she protected them.

        

        Unreasonably strong, beautiful, and chosen by the holy sword—she produced results that everyone acknowledged.

        

        She even tried to bring peace to the world by defeating the Death God.

        

        "Damn that woman... Damn that woman..."

        

        Gilbert ground his teeth and drank his alcohol.

        

        A kind of compulsion that would not disappear remained with Gilbert as well, and no matter how much medicine he took to try to erase it, it wouldn't go away.

        

        Gilbert, becoming increasingly desolate, had no options.

        

        No, perhaps options did exist properly, but Gilbert couldn't see them now.

        

        "...I could have done better, I could have."

        

        Gilbert clenched his teeth.

        

        Because not once had that been affirmed.

        

        Olivia's abnormally rapid growth rate was something Gilbert could never match.

        

        If there was one good thing, it was that Olivia had a bad personality.

        

        That might have been the result of her home education, but anyway, many people didn't view Olivia favorably, calling her violent and lacking proper dignity—a disqualified hero.

        

        Somehow, when Olivia was criticized like that, Gilbert felt at ease.

        

        It was because the almost delusional thought that perhaps there would have been better aspects if he had become the hero provided him comfort.

        

        No matter how incredible her achievements, even if she captured the Demon Lord, there were still people who criticized her.

        

        Her personality was bad.

        

        Her way of speaking was poor.

        

        Though her actions saved and protected people, her mouth often spoke words that were difficult to interpret positively. That too might have been influenced by Gilbert, but in any case, some even evaluated her as no different from a rogue hero.

        

        However.

        

        Recently, such evaluations had disappeared.

        

        Starting with Felix, many people said Olivia had changed.

        

        Bright and energetic.

        

        Who were they talking about?

        

        Some even praised her, saying she was like the sun.

        

        Who?

      

      
        

        That Olivia Reinhart?

        

        -Her smiling face is like the sun!

        

        -Lady Olivia saved me!

        

        -She cut down monsters at a speed invisible to the eye!

        

        What were they talking about?

        

        She wasn't that kind of girl.

        

        Even if she saved people, that was just because she was a hero; there was no way she possessed the kindness to genuinely care about people themselves.

        

        When she didn't even properly look after those who were close to her, there was no reason for Olivia to care about people she didn't even know.

        

        But.

        

        Everyone was unanimously changing their evaluation of Olivia.

        

        A hero with a bad personality.

        

        The return of the rogue hero.

        

        A thug who was only strong.

        

        A being whose dignity was questioned whenever she opened her mouth.

        

        That was who Olivia Reinhart was supposed to be.

        

        But recently, even such evaluations had decreased. Especially after the resolution of the incident during the invasion of Erkia, it was unpleasantly strange.

        

        'I've never even seen that girl with a smiling face.'

        

        Gilbert had taught Olivia for a long time, but she always held her sword with dead eyes, and he had never seen Olivia smile. He had hardly even seen her cry.

        

        Even as he beat her, attacked her, and put her through training that bordered on torture.

        

        Sweating profusely.

        

        Bleeding as much as she sweated, she didn't shed tears.

        

        As if a hero shouldn't cry.

        

        Gilbert was tormented by the sense of rejection and anxiety, as if he was teaching someone who was a hero before being a person, rather than a person before being a hero, and the more he felt this way, the harsher Olivia's education became.

        

        No.

        

        It was bullying disguised as education.

        

        Yet, in that education that wasn't even proper education, Olivia truly blossomed.

        

        As if to say that even in a garbage dump, grass grows and flowers bloom.

        

        It was absurd.

        

        Words failed him.

        

        "Right? Olivia Reinhart's reputation is very good now."

        

        Something like a white snake giggled.

        

        "Damn it! Damn it!! That woman is smiling? Going around with a big grin? Who is she!? Is Olivia Reinhart dead and someone else taking her place?!"

        

        "Wow, if there were two people that strong, would the world be livable? Now you understand? There's nothing you can beat Olivia Reinhart at."

        

        "......"

        

        Gilbert frowned and glared at the snake.

        

        "Hahaha, want to kill me? Sure~ Even if you've weakened from all the alcohol and drugs, a sword saint is still a sword saint, you could kill me. Though this isn't even my main body! You'd be venting your anger and giving up the chance to wield the holy sword!"

        

        "Aiz, you bitch..."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        While Aiz's main body was currently with Alex, she could also operate separately like this using her snake familiar.

        

      

      
        In truth, from Aiz's perspective, Gilbert didn't seem that valuable, but it was Alex's order.

        

        Alex seemed to think Gilbert could be useful.

        

        His heart was already weakened, and he looked like he would fall to the depths of despair even without any intervention, but apparently Alex liked that.

        

        It seemed he had been preparing various things while staying in the royal capital, not just sitting idle.

        

        Even Alex himself probably didn't expect those preparations to be used this way.

        

        No, even if he had anticipated it, Aiz thought he might have had some desire for self-destruction, preferring to just die and be done with it.

        

        'How truly pitiful. To properly understand morality and the standards of good and evil by human criteria, yet have a heart that desires evil.'

        

        He seemed unable to help himself, finding too much pleasure in human corruption.

        

        Alex said that watching Gilbert gradually fall into corruption, collapse to the ground, become addicted to drugs, lose his past glory, and completely break down was one of his entertainments in the royal capital.

        

        Especially when Olivia returned after defeating the Demon Lord, he said he couldn't help but laugh at Gilbert's expression.

        

        But the face with which he said those words was surrounded by self-loathing.

        

        He felt joy in Gilbert's corruption and laughed, yet he was disgusted with himself for laughing at it and didn't know what to do.

        

        If only he had just fallen.

        

        If only he had just been a monster.

        

        Like Royce and Olivia, he was suffering because he couldn't abandon his human heart.

        

        They say that when good and evil are taken to extremes, the two sides become quite similar in appearance.

        

        That was exactly the impression Aiz got from the three of them.

        

        "What do I need to do?"

        

        "Kuku, you've finally made up your mind?"

        

        Well, it was as expected.

        

        A person who was already out of their mind from drugs and alcohol couldn't make rational judgments, and even without the drugs and alcohol, it was uncertain whether he would have made a different choice.

        

        Fundamentally, his obsession with being the hero and his inferiority complex toward Olivia were no joke.

        

        Of course, most of it was due to the former.

        

        The holy sword may have chosen its master correctly.

        

        At that time, Gilbert certainly had a slightly higher probability of becoming the hero, and everyone expected that to happen.

        

        In other words, it wouldn't have been that strange if Gilbert had become the hero instead of Olivia, and people would have accepted it naturally.

        

        In fact, until that moment, he was an excellent swordsman and a remarkable talent who earned the name of sword saint.

        

        But in the end, Olivia became the hero.

        

        The problem was that the hero of this era needed to be worth Alex's caution, at the very least. Not just an ordinary hero who defeats the Demon Lord and that's it, but someone with the power to defeat even the Death God.

        

        From Aiz's perspective, if Gilbert held the holy sword, he might somehow manage to defeat the Demon Lord, but he couldn't defeat the Death God.

        

        Probably even Mihail Reinhart couldn't have defeated it.

        

        In the end, it was only natural that the holy sword chose Olivia, who was superior in every aspect.

        

        Aiz deliberately didn't mention such things and spoke in a seductive voice.

        

        "It's a simple task, really simple."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "I look forward to the moment you grasp the holy sword, Gilbert Reinhart."

        

        Even if he was broken, he was still useful as a puppet.

        

        'After going this far for you, Lord Alex, you must show us a proper ending.'

        

        Whatever that ending might be.

        

        Aiz wanted to see Alex's conclusion.
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        "Is this how I do it?"

        

        "Yes. Just hold it like that."

        

        I inserted the divine jade into the hole and grabbed the handle as Lord Grandia instructed.

        

        Would it show me something again this time?

        

        Last time, it showed me the pain and journeys of past heroes.

        

        Would it show me stories of previous heroes again? Or perhaps something else entirely? I couldn't predict what would happen, but I was intrigued nonetheless.

        

        As a hero living in the present, how could I not be curious about the stories of heroes who lived in the past?

        

        I was particularly concerned about Mikhail Reinhart, who in many ways represented a possibility of what I could have become.

        

        The first hero's life was similar to mine, but our final choices differed. If someone had been by Mikhail's side, as Royce is by mine, perhaps things wouldn't have turned out that way.

        

        Conversely, if Royce hadn't been by my side, and by some miracle I had survived, what would have happened?

        

        Would I still have clung to the hero's heart, protecting people despite its distortion? Or would I have abandoned the hero's heart and walked the same path as Mikhail Reinhart, drowning in a sticky mixture of hatred and anger? No one could know.

        

        The future I chose was this one, and the future I didn't choose would never become reality no matter how much I thought about it.

        

        We all had countless possibilities and choices, but once we've made our choice and walked far down that path, there's no way to go back and choose again.

        

        That's why we agonize.

        

        We hurt.

        

        And yet we still contemplate.

        

        Even though there's no absolutely correct choice, even though someone will inevitably resent us, even though someone will inevitably suffer, we must continue to contemplate.

        

        We contemplate, hoping for a better choice.

        

        To obtain what we desire and bring peace to everyone.

        

        Because we want someone to smile.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        "...Where am I now?"

        

        In an instant, light rippled and I found myself standing in a completely white space.

        

        -Have you ever thought it was filthy?

        

        A voice echoed.

        

        I instinctively tried to grab my holy sword, but I wasn't holding it now. Of course, I had inserted it into the hole, so it made sense that I didn't have it.

        

        But that was fine.

        

        I could fight with my bare hands.

        

        If anyone thought I only knew how to handle a sword, they were mistaken.

        

        I had been trained to handle all kinds of bladed weapons, including swords, and had reached a level where I could fight even if disarmed.

        

        I wasn't particularly grateful to Uncle Gilbert, but it was because I endured his torture-like training that I became who I am today.

        

        Looking at the results, whether Uncle Gilbert wanted it or not, he constituted a large part of the strength that makes me who I am today.

        

        Seeing that might have made him despair even more.

        

        He was someone who had already chosen the path of corruption and despair at many crossroads.

        

        I had no intention of getting along with him or having a normal family relationship now, but at least I didn't want to hear that he had died in some foreign land.

        

        Since Gilbert Reinhart was now the one who had to lead the Reinhart family in my absence, I hoped he would do it properly. If he used the name of Hero Olivia Reinhart, he could somehow make things work.

        

        I heard he had fallen into drugs and alcohol, but I sincerely hoped he would get his act together.

        

        I had no intention of helping him even if he asked, but I didn't wish for him to fall into misfortune and despair either.

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        -Who, you ask? Don't be so cold.

        

        Slowly, the owner of the voice revealed herself.

        

        "..."

        

        I was momentarily shocked.

        

        That appearance.

        

        That face.

        

        "It's me, isn't it?"

        

        -Yes, it's you. Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "What kind of trick is this? Do you think I'll fall for such an illusion?"

        

        -What are you saying? Olivia Reinhart wouldn't fall for mere illusions, would she? You can feel it too, can't you? That the 'Olivia Reinhart' standing before you is not a simple illusion.

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        -I am you, Olivia.

        

        "..."

        

        -You are me, Olivia. To think you've come all this way to meet me.

        

        Her face, her voice.

        

        Everything was identical to mine.

        

        And I instinctively felt that her claim about not being a simple illusion was true, but the person in front of me is me?

        

        Come to think of it, I'd heard somewhere about magic that makes you confront yourself.

        

        I don't know the details, but people seeking to train their minds and bodies would face the self they'd rather not confront in a cave, in order to reach a higher spiritual state.

        

        In other words, becoming a sage.

        

        I'd only heard rumors, so I didn't know if such a technique actually existed.

        

        Was that becoming reality before my eyes now?

        

        "Do you have business with me? Even if you really are me."

        

        -I just find you pitiful and frustrating, still going around helping people.

        

        "What?"

        

        -Even after helping so many, do you think they'll remember us?

        

        "..."

        

        -We've saved countless lives, and we'll save the world. And what else? What guarantee do we have that they won't discard us again?

        

        "None."

        

        I answered calmly.

        

        I couldn't deny it.

        

        I had been betrayed once.

        

        Even if it was under Death's influence, it was humans who carried it out, and I nearly died because of it.

        

        So it would be a lie to say I never thought I might be betrayed again even after helping them.

        

        How could I easily overcome that?

        

        Moreover, humans are beings who can be consumed by past memories even after overcoming them and steeling their resolve.

        

        Whether we like it or not, humans cannot forget the past.

        

        "But it was also humanity that saved me."

        

        -Yes! But in the next betrayal, it might not be me who dies, but Royce. ...Don't deny it, I am you. You've thought about it deep down, haven't you?

        

        "..."

        

        -Living so earnestly, trying so hard, saving and saving and saving! Yet! Even after all that, a single act of malice born from selfishness could ruin everything! You think about that all the time, don't you!

        

        "I do. I've seen goodwill lose to malice, and I've seen how it can topple the tower of goodwill built up over time."

        

        -The tower built by good people crumbles so easily. It can collapse even with a small prank born of malice. So what's the point of living righteously?

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        -Aren't you afraid? The fact that everything I've built up could be destroyed by simple malice. Perhaps even after defeating Death, there are those who want to use me, and depending on the circumstances, I might fall into misfortune again due to some foolish act.

        

        "Yes, that's true."

        

        -And yet you still want to help people? You could just leave Death alone! No, it might even be good to become Death's ally! At least monsters are simpler than humans!

        

        "Ah, I've thought about that too."

        

        I smiled.

        

        I had indeed wondered if monsters might be less likely to betray than humans.

        

        I thought that if strength was valued and one could become the Demon King through strength alone, then perhaps being strong enough would prevent betrayal.

        

        I had thought about this especially since coming to this country of beastmen.

        

        My smile seemed to displease 'Olivia,' and she spoke.

        

        Or rather, it would be more accurate to say she screamed.

        

        -What are you smiling about!? You're terrified to death!!

        

        "Yes, I'm afraid. I've had such ugly thoughts many times."

        

        -Then why!

        

        "Because that's normal."

        

        -...

        

      

      
        "Many people called sages, and the heroes who came before me, probably felt the same way. Not just them, but many heroes who saved people."

        

        I slowly approached Olivia.

        

        "They all must have had thoughts—sordid, shameful thoughts that shouldn't be revealed or feelings they shouldn't harbor."

        

        That's natural for humans.

        

        Humans are not angels.

        

        We don't only think good thoughts, harbor good feelings, or always have good intentions.

        

        "We always harbor both good and evil in our hearts. A hero who saved the world might commit mischievous wrongs, and a villain who might destroy the world might perform good deeds."

        

        That might not change many evaluations, but everyone harbors such feelings.

        

        It's neither bad nor anything else.

        

        Depending on the situation, people can become either good or evil.

        

        What matters is making the noble decision.

        

        The fact that one made a noble decision despite the turmoil in one's heart.

        

        -You...

        

        I slowly approached and embraced 'Olivia.'

        

        "It's okay. It's natural to be afraid. But this fear will continue to make me agonize. I want to agonize, Olivia."

        

        -It just brings needless pain.

        

        "That pain will keep me righteous. It will allow me to exist as Olivia Reinhart, not just as a hero."

        

        Killing someone without a second thought because they committed a crime.

        

        No consequences, the cleanest solution.

        

        If that method is carried out legally, then nothing is wrong with it.

        

        But.

        

        "I've already accepted you. So it's okay... Well, it might not be okay, but I still want to contemplate whether I'm on the right path."

        

        -...

        

        "Without entrusting myself to some concept, to avoid losing myself, I'll continue to agonize. Even if I end up making a mistake and regretting it, I want to regret it as a result of my own choice."

        

        -Royce will be sad.

        

        "Yes, but worrying about that is Royce's role!"

        

        I was certain that Royce would help ensure that the results of my contemplation and choices wouldn't go wrong.

        

        Even while grumbling.

        

        Even while sighing softly.

        

        I believed that in the end, he would take my hand and help me smile as always.

        

        'Olivia' slowly turned into light and began to disappear.

        

        -You always leave me with troublesome tasks. We really are troublesome women, Olivia.

        

        "That's right. Women as troublesome as us are hard to find. That's why I want you to hang in there."

        

        -Really, you never change, always doing as you please... Truly, as you please.

        

        With a shimmering sound, everything disappeared.

        

        And somehow, I found myself back in reality, holding the holy sword.

        

        "Have you returned?"

        

        "You're back."

        

        When I turned around, Royce and Lord Grandia were looking at me.

        

        I casually sheathed the holy sword and said:

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "Did something happen?"

        

        "No, I just reconfirmed something I already knew."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "You can ask more if you want."

        

        "Let's go, everyone's waiting."

        

        "Wait, Royce! Ask me! I'll tell you! I'll tell you everything!"

        

        "I feel like it would be troublesome for me."

        

        How did he know?

        

        I hadn't said anything yet.
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        *Swoosh!!*

        

        Ain's swords flew through the air toward Sylphy, who moved in response to them.

        

        Eventually, Ain was the first to exhale deeply.

        

        "Enough, this old man's stamina isn't infinite."

        

        "Huff, huff... That's a shame."

        

        "Good grief, you pound on an old man's door like you're going to break it down early in the morning, then suddenly ask for a sparring match."

        

        Ain had been resting peacefully when Sylphy suddenly showed up.

        

        From Ain's perspective, there was no reason to avoid sparring with a strong opponent like Sylphy, so he agreed. But it turned out to be more serious than expected, and since it went on for so long, the elderly Ain couldn't help but fall behind in terms of stamina.

        

        It wasn't that Ain's stamina was low enough to lose to an ordinary person, but Sylphy was far from ordinary.

        

        Besides, Ain had just fought Sylphy in the Colosseum yesterday, and immediately afterward had charged at Olivia only to be hit and sent flying. His body needed some rest.

        

        Tapping his lower back, Ain looked at Sylphy.

        

        "Ow."

        

        Sylphy collapsed backward and was panting heavily.

        

        Though his stamina itself wasn't that high, his exceptional tenacity seemed to make up for it.

        

        No, he did have basic stamina, but compared to his skill, his endurance wasn't particularly outstanding.

        

        But being an elf, if he could get to a forest, he could move around much more.

        

        Sylphy could even create forests using Oberon's power.

        

        Ain had once seen Titania use that power from a distance.

        

        It was impressive—creating a forest to maximize elven abilities and make a space advantageous to oneself.

        

        Being able to fight at full strength anywhere was an enormous advantage.

        

        People could lose to opponents they had easily defeated the day before, depending on the day's circumstances.

        

        Are they hungry?

        

        Are they in poor condition?

        

        Or perhaps they're sick?

        

        Did they not sleep properly?

        

        In the world of combat, one could lose to an opponent they should be able to defeat due to such everyday reasons.

        

        Therefore, like Sylphy, being able to create your own space and exert your full power anytime was an incredible strength. Of course, since this was just a sparring match, he didn't go that far.

        

        But in a life-or-death situation, he would certainly create a forest, and Ain was confident that Sylphy's skills would continue to improve if that happened.

        

        "..."

        

        Ain carefully turned around to see the boulders that had been completely destroyed.

        

        He had thought Sylphy's meteor bow had tremendous destructive power from the moment he saw it, but on top of that, after seeing Ain's sword-drawing technique, Sylphy was creating new techniques.

        

        His talent itself could be considered excellent.

        

        Even though his personality didn't suit fighting well, the talent ingrained in his body was suited for combat.

        

        Surprisingly, having talent and having a personality that matched that talent were separate matters.

        

        Some people have talent for cooking but don't actually like to cook.

        

        Some might have talent for fighting but dislike fighting so much that they've never thrown a punch.

        

        Similarly, Sylphy was born with talent for fighting, but his non-confrontational personality didn't suit combat.

        

        'It's rare for those to match well anyway.'

      

      
        

        Besides, it wasn't just one talent, and Ain had never seen someone born with every combat-related talent and the perfect personality and disposition for fighting.

        

        'No, there was just one person.'

        

        Olivia Reinhart.

        

        She had received talent for fighting.

        

        She had received a personality suited for fighting.

        

        She had a disposition suited for fighting.

        

        She didn't particularly like fighting, but she didn't have any aversion to it either.

        

        Ain couldn't tell whether this was innate or acquired.

        

        But regardless of the situation or enemy, she immediately regained her composure and possessed an iron will to fight, and that iron never wavered.

        

        When Ain last saw Olivia, her iron will seemed so solid that it felt precarious, so sharp that it might cut even herself.

        

        But the iron will of the Olivia he met here had gained softness and flexibility, and there was no need to mention who was responsible for that.

        

        "Are you alright?"

        

        "I'm fine, whew. You really are strong. If we had fought without the Colosseum rules, I might have lost."

        

        "Your meteor bow's power is absurd. There's not much difference between you and me. I'm just an old man now. I've been feeling bored lately."

        

        In truth, Ain, like Rhinos, had been restraining himself from fighting Olivia, but as he grew older and bored, he sought stimulation and challenged her.

        

        Still, he never imagined he would be knocked out in one blow like the other beastmen.

        

        If he fought more seriously, he might be able to buy some time, but he would likely get hurt even more.

        

        The more he fought, the more he was convinced it was an unclimbable mountain, and Ain could smile at the fact that there was a mountain he could climb until the moment of his death.

        

        "Why don't you take on a disciple?"

        

        "A disciple?"

        

        "I've never seen anyone handle sword-drawing techniques like yours. Even Olivia said it's a rare skill that not many can learn."

        

        "That's right, it requires a lot of concentration in many ways. It's not suitable for beastmen who tend to focus on just one thing."

        

        Ain was quite refined for a beastman and had always been that way.

        

        Because of this, Ain almost lost his beastman identity in his childhood, but now, thanks to that different characteristic, he could use sword-drawing techniques better than anyone else.

        

        "But trying to do with a bow what's difficult even with a sword..."

        

        "I thought I could do it if I just mastered the sense properly."

        

        "It's not impossible. You're already doing something similar. If you can use it, it will become a powerful technique."

        

        "Actually, elves already have similar techniques. I just want to handle it more freely."

        

        "Aiming for a higher level is a good thing."

        

        "Anyway, what do you think about taking a disciple? If you're bored, passing on your techniques and ensuring they continue could be one path."

        

        "..."

        

        "The enemy that the current Ain couldn't defeat, perhaps your future disciple might defeat them."

        

        "Indeed, would that still be my victory?"

        

        "Of course, it would be the victory of Ain's technique. Being able to continue winning even after death—I'm not sure, but isn't that a good thing for beastmen?"

        

        "...I've never thought of it that way."

        

        Basically, beastmen didn't take disciples.

        

        There was no special reason; they were too busy training themselves to think about looking after others.

        

      

      
        But considering Sylphy's words, perhaps raising a disciple was the optimal path to achieve the most victories.

        

        The aging Ain might not be able to climb higher, but his techniques could.

        

        They would continue to be passed down, becoming more refined, stronger, and gradually more complete.

        

        The optimal techniques needed for learning swordsmanship now.

        

        In the future, some movements for spears and other weapons might be deemed unnecessary and deleted, while others might be added.

        

        That's how techniques are perfected.

        

        In that sense, passing on techniques was strength extending into the future.

        

        If that was the history of strength, then having Ain's name included in that history, even as a single line, might not be a bad thing.

        

        "Not bad, raising a disciple."

        

        "Right? Actually, aren't I kind of your first disciple? Since you've taught me various things about sword-drawing techniques."

        

        "If possible, I'd like my first disciple to be someone who uses a spear."

        

        "That's unfortunate..."

        

        "You're blessed in a way. Being taught by Olivia Reinhart seems like something even a king of a country wouldn't easily get."

        

        "Y-yes, but honestly, Olivia isn't really the best as a teacher..."

        

        "I see, is she the intuitive type who says, 'Why can't you do this?'"

        

        "No, that's... She explains everything theoretically, and she can do it herself. And she understands how people who can't do it feel. She says she couldn't do it in the past either."

        

        "Then what's the problem?"

        

        Sylphy had initially thought the problem would be her intuitive teaching style and felt that way at first.

        

        But as time passed, it became clear that Olivia had mastered the theory of combat, and in some ways, seemed to have more knowledge than Royce.

        

        "She mostly just makes me keep practicing, saying I'll get it eventually."

        

        "Oh."

        

        "She has this mindset that since she couldn't do it before but managed to learn, I'll get it if I keep practicing. When I told her that was because she had talent, do you know what she said?"

        

        "What did she say?"

        

        "'Most people can't do it, but I'm making you do it because you can.'"

        

        "She thinks quite highly of you."

        

        "It makes me want to scream, honestly."

        

        In other words, Olivia was pushing Sylphy because she believed he could do it.

        

        Olivia wasn't foolish; she knew well that reaching the top tier through effort alone was never easy, and impossible for most people.

        

        She openly stated that the reason for her strength was talent combined with the effort to develop that talent.

        

        "Well then!"

        

        Sylphy got up again and said:

        

        "Let's go a little more!"

        

        "..."

        

        Ain's expression soured.

        

        "This is elder abuse, boy."

        

        "I hate to say this, but I'm actually older than you."

        

        "Elder, please stop."

        

        "Ah, let's just go with me being younger! That gave me the creeps!"
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        "Thank you very much, Sir Felix."

        

        "It's nothing. This is necessary for the royal capital. Besides, considering that none other than Alex Reynolds might have left something in this royal capital, it's not a bad idea to be prepared."

        

        Belita had immediately asked Felix for help.

        

        Thinking that there might be something.

        

        That Alex was thorough, cold, and prepared to do anything to achieve his goals.

        

        If that was the case, she couldn't dismiss the possibility that he had left something in the royal capital where he had stayed for a long time.

        

        That's why she decided to first visit Alex's room from when he was in the royal capital.

        

        Many people had already come and gone, investigating and thoroughly examining what was inside, but they hadn't found any significant evidence.

        

        However, Belita had been in the position of a saint, albeit a fake one, and moreover, she was one of the companions who had moved with Alex to defeat the Demon King.

        

        At the very least, she knew Alex better than the people of the royal capital, including Felix who didn't know him at all, so perhaps she might find something.

        

        "How did Alex Reynolds appear to you?"

        

        "He was a cold person. That coldness was... how should I put it? Not frozen solid, but like thin ice. When I talked with him, it always felt like walking on thin ice."

        

        "I see, so you felt uneasy."

        

        "Yes, and... well, from here on is just my personal opinion."

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        It seemed like she was asking him to keep what she was about to say as just a personal conversation.

        

        Felix nodded, as that was his intention anyway.

        

        After all, Belita was a girl who had done many things for them.

        

        Her crimes should be judged accordingly, but keeping her in prison for a long time wasn't very efficient. Felix thought that having her save more people would be more fitting for her atonement.

        

        Fortunately, Belita's public image wasn't that bad even now.

        

        If her public image had been poor, and everyone had been calling for the punishment of "humanity's traitor," things might have become complicated, but perhaps because of the strong impression she made by saving many people in Erkia, Belita was now being evaluated quite favorably.

        

        "He himself was like thin ice."

        

        "You mean Alex?"

        

        "Yes, he himself seemed precarious. He always looked like he was walking a tightrope. O-of course, this is just my personal opinion."

        

        "..."

        

        Felix briefly thought of Royce.

        

        -That child is smarter than you might think. She has good intuition too, and sees more than you'd expect. She's a wise child who can see many things even with her eyes closed. It's just that she was too overwhelmed to use that wisdom.

        

        Royce had described Belita as "a child who couldn't use her wisdom." Her naturally wise mind and eyes saw more than one might expect.

        

        It was just that she was fragile in character and lived to die, so she didn't have much interest in many things. It wasn't for nothing that Olivia had wished she'd had more conversations with her before.

        

        The same went for Reina Forest.

        

        And for Belita Bright.

        

        If they could have had deeper conversations somehow, something might have changed.

        

        He couldn't help but think that things might not have become this complicated, but the past was already gone, and this was how things were now.

        

        Reminiscing about the past was good, but if one became obsessed with the past, leaving strong regrets and attachments, one would become unable to see the future.

        

        Belita had only just become able to see the future.

      

      
        

        She was still hiding behind the wall of present and past, barely peeking out with one eye, but even that could be considered enough for now.

        

        At least she wasn't living to die anymore; the desire to live was stirring within her, and Belita herself was affirming it.

        

        "Perhaps you're right."

        

        "I-I'm not affirming the current Alex Reynolds... but I can't help thinking about it."

        

        About a future that could have been different.

        

        If there had been something for Alex as he traveled to catch the Demon King.

        

        If only Royce could have been by Alex's side again as a friend.

        

        She couldn't shake the thought that many things might have changed.

        

        Belita let out a small sigh and walked.

        

        "Is it this way?"

        

        "Yes, are you alright?"

        

        "Yes, recently my physical condition has become subtly worse because of forcibly deactivating the core. But this is a symptom occurring due to a kind of addiction, so I have to endure it."

        

        According to Royce.

        

        Belita was currently in a state of magic addiction due to excessive magic, and it would take some effort to return her to normal.

        

        Simply put, Belita was no different from someone addicted to drugs, and it would take an unreasonable amount of time to break free from it.

        

        Moreover, to escape from that addiction, she naturally had to accept the changes occurring in her body, and while she wasn't going berserk demanding the drug immediately like drug addicts, it was true that she felt somewhat uncomfortable and was breaking out in cold sweat.

        

        The fact that magic wasn't flowing excessively made Belita's body judge it as an "abnormal state," and it felt as if it was threatening Belita to quickly make magic flow excessively again.

        

        But if she gave in here and activated the core again to make magic flow excessively, she would only return to how she was before.

        

        Thinking about it, Belita's thinking had been distorted in various ways.

        

        The simplicity might have been because her thinking had already reached a level similar to that of someone addicted to drugs due to the core's runaway.

        

        'If you think about it that way, she's been holding up quite well.'

        

        Felix had seen many drug addicts, but if the previous Belita had been no different from someone in that state of addiction, communication with her had been relatively good.

        

        Usually, people with severe addiction were questionable whether they even had consciousness, let alone the ability to speak.

        

        Anyway, Belita couldn't go back to how she was before, so she was enduring it now, and at least until she could properly handle the core, she needed to extend the time it was deactivated.

        

        Royce had said it didn't need to be done frequently, but that was just wordplay, and the logic was that if it was deactivated 24 hours a day, it only needed to be deactivated once.

        

        'She's a child with strong willpower.'

        

        To still try to do something in this situation.

        

        "It's locked."

        

        "I'll open it right away."

        

        With a click, he unlocked Alex's room door with a key, and as they entered, it seemed like the distinctive scent of black tea still lingered.

        

        "Come to think of it, he drank black tea even during our journey."

        

        "He drank it while traveling too? That level of consumption makes me suspect a black tea addiction."

        

        "Even so, he couldn't drink it in the monster territories. He seemed irritated around that time; I wonder if it was because he couldn't drink his black tea?"

        

        "From what I can see, Alex's strategies have a strong gambling element and many improvisational aspects. He prepares, but rather than controlling things himself, he seems to leave much to chance and others."

        

      

      
        "It's truly ironic. To think that Alex Reynolds would trust others and create strategies believing that others would succeed."

        

        That was truly unexpected for Belita.

        

        When she heard from Olivia about how Alex became a Reaper, she was really surprised.

        

        Alex trusting others.

        

        Entrusting everything from his life to everything else to others.

        

        Trusting and believing that they would succeed in carrying out his strategy—it was unthinkable. In that moment, Alex could be described as something transcendent, even beyond a Reaper.

        

        "By the way, where is Sir Gilbert? Ah, I didn't see him."

        

        "Gilbert Reinhart? He suddenly went to Erkia. I don't know why, I found out because there were traces of him using a teleportation stone, but I don't know why he did it. I've asked for him to be tracked, but as you know, the royal capital is currently short-staffed."

        

        "I'm w-worried about Sir Gilbert too."

        

        "You're worried? I didn't know you were that close."

        

        "No, that's not it... The last time I saw Sir Gilbert's eyes... they somehow resembled Lady Olivia's eyes in urgent situations."

        

        "Olivia's? I don't see the resemblance."

        

        "Yes, their personalities and such aren't similar at all. It's just that when we were on our way to defeat the Demon King, if there was damage in a village, Lady Olivia's eyes were truly frightening."

        

        Especially when she heard that someone had died, her eyes were ghostly.

        

        But those weren't the eyes of someone who knew the preciousness of life; rather, it was as if someone was whispering like an obsession in Olivia's ear, saying, "Someone died while I was here."

        

        At such times, Olivia needed someone to offer words of comfort or to calm her down, but no one could say such words to her.

        

        Olivia would just go berserk and kill monsters like a ghost.

        

        It was scary.

        

        No joke, Olivia at that time was terrifying.

        

        She was a completely different person from the Olivia now.

        

        It also gave Belita hope, wondering if people could change that much.

        

        Or perhaps that was her original personality, but she had become sensitive due to various obsessions or mental issues.

        

        Either way, Belita wanted to change like Olivia.

        

        She wanted to prove that the saying "people can't be rewritten" wasn't something to blindly believe in.

        

        "Priests also came, but they didn't discover anything..."

        

        "The smell of a barrier."

        

        "What?"

        

        Belita touched the floor as soon as she entered the room.

        

        "Something is hidden in this room, designed not to be found through normal means."

        

        "Did you just say smell? Does the barrier emit some kind of scent?"

        

        "It's intuition. When I feel something is off, there's usually a barrier."

        

        "..."

        

        Felix looked at Belita with disbelief.

        

        "Were there only monsters in that hero's party?"
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        "So where is the barrier?"

        

        "Here."

        

        "Where?"

        

        "J-just a moment."

        

        Belita briefly gathered magical power at her fingertips.

        

        She exhaled with a "whew."

        

        It seemed quite awkward for her to use techniques with her core deactivated. But as if she needed to get used to it, magical power formed at Belita's fingertips and she grasped the space.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        *Ripping sound!*

        

        As she tore through the space, a completely different space appeared inside, forming a door.

        

        "Did Alex possess this level of technique?"

        

        "He received power from the Death God, right? If that Death God could manipulate dimensional space, then Alex Reynolds, who received that power, could probably do something similar. But back then, he had only just received the power."

        

        "So he used the barrier as a somewhat expedient method?"

        

        "I don't think he used an expedient method out of necessity, but rather used what was appropriate for the purpose."

        

        It seemed like he hadn't used a shortcut because he couldn't properly use dimensional magic yet, but rather because he specifically needed a barrier utilizing dimensional space.

        

        Slowly entering inside, she grabbed the doorknob that appeared in that space and opened it.

        

        Fortunately, this door wasn't locked.

        

        "This place is..."

        

        "Looks like a research lab..."

        

        "Research materials for artificial spirit user experiments?"

        

        Belita slowly walked over and looked at the documents placed on the desk.

        

        "That's half right, but rather than spirit research experiments, it seems to be methods for stealing the Death God's power."

        

        "So that audacious plan began from this shabby room."

        

        "It was audacious, but surprisingly had a plausible chance of success. Oh, the most surprising thing is that he created a strategy based on trusting others, including Lady Olivia."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        What should one call it—individualism?

        

        In many ways, Alex had tried to do everything by himself from start to finish, so it was surprising that he created a strategy that trusted others. His eyes were those of someone who had never trusted anyone throughout his life.

        

        Loneliness and solitude are feelings that can only be felt by those who understand such sensations.

        

        Just as someone who has always been alone cannot comprehend the meaning of loneliness.

        

        At least that's how Belita saw it, but considering his relationship with Royce, perhaps he simply thought everything else had no value.

        

        "Is it because he fell into malice that he believes in goodwill, Alex Reynolds?"

        

        More than anyone, he floundered in malice and enjoyed human suffering.

        

        When Belita was in pain because of the core, he always wore an indifferent face, but at the corners of his eyes, there seemed to be an undisguisable pleasure rippling.

        

        Despite the pain from the core, Alex had specifically called for her to come.

        

        He gave her something like medicine to reduce the pain, but beyond that, she thought perhaps he just wanted to see Belita suffering.

        

        With a nature twisted beyond repair, he hid it and possessed the universal morality and ethics of wanting to live normally—it was nothing short of a curse.

        

        At least for Alex himself.

        

        Despite this, Alex seemed to admire and believe in the excellence of goodwill and its cyclical nature more than anyone.

        

        Just as a person needs no reason to kill another person.

        

        A person needs no reason to save another person.

        

        He believed this from the depths of his heart and based his strategy on it. Despite many variables arising and even being cornered, he ultimately won.

        

        He won by entrusting the ticket for the next match not to himself, but to others.

        

        It was a method unlike Alex, but in retrospect, everything seemed to have been that way.

        

        "Because he fell into malice, he believes in goodwill... Perhaps that's true."

        

        "Yes, I get that feeling from you too, Lord Felix."

      

      
        

        "...What do you mean?"

        

        "Somehow, Lord Felix, you seem similar to Alex Reynolds. ...Ah, I'm not saying you're equivalent to Alex Reynolds, who went beyond c-crime to become a betrayer of humanity, a D-Death God!"

        

        Belita, flustered by her own words, stammered quickly trying to correct herself.

        

        "Ah, saying it like this makes me sound like I'm approaching a betrayer of humanity too, so the arrow comes back to m-me..."

        

        "No, never mind that. Do I resemble Alex Reynolds?"

        

        "Huh? Well... it's just the difference between whether you committed the acts or not..."

        

        "...Surprising."

        

        Felix exhaled as if in disbelief.

        

        Not many people had noticed this until now.

        

        Only Lilith and Royce had, but he never thought this small girl would also notice Felix's fundamental nature.

        

        Indeed, fundamentally, Felix wasn't much different from Alex, and he could understand Alex's thoughts, ideologies, and intentions.

        

        He simply believed they shouldn't be done, and this thirst for evil would never disappear until the moment Felix died.

        

        Even if he tried to fill it.

        

        No matter how much he tried to fill it, Felix Clifford knew better than anyone that this thirst would never disappear.

        

        It was better not to feel the sensation of quenching that thirst from the beginning.

        

        Because once felt, it would surely become even harder to resist.

        

        "Perhaps if you had received proper family education, you might have truly become a Sage."

        

        "S-surely not."

        

        "Apart from the Hero and Saint, the members of the Hero's party are flexible, and while there is a position called Sage, it's not something bestowed by the Goddess."

        

        "I know. It's the role of guiding the Hero, right?"

        

        "Yes, the Sage's role is to show the direction for the sword, and kingdoms often select wise people as Sages. And this time, Alex Reynolds was chosen."

        

        "He is intelligent, that man."

        

        "Yes, and thorough. He knows how to sacrifice for what he wants and knows what needs to be done. By the way, after our journey ends, shall we return to the Demon King's castle?"

        

        "If it were me, I wouldn't go."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "Death God Alex isn't a fool, and having obtained the Death God's power after its defeat, he knows the circumstances were that 'Olivia Reinhart defeated the Death God.'"

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "If we fought in a place like the Demon King's castle, Lady Olivia could rampage freely, right? If I were the Death God, I'd be thinking about how to bind Lady Olivia's limbs by now."

        

        "Hmm," Felix said, looking at Belita who was checking the documents.

        

        "How would you bind Olivia Reinhart's limbs?"

        

        "W-well... Before, it might have been subtle, but now a hostage strategy would be easier, though I'm not sure. Any ordinary hostage situation loses meaning before Lady Olivia's overwhelming power."

        

        Besides, with the spirit user Royce nearby, any ordinary hostage situation would only result in the hostage being quickly freed.

        

        So the best method would be an extraordinary hostage situation, but unfortunately, Belita couldn't think of any suitable approach right now.

        

        Despite everything, Alex always came up with outrageous methods, so he might defeat Olivia in ways Belita couldn't imagine.

        

        Though there was a difference in power, it wasn't such a gap that Olivia couldn't be killed if she became defenseless.

        

        "And it probably won't take long. Lord Felix, you'll make various preparations, but you should hurry."

        

        "You think Alex will act quickly? How do you know?"

        

        "Huh? Well, he stole the Death God's power, right? He didn't inherit it like Lord Royce, but forcibly took it. Even the Goddess's power is fine for us as we're the Goddess's creations, but a creation of the Goddess absorbing the Death God's power..."

        

        "...You're saying it can't be stable?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Does Royce know?"

        

        "Probably? It seemed like he knew."

        

        "...Sigh, that kid. Not saying a word to me."

        

        Or did he just think I would know?

        

      

      
        Sometimes Royce overestimates Felix.

        

        But well, it's true that preparations were rushed, and even if Royce had told him this fact, the preparation time wouldn't have been much different.

        

        Perhaps Royce didn't tell Felix for his own sake, so he could proceed with his work a bit more comfortably.

        

        Whether he knew or not, the result would be the same.

        

        Felix had already collapsed twice from overwork, and if Royce had told him this fact too, no joke, he might have already collapsed from overwork and been unable to leave his bed.

        

        "Anyway, you're saying his body won't hold up, so he's likely to act quickly."

        

        "Yes, but if that happens, Alex Reynolds has no future... He might not be able to live in the future he created, whether he wins or loses. No, that possibility is higher."

        

        Belita let out a small sigh.

        

        "I don't know what to do about that part."

        

        "...Perhaps he doesn't care either way."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "...No, never mind."

        

        It doesn't matter either way.

        

        Whether he lives.

        

        Or dies.

        

        Wins.

        

        Or loses.

        

        He probably thinks either outcome is fine.

        

        Such people are the hardest to deal with.

        

        If someone only wants to win, their methods are limited, making their actions predictable, but the actions of someone who doesn't care whether they win or lose, live or die, are unpredictable.

        

        There's a saying that a person who has lost everything is frightening.

        

        That's because you never know what they might do.

        

        Similarly, Alex, who was prepared to accept any outcome, was frightening. Likewise, one couldn't know what he might do.

        

        "You've been reading quite intently. What's it about?"

        

        "It's about the resurrection of the dead."

        

        "Resurrection? Was Alex trying to resurrect someone? Was he trying to create undead?"

        

        "No, this..."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Belita showed him the content and said:

        

        "It seems to be alchemy for controlling the dead without a corpse."

        

        "..."

        

        Normally, whether for undead or anything else, using the dead requires a corpse.

        

        But being able to do so without a corpse...

        

        "That's preposterous."

        

        "L-let's look more."

        

        *Static noise*

        

        At that moment, the communication stone Felix was holding rang.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        -Lord Felix, we have a problem.

        

        "Always full of problems. I hope it's not big enough to give me a headache. Go on, tell me."

        

        -Yes, the two people monitoring Lord Gilbert Reinhart have lost contact.

        

        "Oh, that's a bigger problem than I expected. Damn it."

        

        Not caring that Belita was beside him, Felix muttered without dignity.

        

        It couldn't be helped.

        

        The accumulated fatigue wouldn't go away, existing problems wouldn't disappear, and new problems kept arising.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.232[Crash Bang Yongin Colosseum - 24]

      
        "How do I improve my mana efficiency?"

        

        "Practice."

        

        "Quickly!"

        

        "Does life seem that easy to you?"

        

        I smiled as I answered Lilith's question.

        

        By the time I finished my work, it was already late afternoon, so we decided to depart tomorrow. I was leisurely enjoying a cup of tea, savoring the rare tranquility of daytime.

        

        It's not that I don't enjoy being with Livia or find it unpleasant, but sometimes people need time to themselves.

        

        For me, moments like this—drinking tea and reading a book—could truly be called happiness.

        

        Especially since opportunities to read books from the dragonkin library were quite rare, I planned to spend the entire day reading there. Though the collection wasn't particularly extensive for the only library they had, it still contained fascinating books that were difficult to find elsewhere, including properly documented history.

        

        Comparing the rumors and theories about dragonkin from the outside world with what I found here, some matched while others didn't. Between the outside records and the ones here, which were more accurate?

        

        Conventionally, the dragonkin records would be considered more accurate, but that couldn't always be taken for granted.

        

        Particularly, races that have committed crimes tend to distort history, trying to portray themselves in the best possible light.

        

        In some cases, the cause-and-effect relationships were completely wrong.

        

        Therefore, one should maintain an objective perspective, merely acknowledging that "this is what's written" without being certain that "this is how it must have been" regarding history.

        

        While we walk forward into the future in real-time, we cannot go back even one second into the past, so being certain about historical records isn't a good habit.

        

        Anyway, I was enjoying this rare moment of peace and leisure when Lilith suddenly appeared and asked an unexpected question.

        

        "Is something the matter?"

        

        "Well, you know my mana efficiency is terrible, right? I was wondering if there's a way to use it more efficiently."

        

        "Your mana efficiency is certainly poor, but you have an abundance of mana to compensate. More than me, Sylphie, and even Livia."

        

        Mana capacity can be trained, but some people are naturally born with tremendous amounts.

        

        Sometimes, no matter how much one practices, they cannot overcome their innate limitations.

        

        To put it in simpler terms, it's like height—it's predetermined to some extent. You might grow a bit more with effort, but some people are just naturally tall without trying.

        

        Some are even significantly taller than those who put in effort.

        

        That's an easy way to think about it.

        

        Unlike height, mana definitely grows noticeably, and theoretically, one can become stronger by surpassing certain thresholds and conditions. People become stronger by exceeding certain boundaries.

        

        It's just that those born with natural talent consider it as normal as breathing, so they never needed to put in effort.

        

        Lilith, too, had her blocked mana pathways opened when she awakened as a Saint.

        

        Naturally, with her mana mostly blocked, she had been living with just the small amount that managed to flow through, which inevitably put physical strain on her body.

        

        The reason Lilith's body was weak was precisely because she hadn't awakened as a Saint, preventing mana from flowing smoothly through her body.

        

        I sipped my tea while looking at Lilith.

        

        "B-but my efficiency is still bad, isn't it?"

        

        "That's true. Where others might use 10 units of mana, you use about 20."

        

        "That's almost double!"

        

        "It is exactly double. But there's no need to be so pessimistic. You haven't received proper education until now, and you haven't practiced. You've just been going with the flow."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        And that was probably also because she felt she wouldn't live long.

        

        Given her physical condition, she likely thought it would be presumptuous to wish for longevity, so she wasn't proactive about learning new things.

        

        Rather, it was miraculous that Lilith had lived with the mindset of "I might not have much time left, so let's enjoy it to the fullest" while reading novels and such.

        

        I believed that optimistic personality was definitely Lilith's powerful weapon.

        

        It wasn't without reason that people wanted her to become king.

        

        That indescribable, logically inexplicable charisma that draws people in is something you must be born with, and Lilith had it.

        

        The light that illuminates people like the sun isn't something easily acquired.

      

      
        

        "So your poor efficiency can't be helped. Efficiency is the result of compressing mana usage through effort, even for talented individuals. It's difficult to achieve that in just a day or two."

        

        "I see. I thought you might know the answer."

        

        "What exactly do you think I am?"

        

        "A mysterious oracle that answers when asked?"

        

        "Is that so? Unfortunately, I'm just an ordinary human."

        

        "Considering the core inside your body, I'm not sure if you're purely human."

        

        "I'm human by race. I won't deny that the power I use is somewhat different."

        

        Every part of me was identical to a human, except that the mana flowing through me had the color of spirits.

        

        Even that, I could control.

        

        If I couldn't control it, I would have ended up like Belita, with my thoughts frozen due to mana poisoning from excessive mana.

        

        In that sense, Belita's mental strength, which at least allowed for communication, was at an unbelievable level.

        

        Growing up too quickly is also a problem.

        

        Perhaps things would have been easier if she had acted like a child, crying and throwing tantrums.

        

        "So what should I do?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "My mana efficiency is too bad. At this rate, if an enemy attacks with a wide-area spell, all I can do is defend."

        

        "That's already doing more than your fair share, preventing numerous casualties."

        

        "..."

        

        "You're quite greedy, aren't you?"

        

        As a Saint, protecting and saving people is already doing a good job.

        

        Both in Erkia and previously in Weargal, Lilith saved many people who would have died otherwise. Without her, the number of victims would have increased exponentially.

        

        Especially if she hadn't been able to heal Livia, humanity's extinction would have truly begun from Erkia.

        

        In that sense, I thought Lilith was already doing what she needed to do, but it seemed she felt it wasn't enough.

        

        This is a common trait among support roles. People who think they're not doing their fair share because they're not directly fighting.

        

        Conversely, there are also many frontline fighters who look down on those supporting from the rear.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Isn't there some way?"

        

        "I see, what you want isn't just to use mana efficiently, but to do two things simultaneously."

        

        "Huh? Oh, I guess that's right. But my mana efficiency is so bad that it's hard to focus on even one thing."

        

        "Actually, most of the techniques you use are wide-area, so maintaining them alone is already quite admirable. Doing two things simultaneously doesn't necessarily have much to do with mana efficiency."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "In the past, there were quite a few papers suggesting a correlation, but they merely stated that good mana efficiency is beneficial for doing two things simultaneously because it requires a lot of concentration."

        

        "So it's not essential?"

        

        "Yes, exactly."

        

        For ordinary people, doing two things simultaneously requires an incredible amount of concentration, and naturally, without improving mana efficiency, trying to use two techniques simultaneously would result in extremely poor efficiency due to lack of focus.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Light flickered from my fingertips.

        

        And on the opposite side, water moved.

        

        "Oh."

        

        "This can be done regardless of mana efficiency. Given your mana capacity, I believe it's entirely possible for you."

        

        "Teach me! Some tips! Anything!"

        

      

      
        "Tips?"

        

        What should I say?

        

        This might be difficult to explain in words.

        

        "Livia and Sylphie probably know how to do it too."

        

        "You're telling me to ask them? Not to be rude, but neither of them is particularly good at teaching."

        

        "I see, so that's why you came to me."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Honestly, it didn't seem impossible, but I wasn't sure how helpful it would be.

        

        However.

        

        I couldn't deny someone's desire to learn, especially when they asked so sincerely.

        

        "Let me ask you one thing. Why are you so determined to fight?"

        

        "While others were covered in blood at the front, all I could do was watch from behind."

        

        Was she referring to what happened in Weargal?

        

        Well, she wasn't just watching from behind doing nothing; she was saving everyone with her Saint's power.

        

        But if that's how she felt, it wasn't something others could easily dismiss.

        

        "I don't want to helplessly watch someone I care about getting beaten down."

        

        "..."

        

        With a short sigh, I closed the book I was reading.

        

        "Alright, let's do it."

        

        "Really!?"

        

        "Just remember, this isn't a skill you can master in a day or two. Don't be discouraged if it doesn't work right away."

        

        "Yes, I understand!"

        

        Normally, this would require long-term training, but I'll bet on Lilith's innate talent.

        

        I still didn't think it was a particularly necessary skill, but it wasn't a bad one to have.

        

        "First of all, if you could do two things at once, what would you want to do?"

        

        "Attack and defend simultaneously, or bestow blessings while healing... something like that?"

        

        "All of those can be done with holy magic. You're in luck."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Don't you think it's easier to attack and defend with fire than to produce both fire and water simultaneously?"

        

        "Oh."

        

        "Where are you going? Sit down first."

        

        "Huh? Why? Don't we need to train?"

        

        "Yes, but before that..."

        

        I took out a piece of paper.

        

        "Let's get the theory clear first."

        

        "That's studying...! I'm more of an intuitive learner! I can do it!"

        

        "If you could, you would have gone to Livia or Sylphie instead of me, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        I know that people who rely on intuition don't need much theory.

        

        Their intuition and thinking sometimes transcend theory.

        

        But.

        

        It's not completely unnecessary either.
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        "Are you leaving already?"

        

        Rhinoz was expressing regret, but his expression actually looked quite pleased.

        

        Well, all we did since arriving was fight, and fight, and fight some more.

        

        As a dragonkin, Rhinoz might have felt it wasn't so bad, but as a king, he seemed rather happy about our departure. Every day had been chaotic, after all.

        

        It was only natural that our visit would be unwelcome during such a busy time.

        

        If there was any silver lining, it was that Livia didn't view the dragonkin negatively, and Sylphy seemed to have formed an odd friendship with Ain. Of course, since Ain was an elderly warrior for a dragonkin, calling it a friendship was somewhat strange.

        

        Curiously enough, while Ain clearly looked older, Sylphy was actually the elder of the two.

        

        Sylphy's minimum age was at least 300 years.

        

        I didn't ask too deeply because she seemed reluctant to talk about it.

        

        It appeared she was conscious about her advanced age. For elves who maintain their youth indefinitely, having many years isn't considered shameful.

        

        Rather, they wear their longevity as a badge of honor and, unlike humans, don't get angry when called old or try to hide their age.

        

        Just look at Titania.

        

        But Sylphy was only half-elf, and moreover, she hadn't grown up in Elvenhome with other elves but in an outside village, so she seemed to feel the ordinary embarrassment about being old.

        

        Though born half-elf, her education outside elven society had significantly altered her thinking from that of pure elves.

        

        Indeed, while birth determines some things, much in life changes according to education and environment.

        

        Perhaps whether a stone becomes a statue or something else is determined by what happens after its creation.

        

        "Sir Ain, thank you for everything. I hope we can meet again."

        

        "Next time, I might meet you as the Oberon. Though our acquaintance was brief, you've earned the recognition of the dragonkin. You can definitely succeed."

        

        "Haha, though I haven't received any education about being a king."

        

        "For us dragonkin, the position of king isn't determined that way, so I can't fully relate, but good luck."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        It seemed Sylphy had been testing some new technique with Ain.

        

        They must have trained quite intensely, to the point where Ain, a dragonkin, was exhausted first.

        

        Well, Ain was aged now, well past his prime, but being an elderly warrior in this era was quite remarkable.

        

        It meant he had survived until now, making skilled elders like him survivors of turbulent times.

        

        They were extraordinary people.

        

        If Sylphy had met Ain in his prime, she likely wouldn't have won at the Colosseum.

        

        "What could Sylphy's new technique be?"

        

        "Well, it's fairly predictable."

        

        "Is it?"

        

        Considering she was facing Ain who used sword techniques, and what she might have realized and practiced during their training, I had some ideas.

        

        There were similar techniques, but if she could move more freely with it, it might help in the fight against Aiz.

        

        It wasn't a bad approach, and though it would consume tremendous concentration, Sylphy could certainly pull it off.

        

        "Lord Royce, this meeting has been truly wonderful. Next time, I hope we can meet after you've vanquished the Death Apostle."

        

        After bidding farewell to Livia, Rhinoz came to me.

        

        The fact that he merely exchanged brief pleasantries with Livia and directed all subsequent farewells to me showed he clearly understood who was actually leading the hero's party.

      

      
        

        In truth, I would have preferred to let Livia take the leadership position, but she said such things were bothersome and should be handled by someone capable, so I was somewhat reluctantly in this position.

        

        Though it's funny to say it myself, objectively speaking, if asked whether anyone else could do it, the answer would probably be no, which is why I agreed to follow Livia's suggestion.

        

        "Don't worry, Livia doesn't seem to think badly of the dragonkin."

        

        "That's a relief. Haha, this is... I've become king in truly dangerous times."

        

        "Well, most sudden changes in royal succession happen during dangerous and troublesome periods."

        

        "You speak the truth. I heard you were in the library—are you interested in dragonkin?"

        

        "Rather than in dragonkin specifically, I'm interested in knowledge. The more one knows, the more one can accomplish."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Knowledge is power.

        

        Power increases confidence and judgment.

        

        Whether it's physical strength.

        

        Intellectual prowess.

        

        Charisma.

        

        Whatever form it takes, having power means being able to do more things, and handling with ease what others struggle with.

        

        "Lord Rhinoz."

        

        "Sylphy?"

        

        Sylphy had somehow approached and was looking at Rhinoz.

        

        Ah.

        

        I tactfully stepped back.

        

        Come to think of it, despite having just ascended to the throne, Rhinoz was the king of the dragonkin. Perhaps the newly crowned Rhinoz was precisely the kind of person who would interest Sylphy.

        

        "May I ask you one question?"

        

        "Yes, go ahead."

        

        "To you, what does it mean to be king?"

        

        "..."

        

        He seemed surprised by the unexpectedly serious question.

        

        Sylphy had consistently shown interest in those who were kings. And she had met many.

        

        Starting with Titania, then Dragonia.

        

        And even Lampest—she had continuously met with kings and heard their stories. Now, in this moment, she was asking again.

        

        Sylphy wanted to become the elven king to ease the suffering of mixed-blood people, but even if she suddenly became king, it would be confusing. That's why she sought answers by questioning.

        

        Those who had become kings.

        

        Those who had been thrust into kingship.

        

        "Aren't you anxious, suddenly rising to such a position? Knowing your choices could lead to the extinction of your race?"

        

        "...That's a heavy question."

        

        "I'm sorry, but I wanted to ask. People tell me I will become the Oberon, but I'm not prepared at all. I think I'm somewhat strong, but strength alone doesn't make a good king."

        

        "As a dragonkin, it pains me to agree, but you're right. If strength alone made a good king, Dragonia would have been one, but regrettably, his actions, while for his race, didn't secure their future."

        

      

      
        Dragonia's operating principle was literally that dragonkin should die fighting, and that was right.

        

        His logic was that instead of living rationally, they should be true to their instincts as dragonkin and die fighting.

        

        Fortunately, Dragonia was defeated and killed, so peace was maintained, but if he had won or survived, quite a few dragonkin might have followed him.

        

        "I see, the meaning of being king."

        

        "..."

        

        "There was no one else who could do it."

        

        "...Is that all?"

        

        "That's all. Sir Ain is certainly powerful, but having spoken with him, you must understand. He's truly free, disliking both binding others and being bound, so he can't be tied to the position of king."

        

        "I see..."

        

        "No, under normal circumstances, Sir Ain becoming king would have been fine. But right now, the dragonkin nation needs someone who can maintain rationality."

        

        Rhinoz smiled regretfully as he spoke.

        

        "Someone who can clench their fist, grit their teeth, and resist the temptation when a hero suddenly challenges them to a duel, maintaining their reason."

        

        Rhinoz was the only one who had resisted that temptation at the Colosseum.

        

        Rhinoz too had wanted to jump in and fight Livia, but he knew he shouldn't, so he held back.

        

        Even the crowd psychology couldn't sway Rhinoz.

        

        Considering he was a dragonkin, I thought it showed remarkable mental strength.

        

        "I didn't become king because I wanted to. There was simply no one else who could do it. And don't misunderstand."

        

        "Misunderstand?"

        

        "I didn't become king to do something because I'm king; I became king to accomplish something."

        

        "..."

        

        "You must have a wish too. That's why you're willing to accept the burdensome position of Oberon rather than rejecting it. So be greedy."

        

        "Greedy?"

        

        "Be greedy enough to protect your race while also achieving your own goals. ...This position can't be handled without greed."

        

        Sylphy stared blankly at Rhinoz.

        

        Rhinoz smiled briefly as if looking at something cute, then extended his hand.

        

        "I look forward to seeing you as a king next time, Lady Sylphy."

        

        "...Yes, I hope we can still smile when that time comes."

        

        And so we departed from Agthalia, the country of the dragonkin.

        

        Fortunately, no major incidents occurred, but precisely because of that, I had the feeling that something would definitely happen at our next destination.

        

        "The next one is the last, right?"

        

        "Yes, Lumenhart, the country of the dwarves."

        

        I hope it ends peacefully, but.

        

        They're not stupid either.

        

        Something will definitely happen.

        

        I should probably prepare myself.
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        "So, are you ready?"

        

        Aiz smiles.

        

        More precisely, it was Aiz's doppelganger.

        

        Aiz could create doppelgangers, but their number was limited, and while they came with many restrictions and conditions, they possessed considerable power. They wielded strength nearly identical to the original.

        

        Typically, doppelganger magic consumes excessive magical power and has poor efficiency.

        

        However, after researching doppelgangers, Aiz managed to create a single, nearly perfect copy.

        

        For Aiz, who had always been skilled at controlling snakes, creating a doppelganger wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        The rest was simply a matter of investing time in researching the technique.

        

        As a result, a doppelganger nearly identical to the original now existed, allowing Aiz to be here while simultaneously being far away with Alex.

        

        Aiz could see through both sets of eyes, and both consciousnesses operated simultaneously in Aiz's mind.

        

        Though called a doppelganger, it was closer to a split self, with both sides being Aiz. The only difference was that the split version was slightly weaker.

        

        Even that difference was minimal.

        

        Anyway, as soon as they left Erkia, Aiz spoke to Gilbert.

        

        "Huh, huh..."

        

        "My, you're so drugged up that proper communication is difficult."

        

        Aiz approached Gilbert with a snicker.

        

        This timing was perfect.

        

        When Aiz placed a hand on Gilbert's head, magical power surged with a resonant hum, and Gilbert's unfocused gaze returned to normal.

        

        With an awkward cough, Gilbert exhaled and said:

        

        "What, what is this...!"

        

        "Let's talk, Gilbert Reinhart. Will you accept my proposal? If you do, you might be able to take the holy sword from Olivia Reinhart for certain."

        

        Of course, even if he somehow obtained the holy sword, nothing would change.

        

        In Olivia's case, it wasn't the holy sword that was strong—it was Olivia herself.

        

        Whether Gilbert knew this or not was unclear.

        

        To Aiz, it seemed like Gilbert might know but was pretending not to.

        

        The position of hero no longer held great significance for Olivia, and obtaining that position wouldn't suddenly transform someone.

        

        A position is given because one fulfills its conditions; rarely does someone fulfill those conditions after obtaining the position.

        

        Not to say it never happens, but at least for the hero's position, that was the case.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was qualified from the beginning, and she was saving the world with power that exceeded those qualifications.

        

        Therefore, Aiz believed that even if Gilbert somehow obtained the holy sword, he couldn't win.

        

        Though nothing in a contest is absolute, an ant cannot defeat a storm. Similarly, Gilbert had no chance of defeating Olivia.

        

        'Well, if by some miracle he succeeds, that's good. If he fails, so be it.'

        

        If he succeeded in killing Olivia...

        

        What could be better than that?

        

        It wouldn't be the best conclusion, but Royce would still be alive, so Aiz believed they could create a good stage with Alex.

        

        But even if Gilbert failed to accomplish anything, that would be fine too.

        

        What mattered wasn't the holy sword or Olivia, but the curse Aiz was about to give Gilbert. Whether it would work properly was uncertain, but it should at least have some effect.

        

        Despite appearances, Aiz was dedicated.

        

        Generous enough to freely give away something prepared over a long time.

        

        This was a test.

        

        Aiz was curious if it would truly be effective.

        

        The biggest issue was that once used, it couldn't be reversed. Adjustments had to be made before use, and Gilbert was perfectly suited for such adjustments.

        

        Easy to corrupt.

        

      

      
        He had strength far beyond ordinary people as the Sword Saint, and the bloodline of the Reinhart family.

        

        Someone so perfectly suited was hard to find, and if Aiz had missed Gilbert, another suitable test subject might not have appeared in this era.

        

        Anyway, Gilbert stared at the shimmering energy at Aiz's fingertips.

        

        "What happens if I take that?"

        

        "You might be able to win. Of course, it includes the power of death, so you'll become absurdly strong. But you know? No matter how absurdly strong you become, you can't defeat Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Has that woman become that strong?"

        

        "You're not stupid, are you? While training her, you sensed she would become incredibly powerful, didn't you? That made you even more irritated. It wasn't even a mistake by the goddess. The holy sword chose the right hero."

        

        "Shut up!"

        

        "Oh my. Perhaps I've said too much. Haha, sorry! Anyway, despite appearances, I've prepared various contingencies. As it happens, my hand reaches near the dwarven nation."

        

        "Are there traitors?"

        

        "No, dwarves, despite appearances, are stubborn and don't submit to power. In other words, they're a race that abhors betrayal above all else, so no matter what conditions are set, they won't listen to monsters."

        

        They are proud.

        

        Over a long time, Aiz had observed several generations of dwarves, and they were all like that.

        

        They would bite off their tongues and die rather than reveal information.

        

        They would endure torture rather than betray their comrades.

        

        They were a race that embodied loyalty and did not betray.

        

        Of course, this was a general racial characteristic, so exceptions existed everywhere, but that was generally the case, and it was said that traitors were treated as less than human.

        

        Gilbert made a strange face at Aiz's words.

        

        Ah.

        

        'Is he feeling self-loathing because he's succumbing to temptation? Humans are truly difficult. If he feels such self-loathing, he could simply resist temptation. In the end, he can't let go of his desire for the hero's title.'

        

        How meaningless that title had become.

        

        It was truly fascinating to see someone fall into the abyss despite noticing this. In a different sense from Alex.

        

        Aiz had seen many people who fell without accepting what they already knew, but rarely those who fell while accepting it.

        

        That's why Aiz had chosen to follow Alex and decided to use preparations made over centuries.

        

        If the first thing to dismantle in the Human Alliance was needed, Aiz thought it would be none other than the dwarves.

        

        Dealing with the dwarves first would be most advantageous in war.

        

        "It will definitely work against Olivia Reinhart. I'll help a bit too. You want a one-on-one with Olivia Reinhart, don't you? You'll need me for that. I'm ready to help so devotedly and create the stage for you—won't you do it?"

        

        Aiz chuckled.

        

        "You can wield the holy sword. You can obtain it. Such an opportunity won't come again. You don't want to live forever as Gilbert Reinhart, the Sword Saint who never became a hero, do you?"

        

        "I'll do it!"

        

        "..."

        

        Aiz smiled a twisted smile.

        

        Then, infusing power into Gilbert's chest, Aiz said:

        

        "Welcome, friend. Let's do well. We're comrades at least until we both get what we want."

        

        "Yes."

        

        How foolish.

        

        Had he forgotten the basic rule not to trust a monster's words?

        

        But well.

        

        Aiz hadn't lied.

        

        Indeed, if possible, Gilbert could wield the holy sword, and the promise to create a one-on-one situation with Olivia wasn't a lie either.

        

        It was perfect timing, as they needed to cause a major incident to divert attention once more.

        

        The dwarven nation was just right.

        

        "Let's go then."

        

      

      
        ***

        

        "The dwarven nation, Lumenhart."

        

        When one thinks of dwarves, one thinks of weapons.

        

        They often supplied weapons and armor, and many were warriors who wielded weapons in battle.

        

        Conversely, they were vulnerable to magic, with almost no renowned magic users among them.

        

        There were those who learned magic, but they were at a level where they merely "learned it," able to choose it as one tactical option.

        

        After all, when fighting monsters, there are moments when magic becomes necessary, even if weak.

        

        Therefore, dwarves put much effort into magic education, but being naturally distant from magic, they rarely produced mages of heroic caliber despite their studies.

        

        Even a dwarf with magic equivalent to an A-rank adventurer would become famous enough for rumors to spread.

        

        "Should we ask them to make weapons?"

        

        "Does anyone here need weapons?"

        

        Livia has the holy sword.

        

        Sylphy has the meteor bow.

        

        Noum isn't a combatant to begin with.

        

        Me, everything I touch becomes a weapon.

        

        Hmm.

        

        "No, but maybe we could ask them to make something for Lilith?"

        

        "Really!?"

        

        "I heard holy weapons are really expensive."

        

        "If they can make a weapon for a saint, they might offer a discount. If we're lucky, it might even be free."

        

        "But what's good about using a holy weapon?"

        

        I fell silent at Lilith's question.

        

        "Lilith, I've been thinking since I taught you before."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You should first study about saints."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        "You seem to know a lot about politics and such, but surprisingly little about these matters."

        

        It was a different kind of ignorance from Livia's.

        

        Livia seemed like she hadn't learned anything else.

        

        Lilith seemed like she didn't know because she wasn't interested.

        

        In other words, she listened well and worked hard at things that interested her even slightly, but had no interest in things that didn't.

        

        In fact, she wasn't unwilling to learn, as shown by her studying with me.

        

        "Saintly duties somehow feel like someone else's business... I don't know."

        

        "It's not someone else's business anymore, so let's learn."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Hahaha! Lilith, you're getting scolded!"

        

        "Livia, if you're from the kingdom, I'd appreciate if you remembered royal etiquette too."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        "What is this, a school? A teacher and children?"

        

        This was, of course, necessary for navigating the future.

        

        Especially for Lilith, who had become a saint but knew little about what that meant.

        

        "It's pretty similar."

        

        "Sylphy, don't agree..."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.235[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 02]

      
        "You need to move your left hand with the same sense as your right hand."

        

        "That's not easy!"

        

        Lilith was moving both hands simultaneously according to my instruction.

        

        I had her use a twig like a pen to move between her fingers on one hand, while holding a silver coin in the other hand and manipulating it.

        

        Both required some skill, but once mastered, they were techniques that could be performed without conscious thought.

        

        "How am I supposed to do this?! And why do I need to do it anyway?!"

        

        "Double Skill—that's the name of the technique Lilith is trying to learn. It means using multiple skills simultaneously."

        

        I picked up the coin and pen that Lilith had dropped, rolling the coin with one hand while spinning the pen with the other.

        

        The pen and coin moved freely, requiring no concentration.

        

        This was my theory: if you couldn't use both hands simultaneously, this technique would be impossible from the start.

        

        Conversely, if you could move both hands freely and simultaneously without conscious thought, you could definitely use Double Skill.

        

        I had taught this to someone before using this method.

        

        They couldn't do it at first, but after mastering this exercise, they naturally became able to use Double Skill.

        

        However, since I had only tested it on one person, I couldn't be certain if the correlation was correct. At least there seemed to be a logical reason for learning Double Skill this way.

        

        But...

        

        It seemed this wasn't to Lilith's liking.

        

        "This is just like some craftsman skill anyway."

        

        "Let me see."

        

        Olivia casually joined in, taking the pen and coin.

        

        Then she naturally rolled them in front of Lilith. Her hands moved freely, with the coin in one hand moving more elegantly than when I did it, and the pen moving faster than mine.

        

        "Whoa, Olivia! Have you done this before?"

        

        "Me? I've only ever handled weapons, and I could count on my fingers the number of times I've held a pen, but could it be!"

        

        I wondered how this person had learned to read and write.

        

        It was surely one of the world's great mysteries.

        

        "I want to try too."

        

        "Go ahead."

        

        Olivia naturally tossed the pen and coin to Sylphy, who, though not as skilled as Olivia, was doing it naturally. Only Lilith, caught in the middle, had a stiffening expression.

        

        It was the face of a sheltered genius who had always believed that things she couldn't do were either "things she hadn't tried yet" or "things she wasn't interested in," now realizing that there were surprisingly many geniuses outside her bubble.

        

        "What about Noum?!"

        

        "Don't compare me to those seemingly inhuman folks!"

        

        "Inhuman..."

        

        "Well, that's not wrong."

        

        "Honestly, compared to Olivia and Royce, I'm just someone with ordinary talent."

        

        Can the words "ordinary" and "talented" exist together like that?

        

        It seemed that Sylphy, after spending time with us, had recalibrated her standards based on us. Especially when looking at Olivia, one reaches a philosophical question of "what is genius?"

        

        Anyone would acknowledge that she is a fighting genius unparalleled in history.

        

        It was an undeniable fact that she had defeated even the first hero and held superiority over the goddess's death god, so Olivia's power, which had blossomed through appropriate effort matching her unparalleled talent, could literally split the world.

        

        Though impossible, it was amazing to think that even if humans and monsters joined hands to fight Olivia, she would still have a decent chance of winning.

        

        Rather, it would be the human-monster alliance, not Olivia, who would need to calculate, consider win rates, and formulate strategies.

        

        Power, speed—truly simple and easy-to-understand strengths—once they exceed a certain threshold, become insurmountable no matter what you do. Olivia had gone one step beyond that, making her extremely difficult to defeat in combat.

        

        Especially in a direct confrontation, no one could beat her.

        

        "Ahahahah! You're really bad at this, Noum!"

        

        "No, it's weird that this is even possible!"

        

        "Since three people can do it, it's you and Lilith who are the weird ones."

      

      
        

        "What."

        

        She was demonstrating a classic statistical fallacy.

        

        "But it seems surprisingly convincing. Looking at how those who can use Double Skill—myself, Olivia, and Royce—can do this, while those who can't—Lilith and Noum—cannot."

        

        "Fine! I'll do it!"

        

        "You ask me to teach you and then get angry."

        

        "We're going to camp nearby soon, right?!"

        

        "Yes, we're planning to stop for today. The sun is setting too."

        

        It was true we needed to hurry, but night was dangerous and increased the possibility of ambushes. Above all, there was the issue of Lilith's stamina.

        

        Of course, not just Lilith, but Noum and Sylphy didn't have unlimited stamina either.

        

        When stamina drops, concentration falls and it becomes easy to get distracted, while night is a time when more concentration is needed.

        

        Considering everything, it was safer and more efficient to rest after sunset and continue the next day rather than pushing on.

        

        Of course, with Olivia present, most things wouldn't be a problem, but exhaustion would be troublesome. If they depleted their stamina excessively, they might not be able to move properly the next day.

        

        Moreover, in an adventure where proper bathing and maintaining hygiene was difficult, depleting too much energy made one susceptible to illness.

        

        Though having Lilith around might help, it was better to be cautious.

        

        "Would it be alright if I sparred with Royce?"

        

        "Spar with me!"

        

        "Sparring with you, Olivia, wouldn't be sparring—it would be one-sided beating!"

        

        "I learned by getting hit, but I know how to control myself. I'll only hit you enough to make you properly pass out."

        

        Coming from someone who had been beaten nearly to death, her words carried tremendous credibility.

        

        "No thanks! I'll ask if I need it later!"

        

        "I could teach you well..."

        

        "By teaching with your body, right?"

        

        "That's the best way, in terms of efficiency. Some people learn faster through physical experience. Sylphy, you're typically the type who learns faster through physical experience. Would you believe me if I said I'm more suited to be your teacher than Royce?"

        

        "I don't want to believe that...!"

        

        "Hahaha, but admit it! You're more like me than Royce! Practice over theory! Feeling over theory! That's the typical characteristic of a genius!"

        

        For reference, Olivia could do both.

        

        That person had spent years treating practice like real combat, and when it came to fighting knowledge, she was even more knowledgeable than me, possessing both theoretical and intuitive power.

        

        The regimen of the Reinhart family and Gilbert Reinhart's education were not pleasant stories for Olivia.

        

        It could be called a tragedy—violence within the family—but the Reinhart family played a significant role in elevating Olivia to her current level.

        

        "Anyway, could you spar with me?"

        

        "You haven't given up."

        

        She looked like she was about to cry.

        

        "Wait, you're that upset about being similar to me?!"

        

        "That's not it."

        

        "Then what is it?!"

        

        Sylphy thought for a moment and then said:

        

        "I might get hit..."

        

        "Hey!"

        

        I was curious about how Sylphy viewed Olivia, but I decided not to ask since it would likely make things awkward between them.

        

        "Well, that's fine. Olivia, would it be alright to leave the meal to you?"

        

        "It's fine, but..."

        

        "Olivia has talents in strange areas—beyond fighting, she's above average at many things."

        

        "Cooking is also fighting. In the wild, you have to identify edible foods and create something edible on the spot. Eating and sleeping are quite important in combat."

        

      

      
        While Olivia prepared to cook with the ingredients, Sylphy was warming up.

        

        Judging by how she was stretching as if ready to pounce at any moment, it seemed she wanted to fight seriously rather than casually.

        

        It seemed she wanted to test something against me.

        

        "Royce..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You have similarities to Aiz."

        

        "Is that an insult?"

        

        "No, just an observation. Somehow you have many methods and prefer to make attacks slide off rather than confronting them head-on."

        

        With a sigh, Sylphy created a bow using magic.

        

        At least it wasn't the Meteor Bow.

        

        "Then... here I come!"

        

        Whoosh!

        

        The arrow shot straight at me, then suddenly curved. As if possessing a will of its own, the arrow bent and aimed for my back.

        

        Crack!!!

        

        A wall of flames rose from thin air, intercepting Sylphy's arrow.

        

        "A flame barrier...!"

        

        "I see, I understand."

        

        "What? I just fired one shot."

        

        "Your magic efficiency isn't bad. With the high elf blood flowing in you, Sylphy, it should be quite possible. The problem is that to use it effectively, you'd need numerous arrows, which would require increasing the arrows' strength."

        

        "..."

        

        "The current strength that barely gets blocked and scatters won't be enough. You need to maintain at least ten arrows simultaneously, and those arrows need good strength too. Sylphy, you're not properly compressing your magic."

        

        "...I just fired one shot."

        

        "But I'm right, aren't I? I see, it's sword techniques using a bow. That's how it should be—techniques should be flexible. Please sit down."

        

        "..."

        

        After she fired just one arrow, I had Sylphy sit down and began writing on the ground with a twig I picked up.

        

        "First, your concept is good in its freedom, but it's not currently possible for you. As you probably realized when fighting Aiz, the arrows themselves couldn't be maintained and scattered, right?"

        

        "Were you watching?"

        

        "No, how could I have been watching?"

        

        "Then how do you know?"

        

        "From your attack just now..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Anyway, I'll tell you how to improve, so try it that way. I guarantee it will be effective."

        

        "Will I be able to defeat Aiz?"

        

        That seemed to be her main concern.

        

        I carefully smiled at Sylphy and said:

        

        "There's a possibility."

        

        "When I first said I wanted to fight Aiz, you said it would be 'difficult.' That I couldn't defeat Aiz."

        

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        "But now your words have changed."

        

        "Because you've changed, Sylphy."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy exhaled deeply and then looked at me.

        

        "What should I do?"

        

        "I'm glad you seem willing to listen."
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        "We should be able to reach Lumenhart by the end of today."

        

        "To think I'd end up touring all the human nations. Though I've only seen the central cities so far."

        

        "Perhaps you should take time to travel around leisurely when you have the chance. That kind of relaxation is surprisingly important."

        

        "How old is Royce? I swear there's an enlightened old man on his deathbed inside that body. That guy is definitely not in his twenties!"

        

        After waking up in the morning, everyone extinguished the campfire completely and packed their belongings with practiced familiarity.

        

        As the morning progressed, it became apparent that Lilith was weak in the mornings. She was noticeably drowsy and half-asleep.

        

        The others moved quite briskly even in the morning, perhaps because they had experienced lives where survival was threatened.

        

        "Sylphy? Are you thinking about something?"

        

        "Ah, yes. I was thinking about a way to temporarily increase our firepower. I remembered that technique Lady Reina used in Elvenheim called Blood Palace..."

        

        "No."

        

        "Absolutely not."

        

        "You both answered at the same time..."

        

        Livia and I responded simultaneously while organizing our belongings.

        

        "Do you know why alchemy is forbidden? Some techniques are prohibited not just because they violate morals and ethics, but because they're too dangerous."

        

        "Is Blood Palace one of those?"

        

        "If it weren't for Elvenheim, there would have been no need to use Blood Palace in the first place."

        

        "Why? Shouldn't it be used especially in Elvenheim? It gives you tremendous power."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia fell silent for a moment.

        

        I considered speaking for her but decided to let her talk. That expression, reminiscent of recalling the past, was similar to when Reina died in her arms.

        

        Especially since she had successfully communicated with Belita and sincerely helped her atone and find a future, it seemed she had many regrets about Reina, whom she had left to die without any dialogue.

        

        Saying things like Reina wasn't worth it or not to sympathize with villains would be meaningless. Livia might be decisive in her actions, but her emotions still fluctuate.

        

        She pretends not to be affected when insulted, but she still gets hurt and feels bad.

        

        It was the same with this situation.

        

        Olivia Reinhart never hesitated to do what needed to be done, but that didn't mean she didn't feel sad or troubled about it.

        

        "Reina's specialty was area-of-effect techniques."

        

        "..."

        

        "If it hadn't been Elvenheim, she could have just wiped everything out. But how could she do such a thing in her homeland? So in the end, the most powerful means at Reina's disposal had to be sealed."

        

        It had been quite a while since I'd seen Reina's power, but it was substantial.

        

        The Storm Archer.

        

        If she had grown stronger since I last saw her, she must have become incredibly powerful, though I couldn't be sure.

        

        "I-I see. It always felt like Olivia did everything by herself in the former hero party."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "It might sound arrogant, but honestly, I did do a lot. Still, I never felt the others were unnecessary back then."

        

        "What about me?"

        

        "...I'm sorry."

        

        When I interjected, Livia's expression immediately hardened, and she lowered her head.

        

        "Well... Actually, I never felt Royce was unnecessary either. As I said before, your abilities were truly excellent, and you saved my life several times."

        

      

      
        "You're talking really fast."

        

        The incident of expelling me from the party because I was a commoner seemed to be a source of deep shame for Livia.

        

        "Ahem!"

        

        Feeling awkward, Livia cleared her throat, apparently wanting to change the subject.

        

        "Anyway, Belita, Reina, and even Alex each had their own roles, which weren't directly fighting monsters. Still, they were meaningful, saved people, and made things easier for me."

        

        Simply put, Livia's role was to defeat all sorts of monsters, while the others supported her so she could fight.

        

        When Livia destroyed something, Alex would talk to people; when enemies fled or hid, Reina would find them; when people were injured, Belita would heal them.

        

        They all worked to allow Livia to fight with peace of mind, and since Livia also deemed this necessary, she had no intention of betraying them or diminishing their achievements.

        

        "After defeating the Demon Lord, I actually praised their achievements before the king and tried to ensure they could live well."

        

        "And you were betrayed on the way back."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "What I want to say is that while I might have stood out because I was strong, the others were by no means weak. If they were truly weak, they wouldn't have been selected for the hero party in the first place."

        

        And despite everything, they had entered the monster territory and reached the deepest part of the Demon Lord's castle.

        

        Alex, Reina, and Belita all possessed great power.

        

        Based on when I was in the hero party, the most troublesome opponent among them would have been Reina.

        

        Whether it was good or bad luck that she was in Elvenheim, I couldn't say, but at least things didn't get complicated.

        

        "I see. Belita is certainly amazing."

        

        Lilith finished packing and said.

        

        "She taught me all the basics in such a short time."

        

        "Belita can sense holy and magical energy through her skin."

        

        "Through her skin?"

        

        "Just by being present, she can detect whether there are barriers or evil energies."

        

        She couldn't use blessings and had no divine mark.

        

        Except for those points, Belita was literally the perfect saint. Honestly, I didn't doubt her either because of her overwhelming healing power and sensitivity to all kinds of barriers and curses.

        

        Having witnessed such abilities firsthand, how could anyone doubt she was a saint?

        

        I did wonder why she didn't use blessings, but not many people would reach the extreme conclusion that the saint was a fake based on that.

        

        Honestly, while I might have had some suspicions, I dismissed them as foolish thoughts.

        

        No matter how much people said Livia did everything in the hero party, the moment they were invited to join, they were all first-class representatives of humanity's strongest.

        

        "And now that hero party has come to this..."

        

        "What do you mean 'this'?! We're quite impressive too!"

        

        "That's right, gnome. Could you not look at us that way? Sure, I might be inferior to Belita in every aspect except the ability to bestow blessings, but still!"

        

        No one had actually said she was inferior, but Lilith wasn't stupid and seemed to know it herself.

        

        To be precise, Lilith actually had more magical power.

        

        It's just that when Lilith used 10 units of magic to save someone, Belita could do it with just 2-3 units—a minor but truly regrettable disadvantage.

        

        "But I'm better at archery than Lady Reina!"

        

        "That's debatable."

        

        "Hard to be certain."

        

        "What?! Even though I've gotten stronger, my archery skills are still inferior to Lady Reina's...!"

        

      

      
        Reina was especially skilled in long-range archery.

        

        Even the prickly Livia from the hero party days had exclaimed in admiration at Reina's skills several times.

        

        She had shot from distances that were almost impossible to see with the naked eye.

        

        So essentially, placing Livia at the front and Reina at the back would make for an unbeatable strategy.

        

        The only unfortunate drawback was that Reina didn't prefer fighting from the back.

        

        Surprisingly, Reina had many similarities with Livia.

        

        Perhaps that's why Livia paid the most attention to her.

        

        In that awkward hero party, Reina was probably the only one Livia considered somewhat close.

        

        "But don't be too disappointed. Both Reina and Belita were educated and trained for their roles from childhood... no, from the moment they were born."

        

        Though for one of them, it wasn't training but torture.

        

        "Being inferior to them right now isn't something to be ashamed of."

        

        I smiled at Lilith and Sylphy.

        

        "And while there are areas where you fall short, Lilith and Sylphy also have aspects where you excel beyond Reina and Belita."

        

        "Teacher...!"

        

        "Professor...!"

        

        "Could you stop with that reaction?"

        

        I wasn't lying, just stating facts.

        

        While Sylphy's archery skills might currently be inferior to Reina's, she possessed weapons that Reina didn't have, and the same was true for Lilith.

        

        If they honed those aspects, they might surpass those two in the near future.

        

        However.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Lilith, being a saint, certainly has potential, but surpassing Reina in archery, not just combat power, won't be easy.

        

        I mean, the distances from which she could shoot!

        

        The hero party all opened their mouths in the same way, showed the same reaction, and were equally dumbfounded.

        

        That was probably the first time they had shown such unity.

        

        "Great, packing done!"

        

        "Is there anything famous in Lumenhart?"

        

        "Weapons and armor are famous, and also..."

        

        "And?"

        

        "It's famous for having the Goddess's Tower."

        

        "Ah, I've heard of that."

        

        In the past, it was said to be a tower built by the Goddess.

        

        It was quite an ancient structure and religiously significant.

        

        However.

        

        Lady Grandia tilted her head and said:

        

        -I never built that. It's not mine.

        

        "..."

        

        Just like that, a religiously significant building became just an old structure.
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        "Seems normal."

        

        I muttered to myself.

        

        I had been thinking that something might be wrong with Lumenhart that I was seeing, but there didn't appear to be any obvious issues with it.

        

        Of course, there wouldn't be a sudden attack like what happened in Weargal, but I didn't think Alex would just leave Lois and me alone like this.

        

        He must be plotting something, but there was no evidence to figure out what it might be. Unfortunately, unless he made a move first, it would be difficult to track Alex down.

        

        More than anything, Alex could hide in dimensional space, so even if I somehow found evidence, if he escaped to another dimension before I could confront him, there would be nothing I could do.

        

        If I could just face him somehow, I had a method to cut him down along with the space itself.

        

        I had figured out the general approach while fighting the Death God last time, so I'd been practicing recently.

        

        If he escaped to another dimension, I just needed to create a slash that could reach there.

        

        My success rate wasn't particularly high yet, and somehow the direction seemed off, but it couldn't hurt to practice. If I could reach not only this space but the other space as well, it would definitely enable attacks that ignore spatial boundaries.

        

        It would be nice if Alex would quietly wait in the Demon Lord's castle, but he wouldn't. He had a habit of moving on his own since long ago, so he wasn't the type to wait quietly in the Demon Lord's castle.

        

        He would act on his own, and if he stayed somewhere like the Demon Lord's castle, he couldn't avoid a direct confrontation with me.

        

        Alex knew my power well, so he would absolutely avoid a direct fight and would somehow create a situation where I couldn't fight properly.

        

        The most obvious but most effective strategy would be to take hostages.

        

        If he suddenly invaded a crowded place and took people hostage, it would be very difficult for me to respond.

        

        In the past, I might have considered killing the hostages along with him as one option.

        

        The lives I would save in the future versus the lives Alex would take as a Death God.

        

        The number of hostages would never be insignificant, but compared to the lives I could save in the future and the lives Alex would take, it wouldn't be that many.

        

        That's how I would have thought about it.

        

        I hated the logic of sacrificing the few for the many.

        

        I wanted to save everyone somehow.

        

        And I thought that wasn't something that should be said by the one doing the sacrificing.

        

        It wasn't a justification for the one who abandons others, but rather words for those being sacrificed to mourn their own deaths and find meaning in them. Even if it was close to self-comfort, it was a right given to the sacrificed minority.

        

        I once heard a fat nobleman who just sat and watched say those words.

        

        I think it was after that time.

        

        I began to feel uncomfortable with my own actions of always sacrificing the few.

        

        It seemed wrong to abandon the smaller for the sake of the greater.

        

        "It's not wrong. It's rational and right. But what's rational and right isn't necessarily the best option."

        

        Lois, who was beside me at the time, spoke as if she could read my expression. Back then, I responded irritably, asking what she knew, but that answer seemed to have changed my approach somewhat.

        

        Sacrificing the few for the many was rational and right, but it wasn't the best option.

        

        A hero must always find and choose the best course of action.

        

        Even if my body breaks down, bleeds, or even if I die, I won't allow the few to be abandoned.

        

        Combined with my obsession, I was able to play the role of a hero quite convincingly.

      

      
        

        Come to think of it, I could say that I was able to pretend to be a hero, at least outwardly, thanks to Lois, but whenever I said something like that, Lois would say, "You've always been that way."

        

        I'm not sure about that.

        

        After losing my power, being betrayed, breaking free from my obsessions, feeling the desire to live, and going through many other experiences, I learned how to exist not as a hero but as Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "Dwarves do have a reputation for not being very religious."

        

        "They're more religious than beastfolk. They're just average. Some people are religious, some aren't."

        

        "For someone religious, Lois, you're rather dry about it. The devout people I know would glare at you and lecture you if you said anything negative about the goddess."

        

        Lilith laughed at the gnome's words.

        

        "Right, right. For example, they ask if God is truly omnipotent, why is the world like this?"

        

        That wasn't something a princess should say.

        

        Nor something I should say, but still.

        

        Lois smiled.

        

        Sometimes Lois just smiles.

        

        Not to hide anger or anything, but a smile that seemed to say, "That's a valid perspective."

        

        What was truly mysterious about it was that most people would be upset if something they trusted or viewed positively was denied.

        

        But Lois fundamentally lacked that reaction.

        

        It seemed like she could objectively see that what she loved, liked, and trusted might appear different in others' eyes.

        

        While no person can view everything completely objectively, from my perspective, Lois seemed to see the world most objectively.

        

        Maybe I'm just making a favorable assessment because I'm in love.

        

        This might be inappropriate to say, but any assessment made by me, Olivia Reinhart, apart from evaluating strength, isn't particularly reliable.

        

        If I had good judgment of people, I wouldn't have been betrayed and cursed by the Death God.

        

        That betrayal which changed my life and my meeting with Lois were my weaknesses, but at the same time, they became the final pieces that completed who I am now.

        

        And they proved that I have no eye for people.

        

        I really am terribly oblivious.

        

        Perhaps that's why I came to like Lois, who is the complete opposite—someone with sharp intuition.

        

        "What's commonly called omnipotence isn't the concept of being able to do anything."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "It's the ability to accomplish everything that's logically possible—in other words, not things where causality doesn't apply, but things where causality is clearly established."

        

        "I don't really get it."

        

        "It's something that makes sense verbally but conceptually cannot exist. Well, that varies from person to person, so it's not for me to say, but even people in the church these days don't seem to understand it well."

        

        "They must not study enough."

        

        "Interpreting scripture is difficult."

        

        In the past, it was essential to interpret from the original texts, but nowadays they teach using already translated versions. Despite that, I had never met anyone who could explain faith and such matters better than Lois.

        

      

      
        Most people at churches and such places make you pray with the feeling that you should just believe, but Lois wasn't like that at all.

        

        You don't believe? That's understandable~

        

        You do believe? I believe too~

        

        You say there's no such thing? I see, that makes sense too~

        

        You're sure there is? I hope there is too~

        

        Conversations with her had that kind of feeling.

        

        Since our hero party days, she seemed to have faith, but it wasn't often noticeable. Only the old cross pendant she wore seemed to indicate that Lois was a person of faith.

        

        "Ah, I have a scripture too. A translated version though."

        

        Lilith pulled out a scripture from her bag.

        

        Yes, there were many such translations available.

        

        But as soon as she took out the translation, Lois's expression changed.

        

        "No, why are you carrying that one of all things!?"

        

        "Huh? Why? Someone gave it to me, so I took it..."

        

        "This person interpreted the scripture however they wanted, paraphrased it as they pleased, and wrote it down! A translator should translate, not interpret and recreate the text!"

        

        "Ah, um."

        

        "Didn't they just change the wording? Look, old language can be hard for people today to understand, right?"

        

        "That's not the issue. If it's for children to read, that would be fine. But someone reading this scripture is likely studying faith seriously. To give such a thing to someone like that...!"

        

        It was rare to see Lois genuinely flustered.

        

        Lois seemed to notice her own emotions and quickly regained her composure, awkwardly clearing her throat with a "Ahem..."

        

        "Lois loves books, after all."

        

        "Sigh, many books from before the common human language are being interpreted and translated these days. That's a good thing. But distorting past events when writing about them is, no joke, distressing."

        

        "Come to think of it, you know ancient languages, Lois."

        

        Learning languages to read books is impressive.

        

        For Lois, accumulating knowledge might be similar to what building strength is for me.

        

        She had always been reading books since long ago, and even while traveling with me, she was always reading. Surprisingly, the book she was reading was different each time.

        

        She seemed to read very quickly.

        

        It takes me quite a while to read one book. If it's a difficult book, I might be stuck with it for months.

        

        Lois said she could read quickly because she'd been reading since she was young.

        

        "When you think about it, only someone who can read both the original and the translation would know the difference between them, so if someone deliberately distorts or mistranslates something, it would be easy to acquire incorrect knowledge."

        

        "Honestly, no matter how terrible and racially discriminatory many things from the past were, they were facts, so I wish they would write them as they were. I can somewhat understand with novels, though it's still disappointing, but when someone deliberately writes historical accounts that way, I want to go confront them immediately. No, even with novels, that discrimination was normal for the time period..."

        

        Lois was muttering with a genuinely annoyed expression.

        

        Wow, this was the same Lois who never got angry at me even when I said terrible things to her during our hero party days.

        

        As someone who doesn't read much, I didn't quite understand, but it seemed like a serious issue.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.238[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 05]

      
        "What a lively town!"

        

        I arrived at Lumenhart, the country of dwarves.

        

        There were many shops for drinking alcohol, and even more blacksmith shops. Of course, this was only true for this particular street.

        

        This street was commonly known as the Dwarven Street and was famous enough that people said if you wanted to learn about dwarves, this was the place to see.

        

        Blacksmithing.

        

        Alcohol.

        

        A cheerful atmosphere.

        

        It was truly a place that had everything people generally associated with dwarves, and while these might be stereotypes when applied to individual dwarves, they generally aligned with the common characteristics of dwarves.

        

        The sun wasn't setting yet, but it was getting quite late.

        

        After speaking with the king of the dwarves, it seemed best to rest quietly for today. Fortunately, dwarves weren't as hot-blooded as dragonkin, so I wouldn't suddenly get into trouble.

        

        After all, despite their cheerfulness, many dwarves understood the importance of solemnity.

        

        As I walked casually down the street, Livia looked at me and said:

        

        "Royce, have you been to Lumenhart before?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "No, it just seems like you know your way around somehow."

        

        "Ah, well... I have been here before."

        

        "Really?"

        

        I hadn't come through all the countries like this time; I had simply visited the dwarven country out of interest, as a traveler.

        

        I hadn't deeply observed the surroundings, but rather just took in the sights.

        

        I wasn't particularly interested in weapons or alcohol, but I was very interested in what dwarves commonly referred to as craftsmanship.

        

        Anyway, because of that, my trip consisted of talking with people on this street or borrowing books from places like the library located a bit further away.

        

        It might have been a somewhat disappointing trip for tourists, but at least I had a fairly satisfying journey.

        

        Above all, it seemed dwarves quite enjoyed reading as well, as there were many different kinds of books, which was nice.

        

        Beyond this street, there were also quite a few shops selling books.

        

        "But there are many people from other countries too. Not just dwarves, but beastkin, elves, and dragonkin as well."

        

        "This place is the epitome of blacksmithing, what you might call a concentration of master craftsmanship. In other words, anyone interested in such work comes to this street regardless of race."

        

        "I see, so for those pursuing that field, this street is nothing short of a golden opportunity to learn skills?"

        

        "That's exactly right. It's fair to say it's almost the only place where racial discrimination doesn't exist."

        

        "That's somewhat sad, when you put it that way."

        

        Well, looking at it positively, at least there's almost no racial discrimination here.

        

        What matters to them is the skill in crafting weapons and the passion for it.

        

        They don't care whether you're human, elf, dragonkin, or beastkin.

        

        If you have skill and passion, they'll take you under their wing and observe you for some time.

        

        They watch from below to see if you're worthy of being taught their techniques, and if they decide you are, they formally take you as an apprentice and pass down their skills.

        

        Dwarves certainly live longer than humans, but among the human alliance races, they have the second shortest lifespan after humans.

        

        Elves live the longest.

        

        Then dragonkin.

        

        Then beastkin.

        

      

      
        Then dwarves, and humans come in last.

        

        In fact, elves live considerably longer than the others.

        

        Dragonkin typically live to about 200 years, which is considered a long life, and dying at that age is unavoidable—what's commonly called natural death.

        

        But even ordinary elves have an average lifespan exceeding 500 years, with some living even longer. High elves live even longer, so elves' lifespans are truly remarkable.

        

        The half-elf Sylphie, who's with us now, despite her youthful appearance, is older than the combined ages of everyone else in this party excluding herself.

        

        The only reason we don't treat her as our elder is because Sylphie dislikes it.

        

        In human culture, showing respect to older people is basic etiquette, but elves don't have such customs, and above all, Sylphie didn't like acknowledging her age, so we didn't mention it.

        

        "Huh? Oh my, if it isn't Royce!"

        

        "She's tall...!"

        

        She wasn't a dwarf.

        

        She had the distinct features of a beastkin, and was quite large even for one.

        

        "Raphne! It's been a long time, have you been well?"

        

        "Hahaha, look! This forge is now mine! We met when I was just an apprentice, and I really missed you."

        

        "You said you would inherit the forge... You've achieved your goal. Congratulations."

        

        Raphne and I shook hands.

        

        Raphne was someone I had become friendly with during my travels to Lumenhart.

        

        Though not a dwarf, she had come here to learn blacksmithing techniques, and it seemed she had finally inherited the forge and made it her own.

        

        In this way, even if you weren't a dwarf, if your craftsmanship and artisan spirit were recognized, it was possible for other races to make a living on this street.

        

        Usually, after learning such skills, many would return to their own countries, but it seemed Raphne preferred the atmosphere of Lumenhart over Weargal.

        

        Even when I met her during my travels, she had said she had no intention of returning to Weargal.

        

        It wasn't that she disliked Weargal; rather, she really liked the casual atmosphere of Lumenhart.

        

        "Royce."

        

        Livia, with a noticeably uncomfortable expression, pulled at my arm.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Indeed.

        

        Certainly, Raphne and Livia had some similarities.

        

        "Huh? This lady is... Oh? Hmm? Ohh!? You're the Hero!"

        

        "Yes, I'm currently working as part of the Hero's party."

        

        "Really! I always thought you were someone capable of great things, but had no interest in them! I thought the world had cruelly given you strength but not the ambition to achieve honorable deeds with it!"

        

        Raphne laughed as she grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously.

        

        My shoulder's going to dislocate.

        

        Beastkin naturally have high physical abilities, and the strength she had built up working at the forge was considerable.

        

        While Raphne's combat ability itself might not be high, in terms of pure strength, she far exceeded the average for beastkin.

        

        "......"

        

        Livia stared at Raphne with an openly wary expression.

        

        She didn't like that Raphne was talking about memories she didn't share, didn't like how familiar they seemed, and didn't like how Raphne spoke as if she knew me well.

        

        I'd been thinking this for a while, but despite her seemingly contrary personality, she's quite jealous.

        

        For Livia, a romantic or marital relationship might be a kind of contract: I'll only look at you, so you must only look at me.

        

      

      
        I also thought that's how a marital relationship should be.

        

        Well, polygamy wasn't illegal among nobles, but usually when polygamy occurred, it was more for political reasons than love, and ironically, polygamy based on love often ended in tragedy.

        

        When done for political reasons, there were no such expectations, so it didn't matter, but when polygamy was practiced out of love, discrimination inevitably occurred, and even if the second wife initially claimed to be fine with the arrangement, cracks would easily form in her heart over time.

        

        That's why when nobles were stabbed to death by women, they were often polygamists, and the culprit was likely to be one of their wives.

        

        With such incidents happening frequently, even nobles tried to avoid polygamy unless there was a genuine political reason.

        

        Of course, there were cases where it worked out and everyone was happy, but it was undeniably difficult.

        

        Making one woman happy was challenging enough even if you devoted your entire life to it, so making multiple women happy meant literally investing your whole life in them.

        

        I had never asked Livia what she thought about polygamy, but based on her reactions so far, it was easy to guess how she would respond.

        

        "Oh, um. This is Raphne. We became friends when I was in Lumenhart."

        

        "I'm Raphne, yeah! Wow! The Hero is smaller than I expected! I imagined someone more rugged and monstrous!"

        

        "I'm Olivia Reinhart, nice to meet you."

        

        Though she seemed slightly displeased, she was trying not to show it.

        

        But she was terrible at acting, so she was radiating an "I don't like you" atmosphere.

        

        Normally, one would easily notice that this person didn't like them.

        

        The problem was...

        

        "Ohhh! Nice to meet you! My son is your fervent supporter! He wants to be a hero like you so much that he asked me to make him a sword! Since he's still young, I only gave him a wooden sword, but still! Hahaha!"

        

        Raphne didn't pick up on it at all.

        

        How should I describe this person?

        

        As I said, she had similarities with Livia, but while Livia becomes like a puppy around people she cares about, this person was like a puppy to everyone.

        

        Always acting friendly.

        

        Say hello once, and from that point on, you're an acquaintance.

        

        Meet by chance at a drinking establishment and share a drink, and from that point on, you're friends.

        

        She just really enjoyed being around people.

        

        "......"

        

        Livia stared at Raphne with a slightly dazed expression.

        

        "Son?"

        

        "Raphne was already a married woman when I met her, Livia."

        

        "...I, see."

        

        Moreover, her husband was a dwarf.

        

        The combination of Raphne, who was extremely tall for a beastkin, and her husband, who was small even for a dwarf, might look a bit incongruous from the outside, but if they were happy, that's what mattered. And they were indeed a harmonious couple.

        

        As soon as Livia recognized this fact, the cold wariness in her eyes quickly disappeared.

        

        "Nice to meet you! I'm Olivia Reinhart, and if you're Royce's friend, we can get along well too!"

        

        "Oh, to think I could become friends with the Hero! Say, would you mind giving my son an autograph later? He would absolutely love it!"

        

        "That much...! It feels great to have become so famous!"

        

        As Livia laughed with a "haha," I said from behind her:

        

        "What were you thinking, Livia?"

        

        "I, I wasn't thinking anything? See, we're getting along fine. Why, why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        Even her jealousy was naive.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.239[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 06]

      
        "This is the holy sword!"

        

        "Ohhh, I can feel the sacred energy."

        

        "What an intense magical power."

        

        "A work of art made by God! It's rare to see such an excellent sword that combines both artistry and performance!"

        

        After heading toward the castle to have an audience with the king of the dwarves, King Dranov immediately made a request upon seeing us.

        

        He asked if he could just touch the holy sword once.

        

        For them, the holy sword was something they had only seen from afar, a sword that couldn't possibly exist in this world.

        

        Livia naturally granted permission, and not only King Dranov but other dwarves as well rushed over to examine the holy sword.

        

        Weapons are typically crude by nature.

        

        While there are weapons that pay attention to appearance, it's undoubtedly better for a sword to focus entirely on being a weapon rather than concerning itself with aesthetics.

        

        Therefore, the closer a sword is to being a masterpiece, the more crude and somewhat unappealing its appearance tends to be.

        

        However, the holy sword had such a magnificent aura that anyone could recognize it as a holy sword, while also being a masterpiece in terms of its function as a sword.

        

        Nearly indestructible, this sword could truly be considered a divine weapon in the eyes of the dwarves.

        

        -Ahem.

        

        "......"

        

        Lady Grandia, the creator of the holy sword, was smiling behind us, seemingly quite pleased.

        

        The holy sword was made by Lady Grandia.

        

        Naturally, the dwarves' praise was no different from praise directed at herself, and Lady Grandia appeared to be in quite a good mood. The mere existence of the holy sword made it appropriate for the dwarves to call Lady Grandia a god.

        

        Honestly, the holy sword was an incredible weapon.

        

        Indestructible.

        

        While swords typically break eventually, the holy sword does not.

        

        Livia's magical power is vast and powerful, causing most swords to collapse after just one swing, unable to withstand her strength.

        

        Even masterwork swords generally have their lifespan significantly reduced.

        

        However, because the holy sword possesses the ability of indestructibility, it doesn't break or get damaged even by Livia's magical power.

        

        High resistance to curses.

        

        Though not immediately apparent due to the Death God's curse, the holy sword can repel most curses with its power. In other words, anyone attempting to curse Livia might find the curse bouncing back and afflicting themselves instead.

        

        It also seems to provide some resistance to poison and other status ailments, though not as overwhelmingly as it does against curses.

        

        To curse Livia, one would need to have absorbed something like the Death God's curse into their body.

        

        "Wow, magnificent! Magnificent! She truly is a goddess! She is a god!"

        

        She is indeed a god.

        

        Well, not exactly that kind of god, but still a deity who created and cared for us.

        

        She deserved a happier life.

        

        After all this ends, I hoped she could freely enjoy a mortal life and close her eyes with sufficient satisfaction of having fulfilled her duty.

        

        Even if she now entrusts everything to humanity, what she has protected until now won't disappear, and the grace she bestowed without asking for much in return will continue to remain with humanity.

        

        Even if Lady Grandia wasn't the kind of god we typically imagine, that fact wouldn't change, and humanity should bow their heads in gratitude to her for the rest of their lives.

        

        "Oh my, ahem! I've shown an unseemly side of myself."

        

        The first to regain composure was Dranobu, the king of the dwarves.

        

        Dranobu Numen.

        

        As the current king of the dwarves, I had heard he had a great attachment to weapons, and he seemed to be exactly as rumored.

        

        Dranobu, who had been gazing at the holy sword, slowly backed away and took his seat. It seemed we could finally have a conversation.

        

        The other dwarves also showed signs of reluctance to part with the sword, but they seemed to understand that this was an official setting.

        

        They had already indulged their curiosity quite thoroughly, but if one understood how deeply they cared about weapons, it was easy to see that this was actually them showing considerable restraint.

        

        "First of all, welcome. Lumenhart welcomes all of you. My name is Dranobu Numen. I am the one serving as the king of this Lumenhart."

        

        Dranobu erased his childlike expression that had been gleaming at the holy sword and displayed the dignity and composure befitting his position. I was glad he was someone who could distinguish between public and private matters.

        

        No.

      

      
        

        Thinking about it rationally, that should be expected, but my perception seemed momentarily distorted because of the dragon people.

        

        Anyway, Dranobu was hospitable and, naturally, had prepared accommodations for us.

        

        "Then we shall take our leave now."

        

        I concluded the conversation appropriately.

        

        We had conveyed our purpose, so it should be fine.

        

        Dranobu nodded and said:

        

        "May I come see the holy sword later?"

        

        "Ah, yes. Feel free to do so whenever you like."

        

        At Livia's words, Dranobu smiled with great satisfaction.

        

        Honestly, for those who love weapons or make combat their livelihood, there is no weapon more symbolic than a holy sword, and everyone dreams of the moment they can hold one.

        

        However, it didn't provide as much combat assistance as one might think.

        

        As mentioned, it only provides various resistances, and regarding its indestructibility, most people except those at Livia's level don't worry about their swords breaking from their own strength during battle.

        

        In other words, the direct combat advantage it provides is merely preventing accidents where the sword breaks due to improper maintenance.

        

        Of course, that's important too, but if one knows how to properly use magical power and apply it to their sword, the possibility of such accidents decreases significantly, especially if the weapon is properly maintained.

        

        In cases where there's an overwhelming difference in skill, even if the sword doesn't break, you still couldn't win.

        

        There's a saying: "Charging in even after your weapon breaks."

        

        It criticizes the foolishness of continuing to fight when a broken weapon essentially means defeat.

        

        The fact that such a saying exists shows that a broken weapon is quite problematic.

        

        "Phew, I'm tired even though I haven't done anything..."

        

        "The seat of power is always exhausting..."

        

        "Is this the last stop? Where are we going after we cross over from here?"

        

        "First, we'll return to the kingdom. There are things we need to check there."

        

        "So after all this traveling, we end up back at the kingdom."

        

        I don't know where we'll ultimately go.

        

        From that point on, the search for Alex will begin in earnest, but honestly, I thought it would be difficult to find Alex from our end.

        

        The problem was the technology using dimensional space.

        

        In other words, we would search, but according to my prediction, it might be difficult for us to find Alex until he makes the first move.

        

        If that's the case, since he's already become a Death God, perhaps waiting until we die might be an option.

        

        After all, Livia and I are ultimately human.

        

        We won't exist 200 years from now.

        

        We might still be alive, albeit very old, 100 years from now.

        

        But Alex won't choose that method.

        

        Alex, who wants to prove his existence, won't simply let Livia and me, who stand opposite him, pass away like that.

        

        Above all... unlike me, I don't think Alex, who forcibly took that power, can remain unaffected.

        

        Even I, who was originally a creation of the goddess, had less resistance to inheriting the power, but Alex forcibly took the power of the Death God, the creator of monsters.

        

        Depending on the circumstances, Alex might not have much time left.

        

        If that happens.

        

        Surely.

        

        He will cause an incident very soon.

        

        'He probably thinks it doesn't matter if he dies. The entire trajectory of your life wasn't worth enough to stop your wish.'

        

        He's willing to give up and throw away everything he's gained in life, and even if he sacrifices his life, he wants to ask the world.

        

        He wants to ask God.

        

        About his own existence.

        

        It was no longer something that could be stopped, and the current Alex was not in a position to be forgiven even if it were stopped.

        

      

      
        "Sigh."

        

        As I let out a short sigh while walking down the street, Liris reacted with an "Ah!"

        

        "Look! Royce! It's a bookstore!"

        

        "What about a bookstore?"

        

        "They have a translated version of the same scripture I have!"

        

        "What?!"

        

        I turned toward the bookstore in surprise. Right at the front was a translated version of the scripture where the translator had written their own novel instead of doing the translation properly.

        

        "No, why!!"

        

        "Wow, it's not often we see Royce get excited."

        

        "Lord Royce, it seems this is even the best-selling one. It says it's the most popular..."

        

        "Huh!"

        

        I gasped.

        

        "Wow! It says it's the best-seller among dwarves these days? That's what it says."

        

        "This is insane!"

        

        I staggered.

        

        Livia picked up the book that was displayed and flipped through a few pages.

        

        Then she laughed.

        

        "Hahaha, it's true! I don't know ancient language, but I was forced to read the scripture as a child, so I remember some parts. They've blatantly removed things!"

        

        "Which parts are different?"

        

        "Look here, there used to be a person called the Holy Saint who sacrificed herself for her child, but they've changed it to say she sacrificed herself for the world."

        

        "Hmm, you're right. 'The Lord bestowed an unspeakable oracle. She did not focus on one or two small lives but entrusted herself to the great fate of the world...' The meaning is indeed quite different."

        

        "Excuse me, but..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Royce has collapsed."

        

        "Wow."

        

        I was on the ground, trembling.

        

        "It needs to be burned... People who write about or translate actual historical events shouldn't insert their own opinions...! At the very least, put them in an afterword...!"

        

        "Royce speaking informally, that's rare."

        

        "This, this is historical distortion. Even if it's ugly and painful, discrimination and sins that actually happened are real events! Changing content or descriptions because you don't like them or because of modern sensibilities is historical distortion...!"

        

        I muttered while collapsed on the ground.

        

        Why would such a book sell well?

        

        This won't do.

        

        This can't continue.

        

        At this rate, the dwarves will think this is the truth.

        

        Looking at me, the gnome quietly said:

        

        "I don't think even a monster using powerful mental attack magic could deal this much damage to Royce."

        

        After watching me for a while, Liris, as if she had found something interesting, brought several books from inside and spoke to me as I lay on the ground.

        

        "Hahaha, Royce. Look! This person has translated tons of specialized books besides this scripture!"

        

        Livia exclaimed in dismay:

        

        "Did you really need to bring those right now?!"

        

        "Why would they hire a novelist as a translator...!!"

        

        I cried out in despair.

        

        If you're a translator, you should translate properly.

        

        Arghhhh.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.240[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 07]

      
        Good people never call themselves good people.

        

        I've thought about why that is.

        

        Good people spend their lives thinking about the mistakes they've made, the people they couldn't save, or the evil they accidentally committed. They speak not of the numbers they saved but of those they couldn't save, and they don't escape with excuses like "it couldn't be helped."

        

        Even if they say such things outwardly, inside, something close to guilt stirs in their hearts.

        

        But bad people don't care about the evil they've done; they only talk about what they've given, and never mention what they've received.

        

        So the capricious good deeds of evil people end up reaching people's ears more often.

        

        For good people, doing good is simply their daily routine, nothing to boast about. But for evil people, those sporadic good deeds serve as a kind of mental pillar, allowing them to believe they still have some humanity left.

        

        Sadly, people view the evil person's good deed more favorably than the good person's kindness.

        

        They value the strong person's good deed more than the weak person's.

        

        Is it because when one becomes powerful, they have more choices, and despite having options that would make their own life easier, they chose the difficult path?

        

        Even without that reasoning, all good deeds should be considered equally valuable.

        

        If all human lives are of equal value, then all actions taken to save those lives should be equally valued.

        

        "So God sees everything, huh?"

        

        "Not everything."

        

        "Whoa! You're here? Shouldn't you be with Royce?"

        

        "Royce seems to need some alone time right now."

        

        "I see."

        

        It seemed that the translation itself had been quite shocking to Royce.

        

        Royce was in a state of semi-unconsciousness from the shock and was resting alone in the room.

        

        Part of me wanted to be by his side, but sometimes people need time to themselves.

        

        "Why aren't you by Royce's side right now?"

        

        "Hmm, I'm a woman with great understanding. I'm the kind of woman who can understand when someone needs time alone."

        

        Of course, it's always nice to be together.

        

        I would prefer to be by his side 24 hours a day if possible, but even in romantic or marital relationships, people need time alone.

        

        Especially Royce, who, despite his capabilities, wasn't particularly extroverted.

        

        He had talents for various outward-facing activities.

        

        From politics to negotiations.

        

        In this party, whenever something needed to be resolved through conversation, Royce would step forward and speak. Such talent seemed innate, but his personality didn't match his abilities.

        

        Royce didn't enjoy talking to people he wasn't close with and surprisingly enjoyed spending time alone.

        

        Come to think of it, that's probably why Royce was able to find me. He lived alone in a place somewhat distant from the village, which is why he happened to pass through that rarely traveled path and found me.

        

        Of course, leaving the village meant risking encounters with monsters, but for Royce, a spirit mage, such threats were hardly concerning.

        

        "Oh? So the person who was burning with jealousy just because I shook hands with a female friend I hadn't seen in a long time is understanding?"

        

        "That's the natural vigilance one should have as a lover!"

        

        "What if Royce did the same to you? What if he exploded with jealousy because you seemed close to some man you happened to become friends with?"

        

        "Oh, I'd like that."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "I'd love to see Royce burning with jealousy, but doing something just to provoke that seems a bit much."

        

        I've always had a very limited social circle.

        

        I lived a sheltered life since childhood, and beyond that, the only one I could call a friend was Lilith.

        

        Even with Lilith, our relationship was mostly just occasional meetings and chats, so it was somewhat regrettable to even call her a friend.

        

        After that came the hero's party, then betrayal, and only after that could the current me exist.

        

        In other words, I never had the opportunity to build proper relationships in between, and only after being betrayed and completely losing my qualification as a hero could I form proper human connections.

        

        It felt like I was now recovering everything that had been distorted, living a life I hadn't lived before, and seeing things I hadn't seen.

        

        "Hmm, romance is a good thing. Especially you and Royce should have children, as a duty."

        

        "What's with that suddenly?"

        

        "For people like you two, with excellent talents and good character, not having children would be a sin, truly a sin. Or do you not plan to have any?"

        

        "I do."

        

        "I'm surprised by your serious, unwavering eyes."

        

        "But I'm not without concerns. I didn't have good parents, so I don't know if I can be a good parent. I don't even feel like I've become an adult yet."

        

        Time that had been standing still finally started moving again.

        

        I needed to make time move a bit faster. Since the clock had never moved since my childhood, I needed to turn it roughly but quickly to catch up with who I am now.

        

        "Being a good parent is about wanting to be one. It's like justice or goodness. As long as you keep questioning yourself, you can be a good parent."

        

        "......"

        

        "If you believe yourself to be just or good without any hesitation, guilt, or moral standard for your actions, you become a sharp weapon no different from evil."

        

        So it's like that.

        

        "True goodness is about constantly questioning yourself, agonizing, and hesitating until the moment of choice. Similarly, those who believe without doubt that they are good parents are, in most cases, not seen that way by their children."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Indeed, the man who was your father died believing until his last moment that he had been an excellent parent."

        

        "Yeah, that sounds like him."

        

        Without a moment's hesitation, he died shedding tears, claiming he had raised me properly until I became a hero.

        

        I didn't think much of it then, but now it even makes me feel uncomfortable.

        

        That such a thought was what came to his mind in his dying moments.

        

        How should I put it?

        

        If I think of it as affection directed toward a child, I can understand it, but even that affection was distorted.

        

        Humans are basically supposed to honor their parents and show them respect as a fundamental rule and moral, but there are also parents who don't deserve that respect.

        

        Just as flowers cannot choose where they bloom, children cannot choose their parents.

        

        If a child were to be born between Royce and me, I don't know if I could treat them well, and even if I did, I don't know if that would be good for the child and help them grow well.

        

        I could feel reassured because Royce is there, but raising a child isn't something you do alone; it's something you do together.

        

        "By the way, what are the others doing?"

        

      

      
        "Taking a short break, spending time on their own. I just happened to be left alone. I was going to play with the gnome, but he ran away."

        

        "I see. Hmm? What's that?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I looked in the direction Grandia was looking and saw dwarves drinking alcohol.

        

        "Dwarves are famous for loving alcohol."

        

        "I know that. I'm asking what that alcohol is."

        

        "Well, I don't know much about alcohol either. What was it again? It's probably a specialty from Lumenhart, the dwarven country. I heard it's quite strong, and dwarves like that sort of thing."

        

        If I had to drink alcohol, I'd prefer something sweet rather than strong.

        

        But dwarves actually preferred strong alcohol. I couldn't understand why they liked that burning sensation in the throat that comes with strong alcohol.

        

        Alcohol really makes you realize how much people's tastes differ from person to person.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        "Grandia? Why are you making that face?"

        

        "We might need to investigate this just in case. Olivia, could you help me?"

        

        "Suddenly?"

        

        "You're free, aren't you?"

        

        "Well, I don't have anything particular to do. Royce is resting in the lodging, so I was planning to just casually look down at Lumenhart from here, have dinner, be with Royce, and go to sleep."

        

        Anyway, it seemed we couldn't proceed with that matter until tomorrow came.

        

        Everyone was spending time on their own.

        

        Lilith also took Sylphy away, saying she wanted some holy weapon. I didn't think she really needed to drag Sylphy along, but she was forcibly taken.

        

        From what I could see, if Sylphy married Lilith, she'd be under Lilith's thumb.

        

        No matter what, I couldn't envision a future where Sylphy would win against Lilith.

        

        It's truly unfortunate, but if they're happy, isn't that what matters?

        

        "So why?"

        

        "That alcohol, I think we need to investigate it."

        

        "The alcohol?"

        

        "It's hard to explain. Could you help me for a moment?"

        

        "Umm... Well, alright."

        

        I'm free, and if Grandia is concerned enough to step in, it might not be ordinary alcohol.

        

        "But am I the right person for this? Wouldn't it be better to bring Royce?"

        

        "It's not urgent. There's nothing more serious in this party than Royce collapsing from overwork."

        

        "......"

        

        I couldn't deny that.

        

        If Royce's condition worsened and he collapsed...

        

        Who would lead the party then, really?
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        "Is this really going to work?"

        

        "Yes, trust me. The curse has definitely been engraved on your body. You'll soon feel yourself becoming explosively stronger. It might be a bit overwhelming, but you can handle that much, right? You are the Sword Saint after all."

        

        "......"

        

        Aiz had played a trick on Lumenhart.

        

        It wasn't anything particularly special.

        

        She had merely fulfilled the conditions of the curse.

        

        If there was no use for it, then that was fine too.

        

        If nothing had happened, Aiz would have continued her experiments while maintaining her nominal position as an executive in the Demon Lord's army.

        

        It wasn't that she had no interest in humans, but Aiz was more interested in the world itself, and preferred studying ecology, magic, and developing techniques.

        

        Therefore, unless humanity came after her, she had no reason to fight them.

        

        Of course, being fundamentally a demon, if Aiz happened to encounter humans by chance, she would kill them or use them. Her most representative experiment was: could humans and demons join forces to bear children?

        

        That question remained unresolved.

        

        Humans could unite with each other to produce a kind of mixed blood.

        

        But that was only because the beings in the human alliance became pregnant and gave birth through the act of intercourse.

        

        However, demons had a vague concept of gender, and above all, they didn't become pregnant and give birth through intercourse. Scattered concentrations of magical power in the atmosphere combined, and those clumps became demons.

        

        In other words.

        

        They couldn't bear children.

        

        But Aiz, who could transform her body, could easily imitate human physiology, and wanted to test whether she could bear children that way.

        

        No matter how they were born from different creators, the Goddess and the Death God were fundamentally twins born at the same moment, so humans and demons, who were created by these twins, must have fundamental similarities.

        

        A hybrid of human and demon.

        

        It seemed interesting, and above all, it greatly stimulated her thirst for knowledge.

        

        So she kidnapped a warrior of reversal who could reach the demon realm and tried to create a child, but ultimately failed.

        

        No matter how well she imitated, the being born was neither human nor demon, and couldn't establish itself as a proper living creature. It would have been interesting if that experiment could have succeeded.

        

        Playing family with that warrior was quite fun and had become a hobby.

        

        Although she would eventually kill him, she hadn't wanted the experiment to end that way.

        

        Anyway.

        

        Aiz conducted all sorts of experiments, and both manifestation and non-manifestation were results.

        

        In experimentation, there is no such thing as failure.

        

        Even the absence of change was an achievement and a result, so Aiz could be satisfied with obtaining that result.

        

        "Is Olivia here?"

        

        "Yes, my snakes confirmed it. I'll make sure you get a proper one-on-one opportunity. Well, Olivia won't be able to attack you. Because despite everything, she is a hero."

        

        "......"

        

        She was someone who found it difficult to take out her despair or pain on others.

        

        She couldn't pass on her failures or despair to others or blame them, like Gilbert was doing now.

        

        That's why, even after being so thoroughly betrayed, she could still trust people and wield her sword for someone else.

        

        In Aiz's view, not only was her strength impressive, but her spirit was also most befitting of a hero.

        

        The previous rogue hero seemed to show that the holy sword's selection wasn't perfect, but this hero's selection was flawless.

        

        Body and mind.

        

        She lacked nothing and was more than sufficient to be a hero.

        

        In that sense, Gilbert was no match for her.

        

        However, precisely because of that, there were clear weaknesses.

        

        "If you use the curse I gave you, you can win."

        

        What happens afterward is not guaranteed.

        

        It was essentially a technique using conditional magic.

        

        This was a method that would sacrifice everything about Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart, but proper consent had been obtained. When asked if he wanted to risk everything to get the holy sword, Gilbert had nodded.

        

        Therefore, Aiz had simply granted Gilbert the opportunity to hold the holy sword by risking everything, as he wished.

        

        "Hmm, there's also that elf-like boy."

        

        His magical power had increased considerably since she last saw him.

        

        He must have had good teachers around him, and since he had gone to Agthalia, the city of beastkin, it wasn't strange that something had happened.

        

        She remembered the half-elf who had glared at Aiz until the very end.

        

        People with such eyes would inevitably return to where Aiz was, whether they liked it or not.

        

        Fighting to the death wasn't really her preference, but if someone came after her, Aiz would simply kill them.

        

        "The night is deep. The dwarves are excited too. It's the best time."

        

        "......"

        

        "Hmm? Already in pain? Can you face Olivia Reinhart in that condition?"

        

        "Shut up! You demon scum!"

        

        "Yes, yes, please bear with it, oh noble human."

      

      
        

        "What do you monsters know about humans to talk like that?!"

        

        "I've done quite a bit of research, so I think I know well. Believe it or not, I even had a husband once, though I just forcibly brought him in."

        

        Aiz wanted to understand everything.

        

        The world.

        

        Demons.

        

        Humanity.

        

        Because she wanted to understand and know everything, she forcibly made a human her husband.

        

        He was merely an experimental subject for creating a hybrid, but she also wanted to directly experience and research the concept of "family" that humans talked about.

        

        At first he was hostile, then eventually trembled with fear.

        

        And.

        

        After that.

        

        He seemed to follow her quite well.

        

        It didn't matter if he died, and since she had obtained a child, she could just kill him if he tried to escape, but they got along surprisingly well, and he was a good talent for delegating miscellaneous tasks, so she entrusted him with many things.

        

        But then.

        

        -Well, it can't be helped. Let's discard this and try again. If we try a few more times, we might get good results. Experimentation succeeds after a series of failures.

        

        She still didn't understand why he reacted that way to her words.

        

        But after that.

        

        She didn't do anything in particular.

        

        "Then shall we begin? Let's use this Lumenhart as an experimental site. For our Death God."

        

        Come to think of it.

        

        Somehow that man and Alex seemed similar.

        

        "Finally the holy sword... I am a hero..."

        

        "I'm glad you can fulfill your dream."

        

        Aiz smiled and thought.

        

        'Well, it's not that the holy sword is great, but that Olivia Reinhart is great, so even if the sword is taken away, she won't become weaker.'

        

        That wasn't what mattered anyway.

        

        It was good enough if she could buy some time and obtain experimental data.

        

        ***

        

        -Would you like to try it?

        

        "No, I don't like strong alcohol..."

        

        I don't really like alcohol in general to begin with.

        

        At most, I would drink sweet alcohol depending on the mood, but I still couldn't understand what taste people found in strong alcohol.

        

        Royce didn't seem to enjoy alcohol much either.

        

        For some reason, I had the impression that gnomes would like such strong drinks.

        

        Lilith had lived a life of not drinking alcohol at all due to her physical condition, and Sylphy also said she didn't like alcohol because it tasted bad.

        

        Moreover, Sylphy, who had to live in a survival competition, didn't drink much alcohol because she couldn't afford to have problems with maintaining vigilance while intoxicated.

        

        Still, there were quite a few people who drank in the harp village, but someone had to stay sober with a clear mind, and that was Sylphy's role.

        

        I kept getting the impression that she was the youngest, but she was clearly the oldest among us. Her speech pattern and various other things made it hard to think of her as older, given her appearance.

        

        They say elves don't age, but what about half-elves?

        

        I should ask Royce when I get the chance.

        

        "How is it? I just got whatever I could find, so I can't really tell the difference."

        

        -Don't you have some kind of hero's intuition?

        

        "Hmm, it doesn't seem dangerous. If I had to say, it smells like something that would give me a headache the next day."

        

        -Hmm, despite appearances, I have high danger detection abilities.

        

        "If it was really that high, wouldn't you have avoided getting caught by the Death God like that?"

        

        -......

        

        "I'm joking, don't make that face..."

        

        Crackle.

        

        I opened my eyes wide and looked around.

        

        -Olivia?

        

        "Just now, something..."

        

        An ominous intuition.

        

        That was one of the weapons I possessed. Somehow, when danger approached, I felt something climbing up my spine.

        

        That sensation, like getting goosebumps, was impossible to forget and seemed to warn me every time. I trusted my intuition quite a bit, though not as much as Lilith did.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "Whoa, what is this...!"

        

      

      
        'What's going on!?'

        

        When I turned my head, the dwarves who had been enjoying their drinks were staggering.

        

        And even the dwarves who hadn't been drinking were the same.

        

        Except for a few people, everyone was staggering, their condition suddenly deteriorating rapidly.

        

        -Olivia! It's a curse!

        

        "A curse?"

        

        Curses don't activate unless conditions are met.

        

        What condition could cause such indiscriminate...

        

        Indiscriminate?

        

        No, could it be.

        

        I looked at the alcohol I was holding.

        

        "This drink, don't tell me...!"

        

        "What's happening! Are you alright!"

        

        "Hey!"

        

        I quickly went down and grabbed the shoulder of a dwarf who seemed fine.

        

        "Hero!"

        

        "Are you perhaps unable to drink alcohol!?"

        

        "Ah, yes...! Ever since I was young, my skin gets terribly itchy when I drink."

        

        "This alcohol! What is it made from!? Do you know!?"

        

        "That alcohol is..."

        

        Before the dwarf could answer, a voice came from behind.

        

        "Snake alcohol, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "...!"

        

        "Your intuition is still creepily good, I see?"

        

        "You, Aiz...!"

        

        "Ah, I'm not your opponent, so don't be like that."

        

        "What?"

        

        Aiz held up something like a bead in her hand.

        

        Grandia and I both opened our eyes wide at the same time.

        

        That was the Goddess's bead.

        

        A divine artifact that forcibly breaks the contract with the holy sword.

        

        I had certainly heard from Felix that Alex might still have it, but originally it could only be used once per hero.

        

        But.

        

        There must be a reason she's showing it now.

        

        Instinctively, I grabbed the holy sword, and with a "swoosh!" sound, light spread and once again the contract with the holy sword was forcibly broken.

        

        -Olivia!

        

        "I'm fine!"

        

        The holy sword I had been holding disappeared.

        

        Was the contract forcibly ejected?

        

        Such a disloyal sword.

        

        No, I had erased all the records of the holy sword on the way here.

        

        I had performed a kind of purification process, so the holy sword wasn't in anyone's possession now. It was only connected to me by a tenuous contract.

        

        "You."

        

        "Ah, don't glare at me like that. I'm not your opponent."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Someone quickly jumped in from the side.

        

        Fast.

        

        Their physical abilities were quite excellent.

        

        I instinctively concentrated magical power on my shoulder blade to block it, and with a "boom!!" sound, I was pushed back and flew backward.

        

        The screams coming from around Lumenhart were quite desperate and resonant.

        

        The shoulder blade I had used to defend was broken, and the man holding the holy sword that had been disconnected from me was walking toward me.

        

        He looked terrible.

        

        The man, breathing unpleasantly, looked at me, and I looked back at him.

        

        "It's been a while, Olivia..."

        

        "Gilbert Reinhart."
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        I stepped back and adjusted my stance.

        

        Assessing the situation.

        

        For reasons unknown, Gilbert Reinhart was over there and had stolen my holy sword using the Goddess's Orb. Using Aiz's power meant he was borrowing the power of a demon.

        

        At that point, he could be considered a traitor to humanity.

        

        And the dwarves were under a curse.

        

        The curse was probably from the alcohol—a famous snake liquor that had been circulating among dwarves for quite some time.

        

        In other words, it wasn't something prepared specifically for this incident, but rather something that had been prepared for another purpose and happened to be conveniently used now.

        

        'I can't handle this alone.'

        

        Having my holy sword taken.

        

        Gilbert appearing.

        

        Aiz too.

        

        While not an overwhelming threat, it was dangerous that the dwarves were cursed and couldn't move properly.

        

        Fighting while protecting all of them would be problematic, and above all, I didn't know what kind of curse it was.

        

        If it were just a powerful curse, Lilith could dispel it with a mere wave of her finger. But if it wasn't activated within the body but was a connection-type curse, no matter how many times Lilith dispelled it, the curse would just be reapplied.

        

        And considering what happened with the weregals before, Aiz's curses were connection-type. The root of the curse wasn't in the cursed person but in another person or object.

        

        In such cases, the conditions for triggering the curse are more complex, but unlike curses that can be dispelled simply because a priest is present, one must thoroughly trace the curse back to its source and destroy whatever is causing it.

        

        In this case, it was likely Aiz or Gilbert, or possibly some object.

        

        If they were able to keep this special dwarf liquor dormant for so long, there was a possibility that the cursed object was somewhere here in Lumenhart.

        

        If that were the case, finding it would be difficult.

        

        'Alright, let's not worry about it.'

        

        It's not something I should be concerned with.

        

        Even if I knew, finding the source of the curse wasn't my specialty, though destroying it might be. It wasn't something I could do right now anyway.

        

        I exhaled.

        

        I would defeat Gilbert Reinhart and leave the rest to Royce and the others. I couldn't leave Gilbert running wild with the holy sword.

        

        Even if he came targeting me, there was no guarantee he wouldn't harm others, and he seemed completely deranged.

        

        "Grandia, go to Royce. Leave this to me."

        

        -Are you sure?

        

        "It's not a big problem. I'll do what I can, and leave what I can't to others. Tell Royce I'm counting on him."

        

        -Understood.

        

        I threw off my cloak and adjusted my stance.

        

        Fortunately, this was Lumenhart, the country of dwarves, and there were many weapons on the streets. I grabbed any sword and faced Gilbert.

        

        "Finally!! The holy sword!! Is this the holy sword? Amazing! It's light! Despite being light, it can deliver heavy attacks! What a contradiction!! You had such a powerful sword, Olivia!"

        

        "......"

        

        "Hahaha!! Hahahahaha!!"

        

        "......"

        

        I have nothing to say.

        

        This sword is a bit heavy.

        

        But that shouldn't matter much.

        

        I knew he had been obsessed with the position of hero for a long time, and that he didn't view me favorably because of it.

        

        But that could be considered normal jealousy or envy that anyone might feel.

        

        Since he had dedicated his life to it, I thought such jealousy was a thoroughly human emotion. Even if one knows intellectually that the other person is not at fault, there are plenty of cases where the heart cannot accept it.

        

        So I thought it couldn't be helped if Gilbert Reinhart didn't like me. At the same time, I had given up on the idea of becoming close with him.

        

        Still, he had been my teacher and my uncle, so I hoped he could lead the Reinhart family well using my name.

        

        With me gone and my parents deceased, Gilbert was essentially the only one left to lead the Reinhart family, and I had placed no curse on him.

        

        I hadn't given any blessing, but I hadn't cursed him either.

        

        I thought it would be good if he did well, but conversely, if he ultimately failed to properly establish the Reinhart family and it fell, I would think that couldn't be helped.

        

        'Where did Aiz go?'

        

      

      
        In that brief moment, Aiz had disappeared.

        

        Honestly, I thought I should have detained Aiz rather than Gilbert.

        

        Aiz was at least a Demon Lord-level fighter.

        

        But something felt strangely off.

        

        Regardless, he was certainly not weak.

        

        Among my current companions, only Royce could possibly win in a direct confrontation with Aiz, and Sylphy was a bit uncertain. Either way, there seemed to be no option but to believe they would manage.

        

        I should quickly deal with Gilbert and then find Aiz.

        

        "With this overwhelming power, I have finally become the 'hero.'"

        

        "...A hero, huh."

        

        "Yes! I have finally reclaimed my position! Olivia!"

        

        "So what? Hurry and do what needs to be done."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Can't you hear the screams of people? The people collapsing? Because of Aiz, demons are starting to appear inside Lumenhart. The number of victims will increase exponentially."

        

        "......"

        

        "Save people. Do you think holding that holy sword makes you a hero? Why do you think something like the Goddess's Orb exists? Holding the holy sword only grants you the qualification. You must maintain that qualification."

        

        Whether through self-righteousness or laziness, if a hero strays from the right path, the Goddess's Orb was created to forcibly take the sword from the hero.

        

        Although Aiz seemed to have modified it somewhat, its effect remained the same.

        

        "You say you want to be a hero, yet you ignore the screams of people? What are you doing? If you just wanted to hold the sword once, you could have asked me, and I would have let you hold it at least once."

        

        "......"

        

        "A hero is someone who becomes the hope of the people, saves them, and advances with courage against any enemy or disaster to become the protector of humanity."

        

        I glared at Gilbert.

        

        "It's not that you become such a person by holding the holy sword; it's that the holy sword goes to the hands of such a person."

        

        "Were you such a person?"

        

        "Yes, it sounds funny saying it myself? Sorry, but I'm not that modest. I saved the world, and I'll save it again by killing the Death God. I've saved countless people, and I'll continue to protect them."

        

        "Ha! Do you think no one but you can take that position of hero!?"

        

        "Of course not."

        

        "What?"

        

        In the past, I might have said that.

        

        I would have proceeded believing that overwhelming strength was everything to a hero.

        

        I do think that strength is necessary for a hero. But if that power runs wild in the wrong direction, who could stop it?

        

        I could never forget my memories from East Port.

        

        Knowing they would die, they sacrificed their lives to save me.

        

        Even though there could have been many other ways to survive, they never ran away and were willing to sacrifice their noble lives to save a single life.

        

        "Anyone who holds a sword and risks their life for people is a hero. Under the name of the Goddess, if someone other than me, even if weaker than me, can hold that sword for the sake of people and should inherit the role of hero—"

        

        "......"

        

        "I would gladly give it up. I was merely selected as the representative. Many people are qualified to be heroes. ...However, Gilbert Reinhart."

        

        I looked at him with a cold gaze.

        

        "You are not one of them."

        

        "I dedicated my life to becoming a hero from the moment I was born!"

        

        "So did I."

        

        "After you took it from me, I!!"

        

        "I can sympathize with that shock; it must have been hard having your life's purpose denied. But that's all. The crime of joining hands with the demon Aiz and attacking Lumenhart cannot be undone."

        

        "......"

        

        "Gilbert Reinhart, I will execute you here for the crime of betraying humanity. The Reinhart family will no longer be one of the four noble families, nor even a noble family at all. With your death, the Reinhart family will completely end."

        

        "But you're still here."

        

        "Ha."

        

        I laughed.

        

      

      
        "You think I'll inherit that cursed family?"

        

        "......"

        

        "After I deal with the Death God, I'm going to live my own life. I've spent my entire life grinding away as a hero. I want to live a kinder life as Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "You shouldn't let go...!"

        

        "What?"

        

        Gilbert frowned.

        

        "That obsession, that determination, that stubbornness... You're going to abandon it all by yourself? No, I can't accept that!! You!! You should live in the same stubbornness as me!!"

        

        "......"

        

        *Woong!!*

        

        As Gilbert lunged forward swinging his sword, I blocked the attack and swung my own sword.

        

        *Swish!!* It grazed Gilbert's cheek.

        

        Hmm, much shorter than the sword I usually use.

        

        This length adjustment should be sufficient.

        

        "Ugh! Damn it!"

        

        "Next time I'll pierce your head."

        

        I twirled the sword in my hand as I spoke.

        

        "If you stay still, I'll at least send you off painlessly with one strike... Huh?"

        

        "Argh!"

        

        "Ow! What? Suddenly there's a wound on my cheek...!"

        

        "...What?"

        

        I opened my eyes wide.

        

        The dwarves who had been staggering from the curse suddenly developed wounds on their cheeks. Blood was flowing, and they seemed surprised.

        

        It wasn't what you'd call a fatal wound, but blood was clearly flowing, and everyone had wounds in exactly the same place.

        

        The fact that the same wound I inflicted on Gilbert was appearing on the cursed people meant...

        

        "...Damn it."

        

        "Where are you looking!!"

        

        *Clang!!*

        

        I blocked the attack and frowned.

        

        *Kwagaggang!*

        

        'I can't dodge! Gilbert's current attack power is beyond what I expected. If I dodge, people who can't move properly because of the curse will be in danger. I need to move to a place where there are no people...!'

        

        Fortunately, he seemed to be targeting only me, not caring about the dwarves.

        

        It would have been quite troublesome if he had taken hostages.

        

        No, it was already as good as having hostages.

        

        The cursed people and Gilbert were connected.

        

        The wounds Gilbert received were appearing identically on the dwarves. Usually, there would be limits to such things, but in the worst case, if Gilbert died, there was a possibility that all the others would die too.

        

        "It's going to be difficult to deal with this and then go save others..."

        

        *Clang!!*

        

        Blocking Gilbert's attack, I smiled awkwardly.

        

        'I guess I have no choice but to trust them.'

        

        I had to trust Royce, Sylphy, Lilith, and Noum.

        

        If they could just dispel this curse, the matter could be resolved easily.

        

        Until someone destroys the source of the curse, I had to deal with Gilbert here.

        

        Moreover.

        

        *Crack*, the sword I was holding developed a crack.

        

        "You've even received the Death God's power? This is really something..."

        

        This.

        

        I might get hurt a bit.
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        Clang! Clang!!

        

        Attack after attack collided.

        

        Shockwaves echoed around us, and I simply retreated, one-sidedly defending against Gilbert's attacks.

        

        His physical abilities had increased dramatically.

        

        No matter how much his condition was compromised by alcohol and drugs, a Sword Saint was still a Sword Saint, and his innate talent was undeniable.

        

        And despite years of training, even if he had grown somewhat lazy, the flower of his awakened talent hadn't withered. Perhaps the beauty of that flower had lost some of its power, but it remained nonetheless.

        

        In any case, someone had watered that slightly faded flower with something called curses and death, and because of that, Gilbert had become much stronger than I remembered.

        

        Technically, I thought his skills had deteriorated somewhat due to his laziness, but from sparring with me and gradually improving as I slowly defeated him, he didn't appear particularly unskilled.

        

        With his physical abilities enhanced on top of that, it was simply impossible to endure at this level.

        

        If that were all, I could have managed.

        

        "Hahaha! Your weapon is cracking, isn't it!! Olivia!!"

        

        'How annoying.'

        

        It seemed he had received some new power beyond that.

        

        Something was wrong with the state of my weapon.

        

        Whether due to the curse or something else, I felt like it was corroding, which was definitely not a positive development.

        

        Clang!!

        

        "In the end, you're nothing without your holy sword!!"

        

        'Running away like this isn't particularly difficult. But the longer this goes on, the more wounds I'll accumulate, and I'll likely end up covered in blood again. I guess I have no choice but to believe Royce and the others will resolve this situation.'

        

        Even so, I couldn't simply ignore Gilbert.

        

        Right now, he was behaving and targeting only me because I was engaging him, but if I ignored him and tried to do something else, I couldn't predict how his inferiority complex might explode.

        

        Just a short distance away, there were dwarves suffering from the curse.

        

        Those near-civilians had no chance of defeating Gilbert.

        

        Even though it was already over, he was a powerful figure who would carve his name in history as a legendary Sword Saint, and now with the power of death and a holy sword in his hands, the dwarves couldn't possibly face him.

        

        In other words, the current situation—with me keeping him occupied—was the most ideal.

        

        To fight me, Gilbert would now kill humans without hesitation. Having received the power of death made this even more certain.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Blood sprayed as an attack grazed my shoulder.

        

        Hmm.

        

        I really hate getting cut.

        

        It hurts.

        

        I immediately picked up a sword from the nearby forge.

        

        "Finally... Finally, I can push you away. You who have been making such noise in my head!!"

        

        "......"

        

        "We who must be heroes! In the end, one of us has to die!! Do you think anything would have changed if you were in my position? No, you would have chosen the same path as me!!"

        

        "Perhaps. But, that's not what happened now."

        

        "Nonsense! Nonsense! NONSENSE!! Being born to become heroes, living as heroes, growing as heroes, and dying as heroes—that is our destiny!!"

        

        Gilbert scratched his body roughly.

        

        His bloodshot eyes and ragged breathing were clearly not normal.

        

      

      
        I was the one being attacked, and if asked which of us was more injured, Gilbert had no wounds except for the cut on his cheek, while I had accumulated minor injuries plus the wound on my shoulder, so I was probably in more pain.

        

        Yet Gilbert was the one who looked like he was dying.

        

        He seemed to have suddenly gained that level of power, and injected something else into his body besides the power of death.

        

        It appeared to be something meant to trigger an awakening in a short time.

        

        'That Aiz, he's just using Gilbert as a scarecrow to block me.'

        

        Not only that, but he might have been conducting some kind of experiment.

        

        Given Aiz's personality, he doesn't like direct confrontation and prefers to end everything in the opening moves.

        

        He gathers information and uses it to do things his opponents would hate.

        

        If he's similar to me, then while I predict and read my opponent's movements to pierce through them head-on, Aiz finds weaknesses and makes moves his opponents would dislike.

        

        Personally, I don't think that's bad.

        

        If I had more tactical options, I would do the same, as it's the most efficient approach.

        

        "Gilbert, do you know? Your body is collapsing right now. If you stay like this, you'll really die."

        

        "Oh! Are you worried about me?! How relaxed you are!! You can no longer defeat me! The holy sword is in my hands!"

        

        "If you think I can't kill you because of the holy sword, how far has your cognitive ability fallen? At least before I was chosen as a hero..."

        

        I recalled the past.

        

        "When I was still a kid, you were a swordsman worthy of respect."

        

        "......"

        

        "You hunted monsters with your sword, punished criminals, received people's cheers, remained humble—you were truly a hero among heroes. Even without becoming the hero, you could have left your name in history as the Sword Saint."

        

        Future generations would have remembered the name Gilbert Reinhart as a hero.

        

        It was true that he had saved many people, and it was true that he had driven away much evil.

        

        Not succumbing to power, not flattering others, literally doing his best to save people—that image was what I could call my first vision of a hero.

        

        I couldn't erase the thought that this was what an exemplary hero looked like.

        

        In my childhood, I admired that image so much that when I heard Gilbert would be my instructor after becoming a hero, I was incredibly happy.

        

        But.

        

        The Gilbert who became my instructor intensely disliked me, and days of abuse that could hardly be called training continued.

        

        In the end, it did make me stronger, but that probably wasn't his intention.

        

        "Shut up!! What do you know!?"

        

        "We were both born into the Reinhart family and lived lives where we could only exist as heroes. I was chosen as the hero, and you weren't. There's hardly any other difference."

        

        "Yes! That's the biggest difference! I am strong! I had fame and worked every day without rest to become the hero! Everyone around me said I was destined to be the hero, and no one said anyone else would become the hero!"

        

        "Same for me."

        

        "But what happened? The one who effortlessly received the holy sword's choice was you, still just a kid! Then what about my efforts!? My life!? Everything I had was for becoming the hero!! For grasping this holy sword!!"

        

        His magical power exploded with malevolence.

        

        Gilbert's own magic and the death magic seemed to be resonating. The more heightened his emotions became, the more likely his magic was to explode, and that seemed to be true even for borrowed power.

        

        Human magical power varies dramatically according to emotions, and because of that, some people become explosively stronger as their emotions intensify.

        

        I'm one of those people, so I know how to deliberately ignite my emotions.

        

        Emotions aren't just about losing reason and screaming in passion; even cold, icy emotions can be ignited. In fact, exploding like that causes a lot of magic to leak out, making it inefficient.

        

        If one could control that, warriors who fight emotionally could experience explosive growth.

        

        "You taught me that..."

        

      

      
        "I'll kill you! I'll kill you...!! I'll kill you and become the hero! Olivia!!"

        

        For a long time, you taught me.

        

        Whether I liked it or not, your approach to battle seeped into me.

        

        I don't know if that was a good thing, but at least I was your disciple, your niece, and the hero who inherited everything from you.

        

        If.

        

        At that time.

        

        If we had a different conversation when we first met, perhaps things wouldn't have turned out this way. No, since I'm not good with words like Royce, I might have only made things worse.

        

        It's funny to say it myself, but I lacked tact, and being young, I didn't think about how my words would be received by others.

        

        "You cannot kill me."

        

        "Your wounds are increasing, and you say that?"

        

        "Yes, at this rate I'll be covered in blood. I can't deny that, and it will be quite painful. The curse seems to be seeping into my body too, which is unpleasant."

        

        As that thought occurred to me, I frowned.

        

        'Could it be.'

        

        I looked at Gilbert.

        

        "You, did you put a curse in your own body? ...I see, with the holy sword's protection, ordinary curses wouldn't affect you. You used that to your advantage. You really fight like a monster."

        

        "I don't care what you say. I'll kill you, and I'll be reborn. There's no path left for me anyway."

        

        "There was a path, it wasn't that there wasn't one, but that you couldn't see it."

        

        "There is no path other than becoming the hero."

        

        "......"

        

        I let out a small sigh and readjusted my sword.

        

        "Unfortunately, I can't persuade you now. I wanted to at least let you die as a human, but that seems difficult."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Come at me, I'll face you as you wish. Let's cross swords to our heart's content until my companions resolve this situation."

        

        "The monster called Aiz is as strong as the Demon Lord, and his tactics and knowledge... he might be even more troublesome than the Demon Lord."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "And you think Aiz will lose?"

        

        "Well, I don't know."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "I just believe, believe that my companions will definitely succeed."

        

        Keeping this guy occupied here is the best option.

        

        If he starts attacking civilians too, it would be very difficult to respond. Especially since he's connected to the cursed dwarves.

        

        Subduing him doesn't look easy either, so having someone engage him like this is good.

        

        'Please, somehow handle this.'

        

        They must have already realized this is an emergency.

        

        I believe, huh.

        

        Ha.

        

        "That feels strange somehow."

        

        I've always thought I had to handle everything alone, and that's how I've walked my path as a hero.
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        The past Aiz was more violent and hostile toward humanity.

        

        And that was the more correct form for a demon.

        

        Eating people.

        

        Killing people.

        

        Being hostile to people.

        

        Deceiving people.

        

        Toying with people.

        

        Betraying people.

        

        That is the instinct of demons.

        

        To survive and simultaneously win by any means necessary, without ethics or morals, and moreover, without possessing a human heart.

        

        Being born that way and dying that way was the fate of demons.

        

        They don't feel the value of life, but humans all feel the value of life.

        

        That was slightly interesting.

        

        So Aiz decided to study humans.

        

        She had always enjoyed acquiring skills, and as time passed, Aiz became the longest-surviving demon among her kind.

        

        It would be no exaggeration to say that most demons who had lived as long as Aiz had already been sealed away, and there were virtually none who had maintained their freedom as long as she had.

        

        "Can they risk their lives for someone precious? They try to protect others rather than themselves. Even that soldier had no connection to the villagers. Is it not about protecting someone precious?"

        

        "Run away! I'll protect this place!"

        

        "You demons! We'll protect this village!"

        

        "Let's go!!"

        

        'How passionate, truly passionate. Why would they go so far for people they don't even know?'

        

        Simply because they were fellow humans, they took up swords.

        

        In the worst situations, while some sacrificed others to save their own lives, others sacrificed themselves to protect others.

        

        Sometimes they were spouses.

        

        Sometimes they were parents and children.

        

        Sometimes they were lovers.

        

        Sometimes they were friends.

        

        Sometimes they were comrades.

        

        Sometimes they were mere acquaintances.

        

        And sometimes they were complete strangers.

        

        'Unlike us, they value relationships and connections with others. Is that why they risk their lives for complete strangers? But that's not always the case. It's puzzling, truly puzzling.'

        

        Very interesting.

        

        Puzzles were interesting.

        

        Having something still unknown was fascinating to Aiz.

        

        Through her experiments, she discovered that although it varied by individual, in truly desperate situations, humans would almost always choose an honorable death.

        

        Even villains who had committed all sorts of crimes, when faced with no chance of survival but the opportunity to save a small child, would save the child and die themselves.

        

        About 90% acted this way, while 10% would sacrifice the child to save themselves.

        

        It was fascinating.

        

        The fact that even most criminals who had tormented others chose to save the small child and sacrifice themselves.

        

        Were they not corrupted by crime because they valued themselves over laws and others?

        

        Circumstances.

        

        She came to understand that this was a crucial concept in determining human morality and emotions.

        

        A person as kind as a saint could casually create evil, while a truly wicked person might end up saving the world.

        

        Amid all this, Aiz wondered:

        

        'Though I cannot empathize, could I create a demon with human characteristics?'

        

        A hybrid of human and demon.

      

      
        

        Originally, humans and demons cannot interbreed. Humans reproduce through intercourse, but demons do not.

        

        For Aiz, who could transform her body, creating a suitable form was not difficult. The rest was simply finding an appropriate human to have a child with.

        

        She could have used other demons, but doing it herself seemed more efficient, and above all, more interesting.

        

        And then.

        

        "Hello, are you lost? You're human, right?"

        

        That was the first human Aiz met and didn't kill.

        

        ***

        

        "What in the world...!"

        

        "Sylphy, this is bad! This curse isn't instantaneous! Even if we remove the curse, it keeps flowing from its source! We need to find it!"

        

        "Can you trace it back?!"

        

        "Ah, I never learned how... but I'll try!"

        

        Sylphy knew that tracing a curse back to its source wasn't an easy technique.

        

        It would be great if they could somehow trace it back, but it was better not to expect too much. The curse was spreading around them, and demons had begun to attack.

        

        The dwarves hastily took up weapons and fought, but most had already fallen to the curse, and the few who hadn't were not all skilled fighters.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Sylphy quickly drew her meteor bow and swiftly dispatched the demons.

        

        Her eyes rapidly assessed the positions of all nearby demons, and in an instant, she fired arrows that accurately pierced through their heads. Sylphy moved with incredible speed.

        

        Then, a white snake emerged from the ground.

        

        "A white... snake!!"

        

        Sylphy's expression immediately contorted.

        

        She remembered this white snake.

        

        Twang!

        

        She shot an arrow at the emerging white snake, and as it pierced through, the snake writhed in pain.

        

        "Kyaaak!"

        

        "Lady Lilith! Please stay back!"

        

        "Ah, alright!"

        

        Creak.

        

        Someone slowly revealed themselves atop the white snake.

        

        Snow-white hair, snow-white eyes.

        

        An entirely snow-white being.

        

        This colorless, pure white entity looked down at Sylphy from atop the white snake.

        

        "Oh, we meet again. King of the Elves."

        

        "Aiz!! You're causing trouble again!"

        

        "I'm a demon, aren't I? Isn't causing trouble what demons do?"

        

        "Yes, you're a demon. And I'm going to kill you."

        

        "Sorry, but what you see here is just my avatar. Even if you kill me now, I won't die. I'll feel some shock, but it's nothing serious."

        

        "That's not a reason for me not to kill you right now."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "You're right, but even as an avatar, I have combat abilities nearly identical to my main body. I wonder what you can do against me now!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Aiz's arm transformed into a snake-like form and lunged toward Sylphy, who narrowly dodged it while firing arrows. Aiz effortlessly avoided the successive arrows and laughed.

        

        "Impressive. Your movements have noticeably improved since I last saw you. Not only that, but the quality of your magic power seems to have increased as well. I thought you had talent, but this is remarkable."

        

        "......"

        

        "Is your untapped potential blooming in these consecutive, extraordinary battles? Excellent! Truly excellent!"

        

        "Shut up. I don't feel the slightest bit happy being praised by you."

        

      

      
        "I'm sure you don't."

        

        Aiz's playful smile still exuded confidence.

        

        For Aiz, Sylphy was merely a worthy opponent, not a real threat.

        

        Despite being an avatar, Aiz was so close to her original form that she was unlikely to lose to Sylphy in a one-on-one fight.

        

        So Aiz didn't mind leisurely buying time here.

        

        This was, after all, an experimental field she had set up to test the curses placed on Gilbert Reinhart, so the final outcome didn't matter much.

        

        If by some miracle Gilbert managed to kill Olivia, that would be wonderful, but honestly, the possibility was low.

        

        If Aiz intervened, it might somehow be possible, but unlike Gilbert, Aiz wasn't bound by the shared curse, so killing her wouldn't harm the cursed dwarves.

        

        Thinking about it, if Aiz were to intervene, she would likely be quickly killed by Olivia, resulting in the same situation they were in now.

        

        So she had quickly fled the scene, and now Aiz just needed to create enough despair to escalate the situation.

        

        If all human attention focused here, it would make things easier for Alex.

        

        "Don't be like that. Let's have fun. Fun."

        

        "Fun?"

        

        "Yes, fun. We only live once, right? That's why I live as I please. That's also why I help Alex Reynolds, the current Grim Reaper."

        

        "Do demons acknowledge a human Grim Reaper?"

        

        "Some might not, but what can you do? For demons, power is everything; it's fundamental to our nature. Just as you include connections with others in your value system, we include strength."

        

        "......"

        

        "We follow the words of the strong, even if we dislike them and want to kill them. That's what it means to be a demon—created by the Reaper as an embodiment of violence, war, and power."

        

        "As expected, there's no point in talking with you. There was never any value in conversing with demons."

        

        "Don't say that. Believe it or not, I enjoy talking. You should humor an old-timer's chatter."

        

        She used to kill after talking, but recently she hadn't.

        

        In fact, for the past few hundred years, she had mostly stayed in her own territory, rarely encountering humans.

        

        When Sylphy fell silent, Aiz smiled.

        

        "Don't be so cold. When we fight for our lives, regardless of being enemies or allies, there's a certain bond that—ugh!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Suddenly, an arrow flew from behind and pierced through Aiz's body.

        

        This was...

        

        Looking back, Aiz saw magical arrows materializing in the air, nocking themselves and piercing through her body.

        

        One.

        

        Two.

        

        Three.

        

        More and more arrows were appearing.

        

        "Haha."

        

        She looked at Sylphy.

        

        Numerous magical bows had formed around them, arrows naturally fitting into place as the bowstrings were drawn, ready to snipe Aiz.

        

        "Are you planning to use archery as a form of sword art...? That's inefficient. I can hardly call it a good technique."

        

        "You're right about that."

        

        It was inefficient, consumed a lot of magic power, and required intense concentration.

        

        Whether visible or not, both magic power and concentration have clear limits for humans.

        

        Yet she chose this method.

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "But I can beat you with it."

        

        "......"

        

        Aiz looked down at Sylphy and frowned.

        

        "How impudent."
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        Kwaang!

        

        Kwaang!

        

        Kwaang!!

        

        Aiz quickly dealt with the incoming arrows with a wave of his hand.

        

        'This is different from before. The compression power has increased significantly. The mana is rotating and vibrating—perfect for tearing my body apart.'

        

        KWAGAGAANG!!

        

        The arrows that penetrated the ground with enough force to split it looked sufficient to punch wind holes through the bodies of most monsters if they were hit.

        

        Aiz had momentarily let his guard down, but he could fully understand that Sylphie was not an opponent he could afford to be careless with now.

        

        However, as long as he remained cautious, there wouldn't be a problem.

        

        He thought that her increased attack power and bow technique, which seemed to utilize sword skills, was quite convenient for someone with High Elf blood flowing through them.

        

        "Not bad."

        

        Fighting methods should be used freely like that.

        

        Aiz didn't like when fighting rules were set in stone, when people said a sword must only be used in a certain way.

        

        Fighting styles are determined by the user, not by books or teachers. If the user thinks a certain method is more efficient and impressive, then they should use it that way.

        

        That was true freedom.

        

        "Shall I get a bit serious? You seem worth it."

        

        Light rippled from Aiz's body.

        

        As he corrected his posture, the flowing light took the shape of a snake around him, and in response, Sylphie moved her hands.

        

        "......"

        

        More bows formed, and countless arrows rushed toward Aiz in an instant. Koong! Koong! Koong!! Aiz dodged backward, evading Sylphie's arrows.

        

        The arrows' attack, which seemed to forcibly slow regeneration, was dangerous.

        

        They didn't just pierce through; the moment they entered, the mana rotated and vibrated, literally tearing apart Aiz's body along with the mana circulating within him, slowing his regeneration speed.

        

        As he was backing away, a shadow appeared in the sky, causing his eyes to widen.

        

        'She's approaching with a bow...!'

        

        BWAK!!

        

        As she swung the bow like a blunt weapon, Aiz blocked it with both arms and crashed to the ground.

        

        KWANG! With a loud noise, Aiz immediately got back up.

        

        "Barely."

        

        Sylphie's voice rang out. Drawing her bowstring and aiming at Aiz, she spoke in a coldly composed voice.

        

        "Your posture crumbled, Aiz."

        

        "...You seem quite pleased."

        

        "Because my fangs have reached you."

        

        "Yes, I have to admit. When I saw you in Weargal, you were no more than a child who couldn't even be considered an opponent, but I never thought you'd become this strong. Did you find a good teacher?"

        

        "There's something to learn from everyone you meet in life. In that sense, I've met good teachers every time."

        

        "Interesting words. Could I become your teacher too?"

        

        "Of course. After I kill you, I'll remember you as the strong monster that helped me reach this point."

        

        "You're tougher than I thought... unlike what your face suggests."

        

        A face of pure innocence.

        

        With a delicate face that looked like it would tremble in fear at the sight of not just monsters but even insects, her eyes flowed with the blood of a warrior.

        

        After all, she inherited the blood of Titania, and moreover, she was a relative of Reina Forest, who had been part of the Hero's party.

        

        "Hmm, I just had a good idea."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Hup!"

        

        TWAENG!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "I've been thinking, your technique is quite good, but the completion seems a bit low? When your concentration breaks during a sudden ambush."

        

        With a rustling sound, the bows and arrows in the air began to waver.

        

        This was the most fatal flaw in Sylphie's technique—it consumed too much concentration, so if she was attacked or ambushed, her concentration would momentarily break, making it difficult to maintain the bows.

        

        Normally, this wouldn't be much of an issue, but as the number increased, so did the burden, which is why Sylphie couldn't maintain the bows and lost them instantly.

        

        "Tsk!"

        

        Sylphie flew backward, immediately regaining her posture and rolling her eyes to read Aiz's position.

        

        "Behind!"

      

      
        

        "Whew, amazing~ Amazing~ Really amazing!"

        

        KWAANG!!

        

        Sylphie's Meteor Bow collided with Aiz's arm. It was clear that his arms were reinforced to the extreme.

        

        Rather, Sylphie could feel her arm going numb from the collision.

        

        Aiz, who had jumped in, continued to attack, driving Sylphie back.

        

        Sylphie retreated while creating bows in the air.

        

        Then, all at once, arrows were fired, targeting Aiz.

        

        "Your concentration broke like magic. The accuracy of your attacks has dropped!"

        

        Moving flexibly like a snake, Aiz dodged the numerous arrows Sylphie had shot and threw a punch at her. She blocked it with the Meteor Bow, but with a KWAANG!! sound, Sylphie was sent flying backward.

        

        KWANG!!

        

        Colliding with the wall and bleeding, Sylphie frowned.

        

        "Damn it!"

        

        Seeing Sylphie cursing, Aiz watched without laughing.

        

        "As expected, you're an outrageous one."

        

        She was wounded.

        

        She was bleeding.

        

        Quite a lot, in fact.

        

        A pain that would make her head dizzy should have settled in Sylphie's body.

        

        And yet.

        

        Her face looked as if her consciousness had become clearer, and not only that, but her total mana was also increasing.

        

        "You're a typical berserker, aren't you?"

        

        Rather than being uninjured, well-fed, well-rested, and in optimal condition, there are beings who become stronger when something goes wrong, when blood flows, when pain stimulates the brain to the point of almost losing consciousness.

        

        Sylphie was exactly that type.

        

        Wounds equal strength.

        

        For beings who grow stronger as if their flowing blood is converted into mana, logic doesn't apply.

        

        Due to her appearance and personality, it wasn't easy to notice, and it seemed she herself didn't know, but this could literally be called the talent of a berserker.

        

        The more she thinks, the weaker she becomes; reason becomes a shackle, and only instinct and passionate emotions make Sylphie stronger.

        

        "Heuup!!"

        

        TWAENG!!

        

        'See that? She's gotten stronger.'

        

        The piercing attack barely grazed Aiz, but just that graze was enough to burst his cheek and splatter blood.

        

        And the arrow that grazed past disappeared from sight as if it had pierced through the air.

        

        Her energy was also rising.

        

        But.

        

        "You need to calm down in that state to handle it properly. Just mindlessly increasing your strength won't be enough to match me."

        

        "You!"

        

        TOONG!

        

        Aiz easily dodged Sylphie's continuous attacks.

        

        TOONG! TOONG!!

        

        Suddenly, something like a snake's tail sprang from the ground and struck Sylphie. With a BWAK!! sound, Sylphie coughed up blood and rolled on the ground.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        "Are you getting up again? The poison should be circulating by now."

        

        If she touches Aiz, she will be poisoned. Her vision will blur, and breathing will become difficult.

        

        It wasn't a lethal poison.

        

        No, it would be lethal for an ordinary person, but Sylphie's energy was actually increasing.

        

        "As expected, those with talent for berserking all defy logic."

        

        As if disgusted, Aiz waved his hand, and Sylphie stomped the ground hard. With a KUGUGUNG!! sound, trees suddenly grew around them, creating a forest.

        

        "......"

        

        A crown made of mana appeared above Sylphie's head, and Aiz quietly observed it.

        

        'Could this be the Forest Creation that's said to be passed down only to the kings of elves? And that crown... is it the Crown of Mana that appears when the king of elves awakens?'

        

        But that only appears at the moment of awakening by sheer coincidence, and even Titania would have seen that crown only a few times in her lifetime.

        

      

      
        Moreover, it's not something one can bring out by will.

        

        If that were possible, someone would have trained to be able to bring out that crown.

        

        But since it appears almost by coincidence, it's not something that can be trained for. In other words, it's not something one can control on their own.

        

        And yet.

        

        Now, Sylphie seemed to have brought out the Crown of Mana by her own will.

        

        Did she forcibly elevate herself to the realm where Forest Creation is possible by using the crown to force her awakening?

        

        "How interesting. Despite having Titania's blood, for you, a half-elf, to accomplish what no elf has ever done. Are you receiving the love of the World Tree?"

        

        "HYAAAAH!!"

        

        "She can't even hear me anymore."

        

        She was moving with the sole intention of killing Aiz.

        

        It would be fair to say she was in a half-crazed state.

        

        TWAENG!!

        

        The arrow, now even more powerful, seemed like it would not just penetrate but completely annihilate everything on the spot if it hit Aiz. Her attack power far surpassed Aiz's.

        

        Numerous arrows appeared, and simultaneously, Sylphie aimed at Aiz with an arrow.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        KOONG!!

        

        Facing the arrow coming straight at him, Aiz exhaled softly.

        

        "Unfortunately, a berserker who can't control their instincts is extremely easy to deal with."

        

        Aiz's body was pierced by the Meteor Bow.

        

        Most of his upper body was destroyed, but Aiz was smiling.

        

        In an instant, he distorted and disappeared like smoke.

        

        As Sylphie's eyes widened, a voice came from behind.

        

        "If battles were determined solely by strength, the world would be quite boring, don't you think?"

        

        BWAK!!

        

        Sylphie was hit by Aiz and sent flying. Colliding with a tree, she coughed up blood with a "Keuheu."

        

        "Oops, you counterattacked even in that state?"

        

        At the moment she was kicked by Aiz, she had struck his ankle with her elbow.

        

        As a result, Aiz's foot was broken.

        

        Indeed, her strength seemed to be greater than Aiz's.

        

        "Damn... you..."

        

        "You're still getting up? You're really tough. Seeing this, you definitely have the same blood as Reina Forest... No, hmm."

        

        "......"

        

        Aiz thought for a moment, then smiled and straightened his posture.

        

        "I'll show you something interesting."

        

        "What?"

        

        With a rustling sound, dark energy suddenly gathered around Aiz, and soon mana swirled.

        

        "I've never thought of this myself, but it seems the Death God had. Maybe he was planning to try it when he became a Death God himself? Surprisingly, there's no theoretical problem."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        "Lion resurrection, undead transformation, all of those can only begin when there's a corpse. But what if it could be done without a corpse?"

        

        "......"

        

        With a HOWOONG!! sound, the black mana eventually formed into a single body, creating the appearance of a woman.

        

        "What."

        

        Sylphie's eyes widened.

        

        "It's a touching reunion time. You should have a conversation you couldn't finish?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Ah, was there not such a deep connection? Still, you fought together at the end, so that should be enough."

        

        That appearance.

        

        That face.

        

        "Lady Reina."

        

        A member of the Hero's party and Titania's daughter.

        

        Reina Forest was standing there.
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        "....."

        

        I surveyed the scenery outside the building.

        

        The aura of curses spread ominously, and I could see white snakes that looked familiar running wild, along with other monsters.

        

        They had broken through Lumenhart's barrier as if it were natural. Since it would be impossible to spread a curse to this extent in such a short time, they must have been preparing for quite a while.

        

        Most likely, they weren't specifically targeting us but had prepared this for some future use and found our arrival convenient. If it had been me, I would have created a situation more tailored to us.

        

        The curse was clearly not an instantaneous one but rather a connecting type.

        

        Lilith alone would find it difficult to dispel it.

        

        Perhaps Belita could have traced it back to its source, but Lilith wasn't capable of that yet.

        

        To begin with, not many people could learn the technique of tracing back to the opponent through a curse.

        

        Even counting the Pope and others of similar standing, the number was extremely small.

        

        It couldn't be helped that Lilith, who had never received such training, couldn't master it. Besides, Belita was someone who had received that education and was half-modified in that way.

        

        "Royce!"

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        "It's terrible!"

        

        "I can see that. Would you explain the situation? You were with Livia, weren't you?"

        

        "Gilbert Rainhart has betrayed humanity. Olivia is fighting him now, but there seems to be a curse. When Olivia wounds Gilbert, all cursed people receive the same wound."

        

        "...A curse of sharing, and a powerful one at that."

        

        "The one who cast the curse is Aiz. It seems the snake magic that's been famous in Lumenhart for several years is the medium."

        

        "How thorough. So it wasn't prepared specifically for us after all..."

        

        She probably prepared it for some experiment.

        

        My encounter with Aiz was brief, but I could roughly grasp her personality.

        

        There was something in her empty, hollow eyes that I hadn't felt from other monsters. It almost reminded me of Alex.

        

        Anyway, normally a curse of sharing would share pain but not death.

        

        But from what I'm hearing, it seems the wounds are being shared directly, and since Aiz prepared it, there's a high possibility that death would be shared as well.

        

        And Gilbert Rainhart, huh.

        

        I've never met him, but I knew enough from conversations with Livia that he harbored negative feelings toward her.

        

        A sword saint born to become a hero but who never became one.

        

        Was he unsatisfied with being a sword saint?

        

        Or perhaps he couldn't find value in himself for not being a hero.

        

        Either way, he had crossed the line, and Livia would know that. Despite appearing sentimental and likely to be swayed by emotions, she's actually quite thorough when it comes to such matters.

        

        "What did Livia say? Did she ask for help?"

        

        "No, she said to take care of things. And the holy sword has been taken from her."

        

        "Then our task is clear. No matter how corrupt, he's still a sword saint, and with the holy sword in hand, Livia can't even attack properly because of the sharing curse. At best, she's buying time."

        

        As time passes, Livia's wounds will increase.

        

        While Livia won't die easily, her injuries will accumulate, and she could certainly sustain potentially fatal wounds.

        

        It's a contradictory statement, but fortunately, one or two fatal wounds wouldn't kill Livia.

        

        The thought of what exactly constitutes a "fatal wound" crossed my mind, but that's how it had been in reality.

        

        "Let's find Noum."

        

        "Noum?"

        

        "It's difficult to find our way in this vast Lumenhart. We need to locate and destroy or neutralize the source of the curse to break it. If we can just find it, we can deal with it somehow."

        

        "So finding it is the key?"

        

        "Of course. If they prepared this with the magic, they've likely infiltrated Lumenhart naturally over the past few years. Frankly, searching for it without any clues would take too much time."

        

      

      
        No matter how strong Livia is, it won't be easy for her to hold out against a sword saint wielding a holy sword and empowered by Death's power in such an unfavorable situation.

        

        Though I believe she'll manage somehow.

        

        So we need to resolve this quickly.

        

        "With Noum, we won't have to worry about that."

        

        "...Understood, let's find Noum."

        

        "Let's go."

        

        ***

        

        Reina Forest.

        

        The Storm Princess.

        

        Daughter of Titania and a member of the hero's party.

        

        Like Alex Reynolds and Belita Bright, she was one who had betrayed Olivia Rainhart, the former hero.

        

        Her sin was heavy, one she remembered until the moment she closed her eyes.

        

        With a Geass of absolute obedience placed on her, she had no choice but to become Alex's puppet. There was no means of resistance, and she couldn't convey the truth, either directly or indirectly.

        

        In the end, Reina died in Olivia's arms, apologizing without being able to explain her betrayal.

        

        It must be a death Olivia will never forget.

        

        Before her journey, Reina was oppressed by the name of Titania; during her journey, by Alex Reynolds; and even after death...

        

        "A human life!!"

        

        Bleeding, Sylphy shouted.

        

        "Don't play with it!!"

        

        With veins bulging, Sylphy looked as if she might go mad with rage at any moment.

        

        "What do you think life is!?"

        

        "What do you think it is?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Please tell me the answer. What is life? What is the answer to that? Why do reactions differ when killing the same person? If everything is so equal, as you say."

        

        Aiz wiped away the smile she had been wearing.

        

        It was unclear which of Sylphy's angry words had provoked Aiz, but in that moment, it seemed like Aiz's true expression was visible for the first time.

        

        "Will a single murder amid countless massacres change much?"

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        "No, just the nonsense of a monster. Haha."

        

        In an instant, Aiz returned to her usual expression and said:

        

        "This is a technique conceived by the current Death, Lord Alex. It's a technique that would normally be impossible, but with Death's power, the impossible becomes possible."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "It's close to complete resurrection without the body of the deceased. Not just similar in appearance, but almost identical in ability to when they were alive."

        

        "....."

        

        Normally, even if a corpse is revived as an undead, it becomes incomparably weaker than when alive.

        

        There are occasionally beings who use techniques while in an undead state, but that requires tremendous effort, and even then, they can only reach a level comparable to when they were alive, never exactly the same.

        

        Considering this, creating something that appears almost resurrected without even a corpse, and possessing the same power as when alive, was an absurd magic.

        

        There are magics that shouldn't exist in the world.

        

        This magic was undoubtedly one of them.

        

        "Now then, shall we fight?"

        

        "Lady Reina....."

        

        "....."

        

      

      
        Sylphy closed her eyes and then opened them.

        

        "Defeating you here is what's best for you. I will bring you down."

        

        "Do you think you can win?"

        

        "Don't underestimate me. I've seen Lady Reina's archery in Elvenheim."

        

        "Yes, you saw it in Elvenheim. That's the problem."

        

        "....."

        

        Sylphy momentarily recalled what Royce and Olivia had said.

        

        That in the battle where Reina died, she died precisely because she was in Elvenheim.

        

        Kuuuung!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        A sharp wind like a blade blew, seeming to cut through everything around.

        

        Buildings, floors—everything was being sliced apart, and Sylphy couldn't help but widen her eyes at the sight.

        

        The storm centered on Reina had truly become a blade-wind that cut through everything, and Sylphy was certain that her body would be sliced apart the moment it touched her.

        

        "This is..."

        

        "The Storm Princess, Reina Forest. Her specialty is sweeping area attacks and ultra-long-range sniping."

        

        "...!"

        

        As the storm subsided, Reina's figure had vanished.

        

        Then with a loud thud, an arrow pierced through Sylphy's side and quickly passed through.

        

        The arrow, seemingly made of wind, created a storm as it pierced Sylphy, blowing her away. Meanwhile, the wind was tearing apart everything around, literally destroying the entire village.

        

        "What is this...!"

        

        Is this really an arrow?

        

        She could understand why it couldn't be used in Elvenheim. At this level, it would not only affect the surrounding village but might have impacted other elves fighting nearby.

        

        The storm that erupted over an absurdly wide area swept away everything in its path.

        

        "....."

        

        She looked up in the direction from which the arrow had come.

        

        She couldn't tell when Reina had moved there.

        

        The arrow aimed at her from atop a tall building was like a bomb that could blow everything away. As another arrow came whistling through the air, Sylphy shot back to counter it.

        

        Twang!!

        

        The arrows collided in mid-air, canceling each other out, and soon Reina created another arrow and fired again.

        

        Sylphy hurriedly made another arrow and shot it.

        

        Then she widened her eyes.

        

        A storm was rising from Reina's arrow.

        

        "What is that?"

        

        The arrow, imbued with a storm, blew away Sylphy's arrow with its wind and rushed toward her.

        

        Her evasion was too late.

        

        This couldn't be avoided.

        

        She would be pierced.

        

        Just as she was certain of this—

        

        Clang!!

        

        With a loud sound, someone was blocking Reina's arrow in front of Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy looked at the person with a half-dazed expression.

        

        "L-Lord Royce."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.247[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 14]

      
        "L-Lord Lois..."

        

        Sylphi's injuries were severe.

        

        And Aiz was in sight as well.

        

        But.

        

        Above all, that wasn't what concerned me most.

        

        The arrow just now was Reina's. Though I was at some distance, I had seen Reina using her bow.

        

        There's no way a dead person could come back to life, and since her body was burned, summoning her as undead should have been impossible, but let's assume somehow it was possible.

        

        It was quite an unpleasant scene.

        

        I unconsciously frowned in disgust.

        

        Beyond waking the dead, were they stealing her consciousness and using her merely as a tool?

        

        Reina had committed sins.

        

        That was undeniable, but this wasn't the treatment she deserved.

        

        "Hey! How could you drag me to such a dangerous place?!"

        

        The gnome shouted while being held by my arm.

        

        Since there was no time to explain, I had brought him along somewhat forcibly.

        

        I found him and immediately brought him here, and when we arrived at the most chaotic place, Sylphi and Reina were fighting. At first, I thought I might be hallucinating.

        

        "Sylphi, where is Lilith?"

        

        "Lady Lilith is..."

        

        "I-I'm right here!!"

        

        Lilith emerged from a building.

        

        She had no direct combat ability, after all. Even though she had finally started studying recently, she wasn't at a level where she could intervene in a fight between Aiz and Reina.

        

        If she tried, she would only get in the way.

        

        It was a good decision.

        

        I put the gnome down and said:

        

        "Gnome, listen carefully. This curse definitely has a source. If we destroy that source, we can calm things down instantly. Please find and destroy or dispel that curse with Lilith."

        

        "What? But why me? If it's about dispelling curses, Lilith alone should be enough."

        

        "In the current situation, there's no way to know where the curse is located. If we had more time, I could find it myself, but I would have to trace each path step by step. However, you can ignore those paths and take the fastest route. Isn't that right?"

        

        "..."

        

        I would have to trace the curse's location by following its trail step by step.

        

        I could find it that way, but it would take too much time, and in the meantime, people would die. In the worst case, Livia might suffer irreversible injuries.

        

        She had just recovered, and I didn't want to see her get hurt again.

        

        But the gnome could find it immediately.

        

        The gnome could reach the source of the curse directly without taking unnecessary detours like I would.

        

        He needed no logic, no evidence, no clues.

        

        All that mattered was whether there was a possibility of finding the answer.

        

        And if it existed as a physical object, there would definitely be a possibility.

        

        The gnome looked up at me with a complicated expression and said:

        

        "You, really... Fine, fine. I'll do it. I'll do it."

        

        "What are you?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Aiz frowned while looking at the gnome.

        

        "Eek! It's that snake from before!"

        

        "I thought this before, but what are you really? Not just your ability, but... this smell... From somewhere, hmm."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        When I attacked, Aiz's eyes widened as she quickly dodged.

        

        "A sneak attack? You surprised me."

        

        "How is it a sneak attack when I shot from the front?"

        

        "I was thinking... Hmm, the smell coming from that gnome has been bothering me since Weargal."

        

      

      
        "Like a snake, you have a keen sense of smell, I see."

        

        "Of course, I need to find my prey, don't I?"

        

        I pondered for a moment.

        

        Aiz seemed to be showing interest in the gnome.

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        -Yes?

        

        "Please separate from me and follow Lilith and the gnome."

        

        -Will you be alright? If you're planning to use the core, it might become unstable without me by your side. One reason I'm with you is to stabilize your core.

        

        "I'll be fine."

        

        -Haha, coming from anyone else but you, that would be less convincing. Very well, in the end, I'm just a goddess pushed to the sidelines. I'll support what the human of today wants to do.

        

        Lady Grandia separated from my body and approached the gnome.

        

        "Gnome, please."

        

        "Fine, damn it... I should get paid more for this."

        

        "We can discuss that later. Sylphi, please go with them and get treatment from Lilith..."

        

        Boom!

        

        Sylphi slammed her fist on the ground as she tried to stand up.

        

        She was forcing herself to rise despite the risk of reopening her wounds.

        

        "I'll handle Reina."

        

        "Sylphi, with your body in that condition..."

        

        Her injuries were already severe.

        

        "I can do it. This is something I must do. ...I can't let her be used like this even after death."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphi and Reina's connection was brief.

        

        It wasn't very long, just the time they spent in Elvenheim.

        

        I wondered how Sylphi viewed Reina.

        

        At the very least, she seemed to think Reina didn't deserve to be desecrated like this after death.

        

        "If you're going to face Reina, engage in close combat. Don't let her create distance."

        

        "...Lord Lois."

        

        "Even up close, Reina's storm is dangerous. Normally, she would never use that technique in a village like this. But now, since she has no consciousness, she'll probably use everything."

        

        "..."

        

        Reina would never use her storm technique in places where people lived.

        

        Even in situations where she might be beaten to death, she wouldn't use the power of the storm if it would endanger villagers.

        

        Her area-of-effect skill was excellent, and despite being an archer, in terms of wide-area attacks, she was even superior to Livia in some ways.

        

        And then there was her ultra-long-range sniping.

        

        She could snipe from distances beyond normal human sight, so if you fought Reina at a distance, it would be very difficult to subdue her unless the skill gap was overwhelmingly large, like with Livia.

        

        In that sense, if she had met that lich from Elvenheim in a slightly different situation, Reina might have won.

        

        Well, that was just a possibility.

        

        "I will definitely win."

        

        "It's okay if you lose. Reina is strong, after all."

        

        "..."

        

        "Survive. Survive and win next time."

        

        "...Understood."

        

        "You all go too! There's no time!"

        

        "Ah, got it! Lilith? Can you move?"

        

        "Of course! Let's go!"

        

        -Good luck.

        

        Everyone scattered to do what they needed to do.

        

        Lilith and the gnome's combat power wouldn't be much help here, but with Lady Grandia, they should be able to handle most monsters.

        

      

      
        As for Sylphi, I honestly wasn't sure.

        

        If Reina had even a bit of consciousness left, she wouldn't have used the storm bow in a village like this.

        

        Moreover, the fact that she was using it at full power suggested that Reina Forest was already dead, and this was merely a mockery using Reina Forest's skin.

        

        I didn't know if Sylphi could win against such an opponent in her current state.

        

        But Sylphi wanted to win.

        

        The passion in her eyes as she rose to the challenge was undeniable, burning with the conviction that this was something she had to do.

        

        If that was the case, it was my job to believe in her.

        

        "Now it's just the two of us."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        That snake-like appearance, seemingly devoid of color, was somewhat grotesque, and her smiling face looked like a fabricated mask. It felt like someone imitating a smile after seeing someone else do it.

        

        "You're not the main body, are you?"

        

        "Oh, you can tell just by looking? As expected of a spirit mage. That's right, I'm just a clone."

        

        "And yet you're this strong as a clone."

        

        "I'm as strong as the original, isn't that amazing?"

        

        "It is amazing. Did you learn these techniques as a monster? I thought this in Weargal too, but you're not like a typical monster."

        

        "I'm self-aware. There are differences among monsters, but I'm a heretic among them. A heretic among heretics, you might say. I used to be quite violent."

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent for a moment, observing Aiz.

        

        She was smiling.

        

        It was definitely a mask, and it could be simply explained as forced smiling, but monsters don't act that way.

        

        "Who are you imitating?"

        

        "...What?"

        

        Aiz froze momentarily, then her eyes gleamed.

        

        Those colorless eyes stared at me, and I could almost hear the sound of cracks forming in the mask.

        

        "You're not just smiling. You're not just wearing a mask of emotions, you're imitating someone's personality."

        

        "..."

        

        "I didn't know monsters could recognize others to that extent. The word 'heretic' is certainly accurate. Is that why you chose to follow Alexis despite knowing he was human? Because you were both heretics?"

        

        "...Indeed, your insight is so deep I want to gouge out those eyes. Knowledge becomes judgment, and judgment becomes observation."

        

        Aiz was imitating someone.

        

        For a monster to recognize others to that extent was beyond rare—it was unprecedented.

        

        The idea of a monster simply imitating someone—not to tease, seduce, or deceive, but just to imitate—was virtually nonexistent.

        

        Even the Reaper I created would certainly be surprised by this.

        

        I had simply heard stories and thought, "That's an unusual monster," but that wasn't it.

        

        This was undoubtedly a thoroughly strange existence, incomprehensible to both humans and monsters alike.

        

        "There are many reasons why people imitate others. It could be admiration, mockery, or even a form of love."

        

        "Shut your mouth."

        

        "Or if not those..."

        

        I looked at Aiz.

        

        "Could it be mourning?"

        

        People who are trapped by the memory of someone who died, imitating the deceased's personality or habits—this was commonly seen among humans.

        

        It was a common symptom in people who had experienced formal trauma or shock.

        

        Was a monster doing that?

        

        Aiz lunged at me, and I quickly blocked the attack.

        

        Clang!!

        

        A sound like metal clashing rang out, and Aiz's eyes were bloodshot, with pupils split vertically, taking on the eerie form of a snake.

        

        It seemed she had lost her composure and lunged in.

        

        "I'll tear those eyes and mouth to shreds, Lois."

        

        "How violent. Scary."
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        The storm rages.

        

        The powerful wind howled, creating vortices that seemed to slice through buildings, the ground, and space itself.

        

        At the center of it all, Reina Forest's eyes were hollow and lifeless, though they say her power was hardly different from when she was alive.

        

        The hero's party had gathered around Olivia Reinhart, and it would be fair to say that as a party where Olivia handled everything herself, everyone except her was essentially dispensable.

        

        Apart from Belita, who played the role of the saint, the others were unnecessary, and even Belita didn't necessarily have to be Belita—any competent cleric would have sufficed.

        

        Such assessments were common, making it easy for everyone to forget.

        

        The fact that from the moment they were selected for the hero's party, their abilities were beyond question.

        

        Alex, who had the capacity to become a death god, and Belita, who dedicated her entire being to becoming a saint, could never have been ordinary. And if that was the case, one would naturally think:

        

        That Reina Forest couldn't possibly be ordinary either.

        

        "Haha... No joke, she was actually holding back because we were in Elvenheim..."

        

        Sylphy laughed awkwardly after being thrown to the ground.

        

        Sylphy had grown much stronger over time and thought she might even be stronger than Reina. In terms of pure attack power, she had likely already surpassed Reina.

        

        But.

        

        Ultra-long-range sniping.

        

        From this distance, Reina had aimed at Sylphy without wavering, and her storm-infused arrows seemed capable of tearing apart most monsters with just the storm's power, even if the arrows themselves missed.

        

        A true area-of-effect attack that swept away everything around it.

        

        Once she began firing without restraint, the power of the storm was tremendous.

        

        Yet in Elvenheim, Reina had deliberately chosen not to use this storm power fully, instead employing the dangerous power of the Blood Bow. The reason was clear.

        

        Had she used the storm's power there, in the worst case, it would have left deep scars on Elvenheim and might have affected other elves fighting wyverns not far away.

        

        Above all, she couldn't use the storm's power out of consideration for Sylphy and Les who were fighting alongside her.

        

        If it had been Olivia beside her, using it might not have been a problem, but unfortunately, Sylphy and Les were not Olivia.

        

        As a result, Reina used the Blood Bow, and consequently, died.

        

        The final blow came from using the Meteor Bow, which consumed excessive magical power, but if she hadn't been using the Blood Bow...

        

        Perhaps.

        

        She might have survived.

        

        She might have lived to see something change.

        

        If only it had been possible to somehow release the geass.

        

        She might have become a reliable ally.

        

        And.

        

        Above all.

        

        She might have had a future.

        

        "If only I had been stronger..."

        

        Because of her lack of strength in Elvenheim.

        

        She ultimately caused Reina's death.

        

        It might be considered karmic retribution, a fitting punishment for evil deeds, but at the very least, Sylphy had wished for her to live and face her punishment.

        

        After all, they shared blood, and though they had no meaningful relationship, they were relatives.

        

        "Whoa!!"

        

        The storm blew, sending Sylphy flying.

        

        She tumbled across the ground once more.

        

        Even narrowly avoiding the attacks was becoming increasingly painful.

        

        She needed to get closer somehow, but the storm raging around Reina made it impossible to do anything.

        

        "What is that storm!"

        

        "King Dranovu! Are you going to fight?"

        

        "Hmm? I came out because the situation seemed to be turning serious. Everyone is fighting now—how could a king stay behind? I came because the wind was blowing most violently here."

        

        "The wind?"

      

      
        

        "Don't you know? A storm is currently blowing throughout Lumenhart, and that woman seems to be at its center."

        

        "..."

        

        Is she saying that she's summoning a storm across all of Lumenhart?

        

        Sylphy swallowed hard as she looked at Reina.

        

        Even for someone specializing in area attacks, this was too vast and far-reaching.

        

        It was fortunate that Aiz had summoned Reina right in front of Sylphy.

        

        If Aiz had positioned Reina far away to begin the fight, the battle wouldn't even have been established, and Sylphy would have lost to Reina.

        

        According to Olivia, Reina was capable of sniping from distances beyond visual range.

        

        It was lucky that someone capable of such ultra-long-range sniping was now within visual range, which was advantageous for Sylphy, but even so, she couldn't get close.

        

        "The town is collapsing! The town!"

        

        "Will you help me?"

        

        "It already looks completely devastated?"

        

        "Still, I must win. I have to stop her."

        

        "Very well, I'll help you, though I don't fully understand."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "Well, those burning eyes... Throughout history, it's common for those who wield weapons to be captivated by such eyes and offer help without reason."

        

        "..."

        

        Come to think of it, Dranovu was also a king.

        

        Dranovu gripped his hammer firmly and swung it through the air. It seemed strange at first, but the hammer swung through empty space created vibrations that deflected the incoming storm arrows.

        

        "I'll guard your back! Go forward!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        I quickly charged in, and Dranovu followed behind me, swinging his hammer.

        

        Now that I think about it, Royce had mentioned that Dranovu was once a formidable dwarf. Despite his wrinkled hands and face suggesting he was quite old even for a dwarf, he was remarkably skilled.

        

        Like Ain, I thought that surviving to old age with limbs intact while being involved in battles during these chaotic times was a kind of proof of one's strength.

        

        As I charged in, Reina responded with an attack.

        

        Storm arrows imbued with tempests flew toward us, destroying everything in their path.

        

        Sylphy shot her own arrows to intercept and neutralize them in mid-air.

        

        As she approached and drew closer, Reina frowned and changed the form of the storm.

        

        It became sharper, and what had been spreading out now concentrated and flew directly at Sylphy.

        

        Sylphy shot an arrow that collided with it but couldn't reach the center of the storm.

        

        "Hnngh!!"

        

        Dranovu tried to intervene and strike down the storm with his hammer, but it seemed beyond his strength.

        

        "What powerful magic...! How can a storm be this potent!"

        

        "Damn it!"

        

        "Hup!"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Someone else intervened. With a loud clash, the direction of the storm wavered and narrowly missed its target.

        

        "L-Lady Lafne?"

        

        "Ah, indeed! You're the child I saw before, right? Royce's friend?"

        

        "Y-Yes."

        

        She was already bleeding slightly, suggesting she had been in combat, but overall her injuries weren't severe.

        

        "Lafne, is it!"

        

        "Your Majesty is here too. I came because this area was the most conspicuous. Is that the cause of all this?"

        

        "No. But it's certainly causing great damage to the town."

        

      

      
        "I see, but what is this storm?"

        

        "There's no time to explain! Please help me get closer!"

        

        "...Okay, those burning eyes. I like it!"

        

        "Is that all dwarves care about!?"

        

        "I'm actually a beastkin! Hahaha, but that's fine! I intend to remain a dwarf at heart! Let's go!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The wind blew fiercely, and Sylphy charged in, this time with not only Dranovu but also Lafne covering her from behind.

        

        The storm surged greatly, and Reina's arrows continued to fly through the air. Sylphy created her own arrows to intercept and shoot down Reina's.

        

        Once again, storms began to gather at Reina's fingertips.

        

        She seemed to be preparing another powerful strike, just like before.

        

        Debris from destroyed buildings around them appeared to be mixing into the storm, further increasing its power.

        

        Sylphy steadied herself in mid-air and aimed at Reina.

        

        Reina's powerful strike couldn't be blocked with just a normal arrow. Sylphy had no choice but to shoot again, consuming excessive magical power.

        

        A crown of magical energy formed above Sylphy's head, and she fired in perfect synchronization with Reina.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        The arrows collided, creating the distinctive sound of magical energies clashing as they pushed against each other.

        

        Once released from their hands, there was nothing more they could do with those arrows. Sylphy immediately leaped forward, approaching Reina in the moment between the collision of their attacks.

        

        "Got you!!"

        

        She swung the Meteor Bow toward Reina.

        

        The Meteor Bow, made from the World Tree and infused with magical energy, was a weapon without equal—a true deadly weapon. As she aimed for Reina's head, the storm surged and protected Reina.

        

        "This...!"

        

        Bang!!

        

        With a loud noise, Sylphy was thrown backward, and Reina's magical energy spread even more intensely.

        

        "Sylphy!"

        

        Lafne quickly caught the flying Sylphy.

        

        "Th-Thank you..."

        

        "What is that person? She's a monster. The storm is getting stronger. To affect such a wide area..."

        

        "Oh my, as king, I'm honestly more worried about what comes after the battle. When will we repair all this damage?"

        

        "You're worried about what happens after victory when we haven't even won yet? Your Majesty?"

        

        "Don't be like that. When you reach this position, you can't help but worry about such things first... No."

        

        "..."

        

        "Heh, this is absurd."

        

        Boom!!

        

        Lightning strikes from the sky.

        

        The blue sky was turning into dark storm clouds forming around Reina.

        

        Though no rain fell, the wind grew increasingly fierce, and the lightning striking through the clouds was incredibly threatening.

        

        No matter how you looked at it, this was not a normal situation.

        

        This was not a natural weather condition.

        

        "Don't tell me, the weather..."

        

        "This is outrageous! Where did such a monstrous elf suddenly come from, and why is she doing this in our dwarf kingdom!"

        

        "Ah."

        

        Sylphy, bleeding, spoke with disbelief.

        

        "At this level, I think having Les and me beside her in Elvenheim was actually a burden. We were just extra baggage in that fight, weren't we?"

        

        It seemed like if they hadn't been fighting in Elvenheim, she could have easily defeated that lich.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.249[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 16]

      
        "Ah, damn it."

        

        Sylphie muttered while sprawled on the ground.

        

        She had no idea how many times she had collapsed and passed out.

        

        This was no joke—if Reina had been any further away, Sylphie wouldn't have stood a chance against her. Not that she seemed to stand much of a chance now either.

        

        Ah.

        

        Aah.

        

        Aaaahh.

        

        'This is dangerous.'

        

        Looking at Reina standing in the storm, Sylphie couldn't help but think:

        

        She probably wouldn't win.

        

        She probably couldn't win.

        

        She couldn't erase that thought no matter how hard she tried.

        

        A feeling close to utter defeat writhed inside Sylphie, making her chest hurt. She couldn't even tell if it was from frustration or actual pain.

        

        Even if she gritted her teeth and got up, nothing would change in the end.

        

        The storm grew even more violent, completely blocking any approach now.

        

        Overwhelming power.

        

        If she could pierce through it with power like Olivia's, that would be one thing, but as things stood, there was no way to approach.

        

        What would Royce have done?

        

        With Sylphie's current strength, she couldn't break through that storm. If she lacked power, she needed to use wisdom, but what could she possibly do with her not-so-brilliant mind?

        

        "...Magic power."

        

        She could see the magic flowing through the storm.

        

        It wasn't natural, nor was it a summoned storm—it was a storm created by Reina. Formed by Reina's magic power, and Sylphie thought it was absurd that magic could even change the weather.

        

        Everyone in that hero party had been monsters without exception. Olivia had stood out, and among those monsters, Olivia was an even more terrifying monster.

        

        A monster among monsters.

        

        The phrase "genius among geniuses" was certainly meant for times like this, and everyone around her had been extraordinary people.

        

        They had all obtained power in their respective fields that approached the pinnacle of what a single life could possess. The problem was that Olivia had power that exceeded what a single life should be able to have, which was why her abilities were underappreciated compared to the other party members.

        

        They were all people who could reach the highest levels in their fields wherever they went and leave their names in history.

        

        And Reina was no different.

        

        Having studied only strength and honed it to surpass Titania, she possessed power forged in real combat that couldn't be compared to Sylphie's, who had lived outside as a half-elf.

        

        And that magic power...

        

        It was etched in Sylphie's eyes.

        

        'If that's made of magic power, could it be possible?'

        

        "You two, can you move?"

        

        "If I say no, does that mean I get to rest?"

        

        "Your Majesty?"

        

        "Fine, fine. Huff... Looks like you've thought of a strategy? Try whatever you can. If there's a way to take down that elven storm monster, we should try it."

        

        "You'll explain everything after this is over, right?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        The probability was very low.

        

        But she had no choice but to try, and in the current situation, there was no other option. If they failed, they might all die, but they would definitely die if they just kept taking hits anyway.

        

        If that was the case, wouldn't it be better to bet on the option that at least had some chance of winning?

        

        "I will defeat you."

        

        "..."

        

        Reina said nothing.

        

        She just stared at Sylphie.

        

        Whoosh—the storm gathered again.

        

        There was only one chance.

      

      
        

        There was no point in imagining what would happen if she missed it.

        

        If she failed, Sylphie was already as good as dead, so she had no choice but to focus on the future where she succeeded. She had confidently told Royce that she would handle Reina.

        

        But it would make no sense if she couldn't even survive, let alone win.

        

        She needed to achieve at least one of those things—no, that kind of thinking wouldn't work.

        

        She had to achieve both.

        

        It might seem like an overly greedy way of thinking, but Sylphie was a half-elf who sought to claim Oberon's position out of personal ambition.

        

        If Sylphie wasn't greedy, then who was?

        

        "Now!"

        

        "Hup!"

        

        "Here I go!!"

        

        The sound of hammers rang out simultaneously.

        

        Vibrations filled with magic power resonated and touched the storm.

        

        The storm shook but not enough to change direction, and Reina frowned as she drew her bowstring toward Sylphie.

        

        The arrow carrying the storm flew surely toward Sylphie, and she could see the magic power rippling in the shaking storm.

        

        There was only one chance.

        

        She absolutely could not miss it.

        

        Whoosh—magic power was gathering at the tip of Sylphie's arrow right now.

        

        If the storm was created by the flow of magic power, wouldn't it be possible to momentarily disrupt the storm by cutting off that flow?

        

        -Listen carefully, Sylphie. Every spell has a flow and a core of magic power. If you can pierce that, you can surprisingly neutralize the spell even without using a spell with opposing properties.

        

        -Isn't that difficult?

        

        -It requires ridiculous training and quite a bit of concentration. And above all, skilled people intentionally hide it. It's hard to find.

        

        -I just stab at what feels like the core intuitively.

        

        -You shouldn't use that as an example.

        

        -What do you mean by "that"!

        

        It was an absurdly silly conversation, but even Olivia didn't deny what Royce had said. Rather, she said she did the same thing.

        

        In other words, if you can pierce the core of the flow of any spell, you can easily dispel it.

        

        It's very difficult to find during combat. But at this moment, when the storm was shaken by the vibrations of magic power from both sides, the spell wasn't complete.

        

        That light visible from a somewhat disheveled stance.

        

        Sylphie's eyes wouldn't miss it.

        

        She would definitely hit the mark.

        

        It would absolutely not miss.

        

        "Right there!!"

        

        Twang!!

        

        The shot arrow passed through the storm. The arrow, swaying in the storm, moved exactly as Sylphie had predicted and accurately pierced the core that connected the flow of magic power.

        

        And for a very brief moment, everything in the storm stopped.

        

        A moment of stillness arrived, and that brief time was dizzyingly long in the context of battle. Even Reina widened her eyes in surprise at the sudden dissipation of the storm.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        With that, Sylphie leaped in without stopping.

        

        Blood was flowing.

        

        It was as if her life was draining away.

        

        If she missed this opportunity, it would never come again.

        

        No matter how close she was to a resurrected undead, Reina was learning, so it would be impossible to create a path using the same method next time.

        

        If that was the case, she had to kill her now.

        

        "Uwaaa!!"

        

        She swung her bow.

        

        Reina swung her own bow like a blunt weapon and deflected Sylphie's attack. Reina's strength, honed over many years of training, far surpassed Sylphie's, but this was enough.

        

      

      
        Sylphie pushed even further inward from there.

        

        Reina's eyes widened.

        

        She looked like she couldn't understand what Sylphie was doing.

        

        Through her vision, reddened from losing too much blood, Sylphie could see Reina's face.

        

        She had thought that Reina, who was by no means weak in close combat, would definitely block the first attack. So she had bluffed as if all her magic power was there.

        

        The original Reina might have noticed, but Reina, who had become an undead with her reason half-paralyzed, was likely not to notice.

        

        The so-called fake magic power.

        

        And the real magic power was gathered in her opposite hand.

        

        She grabbed the arrow made of magic power with her hand and swung it.

        

        "..."

        

        'Hit!!'

        

        Crack!!

        

        Reina looked slightly surprised and then seemed to smile faintly.

        

        With a grotesque sound, Sylphie's arrow pierced through Reina's heart. With a cracking sound, Reina's body began to slowly break apart from the heart, as if she were a statue.

        

        Whether it was because the technique was still incomplete or not, its durability was terrible.

        

        Well, normally, a person dies when their heart is pierced.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        After stabbing, her strength left her, and she sat down, gasping for breath.

        

        The storm that had stopped didn't blow again, and the dark clouds in the sky began to disappear.

        

        When she raised her head, the crumbling Reina was quietly looking at Sylphie.

        

        "Con...gratu...lations. ...You beat me."

        

        She spoke with a slurred voice.

        

        Sylphie immediately refuted her words.

        

        "No, I didn't win alone... Besides, I only surpassed you by chance... just for a very brief moment. Just a very brief moment."

        

        "Still a victory."

        

        "..."

        

        "Tell Titania... no, tell Mother."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        Reina had died apologizing to Olivia, but she hadn't left any words for her mother, Titania.

        

        There hadn't been time. The death god that had been attached to Reina wasn't gentle or leisurely enough to listen to those last words.

        

        "That she was proud to be your child. ...That she's sorry."

        

        "Yes... I'll definitely deliver the message."

        

        "...I want to leave more words, but there's no time. ...Thank you for defeating me. Please take care of Elvenhome."

        

        With a cracking sound.

        

        Reina, who was in Sylphie's arms, turned to dust and disappeared.

        

        Nothing remained in that place, as if nothing had ever been there, and only Sylphie stood there in an awkward posture.

        

        "...Leave it to me. I'll do my best."

        

        Thud.

        

        Sylphie collapsed backward before she could finish her words.

        

        Blood was flowing out, and her consciousness was gradually fading.

        

        It seemed she had lost too much blood.

        

        "Hey! Are you alright?!"

        

        "This amount of bleeding... If we don't treat her quickly, she'll die!"

        

        'Ah, really. At this rate...'

        

        Now I can't even make excuses about not wanting to be king.

        

        Sylphie thought as she lost consciousness.
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        Aiz doesn't speak much.

        

        He doesn't prefer conversation.

        

        It wasn't necessary when killing and being killed, and since no one studied techniques and delved into them as deeply as Aiz did, there was no need for conversation during research either.

        

        Though he could speak, he rarely engaged in conversation, to the point where monsters who knew him wondered if he might be mute.

        

        But he never bothered to correct that misunderstanding.

        

        Rather, he preferred not being spoken to.

        

        Monsters were a race incapable of considering others in their field of vision, so they would quickly lose interest and go about their business anyway.

        

        While conducting his research, he wondered: if humans and monsters had a child together, would that child inherit human characteristics, or would it have monster traits instead?

        

        It was a fascinating subject.

        

        "A human, I see."

        

        "M-monster!"

        

        "You enter monster territory and then act surprised at seeing one? Or have you already accepted defeat?"

        

        "Am I... going to die like this...?"

        

        The man seemed to realize the difference in ability between himself and Aiz immediately.

        

        That was better than most rabble.

        

        Being able to recognize the difference in strength meant he at least had good "eyes," and the man was already covered in blood with a broken sword.

        

        It was obvious he had entered monster territory to hunt something but had failed.

        

        "A mercenary?"

        

        "...Yes."

        

        For humans, conversing with monsters is generally considered unwise.

        

        Because during conversation, one might be seduced and hunted without a trace.

        

        But in this situation, where the monster already had an overwhelming advantage, the man seemed to realize that buying time through conversation was his wisest option.

        

        His intelligence wasn't bad either.

        

        To venture into monster territory, he must be a skilled mercenary with decent intelligence and a good eye for gauging strength.

        

        "Good, I'll use you. No need to be too greedy from the start."

        

        "What?"

        

        "You're lucky. Despite appearances, I'm quite reasonable for a monster."

        

        "For a monster..."

        

        "I'll make a contract with you. If you follow my orders properly, I'll spare your life and safely escort you back to human territory. How about it?"

        

        "I won't kill people. I may be dismissed as just some mercenary, but I have principles to uphold. Monsters might not understand that."

        

        "You're right, I don't understand."

        

        The man spoke with what seemed like sarcasm, but Aiz responded quite seriously.

        

        He had no expression, and his voice lacked any inflection.

        

        Words were merely a means to convey opinions.

        

        "So I thought I'd learn through you. If you refuse, I'll kill you. If you want to live, you'd better accept my offer."

        

        "Are you stupid? Even as a mere mercenary, I'm human. I will never help with killing people. Just kill me, or..."

        

        The man looked at his broken sword.

        

        Reading his intentions, Aiz immediately used snakes to restrain his entire body.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "..."

        

        He was trying to take his own life.

        

        These humans have survival instinct as their most important instinct, yet in certain situations, they're willing to throw their lives away.

        

        They simply don't want to betray.

        

        They want to maintain their loyalty.

        

        For such reasons, they end their lives.

        

        As if to say they won't provide any information or cooperation.

        

        'Hmm, it's hard to find someone with such good qualities. Though talking isn't exactly my specialty.'

        

        It was unclear how many decades had passed since Aiz had last engaged in conversation like this.

        

        While Aiz wasn't a monster who actively targeted humans, he wasn't kind enough to spare humans he encountered either. Usually, he killed them without conversation upon meeting.

        

        Sometimes he used them as test subjects or for food, but he rarely went out of his way to fight them.

        

        That already made him an outlier.

        

        A monster who preferred research over fighting.

        

        "...I don't know how to convince you."

        

        "Convince? Why is that necessary? Isn't the monster way to solve everything forcefully? You could cut the tendons in my arms and legs—what could I do then?"

        

        "That's also an option."

        

        No, it was actually the first option that came to mind.

        

        But he immediately abandoned it.

        

        "I'd prefer if you cooperated willingly."

      

      
        

        "What?"

        

        "Yes, let's do this."

        

        "Do what?"

        

        "If you cooperate, I promise that while you're cooperating, I won't leave this area, won't eat humans, and won't kill them. How about that?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Oh, of course, if you try to kill me, I'll kill you too. This much... There's a term among humans called 'self-defense,' right? I'm not sure if I'm using it correctly."

        

        Hardly any humans came to this area anyway, and even if they did, Aiz could simply avoid them.

        

        Hiding was easy for Aiz, so avoiding encounters was simple.

        

        But that alone was enough to sway the man.

        

        Aiz thought that if the man's sense of justice and instinct to protect his kind were his motivations, then offering a contract where a powerful monster like himself wouldn't attack humans might elicit a response.

        

        And indeed, it did.

        

        But.

        

        Perhaps it would have been better not to.

        

        Maybe he should have just torn off his limbs and forced him.

        

        ***

        

        Kaaang! Kaaang!!

        

        Kaaang!!

        

        "Urgh!"

        

        Aiz stepped back and regained his posture.

        

        Flames flickered around at Royce's gesture, and the fire that seemed to burn even souls moved quickly.

        

        Moreover, Aiz could sense that if caught, he would be imprisoned and burned until his entire body was consumed.

        

        Indeed, a being with a goddess's core.

        

        Stronger than Aiz.

        

        Even if it were his main body rather than a clone, he probably couldn't win.

        

        With a cracking sound, snakes emerged from the split earth to bite Royce, but rings of water restrained them, completely stopping their movement.

        

        With a gesture, stone blades shot up from the ground and pierced Aiz's back.

        

        "Ugh! How annoying!"

        

        "Again."

        

        "..."

        

        "You speak words you don't mean. Who are you trying to imitate? Was that person so important to you?"

        

        "What are you so curious about?"

        

        "It might not show on my face, but I'm extremely shocked right now. That a monster like you could exist."

        

        "Why? Feeling friendly all of a sudden?"

        

        "Hardly. The souls you've killed can never find salvation."

        

        "That's true."

        

        Aiz was certainly an outlier among monsters, but only relatively speaking.

        

        He still had the instincts and thought patterns of a monster, and couldn't comprehend the value of life.

        

        If they're weak, isn't death natural?

        

        If they were strong, they would have survived.

        

        With such thinking underlying his mind, Aiz couldn't escape from those instincts.

        

        A monster that cannot see others in its field of vision.

        

        That's what monsters were.

        

        "I'm just curious."

        

        "...Look, from what I can tell, you're wise enough to be chosen by a goddess. Right?"

        

        "Well, I don't often consider myself wise. I always feel like I'm making mistakes in my choices, so I'm constantly trembling."

        

        "That's even better. Few truly wise people call themselves wise. So let me ask you this: I am a monster."

        

        "I know."

        

        "Then you must know I've killed countless people. Not just humans, but also monsters that got in my way."

        

        "That's what monsters do."

        

        "Exactly. I've never once questioned that way of existence. I just thought that's how I was born."

        

        Not once.

        

        But there was a first time when he did question it.

        

        "You must have known what kind of being I am, so why did you react that way?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Even though you accepted me knowing I had committed numerous massacres, you couldn't tolerate a single murder. I'm still looking for that answer."

        

        Aiz staggered as he got to his feet.

        

        "For some people, the death of one precious person can be more intolerable than the massacre of countless strangers."

        

      

      
        "Why? You humans say all life is of equal value, so why? If all life is equal, then massacre is the heavier crime, isn't it? Because it's the killing of many lives."

        

        "While the value of life may be equal, no person values all lives equally."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know what encounters you've had, what changes you've undergone, or what situations you've been in, but your existence is clearly an anomaly among anomalies in the monster world—something that might never be born again in a lifetime."

        

        It was like saying that a powerful human like Olivia might never be born again.

        

        That's how much Aiz's current state defied all existing common sense.

        

        For a monster to try to see others, to try to remember others—it was something that turned common sense upside down.

        

        Whoosh!

        

        As an attack narrowly missed, Aiz frowned.

        

        "Why not let your guard down a bit? We were having such an emotional conversation..."

        

        Thump!!

        

        Royce quickly lunged forward and grabbed Aiz's head.

        

        "Against a monster?"

        

        "...You're chillingly calm, you know that? It's like you understand monsters better than monsters themselves."

        

        Fwoosh!!!

        

        Flames spread, burning Aiz's body.

        

        With a groan, Aiz frowned, and while burning, grabbed Royce's shoulder.

        

        With a crunch, an arm made of snake heads pierced through Royce's shoulder, and he could feel poison being injected.

        

        As Royce quickly retreated, Aiz regained his posture while still burning.

        

        "Hey! If you know so well, tell me!! I did my best to accommodate! I kept the contract! So how did it end up like that!? I even made a permanent contract! Human lifespans are at most 100 years! I thought that was short enough that I could get along with them!!"

        

        "...Well, I don't know the person who died."

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know what answer you expected from me, but for that person, your single act of slaughter..."

        

        Royce chose his words carefully.

        

        "Made the future they had shared with you, and would have shared with you, unbearable."

        

        Kwagagaang!!

        

        In an instant, Aiz's magical power swelled.

        

        Aiz's true emotions, revealed after a long time, swelled greatly, and something like black flames formed into a mass of magical power that flew toward Royce.

        

        'I could dodge easily, but...'

        

        If he dodged, the damage to the village would be immense.

        

        There was no choice.

        

        It would be somewhat reckless, but he had to block it head-on.

        

        Kuuuung!!

        

        Flames collided with flames, and Royce's arms quickly became cursed-like, rapidly burning away. His skin grew hot, with a melting sensation that could hardly be called pleasant.

        

        But it was enough.

        

        Twoong!!

        

        "What!"

        

        "The flow of magical power that wasn't visible until now is so clear."

        

        "You're targeting the core...!"

        

        At first, Royce had planned to defend with full power, but the flow of magical power became so clear that he changed his approach.

        

        He loosened his defense slightly and lunged forward, prepared for injury.

        

        It could have been quite serious depending on the circumstances, but burns on his arms and body were a small price to pay.

        

        "I will!!"

        

        Kwaaang!!

        

        The flames that bloomed at Royce's fingertips became a kind of light that completely obliterated Aiz's body.

        

        "..."

        

        He stared at the empty space where Aiz had been.

        

        "A creature that cannot see others in its field of vision puts others in its sight, yet cannot open its eyes."

        

        Was that also a tragedy?

        

        "Urgh."

        

        Royce staggered.

        

        "I guess I overdid it a bit."

        

        He immediately took a deep breath and looked around.

        

        "That storm earlier was definitely Reina's..."

        

        The fact that the storm had stopped meant Sylphy had won.

        

        He decided to help the people first.

        

        After all, there were still monsters attacking the dwarves in real-time.
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        "Over here!"

        

        "Huff, huff...! I feel like I'm dying! Sprinting at full speed is too hard!"

        

        "Hey! I'm helping you out here! Put some more effort into it!"

        

        "B-but even if you say that...!"

        

        The gnome frowned, inwardly cursing.

        

        He couldn't understand when his life had become so tumultuous.

        

        No.

        

        Perhaps it had been tumultuous from the moment he was born.

        

        No matter what, there was no doubt that the gnome's blood was special, and judging by the earlier reaction, Royce already knew this, and not only that, but the enemy monster seemed to have noticed as well.

        

        Moreover, he had been a subordinate of Alex Reynolds, who had become a Grim Reaper.

        

        He wondered how Alex would evaluate him if he ever found out about this fact.

        

        His legs felt tied down.

        

        It was like some psychological root was binding his legs.

        

        According to Royce, many things changed when Alex Reynolds went to the Reynolds family. If, just if, the gnome had continued to stay in that place.

        

        Perhaps Alex wouldn't have gone to the Reynolds family, and something might have changed.

        

        Maybe many things.

        

        Thinking about it made him feel strangely bad. Honestly, there was no need to worry about it that much, and it wasn't particularly the gnome's fault.

        

        But being the one who caused the initial ripple, the very first disturbance—it couldn't help but make him feel strange.

        

        He gritted his teeth even as he ran.

        

        He wished that no one would speak his name, that no one would remember him, but he never wanted things to escalate this far.

        

        They weren't the type of people who valued children that much anyway, so he thought they would just bring back an heir without much fuss, but he never dreamed they would go this far, and he certainly couldn't have known the consequences would turn out like this.

        

        -Focus.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Grandia said while slashing through the approaching monsters.

        

        -Your unique ability truly enters the realm of the divine, bypassing theory and process to produce only results. But it's not something you can do while spacing out.

        

        "I, I know."

        

        -Your heart is wavering. You're not directly responsible for this situation, but you feel like you were the starting point. Am I right?

        

        "..."

        

        -You bear no guilt. The actual perpetrator is someone else, and the person who made them become a perpetrator is also someone else. You're a good person to feel pain for even that sin, but that's arrogant thinking.

        

        He remained silent.

        

        Like a sinner standing before God.

        

        Though in reality, she was a god.

        

        "I, I made the wrong choice."

        

        -No one knows. You lived a decent life because of that choice, didn't you? No one knows whether that choice was right. There might even be misfortunes that occurred because you didn't make a different choice.

        

        "..."

        

        Grandia's eyes seemed somewhat similar to Royce's.

        

        Her eyes seemed to penetrate deep into the gnome's being, making it very difficult to breathe, as if lies wouldn't work and her gaze could embrace everything.

        

        It was more breathtaking than sprinting at full speed, making his chest feel tight.

        

        He thought it would be impossible to deceive those eyes even if he tried.

        

        -Was your choice really wrong?

        

        "...One could say that my choice led to the birth of a new Grim Reaper."

        

        -The world is full of countless coincidences and inevitabilities. A butterfly's flapping wings somewhere can lead to a storm elsewhere. Blaming the butterfly would be too sad.

        

        "..."

        

        -It was merely a flap of wings taken to move forward. And by a young girl, no less. Perhaps it was done just to survive.

        

        "...This way!"

        

        "We've arrived, whoa!?"

        

        Lilith looked like she was about to pass out.

        

        They had arrived at a shabby building.

        

        It looked like a house where someone without much money would live. As they quickly opened the door and went inside, the gnome's eyes lit up.

      

      
        

        The gnome's unique ability could drastically shorten the time needed to achieve a result, as long as there was a possibility of success.

        

        If there was a possibility that could take a lifetime to achieve.

        

        It was possible.

        

        "That's it! That snake statue! That's the source of the curse!"

        

        -Lilith, I'll help you. If you follow my instructions, we can remove it immediately...

        

        "Huff, huff... huff..."

        

        -Let's breathe first.

        

        "You have no stamina at all!"

        

        "I, I've... only lived in the castle!!"

        

        ***

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Gilbert's foot struck Olivia's face, and she tumbled across the ground.

        

        Even though she dodged and blocked well, Olivia ultimately couldn't attack, and this decisive difference was gradually creating wounds on her body.

        

        "Huff, huff... huff..."

        

        But ironically, it was Gilbert who was panting.

        

        Blood was bursting from Olivia's body. One of her arms was twisted in a direction it shouldn't go, and she had severe bleeding elsewhere. There were also many cuts.

        

        For an ordinary person, some of these wounds would be fatal, leaving them collapsed on the ground awaiting death.

        

        Nevertheless, as soon as she was hit, Olivia calmly got up as if nothing had happened.

        

        She rose as nonchalantly as someone who had merely tripped over a stone.

        

        Wiping the blood flowing from the corner of her mouth, Olivia looked at Gilbert with the same indifferent expression.

        

        "Just die already! You stubborn bitch!!"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Feeling the taste of blood inside her mouth, Olivia said to Gilbert.

        

        "This much won't kill me."

        

        "..."

        

        Her arm was broken, and her body was severely wounded.

        

        Blood was still flowing from her cuts, yet Olivia was smiling.

        

        Gilbert had clearly become stronger.

        

        He held the holy sword in his hand.

        

        Not only that, but he had also gained the power of a Grim Reaper and was infused with the curse power received from Aiz. Even if it was closer to a temporary awakening, it was still an awakening.

        

        It could be called a final blaze of glory—the all-out awakening of a man who was called a sword saint in the Reinhart family and might have become a hero if not for Olivia, had undoubtedly given him strength that would be difficult to overcome with a sword by anyone other than Olivia.

        

        Right now, Gilbert had transcended to a considerable level as a swordsman, becoming one of the few powerful individuals in the world that few could match.

        

        His accumulated techniques and awakened physical abilities had definitely made Gilbert strong.

        

        Yet it seemed ineffective against Olivia.

        

        No.

        

        It was effective.

        

        He had clearly attacked, cut, and overwhelmingly pushed her back.

        

        Olivia couldn't do anything but defend, evade, and take attacks, becoming covered in wounds.

        

        But Olivia's eyes didn't waver at all, and her peaceful expression, as if she were just taking a morning stroll, was actually stirring the emotions inside Gilbert.

        

        Despite all this, he felt like he couldn't even grasp Olivia's ankle.

        

        Gilbert gritted his teeth and lunged forward.

        

        "Hnngh!!"

        

        TING!!

        

        With a sword of questionable origin and quality, Olivia blocked the holy sword's attack.

        

        "You, what exactly are you?! Why are you so strong?! Why!! Damn it!! Why did you stand in front of me and become a hero?!"

        

        "I saved people."

        

        "I saved them too!!"

        

        "Then go and save them...!!"

        

      

      
        "...!"

        

        "Can't you hear the sound of lives being lost at this very moment? Don't you hear the clash of weapons? The screams of people...! Damn it, people are dying while we're doing this!!"

        

        Olivia, who hadn't raised her voice even when hit, shouted loudly for the first time.

        

        Right now, in Lumenhart, the country of dwarves, chaos was unfolding.

        

        Literal pandemonium.

        

        Smoke was rising everywhere, and sounds commonly heard on battlefields were echoing.

        

        "If you wanted to wield that sword, what you should have done in this moment was not to defeat me, but to save people. Besides, if you wanted it, I could have given you the holy sword after we caught the Grim Reaper."

        

        "...How far will you insult me before you're satisfied?"

        

        "I don't know, you fool who betrayed humanity because of your own arbitrary inferiority complex."

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia exhaled with a "whew."

        

        "Listen, won't you surrender even now?"

        

        "...Ha, haha! You're so sentimental! Olivia! What would be left for me if I went back now? I betrayed humanity, stole the holy sword, and not stopping there, attacked Lumenhart! What would be left for me?!"

        

        "You're right, even if you surrender, you'll be executed. No matter how much I try to intervene, you've directly betrayed humanity like this, so there's no way out. The most I could do for you is ensure a less painful method of execution."

        

        "Exactly! There's nothing left for me if I go back! So I'll just keep moving forward!!"

        

        "You mean backward."

        

        Olivia shook her head as if disgusted.

        

        "At least."

        

        "..."

        

        "If you surrender, you can die as a human. This is your last chance. While I still remember you as having been human, why not surrender?"

        

        "Don't make me laugh!! Olivia!! You're looking down on me to the very end!!"

        

        "I'm not looking down on you. You're arbitrarily looking up at me."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A loud sound echoed.

        

        Sacred power rising toward the sky seemed to spread throughout the entire city.

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        "Wait! Where are you going?!"

        

        As Olivia quickly retreated, Gilbert followed, and upon following, he saw dwarves suffering from the curse.

        

        The dwarves were suddenly rising from the ground, looking puzzled as they examined their bodies.

        

        Olivia quickly checked their condition and then kicked a stone on the ground.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        It grazed Gilbert's ear.

        

        As Gilbert's ear was cut, Olivia checked the condition of the dwarves.

        

        After confirming that the dwarves' ears were fine, Olivia gripped her sword firmly.

        

        "As expected, my comrades are competent."

        

        "What?"

        

        Spitting out saliva mixed with blood, Olivia said.

        

        "Now things will be a bit more fair."

        

        "With that body, you talk about fairness?"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Olivia examined her own body.

        

        She could only use one arm, and she had many other wounds.

        

        But Olivia smiled.

        

        "Ah, should I break one of my legs too for it to be fair?"

        

        It didn't take long to realize that it was clearly a mocking sneer.

        

        However, since it wasn't common for Olivia to make such taunts, Gilbert was momentarily dazed.

        

        Soon understanding her meaning, Gilbert charged.

        

        "OLIVIAAAA!!!"

        

        "Let's have a proper duel after a long time, Gilbert Reinhart."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.252[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 19]

      
        I recall memories of the past.

        

        For Olivia, Gilbert was an object of admiration.

        

        Every time she swung her wooden sword all day long, Gilbert's stories reached her ears, and admiring the Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart was only natural for Olivia.

        

        She had never actually spoken with him.

        

        Back then, Gilbert was a diligent person who lived each day busily, and his work kept him occupied. At most, she had only watched him from afar.

        

        But she thought he was a hero.

        

        Moving without rest, becoming people's hope and saving them—that was what she considered a hero to be. The way he smiled kindly at people and waved his hand was truly the ideal hero.

        

        It could be said that he was the heroic figure Olivia wanted.

        

        That's why she admired him.

        

        So when she obtained the Holy Sword and Gilbert Reinhart became her instructor, she was overjoyed.

        

        Olivia wasn't perceptive enough to notice the awkward smiles of those around her, and above all, she was young.

        

        She was simply happy to meet someone she had always admired and to receive training from him.

        

        "Hello. I'm Olivia Reinhart. I'm here to begin my training today. I look forward to working with you, Uncle Gilbert. No, Master."

        

        She wanted to express her joy more childishly, to run up to him and say many things, but knowing in advance that he was a serious and diligent person, she spoke while trying her best to hide her excitement.

        

        It was the only moment when Olivia could truly be childlike.

        

        She admired the hero.

        

        She admired the strong.

        

        Above all, she loved the sword, and was loved by the sword.

        

        That was purity.

        

        The reason the troubled Olivia could endure was because wielding a sword was her specialty, and she didn't think it was so bad.

        

        But.

        

        "Take up your sword, Olivia. Words are unnecessary. Let's converse with our swords."

        

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        Blinded by admiration, Olivia failed to see the burning flame in Gilbert's eyes.

        

        It would have been difficult for the very young Olivia to notice it, and Gilbert merely glared at Olivia, who was just a small girl.

        

        What emotions were contained in that gaze?

        

        Looking back now, what could Olivia have done in that situation?

        

        No matter what she said, could the words of Olivia Reinhart have ever reached Gilbert Reinhart?

        

        No.

        

        Countless people must have spoken to Gilbert Reinhart.

        

        They might have said many things to reach his heart, to provide even a little comfort, but none of their words reached Gilbert Reinhart, and they couldn't open the door that had been closed.

        

        There was no way that the words of Olivia, whom he had just met, could suddenly open that door. And since Olivia Reinhart had been chosen as the Hero, the door was shut even more firmly—it might open for others, but never for Olivia.

        

        It was Gilbert who rejected the hands of many people and closed the door.

        

        It was a sad thing that his life had become meaningless, but it was also Gilbert who decided to fall to the depths of despair.

        

        She sympathizes with him.

        

        She understands him.

        

        She could even empathize with him.

        

        But that was all Olivia could do for him.

        

        There's nothing more she can do now.

        

        There was an opportunity.

        

        Olivia also wanted to give him a chance.

        

        But.

        

        Having let go of everything, he must bear the responsibility for what he abandoned.

        

        ***

        

        "Hyaaah!!"

      

      
        

        Clang!

        

        Olivia effortlessly blocked the Holy Sword's attack.

        

        The magical power flowing from her was on a completely different level than before.

        

        "You are strong, and that's no joke. Even without that kind of power, you possessed swordsmanship unmatched by any human. Even if your skills have lost some of their luster from years without proper training, you're still strong."

        

        "......"

        

        "But you can't defeat me, and that's why you can't win against me."

        

        "Shut up, Olivia! I haven't lost yet! So what if you can attack now? I've dedicated my entire life to the sword!!"

        

        "So have I."

        

        "You!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        Sword met sword.

        

        Olivia effortlessly blocked with one hand the attack that Gilbert had delivered with both hands, and then Olivia's thrust accurately pierced Gilbert's shoulder.

        

        "Guh!"

        

        As he stepped back, the power he had received from the demon was quickly healing Gilbert. Watching this regenerative ability, Olivia let out a small sigh.

        

        "I need to make this clear to you."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Take your stance. I'm going to charge straight at you. Understand? I'll aim for your neck with a horizontal slash. Block it well."

        

        "You continue to mock me!!"

        

        Olivia staggered forward slowly.

        

        Gilbert instinctively tried to defend, but in an instant, Olivia's figure vanished.

        

        Gilbert's eyes widened as he found a sword already at his neck.

        

        "H-how......"

        

        "I just ran. Yet you couldn't see me. No matter how much your physical abilities have improved, that's all there is to it. As a swordsman, you're already dead. You've only built up strength without meaning."

        

        "If, if this was possible, I wouldn't have needed to get injured."

        

        "I just thought it was better for me to take some injuries than to have you feel powerless and take hostages. If I matched you appropriately, you'd think you had a chance and keep charging in like a fool."

        

        "......"

        

        For Olivia, the most troublesome situation wasn't getting injured or having bones broken.

        

        The most troublesome thing would be Gilbert taking hostages, and that was something she wanted to avoid.

        

        Even so, it wouldn't change the fact that Olivia would win, but a noble life might be lost. If he took out his frustration by killing that hostage, it would be even more unforgivable.

        

        Therefore, she deliberately matched him.

        

        She took appropriate injuries.

        

        The broken arm was somewhat unexpected, but that was indeed Olivia's mistake for focusing too much on matching her strength.

        

        But thanks to that, Gilbert believed he could kill her with just a little more effort and focused only on Olivia, so she decided to consider it a blessing in disguise.

        

        "Do you understand now? You can't defeat me. The fact that the curse has been lifted means that the plan you all prepared has failed. And your body will collapse. The price for obtaining that level of power must be substantial."

        

        "Even after paying such a price!! You're saying I still can't surpass you?!"

        

        "If you wanted the Holy Sword, why didn't you just wait a little longer? I wouldn't have minded giving it to you after defeating the Death God. I would have even been happy to return it to the kingdom since I didn't want to stand out."

        

        "......"

        

        Gilbert gritted his teeth.

        

        What he had wanted to obtain, even at the cost of his human dignity and everything else, was something Olivia wouldn't have minded giving away.

        

        Even earlier, Olivia showed no particular jealousy or emotion toward Gilbert who had obtained the Holy Sword; she only scolded him, saying that if he wanted to be a hero, he should save people.

        

        "That's not true, you're the same as me... You were also caught in this hero's curse like me!!"

        

        "That's right, but not anymore. I realized that being a hero isn't about being a specific person. After losing everything, I could see it."

        

        "......"

        

        "Now I'm really going to cut you down, but I'll ask one more time. Put down your sword quietly and surrender. This is truly the last chance."

        

      

      
        "I told you, didn't I? Even if I go, there's no future for me."

        

        "That's right, there's no future. Just..."

        

        "Just?"

        

        "I'll remember you as a person, and as my master. You'll certainly be cursed forever in history, but I'll remember you as a person who was human. As a member of the Reinhart family, I can at least remember you that way."

        

        It was something she had said earlier as well.

        

        Olivia seemed to be sincerely trying to persuade him.

        

        That at least someone would remember him as a human being.

        

        "......"

        

        "But if you continue here, I'll kill you, and I'll just think that a piece of trash did trashy things. There will be no understanding or sympathy."

        

        "Kuk, kuhahaha!!"

        

        Gilbert laughed.

        

        "Don't make me laugh!! I will take the position of the hero!! And once again!! I will look forward!!"

        

        "I regret this, Master Gilbert Reinhart."

        

        "...!"

        

        Olivia, who had closed her eyes for a moment, opened them again.

        

        "I regret this, Gilbert."

        

        Gilbert gripped his sword and charged.

        

        Why does she have such eyes?

        

        Surely before leaving on her journey, Olivia Reinhart, like Gilbert, was consumed by the obsession of her position. She was a hero before being a person, not a person before being a hero.

        

        She had gone mad.

        

        She had wavered.

        

        She was something distorted.

        

        And yet, the eyes of the Olivia he met again were so clear, showing none of the distortion Gilbert remembered.

        

        "You are!! Just like me!! A being consumed by the hero!! You shouldn't let go of that!! It's not something... that you can let go of so easily!!!"

        

        Ting!!

        

        Olivia momentarily tried to dodge, but after a brief hesitation, she blocked Gilbert's attack head-on.

        

        Even though dodging would have been most efficient, Olivia deliberately blocked Gilbert's attack.

        

        And then.

        

        Swoosh.

        

        A short sound echoed.

        

        As if taking a casual stroll, she passed by and deeply cut Gilbert's neck. Not only that, but she also pierced his chest as she passed. Unable to comprehend what had happened so quickly, Gilbert collapsed forward.

        

        He looked up at Olivia, who was once again gripping the Holy Sword.

        

        "Why... can you let go... Everything I've dedicated my life to... How... Oli...via..."

        

        "The life I didn't let go of."

        

        Olivia said.

        

        "I simply thought it was pathetic. I am Olivia Reinhart, before being a hero."

        

        Gilbert's hand reaches out toward Olivia.

        

        It was easy to see the life draining from his body.

        

        "W-why... Why, you...!!"

        

        Rumble!!

        

        Power began to flow from inside Gilbert's body.

        

        Eventually, the torn wounds began to close, making Gilbert's body even larger, changing not only his skin color but also its very nature.

        

        Olivia looked up at Gilbert while holding the Holy Sword.

        

        "You've truly become a demon now, Gilbert."

        

        "You shouldn't let go... You shouldn't...!!"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.253[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 20]

      
        Born into the Reinhart family.

        

        Possessed innate talent.

        

        Had no aversion to wielding a sword and cutting down enemies.

        

        Had the qualities to become a hero.

        

        That was also what Olivia and Gilbert had in common.

        

        They had chosen the right family to be born into.

        

        Their talent with the sword could blossom in the Reinhart family, could grow stronger, and could elevate them to unreachable heights.

        

        But the expectations of a crumbling family were heavy, and they had no choice but to pour all their worth into it.

        

        It was easy to develop the mindset that if you couldn't become a hero, you had no value. No one denied this way of thinking; rather, everyone affirmed it.

        

        The mindset that one must attain the honorable position of a hero was a goal that some might consider admirable for its ambition. Moreover, since what they did was righteous, who could criticize it?

        

        The distortion growing in their hearts was buried beneath such righteousness.

        

        Save people.

        

        Wield the holy sword.

        

        Become stronger.

        

        Just a little more.

        

        Everything they could do was for becoming a hero, living as a hero, and dying as a hero.

        

        Eating meals.

        

        Swinging the sword.

        

        Getting wounded.

        

        Helping people.

        

        Valuing life.

        

        All of these were merely means to begin and end as a hero. Their hearts didn't warm at doing good deeds; they simply looked for the next task.

        

        Rather than accepting gratitude, they saved one more person.

        

        Rather than feeling relief that others were alive, they cut down more enemies.

        

        Could that be called human?

        

        Something that could hardly be called human bloomed within them, and that distortion eventually twisted the lives of Olivia and Gilbert.

        

        There was a righteousness within that others could not easily recognize as distorted.

        

        Even if some recognized the distortion, there were those who thought it didn't matter if it was somewhat twisted as long as it saved and protected people.

        

        Not everyone lives righteously, and everyone carries distortions of varying degrees in their hearts.

        

        So they believe that those destined to be heroes can endure greater psychological pain.

        

        Or they wear the mask of such belief and give up thinking.

        

        Either way, it creates tragedy for them.

        

        "Become a hero."

        

        Someone says.

        

        Who heard those words?

        

        Was it Olivia?

        

        Or was it Gilbert?

        

        It was a meaningless rambling. Because undoubtedly, both of them had heard it.

        

        "There is no value in a self that cannot become a hero."

        

        That too is meaningless.

        

        Because both thought about it every day.

        

        The burden placed on each was the same, and the curse-like obsession imposed on each was the same.

        

        More terrible than the curse of death, this curse that drove people mad entered deep into their hearts and stained their souls black.

        

        "I will become a hero."

        

        "I must become a hero."

        

        "That's all."

        

        "Yes, that's all."

        

        Within the seemingly blackening will, a single righteous will shone.

        

        That righteousness, so perfect...

        

        Clearly had a precarious fragility that could break at the slightest touch.

        

        "It is my life."

        

        "It is my everything."

        

        They grasp the sword.

        

        Today too.

        

        To become a hero.

        

        To approach the hero.

        

        Just for that alone.

        

        What could a hero who couldn't protect themselves as they slipped through their fingers possibly protect?

        

        They surely could not have answered that question.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        "That's right!! You shouldn't let go!! Olivia!!"

        

        KWANG!!

        

        Not with a sword, but with a fist, he struck.

        

        Olivia dodged while simultaneously slicing his arm to pieces, and at the same time, his arm regenerated.

        

        'It's the final flare before death.'

        

        She was certain.

        

        Although his physical and magical energy had greatly increased, it couldn't be called a normal state. When a person is about to die, an awakening effect similar to survival instinct often occurs.

        

        Gilbert Reinhart was a man strong enough to reach the position of Sword Saint, so his awakening effect, combined with curses and various powers, was temporarily manifesting.

        

        Though it was several times more impressive than an ordinary person's, ultimately, the final flare was just that—like the powerful flame a dying candle gives off at the end.

        

        The flame that burns by sacrificing one's life will eventually consume itself, and that probably wasn't too far in the future.

        

        Even if Gilbert had surrendered according to Olivia's words, he would likely have died before even facing trial.

        

        That body couldn't be maintained much longer.

        

        It was swelling from excessive regeneration.

        

        Even though the wounds had already cleanly regenerated, the regeneration wouldn't stop, indicating an excessive circulation of magical energy.

        

        He would quickly enter a state of magical intoxication, and his mind would grow distant.

        

        In other words, he would lose his reason and go berserk.

        

        'No, that's already happened.'

        

        There was no doubt he had already lost his reason and was in the midst of a rampage.

        

        His attacks, swung without any sword technique, were monotonous.

        

        Apart from his regenerative ability, there was nothing special.

        

        "How can you let go!! How!!"

        

        "......"

        

        "From birth, we were heroes!! We had to be heroes!! So how can you let go!! To be born a hero, live as a hero, and die as a hero—that is our destiny!!"

        

        KWAAANG!!

        

        "I knew it the moment I faced you! That you were like me!! This is the reason we live, the reason we continue to live, and the reason we die!!"

        

        "That's right, we were born, raised, and decided to die that way."

        

        "Yes!! Being a hero!! That position! It should be our starting point and our grave!! But you let go!! You let go!? No! No!! NO!!!"

        

        His overly excited voice tore into an unpleasantly disturbing sound.

        

        Magical energy took form, appearing like lightning, and Gilbert's eyes were growing increasingly dim.

        

        "You and I should be in the same hell!!"

        

        "Why don't you come out of that hell?"

        

        "You shouldn't let go... You shouldn't let go... Our Reinhart family, shouldn't let go like that. You and I, born as heroes, must die as heroes. That is our fate."

        

        "......"

        

        "You shouldn't try to let go of the position of hero that you worked so hard to obtain and be recognized for... Especially someone who has it in their grasp, don't let go."

        

        Olivia quietly listened to that voice, which sounded half-crying.

        

        "Someone who couldn't grasp it spent their whole life wanting it!! Don't let go of it like that!! Oliviaaaaa!!!"

        

        "I've let go. I'm in this position because everyone wants me to be, but I don't intend to dedicate my entire being to it. I think I'll try living normally. Not as a hero, but as Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Don't be ridiculous!! If you've grasped that sword!! At the very least!! You should die as a hero!! You should have even perished together with the Demon King!! You hold that sword and say you want to be happy as a human!? A hero is!!"

        

        "Someone who sacrifices everything for humanity, that's what I was taught."

        

        "Yes!!"

        

        He had lived his entire life for that purpose, and that opportunity was taken from him by someone else.

        

        Then the person who took it must fulfill that responsibility.

        

        If it was the fate given to Olivia and Gilbert to live as heroes and die as heroes, then at least the one who grasped the sword should properly fulfill that duty.

        

        But to arbitrarily put down that duty and wish to be happy as a human?

        

        To live like an ordinary person?

        

        That was unacceptable.

        

        "Die as a hero!! Olivia!!"

        

        "Entrusting everything to one person, controlling one person's entire life—it's already gone too far. There is no human strong enough to repel all the darkness in the world. Even I can't do that."

        

        "......"

        

        "I've done enough. I fight only to finish the duty I couldn't complete. And above all, it doesn't have to be me who is the hero."

        

        "...Stop."

        

        "Even if it's not me, someone will grasp the holy sword and rise up to protect what's precious."

        

        "Stop!"

        

        "Even knowing they will die, to protect!"

        

        "STOP!!"

        

        "Anyone who can do that is a hero."

        

        "...!"

        

        Olivia looked at Gilbert with a very sad face.

        

      

      
        "You too, were once a hero."

        

        "Stop!! Shut your mouth!!"

        

        Light flickered at the tip of Olivia's sword.

        

        KUGUGUNG!!!

        

        It eventually created a light so intense it seemed to reach the sky.

        

        It was a light that Gilbert couldn't produce when he held the same sword.

        

        It wasn't a light possible because it was a holy sword.

        

        Olivia could have produced the same power with the sword she was holding earlier. She hadn't done so out of consideration, wanting to at least leave Gilbert's corpse behind.

        

        That was her last consideration, but now Gilbert wouldn't die unless she killed him to the point where no corpse remained.

        

        And above all.

        

        Earlier, he could at least be called 'human,' but now he could hardly be called human at all. From his appearance to his magical energy, everything had become that of a monster.

        

        "Ol, ivia...!"

        

        An overwhelming wall.

        

        Something insurmountable stood there.

        

        So powerful it evoked a sense of defeat, and too distant to even feel inferior to—not only unreachable but invisible.

        

        A powerlessness that doesn't allow even seeing the ankle, let alone grasping it.

        

        Yet he raises his hand to reach it.

        

        With no courage to leap toward the stars, not even the nerve to stretch out his hand, all he can do is bark like a stray dog.

        

        That was Gilbert now.

        

        "You wanted me to be more miserable than you."

        

        "......"

        

        "You believed that would be fair."

        

        The light compressed with a KUGUNG sound.

        

        "I..."

        

        "Farewell."

        

        Before the sound of the swing.

        

        The light sliced through Gilbert.

        

        The light, seeming to rise upward, was thoroughly tearing Gilbert apart from below.

        

        In his final moment, Gilbert reached out toward Olivia.

        

        What kind of hand was it?

        

        Was it a plea for help, or was he still refusing to give up and trying to kill Olivia, or was it something else entirely with a meaning that couldn't be predicted?

        

        It was impossible to know anymore.

        

        KWAAANG!!

        

        With the sound of an explosion, Gilbert's existence vanished as if he had never been there in the first place.

        

        Olivia sheathed her sword and remained silent.

        

        "Livia."

        

        "How long have you been here?"

        

        "I just arrived. I thought about helping, but it seemed to be ending already."

        

        "I see... There's still work to do, right? Where should I go?"

        

        "......"

        

        "...Don't look at me like that. I'm fine."

        

        "If you say so."

        

        It is sad, indeed.

        

        Seeing someone you once admired meet such an end is sad regardless of their morality or ethics.

        

        "If I had simply caught the Death God, returned, and given the holy sword to Gilbert Reinhart who hadn't done anything wrong yet, would he have been happy? Or would he have hated me even more?"

        

        "...Well, the future we didn't choose is always just a possibility. Wouldn't it be better to think of it however you want, Livia?"

        

        "Yes, then."

        

        Olivia looked briefly at where Gilbert had disappeared, then turned away.

        

        "I think it's better to believe there might have been a good future."

        

        "Isn't that more painful for you?"

        

        "That way has more hope."

        

        "......"

        

        Royce looked at Olivia for a moment, then said.

        

        "I..."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I think humanity's greatest fortune was that you were chosen as the hero."

        

        "......"

        

        Olivia was silent for a moment, then smiled.

        

        "Yes, thank you."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.254[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 21]

      
        "Isn't Lady Olivia getting injured too often despite her strength?"

        

        "Oh, that's quite true."

        

        "Both of you be quiet. Two injured people."

        

        After the battle, as expected, Livia and Sylphie were sitting on the bed, wrapped in bandages.

        

        Both had been afflicted with poison and curses, so healing them all at once with Lilith's power would not only drain energy but could also cause various adverse effects on their bodies.

        

        It wasn't without reason that adventurers and similar folk refused healing magic unless severely injured. It consumed both the recipient's physical and magical energy.

        

        Moreover, if curses or poisons were involved, healing magic could worsen the body's condition, causing dizziness and other negative effects for several days.

        

        The number of people who died from healing magic—when the treatment intended to heal actually worsened the situation—occurred steadily every year.

        

        That's why those training to become clergy were now primarily taught about the limitations and drawbacks of healing magic.

        

        After all, those who learned healing magic to save lives could be devastated if they ended up killing someone with that same magic.

        

        Therefore, spreading treatment over several days was standard practice. In true emergencies, immediate healing was unavoidable, but waiting for natural recovery was generally best.

        

        "More importantly, Sylphie literally almost died."

        

        "If there hadn't been people around, I would have died from blood loss, no joke. I was lucky."

        

        "Still, think positively. If you defeated Reina, it means no one can beat you with a bow anymore, Sylphie."

        

        Perhaps Titania might have stood a chance, but having transferred all her power and merely maintaining her position in name, the current Titania was probably weaker than Sylphie.

        

        Besides, her age was also a factor.

        

        In that sense, Sylphie had become overwhelmingly powerful even among the elves.

        

        Defeating Reina meant exactly that.

        

        Moreover, having won against Reina, who manipulated the weather without concern for her surroundings, nothing more needed to be said. Reina wasn't someone you could defeat through luck or unusual tactics.

        

        "Many people helped me. I couldn't have won alone. And above all, if Reina had been at a distance from the beginning, it would have been difficult to win."

        

        "..."

        

        "More than difficult—I probably would have lost without being able to do anything."

        

        "I'd hate to face Reina at long range too."

        

        "Me too."

        

        "Oh, both of you as well?"

        

        Livia and I made similar expressions simultaneously.

        

        Reina, who controlled the weather, could shoot arrows from distances beyond visual range.

        

        In other words, she could begin firing from invisible distances and manipulate storms to change the direction of her arrows' approach.

        

        "I'm not confident I could defeat Reina shooting arrows from beyond visual range. Well, now I might be able to win somehow."

        

        "I could win, but I'd rather not—it would be incredibly tedious, especially time-wise. Anyone who could beat Reina at that distance would have to be among the handful of strongest people in this world."

        

        With the goddess's core in my possession now, I could endure hits through regeneration.

        

        But before that, even if I could withstand attacks, the core's activation time wasn't unlimited, so there was a limit to how long I could endure. In other words, if I couldn't locate and defeat Reina within a certain timeframe, I would likely lose.

        

        Moreover, even if I could pinpoint Reina's location, she wouldn't allow me to get close, and if she fought while retreating, there would be no solution.

      

      
        

        Therefore, if I had fought her at a distance before obtaining the goddess's core, I would likely have lost.

        

        Now, thanks to the goddess's core, the activation time constraints had been greatly relaxed, so although I would have to prepare for injuries, I could probably win.

        

        As for Livia, I wasn't sure, but she would likely win.

        

        "So I can't say I truly defeated Lady Reina. For that one moment, that truly brief moment, I did surpass her, but that doesn't constitute fundamental skill."

        

        "Sylphie."

        

        "If it doesn't, I can't consider it growth."

        

        "Really, you're so tough despite that face of yours."

        

        Lilith laughed.

        

        "By the way, Lord Royce, did you defeat Aiz?"

        

        "Yes, well. She was certainly strong."

        

        "For someone who fought her, you have few injuries."

        

        "I have regenerative healing comparable to regeneration because of the core. Most wounds heal quickly. The only dangerous things were poison and curses, which Lilith treated. Not as bad as you two."

        

        "As expected of Lord Royce. I was completely toyed with when facing Aiz..."

        

        "Aiz was by no means weak. I could have been in danger if things had gone slightly wrong."

        

        She had numerous strategies and used all sorts of methods.

        

        She claimed there was almost no difference between her clones and her real body, but that was just Aiz's assertion, and it might only mean that their overall magical power was similar.

        

        It wouldn't be strange if there were techniques or magic that couldn't be used by clones.

        

        If I blindly believed Aiz's words, I might end up in serious trouble, so even if I met her real body, I should use my experience fighting her clone but not put too much faith in it.

        

        "Anyway, things might get quite troublesome because of Reina."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "There's no body of Reina. She was burned, nothing remained. The only ashes that were kept were in Elvenhome. And there have been no reports of them being stolen."

        

        "Aiz also mentioned it. Reviving the dead without a body."

        

        "Rather than 'revived,' it might be better to call it 'created.' It seems to involve the power of death with some other function, though I'm not certain. Well, the issue isn't how it was done."

        

        "Then what is it?"

        

        "Whether they'll continue to do it."

        

        If they could summon heroes and powerful figures from the past at close to their prime, it would be dangerous.

        

        One or two might not be a problem, but they could potentially come in overwhelming numbers.

        

        Even with Aiz on our side, most of the powerful monsters had already been defeated, and the demon king's army executives were essentially gone.

        

        I had been wondering how they would fill that power gap, and was this it? Fighting by reviving the dead?

        

        It was inhumane and immoral, but apart from that, Alex might well consider it the best force that would never betray him.

        

        Judging from Reina's case, there didn't seem to be any particular downsides.

        

      

      
        "Setting aside the criticism of using the dead, it would be quite dangerous if they did so. Fortunately, this matter was reported quickly."

        

        "Yes, Lord Dranovu said he would report it to all factions..."

        

        "Still, it probably isn't infinite. There must be limits or problems—there's no power in the world without a price. Especially reviving the dead without bodies—it must require some kind of sacrifice."

        

        "But Lady Olivia could win regardless."

        

        "Certainly Livia wouldn't have a problem, but that's not the issue."

        

        "What is it then?"

        

        "While Livia would be fine, there are many people for whom this would be a problem. Even if we defeat Alex, if they overwhelm us with troops, humanity could suffer near-extinction."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Basically, even if some humans survive, if their numbers fall below a certain threshold, they're doomed to extinction anyway.

        

        That's the point—even if we muster our strength and defeat Death, if humanity perishes due to the resurrected dead, that could hardly be called a happy ending.

        

        "This is giving me a headache."

        

        "Alex will cause problems soon. And using those without even bodies as his pawns will probably become his main strategy."

        

        "But what if he just sends dead soldiers and doesn't come himself? If he uses dimensional space to send them, it would be impossible to pinpoint Alex Reynolds' location..."

        

        "No, that possibility is low."

        

        "I think so too."

        

        Livia and I denied it simultaneously.

        

        That approach would be most efficient, true.

        

        It would be most rational as well.

        

        But.

        

        Alex Reynolds wouldn't choose that path. If simply winning were his goal, Alex would have chosen many more efficient paths from the beginning.

        

        Considering Alex's objective, he would definitely want to fight us. He would want to defeat us and prove his existence.

        

        If the villain could defeat heroes seemingly chosen by the world...

        

        He could prove his existence.

        

        He could prove he was neither a heretic nor anything special—just someone who happened to be born that way.

        

        Only then could Alex finally affirm his own existence.

        

        "This is," I carefully began.

        

        "A man's desperate struggle to affirm himself. So things probably won't proceed that way."

        

        I felt we would meet again soon.

        

        And when that happened.

        

        Whether we liked it or not.

        

        One side would die.

        

        Because there was no turning back now.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.255[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 22]

      
        "Temple of Corruption, or Temple of Desire, it's called many things, but it's quite old. What kind of history does it have?"

        

        "The goddess Grandia is treated as a monotheistic deity among humans, but that doesn't mean there weren't other religions. One of them was a heretical cult that worshipped someone called the God of Corruption."

        

        "Is it different from the Death God religion?"

        

        "It's different from the Death God religion. They worshipped a god that didn't exist and had no influence on this world."

        

        "I see. In simple terms, it was a cult?"

        

        "It was definitely a cult, but there were plenty of such damnable heretics. They were truly the evil of society, destroying social order."

        

        Alex let out a small sigh.

        

        The cold sweat wouldn't stop flowing, and Alex was panting.

        

        It wasn't a lack of stamina, but rather a sensation of burning from within as his core was generating unbearable heat.

        

        His heart, which had become the Death God's core, was incredibly hot, and his heartbeat was abnormally fast and strong.

        

        Alex gritted his teeth as he felt the pulsing sensation that seemed to reach his brain.

        

        Only a kind of determination—that he couldn't collapse yet—kept Alex Reynolds standing without falling.

        

        He exhaled.

        

        That sigh, meant to calm himself, wouldn't actually calm him down, but it did make breathing a little easier.

        

        "But the religion of the Corruption God had something different from other heretical cults."

        

        "What was it?"

        

        "Usually, cults desperately try to increase their numbers. They multiply like cockroaches until the state has no choice but to intervene."

        

        "There's no freedom of religion."

        

        "If the goddess's traces weren't so abundant, perhaps other religions might have been recognized. But the goddess's traces were clear, and there was evidence that she was watching over us in the form of heroes and sacred swords."

        

        "......"

        

        "So for the sake of order, they had no choice but to designate the goddess as the only deity. In reality, not everyone who made this designation was deeply religious. Many probably used the goddess's name for the sake of maintaining order."

        

        Many people dismissed religion, but for those who fought monsters every day and lived day by day, praying for tomorrow was very important.

        

        Basically, even those called ordinary people held some degree of faith, whether large or small.

        

        "Religion, humans seem to love it. Why believe in a god who may or may not actually help you?"

        

        "......"

        

        Alex was silent for a moment, then touched the old cross hanging around his neck.

        

        "When dealing with emotions humans can't control, like pain, sadness, and anxiety, religion can provide comfort. Many find peace and solace through prayer, meditation, and hymns."

        

        "......"

        

        This time, Aiz kept quiet.

        

        "In the face of an uncertain future and a painful present and past, the stories and answers religion provides give emotional stability. That's why people believe in gods."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Providing answers to 'why should we live' and 'how should we live' is also a reason. There's no more effective means than religion for giving direction to life and allowing people to see their lives more deeply."

        

        It seemed as if Alex was talking about himself.

        

        He had asked the question of why he should live many times.

        

        He had also asked how he should live many times.

        

        As a result, he had tried to live in what he considered the right way until his current age.

        

        But the world wasn't always righteous, and not many people adhered to the righteousness spoken of in religion.

        

        If even the nobles who were supposed to rule the world behaved that way, perhaps Alex's way wasn't wrong—with such hope, he had come to this point.

        

        "There are also social benefits. You might not understand, but for humans, forming communities and creating solidarity has great meaning."

        

        "And religion is the thread that connects them?"

        

        "Yes, exactly. It's simple, and you can belong somewhere without doing anything. People seek freedom, but at the same time, they want to live bound by something. They want to protect themselves with rules, ethics, and morals."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "Yet there are fools who loosen those rules, ethics, and morals for themselves. They foolishly and stupidly rely on others' moral standards while saying, 'You must follow them, but I don't have to.'"

        

        "I see."

        

        "Anyway, religion holds a more important position for humans than you monsters might think."

        

        From Alex's perspective, there was a considerable amount of charity and service culture in the name of religion, and the psychological and practical support of religious organizations in crisis situations could not be ignored.

        

        In this world where traces of the divine were clearly present, it was obvious what would happen if one disregarded religion.

        

        Some people took it to extremes, but quite a few tried to maintain proper boundaries.

        

        Royce was a devout believer, but his actions and speech often seemed far from devout in many ways.

        

        "Alex, you said you wished there was a god, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        He wished there was one.

        

        That was clearly the same wish as Royce's.

        

        And the hope that "there is a proper god who sees both our positive and negative aspects correctly" was also the same.

        

        He hoped that in the afterlife, people would be properly judged.

        

        Good people would receive high praise and commendation.

        

        Evil people would receive low evaluations and reproach.

        

        His desire for such a world was identical to Royce's, but it was ironic that their actions based on those beliefs were completely opposite.

        

        "I see... So what business do you have at this temple that worships the God of Corruption?"

        

        "I told you, they were different from other heretics. Far from increasing their numbers like cults, they hid, and as a result, became a very secretive organization."

        

        "......"

        

        "There's a legend that they distorted the world, albeit locally."

        

        "Distorted the world?"

        

        "Becoming a god in a specific place."

        

        "Hmm, it sounds impressive, but as usual, isn't it likely to be fake?"

        

        "Yes, I think so too. But it's worth checking. If it happens to be real, what could be better?"

        

        "I didn't know you had such an adventurous spirit, seeking such impulsive, gambling-like endeavors."

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        "You didn't know? I've been on an adventure from beginning to end. Everything I've achieved so far has been by betting on gambling-like possibilities. As a result, I'm still alive today."

        

        "That's impressive."

        

        "Yes, it seems God has judged that I'm not yet worth killing."

        

        "......"

        

        "Or perhaps I haven't committed sins worthy of death in God's eyes. Either way, as long as I'm alive, I must affirm my existence."

        

        "The ultimate search for self... I can't imagine how many people will die for this self-discovery."

        

        "Well, if they deal with me quickly, there might be surprisingly few casualties. If Olivia and Royce are the chosen heroes of the world, they should handle me quickly."

        

        Alex coughed painfully as he spoke.

        

        "Well, they're not fools, so they'll predict my condition and expect me to cause trouble soon. And unfortunately, I have nothing to overturn that expectation right now."

        

        "So how do you plan to cause trouble?"

        

        "I need to go to the Land of Beginning."

        

        "The Land of Beginning?"

        

        If all journeys began there, shouldn't they also end there?

        

      

      
        That's why he had prepared from the start.

        

        He had prepared many things with the feeling that he would use them someday. Even if they weren't used until the end, it didn't matter.

        

        Preparing for situations meant having a hundred preparations and being satisfied if just one was used.

        

        Especially if it was the hundredth preparation.

        

        "The place where the hero's journey began and ended... The origin of all beginnings, the place where it's said the goddess first created humanity."

        

        "That's—"

        

        "The capital of the Kingdom of Clayport, Lucedia."

        

        "Luce—! Wait, Death God. Oh, just wait. That's... the capital of the kingdom? How do you plan to enter? It would be quite difficult to subdue, wouldn't it?"

        

        "That's why it has value. If I claimed an uninhabited place as my domain, I'd just end up dying at Olivia's hands."

        

        "You'll need hostages, of course..."

        

        For example, if he took over a place with no humans, like the Demon King's castle, he would face Olivia and that would be the end.

        

        There was no way he could defeat Olivia with strength alone.

        

        So he had to change his approach.

        

        "I've made preparations. Don't you think it's quite a good production?"

        

        "I don't know what you've prepared, but if you're discovered, it's over, isn't it?"

        

        "Yes, they'll investigate my room first. The shocking results they find there will create quite an impact."

        

        "......"

        

        "I didn't entrust Reina to your avatar on purpose. This will make them think my secret weapon is necromancy that summons without corpses. I do plan to use it effectively though."

        

        "You gave Reina Forest to me with that intention from the beginning?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "You have to win fights... And the key to victory in battle is to prevent the opponent from noticing your real strategy."

        

        "Does this give you an advantage?"

        

        "No, don't be stupid. They have Olivia, remember?"

        

        "Yes, that's true."

        

        Alex shrugged as he spoke.

        

        "Even if I fight after achieving all my goals, it won't be fair. She's like an unreasonable force of violence. I need to do my best, don't I? To defeat her."

        

        "You seem to be enjoying this."

        

        "I am."

        

        How else could he endure this moment?

        

        "I can finally hear the answer to the question I've been asking all my life. Let's go, my long-cherished wish will soon be fulfilled."

        

        "Well, that sounds exciting."

        

        "...Excitement, is that what this feeling is?"

        

        Alex smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Or perhaps I'm still foolishly holding onto regrets."

        

        Not letting go.

        

        Persistently holding on.

        

        A life lived wearing a mask throughout one's entire life, without ever attaining true happiness, was surely...

        

        A peaceful one.

        

        "I already gave that up..."

        

        Gasping for breath, Alex continued walking deeper inside.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.256[The Meaning of Being a Hero - 23]

      
        "So this is the last one."

        

        "If you accomplish this, the holy sword will become yours alone. Once that happens, it will be impossible to break the contract between you and the holy sword by any means."

        

        "To be honest, I don't plan on keeping it forever, but at least until the moment I catch the Death God, this sword needs to be mine."

        

        "Most people would want to keep it for life."

        

        "There are people who recognize the holy sword even if I don't, and while I appreciate the admiration, it gets tiring to always be treated like a celebrity."

        

        "Sigh, are you already worrying about what happens after defeating the Death God?"

        

        "Of course. Living positively and optimistically is the driving force of life. What meaning is there in a future without hope?"

        

        "Indeed."

        

        No matter what Alex does, I will definitely win and bring him to justice.

        

        In the end, I didn't know whether I would be the one to defeat him or if it would be Royce, but someone had to do it.

        

        It's not like I didn't have my anxieties.

        

        I knew that in terms of pure strength, I was stronger than Alex, but not everything in this world is solved by strength alone. If everything could be solved by strength, I wouldn't have suffered the Death God's curse and ended up dying that way.

        

        Everyone harbors anxiety.

        

        I was no exception, and I couldn't help imagining an ominous future.

        

        As Royce said, even if I defeated the Death God, I could easily imagine humanity suffering irreversible damage from the tremendous aftermath.

        

        But I had to strive to prevent those unpleasant imaginings from becoming reality.

        

        For that, I would do my absolute best.

        

        It was my role to bear the weight of the title "Hero" until the moment I captured the Death God and brought peace to the world.

        

        Though I had made wrong choices many times and made mistakes repeatedly, many people still called me Hero and wanted me to remain as their Hero.

        

        If that was the case, it was my duty to fulfill that role as humanity's hope and last bastion.

        

        I sincerely hoped I could properly fulfill that duty.

        

        I no longer had any intention of dying as a Hero, but I still wanted to do the best I could as one.

        

        I hoped for the Death God's defeat and the arrival of a peaceful era, and I wished that the blood shed for that peace would be minimal.

        

        Unfortunately, no matter how hard I tried, it would be difficult to completely prevent bloodshed.

        

        So what should I do?

        

        The answer was already determined, and as always, I would silently accomplish that predetermined answer.

        

        For the peace of the world.

        

        And for my own happiness.

        

        "But we came without Royce this time. Is that okay?"

        

        "It should be fine. And there's always the possibility..."

        

        "Possibility?"

        

        "If something happens while we're moving like this, it would be better for Royce to be near the village. Actually, if Royce had stayed in the village during the Weargal incident, things might have been resolved more easily."

        

        "That's certainly true."

        

        "When it comes to the ability to handle all kinds of situations, Olivia, she's better than you."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "To be precise, I think you're similar. It's just that Olivia has a body that rarely needs to think about how to respond."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "There's a saying that 'only those with weak bodies need to use their heads.' Doesn't that perfectly describe Olivia's life?"

        

        "I use my head too, when I need to."

        

        "But you think it's easier to just solve things with your body, don't you?"

        

        "......"

        

        I remain silent.

        

        Damn it.

        

        I can't think of a rebuttal.

        

        Unfortunately, "Olivia Reinhart" prefers to move her body rather than use her head.

        

        Still, in my slight defense, I've often heard from Royce that "Livia isn't on the stupid side."

        

        Of course, that might have been a considerate remark toward a beloved partner, but since I heard it even before we became lovers, I seemed not to be stupid, at least by Royce's standards.

        

        I think it's absolutely impossible for a person to have complete objectivity, but among all the people I've met, Royce was the one who could make the most objective assessments.

        

        Since Royce said I wasn't on the stupid side, I decided to think so too.

        

        But it was true that using my body was easier than using my head, and saying I wasn't on the stupid side also meant I wasn't on the brilliant side either.

        

        So I couldn't shake the thought that it was more efficient to use my superior body rather than my not-so-superior head.

        

        "Well, I think Olivia is fine as she is. People aren't perfect, and it's those imperfections that complete Olivia."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Because you're not perfect, you can think of others, and because you're not perfect, you can hold others' hands. You're an ideal Hero."

        

        "The word 'perfection' doesn't suit this world. As long as there are emotions, reason, life, and love in this world, I believe perfection cannot exist."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "There are only fools who think they're perfect. Nothing is more pitiful than living in that delusion."

        

        "Is Alex that type?"

        

        "Alex? No, he knows his flaws well. If anything, he sees himself more objectively than anyone."

        

        Royce often said that Alex was flawed in many ways. That he was born a heretic and knew to be ashamed of it.

        

        At least the Alex I met in the Hero's party never showed such feelings.

        

        But sometimes we connected, and going through crises together created a sense of camaraderie.

        

        That's why I thought of him as a comrade, even if we weren't particularly close.

        

        "Do you have no common sense, Lady Olivia!"

        

        After Royce disappeared, Alex seemed to become sharper. But it was Alex who emphasized to me that Royce was a commoner.

        

        Of course, since I was the one who decided on the exile, I didn't intend to blame Alex for that part, but perhaps Alex had been hoping for the exile.

        

        Yet when it actually happened, he seemed to have mixed feelings about it.

        

        Alex was contemplating what to do until the very end, which sometimes resulted in strangely naive actions—perhaps that was his humanity.

        

        "I don't understand how someone can find joy in others' misfortune and enjoy their pain and screams."

        

        "I wonder about that too... Alex made his own choices, and he had the power and ability to make those choices. He had strength too."

        

        "Yeah, if it had been some nobody, things might not have escalated this far."

        

      

      
        A heretic with abilities.

        

        That might be why things got this bad.

        

        No, perhaps he had luck as well?

        

        I believe it takes both skill and luck to reach that level. Even I survived because I had not only skill but also the luck to meet Royce.

        

        "He'll kill Royce and me, and drive the world to ruin. In that era, even monsters probably won't be able to live proper lives."

        

        "Even though he's the Death God."

        

        "He just took the power because he needed it. The position of Death God means nothing to him."

        

        In that sense, I couldn't tell if Aiz knew this and was following him anyway.

        

        I couldn't tell if Aiz was loyal to the Death God or to Alex.

        

        It was just my intuition, but it seemed like Aiz was following Alex despite knowing that following him would lead to total destruction.

        

        "You're being quite introspective. Don't you really think so?"

        

        "That's what makes us human—doing that until the moment we die."

        

        "In that sense, could Alex's actions also be considered human?"

        

        "Perhaps. Separate from the fact that it's a sin and something that shouldn't be done... We've arrived."

        

        "What do I need to do this time? There won't be any strange visions, right?"

        

        "No, there's nothing this time. Really."

        

        "That's a relief."

        

        "Please hold out the holy sword."

        

        I took out the holy sword and held it forward. Then, light rippled from the ground where the sacred energy flowed. The rippling light eventually gathered in the holy sword and seemed to burrow into me.

        

        "From now on, this sword is yours, and the only master of this holiness is Olivia Reinhart. How you use this divine power is entirely up to you."

        

        "......"

        

        "Whether you pass it on or end it, how you use it is your choice. I have made my choice, and I will watch from behind the choices of those who inherit it."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The light intensified, and I could clearly feel the strong connection with the holy sword.

        

        Eventually, the holy sword disappeared as if turning to dust.

        

        "Huh? It disappeared?"

        

        "Try imagining the holy sword in your hand."

        

        "Okay."

        

        With a whoosh, the holy sword appeared out of nowhere and landed in my hand.

        

        "Amazing."

        

        "That's it. Phew, I'm tired. My holiness is now depleted. Most of it was passed on to Royce anyway, but the fragments that remained in me have now vanished."

        

        "You're not going to die, are you?"

        

        "I've become mortal, so I will die someday. But I might live longer than ordinary humans. At the very least, I'd like to see the smiling faces of your and Royce's descendants."

        

        "You sound like a grandmother."

        

        "At this point, I won't deny that I'm old. Let's head back now."
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        "You seem to have a lot on your mind."

        

        Alex asked frankly.

        

        "Do I look that way?"

        

        Aiz replied with an awkward smile.

        

        "Now that you've gotten what you wanted, can you finally look around?"

        

        "Maybe so, I won't deny it. The gamble has paid off, and my victory draws near. If that's the case, isn't this what they commonly call God smiling upon me?"

        

        In his childhood, he had denied and mocked those who believed in God.

        

        His friend Royce was the same.

        

        Yet, it was truly strange that after coming to the kingdom, Alex, of all people, came to understand the importance of faith more than anyone.

        

        Perhaps, just as some attribute everything to God's grace, Alex might have wanted to blame God.

        

        Either way, Alex was dying, sweating coldly.

        

        Even if Alex won, there would be no villain's happy ending where he lived long and ruled the world. Only an ending where no one was happy would come to pass.

        

        But that was fine.

        

        It wasn't that he thought villains like Alex shouldn't have happy endings.

        

        The destruction of everything.

        

        No one becomes happy.

        

        If that was the ending they were heading toward...

        

        Would God finally give an answer?

        

        If there were an ending where Alex became happy, God might remain indifferent depending on His perspective. Couldn't He choose not to define Alex's actions as evil?

        

        But if everyone was destroyed and no one found happiness, could there be a God who would approve of that?

        

        How could such a being be called God?

        

        Even if He could do nothing, wouldn't lamenting be the role of God?

        

        Is this just humanity's arbitrary moral concept?

        

        What is God thinking?

        

        He wondered.

        

        He desperately wanted to see that face at least once and ask.

        

        How similar is the good and evil created by humans to Your own good and evil?

        

        "So what's troubling you? You've helped my plans in many ways; I can at least listen to your concerns."

        

        "I didn't know you had such a kind personality."

        

        "You didn't? Despite how I look, many people have mistaken me for a kind person."

        

        Before joining the hero's party, he often played the role of a counselor.

        

        There was an indescribable disgust in that role of showing empathy and sympathy without truly understanding.

        

        It wasn't easy to give appropriate advice while neither understanding nor empathizing with their circumstances or feelings.

        

        Since he couldn't empathize, one wrong choice would have been disastrous, but he still managed well.

        

        "Then when did you take off your mask?"

        

        "From the moment I decided to become a Reaper."

        

        "Oh? That must have been quite a while ago."

        

        "Yes, I decided it wasn't worth it anymore. After that, I gave up on everything... All the sins and evils committed to achieve my goal no longer seemed absolutely wrong. At least not within me."

        

        Sin.

        

        Evil.

        

        Those were things one shouldn't do.

        

        Committing forbidden acts to achieve one's goals was the epitome of evil, and if that goal was selfish, one could be called a villain who deserved to burn in hell.

        

        Yet such villains lived comfortably.

        

        They felt no guilt, never visited the graves of their victims, and just laughed heartily while growing fatter with filth.

        

        In such a situation, Alex couldn't help but become disillusioned.

        

        The evil he restrained himself from...

        

        If that was considered something close to heresy, then what were those nobles?

        

        Those nobles also committed evil acts, laughed, and forgot about them as if they had just enjoyed some entertainment.

        

        They couldn't remember the faces, let alone the names, of the people they killed yesterday, and after a few days, they would forget they had killed someone at all.

        

        The way they maintained their dignity after pushing people into the abyss truly gave him a headache.

        

        It wasn't that there were no good or righteous people in the royal capital.

        

        Such people tended to die early, and for some reason, they often met unfortunate ends.

        

        And those who caused their early deaths and unfortunate ends were living peacefully and happily, stretching their legs out in comfort.

        

        If that...

        

        If that was how the world worked and nothing was strange about it...

        

        If such people could exist anywhere...

        

        Then surely Alex could be one too.

        

        That was the beginning of his thought process.

        

        The corruption and laziness of those who should protect the country and govern the people made Alex's thoughts spin rapidly.

        

        "So what's your concern?"

      

      
        

        "I had a husband in the past."

        

        "That's a concern I couldn't have imagined. I'm a bit surprised."

        

        "Are you showing such a human reaction right now?"

        

        "No, I'm genuinely surprised. Monsters don't usually have the perspective to name relationships with others. Indeed, you truly are a heretic."

        

        "..."

        

        That was common knowledge.

        

        Those familiar with fighting monsters would know. Their methods are all specialized for killing humans and fighting.

        

        Everything they say is a lie.

        

        Especially if they take human form, they are particularly adept at lying.

        

        Changing into forms that humans might show goodwill toward and deceiving with lies was a specialty of monsters.

        

        Therefore, there was a hypothesis that those who didn't appear in forms that humans would find appealing might be more dangerous and possibly stronger, but it has been discarded recently.

        

        Because strong ones are just strong.

        

        Taking human form was often just a preference.

        

        For example, Aiz, who was right in front of him, had a snake-like feel but appeared close to human form.

        

        "Even though I call him my husband, we didn't marry for love. I just needed a child. I wondered what a child born between a human and a monster would be like—which instincts it would follow, what it would look like. That sort of thing."

        

        "Indeed, a researcher's attitude. Did the husband consent?"

        

        "At first, I did threaten him a bit, and I made a contract promising not to kill humans if he approached me first, so he had no choice but to accept."

        

        "And then? What happened next?"

        

        "It was quite difficult. Even though I transformed, I couldn't conceive easily. But somehow I found the right form. It took me three whole years to get there."

        

        "You put in effort."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "You could have just forced yourself on him, or extracted what you needed. Why didn't you use those methods?"

        

        "I quite enjoyed playing house. And..."

        

        Aiz paused for a moment.

        

        "Gradually lowering his guard felt like raising a wild animal."

        

        "...I see, so that's how it was."

        

        The ending seemed imaginable.

        

        Alex had no intention of mocking the man called her husband.

        

        No matter how many monsters one had encountered, spending years together, sharing bodies, and living together every day would inevitably create emotional bonds.

        

        Even spending three years with an animal that can't speak would create attachment.

        

        Some people even become attached to tools or objects that aren't even living creatures.

        

        So with Aiz, who could speak like a human, express her thoughts, and show various human-like aspects, it wasn't strange that emotional bonds would form and guards would lower.

        

        Rather, it would be more surprising if his guard hadn't lowered by that point.

        

        "We really were like a married couple."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        It seemed as if she was recalling memories.

        

        At least, that's how it appeared to Alex.

        

        "We would wake up together, eat breakfast, read books or take walks together, I would help him train a bit, we would talk, spend leisurely time, sleep together at night, and repeat the same routine day after day."

        

        "Did he know that you had conducted numerous human experiments?"

        

        "I told him from the beginning. That's why I'm confused."

        

        She had certainly told him.

        

        Aiz had slaughtered many people and used countless humans as experimental subjects for her intellectual curiosity.

        

        She didn't particularly wish for them to suffer, but at the same time, she saw no reason to show them mercy. Rather, she sometimes thought it helpful to keep their sense of pain intact.

        

        After all, pain was a kind of warning that the body gives.

        

        "And at the end of it all, I gave birth to a child."

        

        "That's interesting. A child between a human and a monster—no one would have ever attempted that."

        

        "I think so too, since it was physically impossible to begin with."

        

        It was a miracle made possible only because Aiz could transform and was also a researcher.

        

        "The birth went well, but it was severely deformed."

        

        "You mean it had disabilities?"

        

        "It was beyond that level. It barely had limbs, and its flesh looked like it was melting. The mixing hadn't worked properly. Even if it survived, it was clear that its future would be difficult."

        

        "I see."

        

        "So I killed it."

        

        Aiz could tell immediately.

        

        A body that couldn't grow normally and a mind that would struggle to develop typical intelligence couldn't develop properly.

        

        Even if it grew, it would have had severe physical and mental disabilities, and there was a high possibility that more disabilities would afflict its body and mind later.

        

        She thought killing it was a kind of mercy.

        

        "And..."

        

        "Your husband saw it?"

        

      

      
        "Yes."

        

        "What did you say?"

        

        "Now I can understand intellectually that he was shocked at the time, but back then, I couldn't comprehend it."

        

        Aiz recalled the expression on her husband's face at that moment.

        

        For some reason, that expression alone never faded from her memory, no matter how much time passed.

        

        "I think I casually said something like, 'This one was a dud? Too bad! I'll try harder next time to give birth properly!'"

        

        "...I see."

        

        "It was the first time I saw him so angry."

        

        "I'm sure it was."

        

        "In the end, we parted without me understanding. He committed suicide right in front of me. Can you understand? He knew my purpose for approaching him, he knew about the experiments I conducted. What exactly shocked him so much?"

        

        "..."

        

        "They say all life is equally valuable, right? Humans claim to believe that, but why?"

        

        Alex's eyes looked at Aiz for a moment.

        

        Those eyes momentarily overlapped with the eyes of Royce, with whom his clone had fought, as he looked at Aiz.

        

        "All life is equally valuable. That's certainly true, but Aiz, not everyone views life equally. In fact, hardly anyone does."

        

        "..."

        

        Even his words were similar to what Royce had said.

        

        "Over those years, your husband changed from seeing you as a monster he was wary of to someone he loved. For humans, a child is seen as the product of a couple's love, its crystallization."

        

        "..."

        

        "He was hurt when you killed it right in front of him and said something like, 'We can just have another one!'"

        

        Alex stood up.

        

        Aiz momentarily had a blank expression before letting out a hollow laugh.

        

        "Love, you say? It was just cohabitation based on a contract. He became emotional. Well, emotions don't follow logic, so I understand."

        

        "I'm not sure about that. It seems like it wasn't just the husband who became emotional."

        

        "What do you mean? It was only about four years. A mere four years compared to the life I've lived."

        

        "A day, no... even a minute is enough to change a person."

        

        "..."

        

        "And you were definitely influenced too."

        

        "Why do you say that?"

        

        Alex didn't seem to have noticed that Aiz's current manner of speaking was the same as her ex-husband's. Nevertheless, it was curious that he was saying things similar to Royce while looking at Aiz.

        

        And an inexplicable, unpleasant throbbing overcame Aiz.

        

        As Aiz looked at Alex, he said:

        

        "Because in the laboratory you showed me before, there was an extremely small amount of human experimentation content."

        

        "..."

        

        "Whether you like it or not, that husband influenced you. That accelerated your heresy even more, creating a monster that's not monster-like."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        A human who wasn't human-like became a Reaper, and a monster who wasn't monster-like became his subordinate.

        

        It was truly a strange fate.

        

        "That husband probably loved you. How about you?"

        

        "Me? Well... I think it was just like raising a pet. The feeling of being able to pet it after feeding it every day... that kind of sensation. Yes, that's it."

        

        "...If you say so, then that must be it."

        

        "By the way..."

        

        Aiz, perhaps uncomfortable with the topic or confused, tried to change the subject.

        

        "There was someone in the hero's party who smelled similar to you."

        

        "Smell?"

        

        "People with the same blood flowing through them often have similar smells. I think he was from the Reynolds family."

        

        "His name?"

        

        "I believe it was Noum. By his smell, he's quite similar to you, Lord Alex. So similar that I could believe you were brothers."

        

        A person he didn't know.

        

        But there should be no one left in the Reynolds family except for Alex.

        

        And to be that similar to Alex?

        

        "...Indeed."

        

        "Have you figured something out?"

        

        "No, it's just a fleeting thought now. If I'm lucky, I might get to talk to him once."

        

        Alex said as he walked:

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "Where are we going?"

        

        "Where else? We need to finish the job. My time to die is approaching. Shouldn't we stir things up and see who wins before that?"

        

        Alex laughed, gasping for breath.

        

        "Let's go to the land where everything begins and ends... Lucedia."
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        Gnome pondered.

        

        It seemed like everyone was starting to notice.

        

        This was a matter that had to be decided, and at the same time, it was something that stirred his heart in many ways.

        

        For Gnome, he had wanted to forget it for his entire life, and beyond that, to forget the past that had been, but fate had placed him before destiny once again.

        

        There was a saying that no matter how much you run, you can't reach a good place, and especially that the gods curse those who escape their fate. So perhaps this opportunity to face his destiny was actually a blessing for Gnome.

        

        The fact that he was even recalling stories about gods—something he normally wouldn't even think about—in an attempt to think positively showed just how cornered Gnome felt.

        

        Gnome took a deep breath.

        

        How would they react if he told them?

        

        Royce probably already knew. And Grandia surely knew as well, but was deliberately keeping quiet about it.

        

        The remaining three.

        

        He couldn't tell if Olivia, Sylphie, and Lilith knew.

        

        In some ways, it seemed like they knew, but in other ways, it seemed like they had no idea.

        

        At least they didn't have Royce's level of insight, so there was a possibility they didn't know, but all three had excellent intuition in peculiar ways. Especially Lilith's intuition, which was suspiciously beyond human.

        

        Moreover.

        

        In Sylphie's case, she had openly seen Gnome in his human form with red hair and red eyes.

        

        There were many people with red hair, and many with red eyes.

        

        Even Olivia had red eyes.

        

        But the number of people with both red hair and red eyes was small. Still, one couldn't say they didn't exist at all.

        

        However, if a human had both red hair and red eyes, it clearly indicated the characteristics of a certain family, making it impossible not to recognize. Consequently, it was better to assume that Royce and Sylphie knew.

        

        Either way, he had been found out, and as long as the Reaper was that Alex Reynolds, he couldn't keep it a secret any longer.

        

        "I have something important to tell you all, please listen."

        

        "Lady Olivia! Please dip fried foods in the sauce only once!"

        

        "Huh? Why?"

        

        "It's etiquette! Etiquette! If you eat once and dip again, the sauce will have your saliva in it!"

        

        "Oh, sorry. I'm used to having my own personal sauces."

        

        "Showing off your wealth in such a strange way..."

        

        "Well, being from the Reinhart family, I can't deny being rich!"

        

        "You're from the Clifford family, one of the four great noble houses, so what are you talking about?"

        

        While the Reinhart family had lost some of its power, Lilith's Clifford family had not. To outsiders, they might seem like the same kind of nobles, the same kind of rich people, but that wasn't the case at all.

        

        Lilith, as a member of one of the four great noble houses, held higher power than other nobles.

        

        Moreover, the Clifford family had been one of the four great noble houses since the founding of the kingdom, so their power was fundamentally different.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that Felix had been designated as the next king despite the current king's untimely death.

        

        They had done and sustained so much over the years.

        

        When asked who else could do it if not that family, no one could answer.

        

        "So, I have something to say..."

        

        "Next time I'll definitely get Aiz..."

        

        "If you lose next time, there might not be a next time, but don't worry about losing since I'm behind you."

        

        "Could you say something a bit more considerate that might actually motivate someone?"

        

        "Isn't that what I'm doing?"

        

      

      
        "Royce, we really need to teach you social skills. You're like a wild animal, a wild animal."

        

        "That's just how I am."

        

        "That's just how she is."

        

        "That's just how she is."

        

        "I think this is the first time I've seen the three of you in such perfect agreement."

        

        Despite everything, the fact that Olivia's "personality had softened" meant she had developed some social skills.

        

        Until now, she had been in a position where no one could express dissatisfaction to her face, and that hadn't changed much even now.

        

        But through various experiences, Olivia had come to more clearly understand consideration for others and their value, and though clumsy, she tried to act with others in mind.

        

        It was undeniable that she had always swung her sword to save people, but what existed before was not a 'hero' who saved 'others' but just a 'hero' who saved others, so everything that had been done had now become a 'hero who saves others'—which was tremendous growth.

        

        "Listen!!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Oh my!"

        

        When Gnome slammed the table hard, the sauce bowls and drink containers shook and almost fell to the floor, but Olivia casually caught them and smiled.

        

        "What's wrong? You're being irritable. Want some dried anchovies? Apparently, they're famous in dwarf regions despite being far from the sea."

        

        "They're said to be good with alcohol."

        

        "You're still drinking after being cursed like that? Amazing, admirable courage."

        

        "Olivia, you don't understand. For dwarves, alcohol is like water for us. Even if you suffered from poisoned water, you'd still have to drink water to survive, right? It's the same thing."

        

        "So it's at the same level as water."

        

        "Dwarves' love for alcohol has a deep history."

        

        Royce said with a smile.

        

        "In the past, there was even a rebellion when prohibition was enacted."

        

        "Wow, that's incredible. This alcohol thing."

        

        "Actually, if prohibition were enacted across all of humanity, wouldn't there be all sorts of complaints? People would start complaining about things they've tolerated until now."

        

        While alcohol was certainly not a good thing, for people living difficult day-to-day lives, it often represented meaning or joy in life.

        

        If it had been prohibited from the beginning, that would be one thing, but if something already widespread throughout humanity were forcibly banned, you could watch a country flip upside down in real time.

        

        And even if they somehow got through it, people would just drink more behind closed doors.

        

        It was a characteristic of humanity to want to do something more when it was forbidden.

        

        There were quite a few people who did things precisely because they were legally prohibited and shouldn't be discovered.

        

        "I don't understand what's so good about alcohol. Sweet alcohol is somewhat palatable, but it doesn't taste good. The taste."

        

        "Lady Olivia, you still don't know the bitterness of life. Hehe."

        

        "You sound like an old man, Sylphie."

        

        "Actually, if we're talking about age, Sylphie is the oldest here. Excluding Lady Grandia, Sylphie is probably older than everyone here combined. At least 300..."

        

        "Ah! Ahhh!! Stop that talk!! Is my age that important!?"

        

        "The elder is right."

        

        "Royce!!"

        

        "I'm joking."

        

        Sylphie, who was surprisingly sensitive about her age, looked like she might actually cry when that point was pressed.

        

        "But is it true that long-lived races like Sylphie feel like they're watching a pet die when they see short-lived races like us die?"

        

        "That's a completely discriminatory idea, you know? Treating someone like a pet just because they have a shorter lifespan—how is that different from monsters? We feel normally sad and normally hurt, you know? It's just that our sense of time is somewhat different, but we're still human."

        

      

      
        "Somewhat..."

        

        "Well, there is a saying that high elves postpone today's tasks for a hundred years later."

        

        "That's extremely different! Hahaha!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Gnome slammed the table once more.

        

        "Listen!!"

        

        "Oh."

        

        "What is it? Want to extend your contract? Actually, Gnome's role was to bring us here, and I think you've done your job properly. Plus, you've resolved issues well along the way, so I can talk to Felix about giving you more money."

        

        "Really!?"

        

        When Olivia said this with a smile, Gnome reacted instantly.

        

        The pay was already enormous, so naturally he had to react when offered even more.

        

        If it were anyone else, it might be different, but if Olivia expressed the opinion that additional payment was necessary, they would have no choice but to give it.

        

        If that happened, the amount of money coming to Gnome would become astronomical, equivalent to suddenly receiving enough money to live luxuriously for years.

        

        Swallowing his saliva, the desire for that money momentarily took over Gnome, but soon he shook his head, coming to his senses.

        

        "No, no, that's not what I meant!"

        

        "Huh? You don't need it?"

        

        "...I do need it!"

        

        "So you do need it."

        

        "There's a saying that without money, there is no compassion. Good deeds, mercy, and service are best done by those who are comfortable. It's dangerous to desperately try to help others when you don't even have food for today and tomorrow."

        

        "Ah, that makes my heart ache somehow."

        

        Olivia was exactly that type.

        

        She didn't care if her own arms and legs were broken as long as she could save people, and she didn't care about anything other than saving people.

        

        "Anyway, please listen to me!"

        

        "I am listening."

        

        "Please speak."

        

        "...Ah, my head hurts. It feels like I'm the only one suffering mentally. Well, those who already know probably know, but I said that Alex is the Reaper, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "He has every right to resent me."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        Lilith tilted her head.

        

        From that reaction, it seemed Lilith hadn't noticed.

        

        Gnome hesitated for a moment, then stood up and took a deep breath.

        

        He thought it had been a very long time since he intentionally released his transformation in front of others.

        

        Except for when his magic was forcibly drained in the Mountain of Delusion, he had been using transformation magic for years.

        

        With a crackling sound, Gnome's transformation magic was released.

        

        The elven appearance disappeared, revealing red hair and red eyes.

        

        Seeing this, Lilith opened her mouth.

        

        The others quietly looked at Gnome.

        

        "My name is Seluin Reynolds. Let's talk."
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        Seluin Reynolds.

        

        The girl now called Noum was in agony every day.

        

        Unfortunately, Seluin was not the genius the Reynolds family had hoped for.

        

        She had no special talent for combat.

        

        And as for intelligence, while she could excel with effort, she was the type whose abilities would drop to average the moment she slackened that effort.

        

        Nor did she possess the will to surpass others.

        

        She wasn't what you'd call dull-witted, but she certainly couldn't be called a genius either.

        

        The Reynolds household was like hell; she wanted to escape, and the unbearable torture continued endlessly.

        

        "No meals for you today. That's what happens when you fail at your studies."

        

        The constant hunger made her head spin.

        

        When she scored 90 points, they didn't praise her for doing well—they scolded her for not getting 100 and punished her. With Seluin's abilities, it was simply impossible to meet the Reynolds family's expectations.

        

        Even if she scored 100 points, they would consider it merely expected, and nothing would come of it for her.

        

        She gradually lost confidence in her ability to live like this forever.

        

        She was dying, little by little.

        

        "Does it hurt? It hurts this father too. I hope you understand my position, having to beat you like this."

        

        With tears in his eyes, that man would beat Seluin.

        

        The reasons?

        

        There were many.

        

        Perhaps she had failed at her studies, or maybe she was poor at swordsmanship. If not that, then perhaps her study posture was bad, or she might have fallen asleep at her desk from exhaustion.

        

        She hated it so much.

        

        It was so painful.

        

        She didn't have the mental strength to endure it.

        

        She was just rotting away, dying day by day.

        

        Then came that day.

        

        "......"

        

        The door was open.

        

        Perhaps it was a day for garden maintenance, but the door that was always firmly locked was open.

        

        It was impulsive.

        

        She grabbed everything she could and ran away.

        

        They probably never thought that Seluin, whose will seemed already broken, would be able to escape. It was easier than she had expected, and she just wanted to get far away.

        

        Far.

        

        Even farther.

        

        Transformation magic proved quite convenient.

        

        The more she used it, the more efficient it became. Though it might sound strange, when it came to "transformation magic," Seluin could be called a genius.

        

        What had started as simply changing her hair color and clothes gradually evolved until she could naturally transform everything about herself.

        

        And so she escaped.

        

        She wanted to go as far as possible.

        

        Wanting to get away from the royal capital, she went all the way to the eastern continent.

        

        But what could a child raised as a noble do on her own?

        

        Naturally, her money ran out, and she nearly died.

        

      

      
        It was on such a day.

        

        "It would be troublesome if you died in this forest, but what are you?"

        

        "Ah."

        

        She met an elf.

        

        ***

        

        "Wait a minute! Huh? Grandm—I mean, you knew Titania?!"

        

        "I only found out later that the person who saved me was Titania. I lived near her while transformed as an elf using my magic."

        

        "Rois, did you know about this?"

        

        "This is news to me too. Though if I think about it, it might have been possible to piece together from the information we had."

        

        Noum's greatest strokes of luck occurred twice.

        

        Deciding to escape at that moment and then meeting Titania—those were the greatest instances of fortune Noum knew.

        

        She learned many things under Titania.

        

        At first, when she heard the word "education," she trembled as she recalled the Reynolds family, but this wasn't the torturous education where she would be beaten or forced to sit in a chair all day.

        

        Titania educated her moderately, let her play moderately, fed her adequately, and provided her with a decent place to sleep.

        

        When there were days where she could rest all day, she was truly surprised.

        

        "Hmm, Titania may be compassionate, but she's also somewhat calculating. I doubt she did it out of pure kindness."

        

        "I don't like speaking ill of my benefactor, but you're right. Titania seemed quite taken with my transformation abilities. Of course, just because there was compensation doesn't mean I'll forget my debt to her."

        

        "So what did you do for her?"

        

        "There was an elf who was supposed to receive the World Tree's recognition."

        

        "Ah, yes. You mean that elf who supposedly ran away?"

        

        "Actually, they didn't run away—they died."

        

        "...What?"

        

        Originally, Titania had been thinking about stepping down from her position.

        

        There were several candidates, but the most promising were Reina and that elf. In terms of combat ability, Reina was a step above, but that elf had a composure that Reina lacked.

        

        That's why Titania was conflicted.

        

        But in the end, it wasn't Titania who would choose the successor but the World Tree, so her worries didn't hold much significance.

        

        And Titania didn't want her own child to be burdened by her shadow in receiving the title, so she somewhat hoped it would be that elf.

        

        But ultimately, that elf died fighting monsters.

        

        Only a few people, including Titania, confirmed the body.

        

        "Elvenheim was somewhat chaotic at that time. And then the elven hero, who might have become the next Titania, died. So she asked me to pretend to be that elf, even if just a little."

        

        "I see."

        

        "It was a small price to pay for my education."

        

        No, it wasn't just education—she provided everything.

        

        The right to eat.

        

        The right to rest.

        

        The right to play.

        

        The right to learn.

        

        She gave everything, so from Noum's perspective, pretending to be that elf wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        Since the elf wasn't known to be talkative, she could get by just by staying silent and greeting people properly.

        

        Moreover, contact was kept to a minimum under the pretext that her body hadn't fully recovered.

        

      

      
        "So you left a letter or something and made it seem like you ran away. That way, everyone would think you hadn't died but had chosen to leave Elvenheim because you didn't want to be king."

        

        "Yes, I became the elf who chose freedom over the throne. That's what Titania was aiming for, and it resolved the situation naturally."

        

        "So when you were in Erkia, did Titania recognize you?"

        

        "No, I was in a different elven form then... I tried to avoid contact. I probably should have at least greeted her, but I didn't want to complicate things."

        

        "Is there anything complicated about just saying hello?"

        

        "If people wondered how a mere merchant like me knew Titania, it might have caused her trouble. I didn't want to bother her."

        

        "......"

        

        Rois was slightly surprised.

        

        He had often seen Noum pretend to be respectful to important people on the surface, but this was the first time he'd seen her genuinely hold someone in high regard and try to show proper respect.

        

        It seemed that for Noum, Titania held a special position as a benefactor.

        

        Thinking about it, Titania had saved a life that should have been completely ruined.

        

        "Thanks to her knowledge, I gained common sense, which allowed me to work as a merchant."

        

        "Titania looks like she doesn't have an ounce of compassion, but she's surprisingly kind-hearted, or maybe just a good person..."

        

        "She was once called the elven hero. She's not a bad person. As a ruler, she sometimes made selfish choices, but those who maintain a nation sometimes need to be a bit selfish."

        

        If people only focused on that aspect, she could easily be labeled a tyrant or a dark ruler.

        

        "So should I call you Seluin or Noum?"

        

        "Noum is fine. I've been called Noum longer than Seluin. Honestly, it's a name I never wanted to speak again."

        

        "......"

        

        "My damn parents immediately treated me as dead and brought in someone else as their heir. I had thought they might at least try to find me."

        

        Noum clicked her tongue as if recalling something unpleasant.

        

        "Since those people treated me as dead, I decided that Seluin Reynolds would be dead. I would live as Noum, and if I died, I would die as a mere merchant named Noum."

        

        She didn't know who the new heir was, nor did she want to know.

        

        But then...

        

        "But... Sigh, why did things turn out this way?!"

        

        "So the person who entered to replace Seluin Reynolds was Alex Reynolds, who, despite being an illegitimate child, still had Reynolds blood flowing through him."

        

        "Yes, and from what I hear, this Alex made such a decision by going to the royal capital? I can't help but think, 'What if I had stayed in that position?'"

        

        "......"

        

        "Anyway, regardless of logic, emotionally speaking, doesn't Alex Reynolds have a reason to target me?"

        

        The possibility of taking out his frustrations?

        

        "What do you two think about that? You were Alex's comrades."

        

        "I can't say he wouldn't."

        

        "I don't think he would, but I'm not certain."

        

        "That means he would!"

        

        "Alex has always been the type to hold grudges."

        

        "Anyway, the reason I'm telling you all this past history!!"

        

        "Is?"

        

        Noum looked like she was about to vomit, her face turning deathly pale with what appeared to be fear.

        

        "Please save me! I mean, who could have known that the guy who replaced me as heir would suddenly go crazy and become a Death God! If a Death God takes out his frustrations on me, what can I possibly do?!"

        

        "To be precise, he was a bit crazy even before he left."

        

        "That kind of detail is unnecessary...!!"
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        "I'm a person too. Of course I thought my head would be affected in the normal way."

        

        When Noum first learned about Alex, he knew him as the heir to the Reynolds family.

        

        Though it wasn't right for Noum, he believed that with talent, one wouldn't suffer like he did, and true to that thought, Alex was born with talent.

        

        Physically.

        

        Intellectually.

        

        He possessed all the talents the Reynolds family coveted, so from their perspective, raising Alex rather than Noum was more efficient and the right path.

        

        Since Noum learned about this when Alex Reynolds was becoming quite famous, he considered it for the best.

        

        It wasn't that he didn't feel somewhat disappointed. Still, they were parent and child after all—Noum had unknowingly held onto lingering attachment, but when he heard the news, he was finally able to let go.

        

        He could even say it was better now that he didn't have to worry about the Reynolds family looking for him.

        

        He didn't know what kind of person this Alex Reynolds was, but only ambiguous thoughts came to mind—too nuanced to call a blessing of "live well and prosper," yet too subtle to call a curse.

        

        But then.

        

        That Alex became a Death Knight.

        

        At first, he couldn't understand what that meant.

        

        Slightly intrigued, he approached the hero's party, and before he knew it, he had become part of their group. Then, increasingly shocking truths were revealed.

        

        Alex was originally from a commoner family, and he was like a replacement for Noum, brought in after Noum ran away.

        

        This replacement man was far superior to Noum but was twisted in many ways. Seeing the ugly side of noble society accelerated that distortion until he finally became a Death Knight.

        

        That choice was clearly made by Alex, and Noum didn't think there was any reason for him to feel guilty, but that was merely an objective and rational judgment.

        

        Subjectively and emotionally, Alex might hold Noum responsible for his suffering and various unpleasant experiences.

        

        Even if he didn't harbor such intense emotions, he certainly wouldn't have good feelings toward Noum.

        

        After all, the starting point of his breakdown was Noum's running away.

        

        When he realized this, fear took over his body.

        

        For Alex, who had become a Death Knight, killing Noum would be nothing.

        

        Moreover, judging from Aiz's reaction, it would be more appropriate to assume that his identity had been exposed to them. If Alex was as exceptional as rumors claimed, he would have figured out who Noum was from fragmentary information.

        

        Being from the Reynolds family, he could easily have discovered that the rumor of Noum's death was false, and that he had actually run away.

        

        "No matter how I think about it, I can only see a future where I die."

        

        "Use your fancy unique ability to figure something out."

        

        "Do you think this is some god-like power? The ability to show the correct answer is certainly good, but... there needs to be a possibility! There has to be a possibility!"

        

        Finding a path is always possible because there's a possibility of reaching it.

        

        Reaching the pinnacle of swordsmanship is impossible.

        

        Because it's impossible.

        

        In this world, there are people who accomplish many things through effort, but they are the minority. Most can only attain skills commensurate with their talent. Could a person with no aptitude defeat Olivia?

        

        Absolutely impossible.

        

        Because Olivia puts in as much effort as someone with no talent, and talent maximizes the efficiency of that effort.

        

        Effort never betrays you.

        

        It certainly doesn't betray you and accumulates within, helping your body and mind.

        

        However, there's no guarantee that the results of that effort will create the desired outcome. Even if you gain a strength of 10 through unwavering effort, if you desire a result of 100, what's impossible remains impossible.

        

        You shouldn't arbitrarily call that betrayal.

        

        Effort properly accumulates inside you.

        

      

      
        The point was that reaching your desired state is a separate matter.

        

        "If there's a possibility, it's possible, but that means I have to recognize it! And it doesn't suddenly awaken me like some superpower. For example, if an enemy attack is coming and there's a possibility to avoid it, it gives me the possibility to dodge."

        

        "Like the future prediction you used when fighting Aiz?"

        

        "Yes, this ability is quite useful, especially in life-or-death situations. The reason I haven't been killed by bandits while traveling alone is thanks to this ability. It's convenient to have."

        

        He would choose paths to avoid bandits when possible, but sometimes encounters were unavoidable.

        

        In such cases, using this ability allowed him to find any possibility of evasion.

        

        "But! In the end, I'm the one who has to dodge!"

        

        "Ah."

        

        "It's not like I don't exercise, and my stamina isn't that low."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Oh, Lilith. Not to be rude, but your stamina is the one that's low."

        

        "You shouldn't expect too much from a room-dwelling princess."

        

        "Sylphy, thanks, but I'm not sure if that's defending me or not. You are defending me, right? Getting upset at your beloved fiancée's insult and defending me, right?"

        

        "It's difficult to respond to that."

        

        "Why! You could just deny it!"

        

        "Stop flirting and listen to me!?"

        

        "I'm listening."

        

        "I'm listening."

        

        Noum let out a small sigh.

        

        Despite everything, the fact that the Death Knight might target him was a significant mental pressure that tormented Noum, making him worry even when he tried not to.

        

        Even if Alex didn't care about it, Noum would.

        

        "Anyway, since I'm the one who has to dodge, reading the future or whatever is meaningless. It might work for one attack, but the opponent won't just stop after one attack. Absolutely not. If they attack continuously, I can't handle it."

        

        "Why not?"

        

        "In the moment of seeing the future, in other words, when I see the correct answer to survive, I'm completely defenseless. Of course, it's not that long, but for people in combat, that time is incredibly long."

        

        If his skills were up to par, he might have been able to react accordingly, but Noum was just a slightly trained ordinary person.

        

        In a one-on-one fight without his unique ability, he could at best put up a decent fight against a common village guard, and even then, his win rate would be low.

        

        At least bandits mostly didn't learn proper techniques and just swung weapons around, so he could somehow deal with them. But soldiers often received professional training.

        

        Anyway, Noum could at best react to the first attack, and even then, the gap created by his ability afterward made him vulnerable to follow-up attacks.

        

        It only showed the path.

        

        It wasn't a power that pulled him along that path.

        

        It only revealed the correct answer.

        

        It wasn't an ability that showed how to reach that answer.

        

        By skipping the process and only showing the result, it didn't tell Noum what happened during that process or what steps he needed to take.

        

        Though it wasn't his place to say this, given how much he relied on his unique ability, it had many limitations despite being considered an extraordinary power.

        

        If someone like Olivia or Royce had this unique ability, they might have been able to use it incredibly well.

        

        But as mentioned, for Noum, who was just at the level of a trained ordinary person, it was only useful for finding paths and saving his life once. Beyond that, he didn't actively use it.

        

        If asked why, it was because having such a noticeable ability would attract attention and potentially cause troublesome situations.

        

        So even if discovered, he pretended it was just an ability to find paths.

        

      

      
        That way, people would just think, "Well, that's convenient for a merchant," and move on.

        

        If he said it was an ability to show the correct answer, someone greedy might try to use him.

        

        It was a wisdom of life.

        

        A sage sometimes pretends to be a fool.

        

        While Noum wasn't smart enough to be called a sage, sometimes pretending to be foolish was more beneficial than appearing intelligent.

        

        "Anyway, this won't do! I've changed my face every year, but I don't want to die like this!"

        

        "Ah, so that's why Titania didn't mention anything about Noum. She couldn't recognize you."

        

        "No, she would have recognized me. After all, the master who advised me on my transformation magic was none other than Titania. She would have recognized me."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "She probably just pretended not to know because I wanted to keep it secret."

        

        She had always been a person with a lot of affection despite her expressionless face.

        

        It was easy to mistake her for cold-blooded just by looking at her expression, but her actions were those of a caring grandmother.

        

        "Anyway, to summarize, please help me survive. Honestly, I thought about using the money I received after leaving you to hire mercenaries."

        

        "Conventionally, that would be the right move."

        

        Royce nodded.

        

        Conventionally.

        

        Normally, distancing oneself from people involved in the problem and, if still anxious, hiring skilled individuals for protection would be the most efficient and safe method.

        

        But.

        

        This problem wasn't conventional.

        

        "The problem is leaving your side! There are two people here who seem capable of facing a Death Knight!"

        

        Noum looked at Royce and Olivia as he spoke.

        

        "So if I leave you and encounter Alex Reynolds, I'll die without being able to do anything. But if I stay with you, you might protect me."

        

        "So you want to stay with us?"

        

        "I won't take any money from now on. Just let me stay by your side..."

        

        "Hmm, I don't mind. Royce?"

        

        "I don't mind either. First, let's report to the kingdom. Now that we've finished what we needed to do, we can start searching for the Death Knight Alex Reynolds..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Suddenly, the door burst open.

        

        "Hero's party members!! U-urgent report!"

        

        It was a dwarf soldier.

        

        He seemed to have come in quite a hurry.

        

        "What's the matter?"

        

        "Y-yes! The communication with Lucedia, the capital of the human nation Clayport Kingdom, has been cut off! The communication stones aren't working!"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "So you've come."

        

        Olivia, who had been eating bread, murmured.

        

        "Alex."
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        Alex can summon the dead without their corpses.

        

        The medium must be a strong soul.

        

        In other words, it must possess enough magical power to be anchored.

        

        This means that ordinary individuals cannot be summoned; only those of considerable strength can be called forth using this method, and being able to summon someone this way is proof of their transcendent power.

        

        Additionally, the soul must have lingering attachments to life.

        

        These regrets serve as a kind of anchor, though it's rare to find someone completely without attachments to this world.

        

        Even those who lived fulfilling lives and died of old age would have at least one regret or attachment from their long lives, so few people fail to meet this condition.

        

        Moreover, powerful individuals likely lived dramatic lives, and many made poor choices in critical moments that led to lifelong regrets.

        

        The final condition is knowing the person's name.

        

        A name is one's soul and everything. For the dead who have lost their physical form and become souls, the name is the only thing that can bind them.

        

        'Strictly speaking, I'm not summoning the dead.'

        

        Rather, it's binding the existence of the dead to this place.

        

        In other words, summoning existence.

        

        Since it involves summoning through memories and all impressions embedded in the earth, it would be misleading to call it "the actual dead person."

        

        Or perhaps, if it possesses the memories of the dead, all their power and name, and even looks identical, it might as well be considered the dead person themselves—but that would venture into philosophical territory, so he had decided to move past that.

        

        Magic had evolved over a long time, but completely resurrecting the dead was only possible for those who had just died; those long deceased could not be brought back no matter what.

        

        In fact, even Alex's method of resurrection was a workaround, making it difficult to consider it a true resurrection of someone definitively dead.

        

        To put it harshly, the resurrected being wasn't the person who died, but rather a delusional individual who believed they were that person.

        

        Where is the soul?

        

        Is its summoning impossible?

        

        Has it scattered?

        

        Or has it gone elsewhere?

        

        It wasn't clear, but considering that even Alex, who had gained the power of Death, chose to create anew rather than summon the original soul, it was reasonable to conclude that reviving a dead soul was practically impossible.

        

        Then why are there precedents of resurrecting those who died recently?

        

        What exactly is a soul?

        

        Where does the soul go after death?

        

        These were truly perplexing questions.

        

        But as long as one lived, the answers remained elusive, and whether one liked it or not, death would bring those answers. Thinking about it that way, this wasn't the issue to be concerned with right now.

        

        "Belita."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "You continue to look anxious. Are you alright?"

        

        "..."

        

        Belita had never been one for composure, but after witnessing the impossible resurrection without a corpse, she appeared even more uneasy.

        

        It was certainly a remarkable discovery, but Belita's anxiety had reached a concerning level.

        

        "Alex might have prepared something more."

        

        "I've heard that before. That's why we're currently searching the entire royal capital, but we haven't found anything significant. Didn't you investigate personally at a specific time as you requested, but found nothing?"

        

        "Y-yes, that's right."

        

        "What makes you think there's something more? Is it just intuition? As a former hero party member, I won't dismiss your intuition."

        

        In reality, Felix had continued the search based on Belita's opinion, but nothing noteworthy had been discovered.

        

      

      
        But they were dealing with Alex Reynolds, who had become Death.

        

        One could never be too prepared, and there was no harm in being cautious.

        

        Alex, who had become Death through means that defied common sense, might employ other extraordinary methods. That's why Felix had been eager to accommodate Belita's suggestions.

        

        "It's because I know Alex."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "If it's Alex, he would place a decoy upfront while preparing something else... I just don't know what it is. I can't figure out what he's planning."

        

        "..."

        

        "Considering what happened with Reina, as reported, it was revealed too early. If it were me, I'd reveal it at the moment of attack to exploit the confusion."

        

        "You have a point."

        

        In other words, even the method using the dead was merely a way to conceal his true objective. It was a decoy to draw attention, while his actual target lay elsewhere.

        

        Was he causing various problems to divert everyone's attention, then moving through the thinned surveillance?

        

        If so, what was he aiming for, and why was he doing this?

        

        "Besides, based on current speculation, Alex might not have much time left. If that's the case, he's more likely to act quickly."

        

        "Sigh, let's make contact first. It's time for our regular communication with the other side. The last time we spoke, the hero said she was about to complete her task, so she should be finishing up by now."

        

        "I-I think it would be good to consult with Royce. He has extensive knowledge and knows Alex."

        

        Having extensive knowledge is valued everywhere.

        

        The man who had lived in the slums sought knowledge to increase his own worth, resulting in everyone who knew him considering him trustworthy.

        

        "Alright, then..."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A loud noise echoed, accompanied by a tremor almost like an earthquake.

        

        But it wasn't an earthquake.

        

        Felix and Belita simultaneously widened their eyes and approached the window to look outside.

        

        "...!"

        

        Belita's eyes widened as soon as the wind from outside touched her skin.

        

        She gripped her staff tightly and raised it.

        

        "This is...!"

        

        "High magical concentration... How can this be? This is human territory. This sensation is like..."

        

        "The realm of monsters, isn't it?"

        

        "...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        A voice came from exactly between Felix and Belita.

        

        When they turned their heads, someone was already inside.

        

        Felix and Belita, who had been looking outside through the window, looked at the man standing there, in the very spot where they had been sitting and talking earlier.

        

        Red hair.

        

        Red eyes.

        

        His dark red clothes looked luxurious but also had a murky quality.

        

        The magical power emanating from him was absurd, giving the impression that it dominated the surrounding space, making it feel heavy.

        

        "This area has become my world. After all, things should end where they began, shouldn't they? Whether I end or the hero ends."

        

        "Alex...!"

        

      

      
        "Lord Alex."

        

        "Belita, I think I misjudged you."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita swallowed hard.

        

        Just Alex's voice seemed to make her brain vibrate.

        

        Everything contained in his voice seemed to stimulate fear and confusion.

        

        It felt as if his very existence was harmful to humanity.

        

        "I thought you were like a doll, unable to do anything, just following orders. But beyond my imagination, you think well, observe much, and make judgments. What you lacked was only will."

        

        "..."

        

        "And you regained your will in Erkia. That's something to celebrate. If I were still your comrade, I would have brought some of my expensive wine to celebrate."

        

        Alex seemed to be in a very good mood.

        

        It seemed that the mere fact that an end was coming, one way or another, had put Alex in a good mood.

        

        "Anyway, let's end this in Lucedia. Whatever conclusion the hero's story reaches, everything will end in this crowded royal capital."

        

        Whoosh—light flickered around Belita.

        

        It was the sound of Belita preparing to attack Alex.

        

        "Do you think you can defeat me now?"

        

        "Even so, if I leave you alone, you'll cause pain to many people."

        

        "That's right, I won't kill right away. I'm not a fool. I don't think I can defeat Olivia Reinhart head-on. Even the previous Death, the source of my power, couldn't defeat her."

        

        "..."

        

        "And now she's even stronger than before, so how could I win? Trying to win through force is foolish. It's like simple and unreasonable violence taking human form."

        

        Ha-ha, Alex laughed.

        

        "With such a difference in power, I wouldn't even feel jealous. I find it strange that anyone would be jealous in such a situation."

        

        "You've become quite talkative."

        

        "Yes, as the conclusion approaches, I seem to be getting sentimental. I'm very excited about what ending awaits."

        

        Boom—magical power spread even more intensely from Alex's body.

        

        Belita could hear her teeth chattering.

        

        After momentarily taking a deep breath in response to the magical power that seemed to stimulate fundamental human fear, Belita regained her posture and glared at Alex.

        

        "Indeed, I misjudged you. If I'm guilty of anything, it's underestimating you too much. Go ahead, show me. There might be a difference of a few minutes, but that shouldn't be a problem. Show me the value of those few minutes, Belita."

        

        A sword appeared in Alex's hand.

        

        "How long can you maintain that magical power?"

        

        "All day."

        

        Belita's dormant core began to activate.

        

        For the first time in a long while, she felt magical power coursing through her entire body.

        

        An addictive amount of magical power spread throughout Belita's body.

        

        "If you're going to cause people pain, I have no choice but to fight you here."

        

        "Are you still pretending to be a saint?"

        

        "No."

        

        Belita pointed her staff at Alex.

        

        "I'm just doing what needs to be done."
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        "We need to hurry."

        

        Livia bit her finger and frowned.

        

        We had intended to use the transfer stone to go straight to Lucedia, the royal capital, as soon as we heard the problem report, but the transfer stone to Lucedia wasn't responding.

        

        The communication stone was also malfunctioning, making both communication and travel impossible at the same time.

        

        They were trying to repair it, thinking it might be a problem on our end, but after several minutes with no progress, I let out a small sigh.

        

        "Let's stop."

        

        "B-but."

        

        "At this point, it's more likely to be a problem on their end rather than ours. Even if it really is our problem, the fact that the experts can't find an immediate solution means it will take a long time."

        

        "Then what should we do?"

        

        "It would take a considerable amount of time to get from here to Lucedia. Physically traveling there would take too long. Even if Olivia went at full speed, by the time we arrive, the problem would have already exploded and the embers would have died out."

        

        "There's only one way."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        I spread out the map.

        

        I pointed to a tower near Lucedia.

        

        "That's the King's Tower, isn't it?"

        

        "The King's Tower?"

        

        "Ah, the person who becomes king receives the crown in this tower. It's a kind of tradition."

        

        "It's a bit far, but that might actually be lucky for us. Does this one respond?"

        

        "J-just a moment."

        

        The dwarf quickly assessed the situation and immediately replied.

        

        "Transfer is possible!"

        

        "If we move quickly, we can enter the royal capital within 30 minutes. If Livia goes alone, she could arrive even faster. What do you think?"

        

        The plan was set.

        

        Since we couldn't go directly to Lucedia, this was our only option. We would go to the nearest place with another transfer stone and then enter Lucedia from there.

        

        Miraculously, the King's Tower was quite far from Lucedia, so it seemed to be outside the affected range.

        

        But this was only if the problem originated from their end.

        

        If the issue was with our transfer stone but we just hadn't discovered it yet, it was just a minor problem, and using a malfunctioning transfer stone could cause issues.

        

        Therefore, the final decision had to be made by Livia.

        

        After thinking for a moment, Livia said:

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "Phew, I thought so. Let's prepare right away. In the worst case, a malfunction could send us flying to some strange place. We need to be careful."

        

        "Of course."

        

        But.

        

        I felt like we would arrive properly.

        

        Surely.

        

        Alex would be waiting.

        

        He wouldn't be thinking of ways to avoid fighting us, but rather how to subjugate and defeat us.

        

        Otherwise, obtaining the power of the Grim Reaper and having a limited time would mean nothing to Alex.

        

        If his only goal was to live wickedly, there were plenty of other methods, and since he could manipulate dimensional space, unlike us who had only one body, he could cause trouble everywhere.

        

        But he deliberately caused problems only where we were, and moreover, he targeted just one place.

        

        In other words.

        

        He had no interest in exterminating humanity.

        

        If we were to lose in the end, he might exterminate humanity as the price of our defeat, but that was just one of the possible outcomes for Alex.

        

        After all, if he defeated even the hero's party, the only sin left would be the extermination of all humanity.

        

        Defeating us.

        

        He needed to prove that God's smile was upon him.

        

        Therefore, Alex wouldn't choose a method to win without fighting.

        

        For example, he wouldn't deliberately break the transfer stone to send us to a strange place, or to a place where our lives would be in danger.

        

        Aiz might do that, but at least Alex would want us to step onto the stage he had personally prepared.

        

        If that's what he wanted, then we should oblige.

        

        Goddess and Grim Reaper.

        

        Hero and Demon King.

      

      
        

        Humans and monsters, deeply connected in many ways.

        

        It might be closer to a bad relationship, but if it's a connection that has been formed, there must be a clear moment when it breaks.

        

        I had a feeling that moment was now.

        

        'So it's come to this after all.'

        

        Just a little, memories of the past made me emotional.

        

        Why did it turn out this way?

        

        Couldn't there have been a better future?

        

        If I had approached Alex without formality back when I was in the hero's party.

        

        Perhaps.

        

        Things might not have come to this.

        

        The traces of opportunities that slipped through my fingers seemed to plunge me into waves of regret.

        

        'But what's done is done.'

        

        A future where this didn't happen was already a delusion, and no matter how much I drowned in waves of regret, nothing would change.

        

        The old cross pierced my chest.

        

        It hurt a little.

        

        Now there was only one thing I could do.

        

        To kill the one who had plunged countless people into misery, killed countless people, and abandoned many things for selfish reasons.

        

        Nothing else came to mind that I could do now.

        

        "Royce, are you okay?"

        

        "......"

        

        Livia looked at me with concern.

        

        She seemed to have definitely noticed my agitation, appearing dull yet strangely perceptive in certain areas.

        

        I smiled and took her hand.

        

        "I'm fine, let's go."

        

        ***

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        "To think you'd go this far, somewhat unexpected. Belita. You keep exceeding my expectations. I thought I had a good eye for people, but looking at you, maybe I had a blind spot."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        As the wall collapsed, Belita was thrown backward, and Felix caught her.

        

        The concentration of magical power seeping outside was serious.

        

        "This is!"

        

        "Could that be, Alex Reynolds!"

        

        The soldiers were only now able to confirm Alex's presence.

        

        "Alert all soldiers! Evacuate immediately!! Get out of this royal capital......"

        

        "You can't leave. No one can leave this royal capital."

        

        "...!"

        

        The first thing Alex had prepared was a trap, a trap that would prevent anyone from leaving.

        

        This royal capital, Lucedia, wasn't just enclosed by a barrier; it had become a different world. Anyone could enter without conditions, but to leave, one had to fulfill certain conditions.

        

        Felix was momentarily flustered but quickly regained his composure and shouted:

        

        "Evacuate everyone! Gather people in the prepared evacuation facilities! And protect those facilities at all costs!! Show the pride of the Clayport Kingdom soldiers!!"

        

        "Yes, sir!!"

        

        "Move, move! Get the people to safety!!"

        

        No one knew when monsters might suddenly appear.

        

        Moreover, with a monster called Aiz around, there might not be any safe place in the royal capital already, but at least the soldiers could buy some time.

        

        They had to do what they could right now.

        

        They had to avoid total annihilation at the very least.

        

        BOOM!

        

        'Oh no!'

        

        Felix reacted too late to the rapidly approaching attack, but a barrier soon formed and blocked it. The barrier cracked but didn't break, protecting Felix securely.

        

        "Belita."

        

      

      
        "Haa, haa... It's not over yet."

        

        "Yes, it's not over."

        

        With a whoosh, light flickered, and arrows made of light formed around Belita.

        

        "Do you want to die buying time? Such a meaningless act."

        

        "This minute, this second... might change something."

        

        When Belita smiled, Alex said:

        

        "What if it doesn't change anything?"

        

        "......"

        

        Belita was silent for a moment.

        

        What would happen if all her pain, effort, and everything else changed nothing? What thoughts would Belita have, what feelings would she harbor?

        

        With trembling hands holding her staff, Belita just breathed.

        

        The excessively circulating magical power made Belita hot and rapidly worsened her physical condition. It was only natural since she had been inactive for a long time recently.

        

        It was not an exaggeration to say it was similar to someone who had quit drugs taking them again.

        

        Cold sweat ran down, and Belita's breathing was unstable.

        

        With trembling eyes, Belita looked at Alex.

        

        Olivia's face came to mind.

        

        Her actions came to mind.

        

        Everything she had done for her.

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Then, well, it would be regrettable."

        

        "......"

        

        "Belita, you."

        

        Both Alex and Felix couldn't help but be surprised as they looked at Belita.

        

        The small girl they had first met as part of the hero's party had a will in her heart. And of all people, the one who had filled that will was none other than Olivia.

        

        The flame of will that Belita received from Olivia might indicate that Belita was not an ordinary girl from the moment she received it.

        

        "Well then, let's see what you've got."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        As attacks flew, Belita blocked them and counterattacked.

        

        Even though they both had spirit cores, their firepower was different, and the core that Alex possessed was none other than the Grim Reaper's core.

        

        Just getting close could kill you with a curse, and even Belita would inevitably struggle. If physical disabilities occurred, it would be quite dangerous.

        

        "Hnngh!"

        

        CLASH!!

        

        Chains made of light momentarily bound Alex, and a spear of light formed in the air.

        

        Currently, Lilith had nothing that could be called an offensive means, but in contrast, Belita had numerous attack methods.

        

        It was regrettable that she could only use a single attribute, but Belita's offensive power as a cleric who had mastered the highest techniques was by no means low.

        

        It was just that her offensive power seemed inadequate compared to the people she traveled with.

        

        "Light!"

        

        Numerous spears formed and flew toward the bound Alex as one massive formation.

        

        CRACK!!

        

        Alex quickly broke free of the restraints and looked at the approaching spear.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        The sword strike deflected all the spears and tried to reach Belita who was behind them.

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        TING!!

        

        Felix barely intervened, and although his sword was left with a blackened mark, fortunately, he was able to block it before it reached Belita.

        

        "At this point, you are superior to Lilith in many aspects."

        

        "......"

        

        "Well then."

        

        Alex gripped his sword firmly.

        

        "Now it's my turn."
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        Kugugung!!

        

        The sound continued to echo as Belita soared through the air as if cutting through the void.

        

        Alex followed after her, and the sound of space being torn apart grated distinctly on their ears.

        

        Shwaang!!

        

        Belita gritted her teeth as she blocked the definite sword strike with her barrier.

        

        An impossibly heavy blow.

        

        It was nothing compared to the Demon King.

        

        Truly a divine strike—cracks formed in the barrier as magical power leaked out. Alex's seemingly casual attack was at a level that required Belita's full strength to block.

        

        This was the first time she had felt such an overwhelming difference in skill besides with Olivia.

        

        At least from Belita's perspective, both Olivia and Alex existed in a transcendent realm beyond comparison.

        

        Belita's level was so low that she couldn't tell how much difference in skill existed between Olivia and Alex, or which one was superior.

        

        The saying goes that you need to compare things side by side to know which is longer or shorter, but they were so far beyond her that Belita had no way of knowing who was stronger.

        

        She could only strongly hope that Olivia was the more powerful one.

        

        Kkaang!!

        

        "Kuheh!"

        

        "Quite sturdy."

        

        He physically pushed through the barrier, sending Belita flying. She fell outside the castle walls and tumbled across the ground.

        

        Judging by the buildings turning black and the general state of things, the area was already no different from a monster's domain—the royal capital Lucedia had truly become a place that could be called a demon realm.

        

        The human race, the center of the human alliance, and their central city, the royal capital Lucedia, had been reduced to this state.

        

        It seemed too problematic now to be called the heart of humanity.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        Belita gasped for breath as she staggered.

        

        "Blocking just me won't stop things from progressing. Everything is proceeding normally."

        

        Kuwung!!

        

        Arrows of light flew toward Alex, but he deflected them.

        

        In the face of such overwhelming difference in skill, there was nothing she could do.

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        Hwung!

        

        In an instant, Alex disappeared from Belita's sight, and his foot accurately struck her abdomen.

        

        With a strange sound of "kwajik," her insides burst, and blood colored the street. Belita tumbled across the ground until she finally stopped after hitting a wall.

        

        With a sound like "sseuseuk," her terribly torn abdomen began to regenerate. Her forehead must have been broken too, as regeneration was occurring there as well.

        

        "Huaaap!!"

        

        Kkaang!!

        

        Blocking Felix's intervening sword, Alex said:

        

        "It's too late for you to step in. You couldn't defeat me when I was human, do you think you can defeat me now? Your Majesty?"

        

        "That's not a reason not to fight, unfortunately."

        

        "...Yes, that's the kind of person you were."

        

        Bbaak!!

        

        "Kuheh!!"

        

        Felix was sent flying by the sword strike.

        

        Like Belita, he spat blood as he flew, but unfortunately, unlike Belita, Felix didn't possess regenerative abilities.

        

        There was no way to stop the flowing blood, and his body couldn't recover.

        

        "..."

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        Gasping for breath, Belita was getting to her feet.

        

        "Excessively circulating magical power has healing capabilities that surpass even the gods. It's truly unfortunate that the human body can't withstand it."

        

        'I can't win.'

        

        Belita was certain.

        

        No matter what she did, she couldn't win.

        

        That much was clear.

        

        Belita knew her place well.

        

        Charging at an enemy she couldn't defeat would only result in death—that hadn't changed. And if Aiz was working elsewhere and Alex was using his power elsewhere, just stopping Alex here wouldn't mean much.

        

        But still.

      

      
        

        'I'm doing what needs to be done.'

        

        Ah.

        

        It had been a short life.

        

        'Lady Olivia... Lord Royce... I'm sorry.'

        

        The chance they gave her.

        The hand they extended to her.

        Everything they had given her.

        

        Though brief, she had been able to live as Belita Bright.

        

        Belita could make choices as Belita, speak as Belita, think as Belita. That had made her so happy.

        

        She knew that death wasn't the way to atone for her sins. She understood that she needed to be properly punished. But even a fool could understand that Alex couldn't be allowed to escape here.

        

        Belita couldn't win.

        

        But there would be someone who could.

        

        'The power of Death... is not a power that humanity can obtain.'

        

        Even the power of spirits was unstable for humans to wield, and neither Belita nor Royce could handle it properly.

        

        So there was no way Alex could freely control the power of Death, which was no different from a god of monsters.

        

        Surely.

        

        Yes.

        

        There must be a limit.

        

        That moment of limitation would certainly come, and it didn't necessarily have to happen where Belita was.

        

        She could create a limit that would appear in the future when he needed to use his power once more.

        

        In that moment.

        

        It would have meaning.

        

        "If there isn't one, that would be disappointing, truly."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Hwung!

        

        Belita took her stance.

        

        "...!"

        

        Only then did Alex frown and look up at the sky.

        

        Just as Alex could perform other tasks while fighting Belita, Belita could also do other things while fighting.

        

        What was forming in the air was a spear of light.

        

        Several times larger than what she had fired earlier, the spear floated in the sky above Lucedia.

        

        Buildings might collapse considerably, but she didn't have the luxury to worry about that now.

        

        Whenever Olivia destroyed buildings, Belita couldn't understand why she did it, but now that she was in the same position, she didn't care about buildings collapsing.

        

        "Do you think you can kill me with that?"

        

        "Then dodge it. I'll accept my defeat."

        

        "..."

        

        He was surprisingly prideful.

        

        He would definitely fight.

        

        Whether he blocked it narrowly.

        Or blocked it easily.

        

        It didn't matter.

        

        Bleeding profusely, Belita smiled.

        

        Because she was using all her magical power, after firing this, Belita would have nothing left.

        

        But if he stopped this attack, Alex would have to use his power, whether he liked it or not, and that power would be far from insignificant.

        

        It might be inappropriate to say, but since he had become Death, Alex would likely have the characteristics of monsters—that is, impurity.

        

        This spear would be particularly effective.

        

        "In the name of God."

        

        "Interesting. In the name of God, you say..."

        

        "Longinus!!"

        

        The Spear of Judgment.

        

        It delivers an even greater impact to those close to monsters, and it cannot be ignored.

        

        Among the many clergy, only a few could use it.

        

        Even among the holy maidens, very few could use this technique. For Belita, who wasn't even a holy maiden, to use it was truly contradictory and hopeful.

        

        "Good."

      

      
        

        Alex muttered.

        

        "Possibilities should be endless."

        

        He concentrated his power.

        

        A pure power technique without any fancy words.

        

        Full power against one who comes with full power.

        

        Shwaang!!

        

        "Hup!"

        

        The upward black slash literally cut through Belita's Longinus. The spear was severed along with the air, scattering light before disappearing. Belita's eyes widened.

        

        "You could have..."

        

        She staggered, bleeding.

        

        "...struck it down with more difficulty... truly, how disappointing."

        

        Belita muttered as she collapsed to the ground.

        

        The core would soon heal her body, but that would take time beyond what was useful in combat.

        

        It was enough time to kill her hundreds of times over, so Belita could only sense her fate.

        

        Raising her head while bleeding, she saw Alex standing with his sword.

        

        She knew she was no match for him, but what could she say when even her prepared finishing move was easily deflected?

        

        She didn't even feel resentful.

        

        Originally, Belita wasn't the type to judge things by combat power, but normally one would feel frustrated after losing. The fact that she didn't feel frustrated was because she had experienced the overwhelming difference.

        

        Still, she had made him use his power.

        

        The more he used the power of Death, the closer Alex would come to his limit, and Belita had simply played that role.

        

        'I don't want to die... I only just started thinking that way.'

        

        Wanting to die.

        So desperately wanting to die.

        

        Belita, who had only been searching for a reason to die, now wanted to live.

        

        But God did not forgive Belita's sins and seemed to demand her death.

        

        "You'll recover soon, won't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't know how much more of your lifespan you intend to consume, but you'll hold out for a while. Stay still. If you do, I'll burn you without leaving a corpse, painlessly and in one go."

        

        Her body wouldn't move anyway.

        

        Alex seemed to have some intelligence.

        

        He knew that leaving any part of her body might lead to unpredictable results.

        

        In the worst case, even if he beheaded her, Belita might still survive.

        

        Black flames flickered in the hand not holding his sword.

        

        '...'

        

        The faces of Olivia and Royce flashed through Belita's mind.

        

        'I wanted to travel together...'

        

        Olivia had said she would travel with Belita, to see the world together.

        

        That had made her happy.

        

        Even if she went to prison, she felt she could live with that hope.

        

        Unfortunately, it had become an unfulfilled dream.

        

        But perhaps.

        

        This was a fitting end for a sinner.

        

        "...!"

        

        Alex realized something was rushing toward him just as he was about to finish Belita.

        

        Kkaang!!

        

        He barely defended. His sword cracked, and Alex was sent flying.

        

        He pierced through several buildings and was thrown all the way to the walls of Lucedia.

        

        Belita looked at the person who had sent Alex flying.

        

        She knew there were few people capable of such a miraculous feat.

        

        But she wanted to confirm it with her own eyes.

        

        And there stood...

        

        "O-Olivia-nim..."

        

        Olivia, looking thoroughly enraged.
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        Olivia remembered Alex as someone who was difficult to get close to.

        

        Of course, Olivia herself was also difficult to get close to.

        

        But perhaps it was a different kind of difficulty.

        

        Olivia had a certain aura that made her seem like a hedgehog with raised quills, preventing others from approaching. Her personality and way of speaking could hardly be called sociable.

        

        Anyone could see she appeared unwilling to befriend others, unwilling to be considerate, and her attitude of "I'm just stating facts, what's the problem?" easily led to conflicts.

        

        But Alex was different.

        

        He seemed sociable, knew how to smile like a good person, and showed some flexibility in mediating situations.

        

        Especially after Royce was expelled from the party, Alex was probably the only one in the hero's party at that time who could take on such a role.

        

        Reina, though not as much as Olivia, was fiercely independent and unsociable. Belita wasn't even at a level where sociability could be measured, and her mental age remained frozen in childhood when she had been tested.

        

        Naturally, Alex took on that role, so he had his own sociable side.

        

        In a different sense, he had a personality that easily caused conflicts, but it somehow seemed like he deliberately created that impression.

        

        That's why he maintained boundaries.

        

        He never forgave those who crossed certain lines and would achieve his goals by any means necessary.

        

        That attitude itself might have some admirable aspects depending on how you looked at it, but Alex lacked even the basic moral lines that humans should possess.

        

        That could be said to be the decisive difference between Olivia and Alex.

        

        What is held in one's hand? Is it good?

        

        Or is it evil?

        

        The happiness and protection of people?

        

        Or individual deviation and entertainment?

        

        Some say that no matter how happy and peaceful the world is, it means nothing if you yourself are unhappy.

        

        But what if the world falls into misery and countless people die in exchange for your own happiness?

        

        At that moment of choice, what choice would a person make?

        

        Clearly, it would differ from person to person and situation to situation.

        

        ***

        

        "Belita, are you alright?"

        

        "Lady Ol...ivia..."

        

        "Good job, you held out really well."

        

        "This place has transformed into a monster realm... The magical concentration is very high, and... Lord Alex seems to be aiming for something else. I evacuated the people, but in the end, they couldn't get out..."

        

        "I understand. First, heal yourself... And please try to heal Prince Felix and withdraw."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "How hasty. No matter how much your personality has mellowed, that impetuous aspect of yours hasn't changed. They say that while people may change in many ways, their core remains unchanged."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex walked over slowly.

        

        I never thought I had taken him down in the first place.

        

        The moment I attacked, Alex blocked it with his sword, so it was easy to understand that while he might have taken some impact, it wouldn't have been fatal.

        

        Alex looked at me while holding a pitch-black sword.

        

        The Reaper used a scythe, but Alex was using a sword.

        

        I couldn't tell if this meant he wasn't using his full power yet, or if it was a statement that he was just Alex, the Second Reaper, not the Reaper itself, but it wouldn't hurt to be cautious.

        

        Overall, I was probably stronger.

        

        But victory and defeat aren't always determined by total combat power alone—they can be decided by circumstances, condition on the day, or, annoyingly enough, by luck.

        

        I wouldn't let my guard down.

        

        Nothing would be better than being able to kill Alex here.

        

        Based on my intuition, there were no significant monster appearances in the royal capital of Lucedia yet, so if I was going to kill him, now was the opportunity.

        

        "Where is Royce?"

        

        "..."

        

        "No, you don't need to answer. The teleportation stone of Lucedia must have been blocked, so you were transported to the nearest location. Probably the King's Tower. That's quite a distance away."

        

        "If you knew, why didn't you stop it?"

      

      
        

        "Don't ask questions you already know the answer to, Olivia Reinhart. ...For me, victory and defeat aren't such important matters. Of course, being human, I'd prefer to win if possible."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "But that's not such a big issue. Unfortunately, even if I lose, it would be difficult to give you the satisfaction of killing the villain, as in those common stories where good triumphs over evil."

        

        "Because you'd be satisfied even with defeat and death?"

        

        "Yes, whether I disappear into nothingness or am dragged before God for judgment, either way, I'll get my answer. I don't care which one is correct, or if neither is correct."

        

        Life that can never exist with perfect fairness.

        

        Between a life of good and evil, there's no point in judging which is more prosperous or better during one's lifetime.

        

        Morality and ethics change with the times, and they also differ from person to person.

        

        Not everything can be judged by popular concepts of good and evil.

        

        And not everyone lives a life befitting their moral standing.

        

        Good people don't necessarily end up happy.

        

        Evil people don't necessarily end up unhappy.

        

        It was unreasonable, absurd, and truly unfortunate.

        

        But what about after death?

        

        If there is a God?

        

        Perhaps we can see the proper conclusion after death?

        

        "It's troublesome that even falling into hell wouldn't be punishment enough for you."

        

        "Exactly!"

        

        Alex shouted, seeming slightly excited.

        

        "Falling into hell! That means there is a being who judges and punishes! It proves the existence of God!! How could I not be happy about that?!"

        

        He looked somewhat joyful.

        

        "We!! We can receive fair judgment, punishment, and evaluation after death!!"

        

        "Why are you going this far? Is it worth it? I may have thought you were someone I couldn't get close to, but I never thought you were rotten to the core."

        

        "It's because you have such poor judgment of people that you get deceived and cursed by things like the Reaper's curse, Olivia."

        

        Alex's eyes looking at me somehow seemed to resemble Royce's.

        

        At least, he seemed much more natural than when he wore a mask in the hero's party, and I even thought this version of him would be easier to get close to.

        

        "You."

        

        "Ah, yes. If you steal power that doesn't belong to you rather than inheriting it normally, shouldn't you pay the price?"

        

        Purple cracks began to form on Alex's body.

        

        "Not much time left."

        

        "...You."

        

        "It might be hard for you to understand, Olivia Reinhart. You can't comprehend that people value certain things more than their lives."

        

        "..."

        

        "While you yourself throw everything away, you react most emotionally when someone else sacrifices their life. At first, I thought your reaction was stupid, but looking back, maybe you were just a straightforward person."

        

        Alex muttered as if talking to himself, and his words clearly reached Olivia's ears.

        

        In the darkening royal capital, the eyes of the dying Reaper glowed purple.

        

        "I envy that straightforwardness."

        

        "Envy? You, me?"

        

        "You naturally possess things that I lack. No matter how hard I try, how much effort I put in, how much I reach for them, they slip through my fingers—things you've had since birth."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even after all that suffering, all that abuse, even in that crazy family that killed people for the hero, you remained straightforward. The Goddess chose a proper hero this time."

        

        Royce had said something similar.

        

        No, many people had told me this.

        

        Despite everything I'd been through, I was still myself, and I could still wield a sword for the sake of people.

        

        Even if some personal emotions and desires were mixed in, I still held a sword that protected people.

        

        I thought it was the duty of someone sitting in this position.

        

      

      
        Above all.

        

        -Thank you, Hero!

        

        Even if countless people cursed me, I could smile at those words. Those words could be the driving force to save people again tomorrow.

        

        If one criticism among countless praises could embed itself deep in your heart, refusing to leave, continuing to make you cold and hurt...

        

        Conversely, a single praise and acknowledgment among countless criticisms might remain in your heart, becoming a warm light guiding your path.

        

        "That's why I hated you all."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes, I hated good people. They help others with emotions I can't understand, cry with words I can't empathize with, and are called heroes for actions I can't comprehend."

        

        Alex slowly raised his sword.

        

        Holding an old cross, Alex looked at me.

        

        "That's surprising."

        

        "What is?"

        

        "That you still have a cross, a symbol of faith, even after becoming a Reaper. Royce had a similar cross."

        

        "..."

        

        A worn-out cross.

        

        Does faith emerge even in slums?

        

        Or perhaps it emerges precisely because it's a slum?

        

        "Because I wish it existed."

        

        Alex said.

        

        "I want a proper ending. I wish for the existence of something fair and equal, and I hope good deeds and evil deeds receive proper evaluation. No matter how corrupt I become, no matter how many evil deeds I commit, that thought hasn't changed since childhood."

        

        Alex tucked his worn cross inside his clothes, making it invisible.

        

        "So that's what it means that roots don't change."

        

        "Maybe so."

        

        Royce also wished there was an afterlife.

        

        That there was a God.

        

        That people who lived good, sacrificial lives and saved many would receive proper evaluation.

        

        And that people who were evil and treated human lives lightly would likewise receive proper evaluation.

        

        It was surely the same wish as Royce's.

        

        A wish born from a pure heart, pure enough to make a wish upon a falling star in the night sky.

        

        "Belita and Felix are gone."

        

        "You're just letting them go?"

        

        "I knew you were buying time with this conversation."

        

        "..."

        

        Literally, I was trying to buy time until Belita and Felix could get away from here, as it would be inconvenient to fight with them present.

        

        Anyway, Royce and others would soon arrive at the royal capital.

        

        I had rushed here alone.

        

        It was somewhat reckless, but thanks to that, Belita and Felix were able to survive.

        

        "Still some time left. Royce and the others haven't arrived yet, so..."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "Let me struggle to survive too."

        

        "You'd better come at me prepared to die."

        

        "Ha."

        

        Alex said as if finding it absurd.

        

        "I'm neither an ignorant commoner nor a warrior overflowing with courage. Even with divine power in my hands, I don't have confidence in defeating you."

        

        That was the beginning.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A loud sound rang out as my sword and Alex's collided.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.265[The Final God - 08]

      
        CLANG! CRASH!

        

        CLANG! CRASH!

        

        Every time the swords collided, space itself vibrated, the sky split, and buildings on the ground crumbled.

        

        "This is truly what you could call a battle of gods."

        

        Belita muttered while gasping for breath.

        

        'I can't follow them with my eyes.'

        

        What was certain was that Olivia's movements had improved significantly compared to when the hero's party had defeated the Demon King.

        

        'So that wasn't her prime? Is her peak still rising?'

        

        Far from weakening with time, she was growing even stronger.

        

        The prime of a human is typically in their thirties. Olivia, still in her early twenties, hadn't even reached her prime yet.

        

        Strength comes when the body and magical power are in harmony, and that harmony is best achieved in one's thirties. That's why many consider their thirties to be their prime, even though physical peak performance might be lower than in their twenties.

        

        In other words.

        

        That is to say.

        

        Olivia, who was fighting against the Grim Reaper Alex Reynolds, had not yet reached her prime.

        

        Whether it was Royce.

        

        Or Belita.

        

        Or Alex.

        

        Those with abnormal strength for humans had risen to power through some external stimulus or various forces that triggered a kind of awakening.

        

        It was almost like someone had grabbed them by the hair and thrown them upward.

        

        They hadn't climbed step by step but had ascended through a kind of cheat that eliminated some of the intermediate processes.

        

        But Olivia was different.

        

        Even with her talent, the skill she had built from the ground up had something that other geniuses lacked.

        

        Olivia being beaten by Gilbert Linehart, and her reckless charges and defeats in the early days of the hero's party seemed absurd and frustrating at the time.

        

        But looking back now, all those experiences had shaped the Olivia of today, and everything had become the foundation and source of Olivia Linehart's strength.

        

        'No, I don't have time for this... Ugh!'

        

        CRASH!!

        

        The battle was literally splitting heaven and earth.

        

        This was no joke—even Belita, who was by no means weak, felt that if she got caught in it, not even her corpse would remain.

        

        'I must protect Lord Felix.'

        

        Humanity was already in turmoil, and the human side had too many traitors. One of them, Alex Reynolds, had even become a Grim Reaper—a truly formidable person.

        

        If the kingdom lost Felix now, they might never recover.

        

        Among the current nobles, only Felix and Lilith could become the next ruler, and Lilith had become a saint.

        

        There had never been a case of a saint becoming a monarch, and the biggest issue was that Lilith had no intention of becoming one.

        

        Moreover, while it might have been different in the past, Felix was now more qualified to be king than Lilith.

        

        Therefore, if Felix were lost here, even if they defeated the Grim Reaper, the kingdom would inevitably enter a dark age.

        

        "......"

        

        Another Belita inside her asked:

        

        -Isn't that a good thing? The kingdom that caused you so much pain is collapsing. That's good, isn't it?

        

        The devil whispered.

        

        That it was good.

        

        But.

        

        "That can't be good."

        

        Most people were just living their lives, knowing nothing.

        

        She couldn't hate the entire kingdom just because her pain and suffering had come from it. And she had grown up using the money and many conveniences provided by that kingdom.

        

        One must never confuse what should be hated.

        

        The words of Olivia and Royce, who told her to cherish her emotions and herself, were surely not meant to encourage her to hate the kingdom and make such choices.

        

      

      
        Taking a short breath, Belita lifted Felix again and walked.

        

        'I must get to a safe place...'

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        "...!"

        

        She raised her staff and scanned her surroundings.

        

        A presence.

        

        Could it be Aiz or some demon beast?

        

        If so, it was dangerous.

        

        She had heard that the Demon King's executives were executives in name only and were actually as strong as the Demon King himself. With their age and variety of strategies, they were said to be even more troublesome enemies than the Demon King.

        

        Belita, already drained from Alex's fight and carrying Felix, had no chance of defeating Aiz.

        

        She had also used too much magical power on Longinus.

        

        "It's not Aiz... but is it a demon beast?"

        

        It seemed difficult to proceed safely.

        

        But at least a simple demon beast would be more manageable than Aiz.

        

        She had to protect Felix no matter what.

        

        Not for the kingdom's sake.

        

        But because she didn't want many people to become miserable.

        

        A dark age for the nation would surely make many people miserable.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Alex was pushed back.

        

        He was managing to block all my attacks.

        

        Impressive.

        

        As I thought during the hero's party days, his instinctive reaction was better than Royce's.

        

        However, since he tended to read moves based on instinct rather than theory or reason, he was prone to being confused by deception tactics like fake magical power.

        

        He was the complete opposite of Royce, who was hardly ever fooled by fake magical power.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        A loud sound rang out as the space around us shook.

        

        We both stepped back and sat on collapsed buildings, glaring at each other.

        

        With an eerie sound, Alex's severed parts were regenerating.

        

        "I don't understand."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "If this was your goal from the beginning, why did you need to betray me back then? If you wanted to defeat me, you could have just left me alone."

        

        By leaving me alone, he could have brought down humanity's hope and committed a great evil that would have solidified his position even more. Just like now.

        

        So why did he betray me and try to kill me?

        

        "There were two reasons. First, you were too strong."

        

        "......"

        

        "Can you believe it? Even back then, I had already made contact with the Grim Reaper, but I felt a sense of awe toward you that I didn't feel even toward the Grim Reaper."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Absolutely. Unlike the goddess and the Grim Reaper who were born that way, you had a childhood. You had a time when you were so fragile that any passing adult could have strangled you to death."

        

        That's right.

        

        Why don't people grow up alone?

        

        Why is survival of the fittest foolish?

        

        Humans are so fragile that as babies, they can't even feed themselves without someone taking care of them.

        

        We survive because someone helps us, someone saves us, someone nurtures us.

        

        It's incredibly arrogant to say "I grew up alone" without acknowledging this.

        

      

      
        The very fact that one is alive to think such thoughts means they've already received help from others.

        

        "Your genius and effort, rising from the bottom—honestly, I didn't think I could beat that. I could only imagine myself crumbling before I could do anything."

        

        "So you betrayed me?"

        

        "Yes. The situation after defeating the Demon King, when you came to human territory, and that final feast your companions prepared... I managed to make you let your guard down and barely managed to curse you."

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        "Looking back now, you really struggled."

        

        "I thought so."

        

        "I thought my heart would burst."

        

        "I don't care about that. So what's the second reason?"

        

        "I..."

        

        Alex looked at me.

        

        "I wanted to believe until the very end that I could be a human who cherishes something."

        

        "...What?"

        

        "I couldn't cherish noble life."

        

        That statement resembled Alex's life.

        

        "I couldn't cherish people's hearts."

        

        "......"

        

        "I couldn't cherish anything. Many people die for their countries and consider it honorable. I thought that if it was something honorable, not love or affection, even someone like me might be able to have something."

        

        "So, you tried to love the kingdom?"

        

        "Yes, I actually tried quite hard. I did a lot to make this country stronger and better in any way I could."

        

        That was true.

        

        Surprisingly, he had created many policies for the citizens, so his reputation among the people was quite good.

        

        Of course, as with all politics, not everyone liked him, but the general opinion was favorable. He had even joined the hero's party, leading many to suggest that Alex, not Felix, should be the next king.

        

        He had burned himself for the country.

        

        Despite being a noble, he had diligently engaged in volunteer and charity work, trying to ensure that people wouldn't be seen collapsed in alleys.

        

        Perhaps.

        

        He had prioritized this because it reminded him of his own upbringing in the slums, but a good deed was still a good deed.

        

        "But in the end, I failed."

        

        "You couldn't love it?"

        

        "No. Actually, I want to ask you... What does it feel like to love and cherish something? Do you hate seeing that person broken? Don't you smile when you see their face twisted in pain?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Every night, I dreamed of the meticulously built kingdom burning to ashes. I couldn't call it a nightmare... it was a nightmare."

        

        "You."

        

        "I've talked too much. Demon beasts will start appearing in the streets soon."

        

        The crack in Alex's body grew deeper with a creaking sound.

        

        "Let's continue, the fight."

        

        "......"

        

        I remained silent.

        

        He's planning something.

        

        He's planning something, but I don't know what it is, and I frowned.

        

        Why does he keep wanting to fight?

        

        From his perspective, it would be better not to fight and to stall for time.

        

        'I feel like I'm missing something.'

        

        I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        Even so, I couldn't just leave him be.

        

        In the end, jumping back into the fight was the best I could do.
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        CLANG!!

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        As our attacks collided, blood trickled down my cheek, and Alex stepped back while creating numerous attacks.

        

        Space seemed to distort as our powers clashed, creating yet another dimension.

        

        The power rippling within this space eventually surged toward me with a disgusting, slimy sensation. CLANG!! I barely managed to deflect it.

        

        'This can't possibly be liquid.'

        

        It charged at me like liquid, yet its hardness was like steel. When I tried to block it as if it were liquid, my arm went numb from the metallic impact.

        

        I frowned.

        

        'Why did he choose the royal capital for this?'

        

        There was no reason to fight in Lucedia.

        

        Alex was clearly fighting to find some meaning, so his actions weren't necessarily efficient.

        

        The movements of someone focused solely on winning would be easy to read, but Alex had the mindset that winning would be nice, but losing was acceptable too.

        

        Either outcome would satisfy him as long as he reached a conclusion. Still, he preferred to win and was certainly acting to secure victory.

        

        If that was the case, what Alex should be doing in Lucedia right now wasn't facing me head-on.

        

        'Come to think of it, why did he let Felix and Belita go?'

        

        I could understand if Alex was overflowing with confidence that he could defeat me.

        

        But objectively speaking, I was stronger than Alex, and he understood that. If he was planning something or trying to buy time, he could have taken a more evasive and defensive stance.

        

        Or since we were fighting in the royal capital of Lucedia, he could have taken citizens hostage.

        

        Especially in this situation where it was impossible to leave the royal capital, there was no reason not to take hostages.

        

        CLANG!!

        

        'Benevolence or morality? No, that can't be it.'

        

        This was about abandoning those very things.

        

        This was the outburst of a man who had wished his whole life to be normal, who believed he could love someone ordinarily.

        

        So he wouldn't be making decisions based on moral or conscientious values.

        

        There was nothing to gain from fighting like this. As time passed and my companions arrived, Alex would be at a disadvantage.

        

        Yet I couldn't understand why he wasn't taking hostages or avoiding the fight.

        

        Because of this, Alex was accumulating more and more injuries.

        

        It wasn't that I wasn't getting injured at all, but compared to Alex, my wounds were minor, while Alex had suffered several fatal injuries.

        

        If not for the regenerative power of the Reaper, he would have died long ago.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Momentarily overwhelmed by his power, I was forced up onto a tower.

        

        Alex also hovered in the air and said:

        

        "Confused, Olivia?"

        

        "What?"

        

        BOOM!

        

        I deflected his continuing attack.

        

        "Despite being able to take people hostage and attack you at any time, I'm fighting you head-on like this."

        

        CLANG! CLANG!!

        

        Even the rocks that bounced toward me became weapons when imbued with the Reaper's power.

        

        "The answer isn't worth imagining anyway. It's meaningless."

        

        As Alex retreated across the river, I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        "Oh, is that so?"

        

        My strike split the river as it reached Alex, who smiled and blocked it with both hands. The split river churned and merged again, creating a rather pleasant splashing sound.

        

        Alex looked at his trembling hands for a moment and said:

        

        "Don't you have any common sense?"

        

        "If I followed that, I couldn't be a hero."

        

        "I see, but that's perfect."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Try to dodge this if you can."

        

        In an instant, magical power gathered around Alex.

        

        Was he planning a massive attack suddenly?

        

        Until now, he had only used powers suitable for fighting individuals, but the magic gathering now was clearly beyond that scale. It was enough power to wipe out an entire village, completely destroying the terrain to the point where maps would need to be redrawn.

        

        Try to dodge this if you can.

        

        Something about those words bothered me.

        

        'Wait a minute.'

        

        This direction.

        

        If I were to dodge, what would be behind me...

      

      
        

        "...Alex, you!"

        

        "I'm a noble of this kingdom too. I might know the geography of this royal capital even better than you do."

        

        Behind me was an evacuation shelter.

        

        It was quite far away, so normally it wouldn't be a problem, but my opponent was Alex. His attack could fly to the end of the world and not seem strange, and if I dodged, it would directly hit the shelter behind me.

        

        Even if by some miracle Belita was in that shelter, she wasn't currently capable of blocking such an attack.

        

        Even at her best, that attack would be difficult to stop.

        

        My eyes met Alex's.

        

        'What kind of expression is that?'

        

        An effective strategy.

        

        Yet there was a faint tremor in his pupils.

        

        He appeared to be smiling, but at the same time, there was a glimpse of inexplicable disgust and anger.

        

        Cruelly enough.

        

        Born with such an evil nature.

        

        Yet with a kind sensibility.

        

        He had lived a life unable to accept or acknowledge his true nature.

        

        So I decided to tell him what needed to be said.

        

        I smiled and said:

        

        "You trash."

        

        "...Ah, yes. You're right."

        

        CRASH!!

        

        As surrounding buildings collapsed, magical power gathered at the tip of Alex's sword. If that was the case, there was only one thing for me to do now.

        

        "You want to fight me with pure power?"

        

        CRASH!!

        

        The compressed magical power grew to match Alex's size.

        

        There was no evacuation shelter behind Alex.

        

        With full power.

        

        Killing Alex here and now would be significant.

        

        With a single blow.

        

        Kill him.

        

        I had hoped to have at least one conversation with Royce, and Royce seemed to want that too. Not just Royce, but Noum as well.

        

        But still.

        

        That couldn't compare to the peace of all humanity.

        

        Royce and Noum might be somewhat disappointed, but they would understand it couldn't be helped.

        

        Too many have died for your self-realization, and more will die.

        

        I know, perhaps there were many chances to get to know you and stop you.

        

        But it's too late now.

        

        So.

        

        Now.

        

        As someone who was once a comrade, all Olivia Reinhart could do was kill you.

        

        "Here I come!!"

        

        Naturally, since Alex had a longer preparation time, his attack was completed first.

        

        But.

        

        SLASH!!

        

        My sword strike flew forward and collided with Alex's attack.

        

        I can destroy it completely.

        

        An attack that could split heaven and earth, that could even split a Reaper, would surely work against Alex.

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        My eyes widened.

        

        My sword strike was being consumed by Alex's attack.

        

        What I had mistaken for a simple sword strike was not.

        

        It contained an immense amount of magical power, and it wasn't even fake magic used as a deception. Alex knew I would notice if he used fake magic.

        

        So he created it with real magic at full power, and it was successful.

        

        That attack was...

        

        A dimensional space.

        

        Soon, a dark energy formed beside me.

        

        "If I can't kill you with my attack."

        

      

      
        Alex smiled.

        

        "How about your own?"

        

        "You son of a—!"

        

        CLANG!!!

        

        I barely blocked the attack that was absorbed and accurately flying toward me, but it was too late. SWOOSH!! It tore through my upper body and ricocheted away.

        

        With an explosive sound, I was thrown toward the river and sank.

        

        ***

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        Alex was panting heavily.

        

        'How many times did I die just to do this once?'

        

        If Alex had been an ordinary human, he would have been dead many times over.

        

        He had suffered countless fatal wounds.

        

        Without his unique regenerative ability, Alex would have been eliminated by Olivia without accomplishing anything. But it wasn't something to be ashamed of.

        

        Anyone would have faced the same fate.

        

        Rather, the fact that he was enduring even with regeneration proved he was recognized as one of the world's strongest.

        

        'The first preparation was successful. It would be nice if she died from this, but she's probably still alive.'

        

        Alex broke out in a cold sweat.

        

        It felt less like he was controlling the power and more like he was being consumed by it.

        

        It seemed to tell him that this was not a power for someone like him to wield.

        

        He was only subjugating the power through the core.

        

        Still, it was fine.

        

        What needed to be done remained unchanged.

        

        If they had departed from the King's Tower, other hero parties might be arriving soon. The grander the welcome, the better, and since this battle would determine the fate of all humans and monsters, the more ominous it felt, the better.

        

        Is it the hero's victory?

        

        Or the villain's victory?

        

        Who would win?

        

        It was quite intriguing.

        

        They say luck and victory go to those who receive God's smile.

        

        If that's the case, for a battle this significant, the gods would surely be watching. In this fight where all life might disappear, who would the gods smile upon?

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        There was a splashing sound from the river as Olivia emerged.

        

        'Faster than I expected.'

        

        He thought it would take her more time to resurface.

        

        There was a deep wound across her upper body, but it was shallower than Alex had anticipated.

        

        'I see, she defended with magic.'

        

        Olivia was particularly fast at manipulating magic, and in that moment, she had gathered magic to the impact area for maximum protection.

        

        That's why an attack that should have severed her body only resulted in that level of injury.

        

        He had genuinely hoped she would die, but he wasn't particularly surprised that she survived.

        

        If there was anything surprising...

        

        "So this is what it feels like. To experience dimensional space magic so closely. I'm lucky. Lucky to be alive, I suppose."

        

        Alex wasn't paying attention, and Olivia seemed to be muttering to herself.

        

        In fact, she didn't seem concerned about either Alex or the deep wound carved into her upper body.

        

        The flowing blood indicated that the wound was by no means shallow, and even to the naked eye, it was a wound that would normally be fatal.

        

        "..."

        

        Olivia, who had been muttering continuously, raised her head.

        

        "Hey."

        

        As river water mixed with blood dripped to the ground, Olivia looked at Alex and said:

        

        "Try that again."

        

        Those words sounded as if...

        

        She could counter it next time.

        

        "I'll crack that precious dimensional space of yours."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex let out a small sigh.

        

        "Unreasonable violence that has taken human form..."

        

        That was how someone had once described Olivia Reinhart.

        

        And those words...

        

        "Indeed, there's no more fitting description."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.267[The Final God - 10]

      
        BOOM!!

        

        As the attacks continued, the space split apart, and Alex gritted his teeth.

        

        The relentless barrage of strikes rushing at him with mind-numbing force were truly attacks of a demon, giving him the feeling of a young boy fighting against a wild beast.

        

        His arms were severed and slashed repeatedly.

        

        Bones broke and healed over and over.

        

        Despite those injuries, no.

        

        Rather, it seemed he had reached a state where he grew even stronger because of those injuries. He possessed what people commonly called the talent of a berserker.

        

        She possessed every talent related to combat and had put in every effort related to fighting—this genius was none other than Olivia Reinhart.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        "......"

        

        CLANG!!

        

        Though Alex tried to ambush her from behind, Olivia blocked it effortlessly.

        

        When she appeared to raise her holy sword, Alex became cautious, but Olivia simply let go of it.

        

        "What—"

        

        In that moment of surprise, Olivia clapped her hands right in front of Alex.

        

        A loud SNAP echoed, causing his body to momentarily freeze, and without missing that opening, she caught the falling holy sword and slashed through him.

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        The sound of flesh tearing and bones being cut was clean, and the cross-section where Olivia had cut was impeccably neat.

        

        In a one-on-one fight, Alex was certainly going to lose if this continued, but he hadn't been defeated yet.

        

        Alex stepped back and corrected his stance.

        

        "Hah!"

        

        Countless mana projectiles shone like stars as they flew toward Olivia.

        

        Olivia tried to deflect them casually, but dimensional pockets formed around her, making the mana bullets dart back and forth, making their positions difficult to pinpoint.

        

        "......"

        

        Olivia maintained her silence as she tracked the mana bullets with her eyes, and she seemed to be monitoring not just their physical forms but also their mana signatures as they darted around to confuse the enemy.

        

        Eventually, Olivia effortlessly deflected all the numerous mana bullets charging at her one by one.

        

        The air pressure from her deflections spread out, cracking the walls of the building and even collapsing the floor around where Olivia stood.

        

        Her mana and energy continued to rise endlessly.

        

        It's commonly said that when people are on the verge of death, they can exert strength they normally couldn't, a phenomenon called the awakening effect.

        

        The more one experiences this, the wider their growth potential becomes, sometimes allowing them to overcome otherwise insurmountable barriers.

        

        Olivia seemed to control this at will.

        

        Unlike others who could only leave their peak performance to circumstances or conditions, Olivia appeared to always maintain her peak state.

        

        Even Alex, who had met countless powerful individuals and fought numerous battles, could say he had never encountered someone like her before.

        

        "Truly an extraordinary existence, born without anyone's expectation to become a new god. War God, yes... that name suits you best."

        

        Olivia wasn't just skilled with a sword; she was born with every talent needed for combat.

        

        Therefore, the title of War God suited her better than Sword God.

        

        "Why."

        

        Olivia spoke.

        

        "Why don't you take hostages? It's simple, isn't it? That would be the best way to kill me, wouldn't it? It's not like you're suddenly concerned with morals or ethics."

        

        "I just wanted to test it. The true power of Olivia Reinhart... Some things can only be understood by experiencing them firsthand."

        

        "You're risking your life for something so trivial?"

        

        "Didn't you know? The motives that drive people are mostly childish, things that deserve that 'trivial' modifier, truly insignificant things."

        

        "......"

        

        "We live our lives staking everything on those childish, insignificant things, Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "I see."

        

        KABOOM!!

        

        Mana began to gather at the tip of Olivia's sword.

        

        It seemed she was now intent on killing Alex completely.

        

        Dimensional space is a technique that creates an entirely different space.

        

        There was no way to counter it.

        

        "Hnngh!!"

        

        As the quickly formed attack flew toward him, Alex moved his hand. The dimensional pocket created in midair attempted to receive Olivia's attack.

        

        If he could redirect this back at Olivia, even she would have trouble moving due to the resulting damage. That would bring him one step closer to victory.

      

      
        

        By now, Lois or others should be arriving soon, so this could be considered the final clash.

        

        If he could return this attack...

        

        CRACKLE!!

        

        "...You've got to be kidding."

        

        Olivia's slash wasn't entering the dimensional pocket. A completed dimensional pocket can absorb an opponent's attack regardless of its power.

        

        It's not about attacks colliding, but about passing the opponent's attack through one's dimensional space, so there shouldn't be any resistance.

        

        It should just pass through.

        

        But for some reason, Olivia's current slash wasn't passing through and was making an alien sound.

        

        "What is this?"

        

        That wouldn't be just Alex's reaction.

        

        If Aiz or the previous Death God were here, they would have reacted the same way.

        

        No.

        

        Even if the goddess Grandia or Lois were here, they would have shown the same reaction.

        

        The attack wasn't passing through the entrance of the dimensional pocket, which was physically no different from an open doorway. It was as if the door was closed, despite being open.

        

        CRACK, a loud sound echoed.

        

        It was the sound of the dimensional space breaking.

        

        "What the hell are you?"

        

        "A hero."

        

        CRASH!!

        

        With a loud noise, the slash came flying in.

        

        SWOOSH!! Another loud sound echoed. The sky and ground were cut along with Alex, who spat blood and tumbled across the ground.

        

        An unpleasant sensation spread throughout his body, like electricity coursing through him.

        

        'How did she do that? Wait a minute.'

        

        Alex's eyes widened as if something had occurred to him.

        

        "You, you crazy... Did you twist the mana itself?"

        

        "That's right. Dimensional space isn't an attack, it's a doorway. No matter how powerful the attack, it's not about attacks colliding and mine losing, it's just passing through an open door. It enters without any resistance."

        

        "......"

        

        "So I had to make it resist. Despite being dimensional space or whatever, it's still a mass of mana, so I just had to change that mana to repel mine. Forcibly changing the nature of mana requires some skill, but..."

        

        "Skill, you say?"

        

        Alex laughed while bleeding.

        

        "You're insane."

        

        There are things that inherently never change, and one of them is the nature of mana.

        

        For people like Lois, Alex, or Belita, it can be forcibly changed through artificial means like cores being inserted, or in special cases, but changing it freely by one's own will was supposed to be impossible.

        

        Yet Olivia said it was possible with skill.

        

        She had twisted the mana of the dimensional space so that it was no longer a doorway.

        

        The power itself was somewhat reduced due to the effort required for control, but that didn't change the fact that it was still absurdly powerful.

        

        Alex looked at Olivia while gasping for breath.

        

        Olivia quickly moved in and cut off the hand with which Alex was holding his sword.

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        THUD! BANG!!

        

        She grabbed his neck with her hand and snapped it, then thrust the holy sword inside him.

        

        Alex couldn't resist the sudden attack.

        

        But.

        

        "That hurts."

        

        "You still won't die? I guess I'll have to blow away your entire body."

        

        "Let's stop now."

        

        "That doesn't sound like surrender. What are you thinking?"

        

        "It's exactly what I said. I wanted to fight you out of greed. But clearly, I'm no match for you. So I've given up."

        

        "Given up on what?"

        

        "Defeating Olivia Reinhart with power. I thought that would be the most wicked path for me. You know, everyone has fantasies."

        

        "You."

        

        "But I've realized it's impossible. Definitively. If I can't win even with surprise attacks and luck, then what I can do is already determined. Don't you agree?"

        

      

      
        "......"

        

        BOOM!

        

        The surroundings shook rapidly.

        

        Mana flickered from Alex's mouth, and Olivia quickly jumped backward.

        

        With a SWOOSH, it barely grazed Olivia, and Alex, covered in all sorts of wounds, collapsed to the ground while simultaneously disappearing as if being consumed by dimensional space.

        

        "Alex!"

        

        "I'll have to proceed with the plan."

        

        "What are you—!"

        

        "Hahah, hahahaha!! Expand! Expand!! Devour everything of mine and expand!!"

        

        BOOM!

        

        KABOOM!!

        

        The severed plane in the royal capital Lucedia was gradually expanding.

        

        It was slowly eroding the world, claiming the eroded areas as its domain, turning human territory into something no different from monster territory.

        

        "This is..."

        

        "The restructuring of the world. From now on, human territory will gradually change into monster territory."

        

        "That can't be possible...!"

        

        "Creating a world from scratch is impossible even for goddesses and death gods. But restructuring what already exists is entirely possible."

        

        CRACK, the world was rapidly being eroded.

        

        "...!"

        

        Olivia immediately swung her sword toward Alex.

        

        The slash flew through the air, cutting the ground.

        

        She could have easily caught him.

        

        She seemed to understand that killing Alex now would solve the problem.

        

        But with a CLANG!! someone blocked Olivia's attack.

        

        "Who are you!?"

        

        CLANG!!

        

        It wasn't just one.

        

        As soon as they blocked Olivia's attack, they attacked continuously, and one by one their numbers increased, surrounding Olivia.

        

        She recognized their faces and the clothes they were wearing, and frowned.

        

        "That emblem is the Reinhart family crest? Don't tell me these people are...!"

        

        The distinctive emblem of the Reinhart family was engraved on the bodies of these people.

        

        "The historical heroes, except for the first hero, Mihail Reinhart."

        

        "...There's a limit to how much you can defile the honor of the dead."

        

        "I'm not directly reviving the dead. They're a kind of puppet using their names and lingering resentment."

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        He spread both arms.

        

        And laughed while looking up at the sky.

        

        "The stars will shine, Olivia. Now, let's begin. ...From now on, it's a story where individuals like Olivia, Alex, and Lois don't matter."

        

        "......"

        

        "The Four Dragons will also be revived and attack human territory."

        

        "You, madman...!!"

        

        "And the erosion will accelerate! Hahahaha! Hahahaha!! You'll have to kill me quickly! You'll have to find me! You'll have to protect the people! Monsters will now burst forth in the royal capital! Hahahahaha!!"

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        "And I have."

        

        Alex placed his hand over his chest and said.

        

        "A curse connecting me to the citizens of this royal capital."

        

        "...!"

        

        "Don't worry, nothing is shared except death. It wouldn't be fun without some hope, right?"

        

        "Alex!"

        

        "Ahahaha!! I look forward to seeing what you'll do! Hero!! Come on, kill me!! Deal with me!! Will you sacrifice the few for the many? Or will you save everyone!! Show me!!"

        

        Alex's eyes showed an obsession bordering on madness.

        

        That burning gaze even contained the ecstasy of being able to hear the answer to a question he had pondered his entire life.

        

        "Show me the ending of a hero!! And the miserable fate given to villains like me!! If such things!! Truly exist!! Then come!! Bring about a proper ending!! Aha, ahahaha!! Ahahahaha!!"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.268[The Final God - 11]

      
        "This damn!! Alex!!"

        

        I couldn't help but shout.

        

        But I immediately realized that what I needed to do now wasn't to let my judgment be clouded by shouting and passion.

        

        I exhaled while dodging the attacks of the past heroes and thought.

        

        'Let's assess the situation.'

        

        Right now, Alex is under a curse of sharing with the people of the royal capital.

        

        It's similar to the curse with Gilbert, but this time it's a curse that only shares death. No matter how much I cut Alex, the citizens won't be harmed, but if I kill Alex, everyone in the royal capital will die.

        

        Next is the encroachment of the domain.

        

        Currently, the royal capital Lucedia is transforming into a monster domain. Though it's limited to the royal capital for now, it will continue to expand until it eventually consumes all of humanity's territory and turns it into monster domain.

        

        Monster domains have high mana concentration, making it easy for people who don't know how to handle mana to suffer from mana poisoning.

        

        While Belita's mana poisoning occurs because she generates excessive mana herself, poisoning from high mana concentration happens because too much mana enters the body through breathing.

        

        People somewhat accustomed to mana don't have problems because of the mana surrounding them, but most people who haven't reached that level inevitably suffer from poisoning.

        

        Moreover, monsters thrive better in monster domains.

        

        Considering that monsters disappear when they die despite having physical bodies, their bodies are likely composed of mana.

        

        In other words, monsters are stronger in monster domains.

        

        'And now there are dragon lords, right?'

        

        Dragons, though not as powerful as Ignil, are attacking various places in human territory.

        

        'I can't save them all, I'm sorry.'

        

        I'm here now, and I can't go around saving all the villages across the vast human territory.

        

        Wanting to save everyone and stubbornly insisting on saving everyone are two different things.

        

        Calming the fire threatening to burst from within me, I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        'To summarize, if I kill Alex now, the people of the royal capital will also die because of the curse.'

        

        Like before, if I can prevent the fulfillment of some condition that must exist somewhere, I can remove it.

        

        Until then, there's the very annoying rule that I can't kill Alex.

        

        Next is the dragon attacks.

        

        There's nothing I can do about that.

        

        I can only hope that the people there will hold out.

        

        There's no way to check on them from here, and even if there were, I couldn't leave the royal capital until this is over anyway.

        

        Eventually, when the domain expands and those attacked areas join the monster domain, I could go there, but that would take too long and doesn't seem like a good solution.

        

        Stopping the expansion of the monster domain would somehow be possible if I kill Alex.

        

        In conclusion, killing Alex is necessary.

        

        "Tch!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        "Indeed, predecessors. You're amazing, I can't help but admire you."

        

        Numerous heroes are holding swords.

        

        They just stare at me with cold eyes.

        

        The skills contained in those bodies with soulless faces created an indescribable sense of discomfort.

        

        They are indeed strong.

        

        As people who defeated the Demon King and brought peace, they strongly gave off the impression of comeback heroes, and while one or two might not be a problem, being overwhelmed by their numbers was quite troublesome even for me.

        

        The only fortunate thing was that they had no real teamwork, relying on individual strength and instinct to drive me, so there was no strategy.

        

        I could manage that somehow.

        

        If they had created tactics and strategies to prevent me from exerting my full power, it would have been quite troublesome in my current physical condition.

        

        'I don't have time to deal with them, but I can't ignore them either.'

        

        They weren't just ordinary small fry; they were heroes.

        

        I exhaled deeply.

        

        There's no time for this.

        

        I need to do something.

        

        Something close to compulsion seemed to whisper in my ear that I must save people.

        

        In the past, I might have nodded to that compulsion, willing to sacrifice everything to somehow do something.

        

      

      
        'It's okay.'

        

        Tearing away that near-obsessive thought, I corrected my posture.

        

        My job is to prevent the heroes here from killing others or interfering.

        

        Royce is here.

        

        My companions are here.

        

        They'll surely manage somehow.

        

        Just.

        

        Right now, doing my duty to the best of my ability is what's required of me.

        

        "The current hero, Olivia Reinhart, greets the past heroes! Your many stories and achievements maintain humanity today!"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Silence.

        

        Are they listening?

        

        From what Sylphy said, they don't seem completely mindless.

        

        Could it be that they have no free will?

        

        It was a malicious magic.

        

        "Well, there may be controversial heroes among you, but the fact that you all saved humanity remains unchanged. So, I will definitely prevent your achievements from being tarnished by this situation!"

        

        I won't let them kill people.

        

        "The only one who will bleed from your swords is me; I will ensure no one else gets hurt and no one else dies. So that you accomplish nothing as puppets of the enemy."

        

        My eyes flashed.

        

        I gripped my sword tightly.

        

        "For peace, die once more."

        

        "......"

        

        They say nothing.

        

        But faintly.

        

        Very slightly, they seemed to smile.

        

        And after that, they charged at me as if conversation was no longer necessary.

        

        All at once.

        

        I smiled at their attitude.

        

        "I guess being a hero means acting before talking."

        

        A characteristic of heroes, you could say.

        

        It's reassuring to know it's not just my flaw.

        

        ***

        

        "Hahah."

        

        Lying on the ground, bleeding.

        

        Alex laughed.

        

        He had experienced Olivia's strength firsthand.

        

        The accumulated pain indicated his impending death.

        

        He would die.

        

        Soon he could die.

        

        But he couldn't die yet.

        

        There was a way.

        

        In the current state, no matter how hard he tried, everything would end because of Olivia, and there would be a happy ending.

        

        The villain dies, the hero becomes everyone's hero, and they reach a happy ending—that would be a good ending too. But there was no reason for the villain to be considerate for a happy ending.

        

        Even becoming the 2nd Reaper, he couldn't defeat Olivia.

        

        Then he just needed to change his approach.

        

        "I'll use everything to the fullest."

        

        It should be quite possible.

        

        But if he succeeds.

        

      

      
        "Are you really going to do this?"

        

        "...Aiz."

        

        "I cannot recommend it."

        

        "I didn't know you were so loyal."

        

        "Well, I said I'd follow you, and if you win, at least that future seems quite interesting."

        

        "But at this rate, I'll lose. Do you know that how a person dies is often a crucial factor in determining how their life is evaluated?"

        

        Alex looked up at the sky while regenerating on the ground.

        

        "Even someone who has done nothing can become a hero if they save someone in their final moment."

        

        "......"

        

        "Even someone who has saved many things, if their end is insignificant and ugly, their evaluation falls, and they aren't properly recognized as a hero. It's no exaggeration to say that the ending evaluates everything."

        

        "Are you saying you'll die for that ending?"

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        It would be good to have an ending.

        

        If he could succeed and win, Alex wouldn't see that future, but it was obvious. Winning here meant that both Olivia and Royce would die.

        

        If that happened, there would be no one left to stop Alex's plans, and ultimately, Alex would die as the world's worst criminal and absolute evil.

        

        He would go to the afterlife as the person who initiated destruction.

        

        If there is a God.

        

        He would evaluate Alex who had gone that far.

        

        He was dying to know that evaluation.

        

        Even if there was no evaluation, he would get an answer.

        

        Or even if such things don't exist and death is simply the 'end' of everything, he would still get an answer.

        

        There was only victory, and he was just waiting for the end to come.

        

        "...God."

        

        Alex, who had moved to one of the many cathedrals in the royal capital, raised himself up, grabbed a cross, and looked up at the cross in the cathedral.

        

        "I will come soon. If you exist, please tell me so. If not, that's fine too."

        

        "......"

        

        "Give me an evaluation. What evaluation would you give me, who sacrifices so much to realize my self? Would you punish me?"

        

        If possible, he'd prefer that.

        

        If he could hear any answer, he would be satisfied if there was a proper judgment of good and evil.

        

        He wanted God to be angry at Alex's actions.

        

        He wanted God to cast Alex into hell.

        

        He wanted Him to criticize, condemn, and despise Alex's existence.

        

        He could be satisfied with any answer, but such an answer would be the most satisfying, and Alex would quietly fall into the flames of hell.

        

        After all, isn't that right?

        

        If Alex went to the same place as people like Olivia or Royce after death, or even to a better place.

        

        What could be more disgusting than that?

        

        "Now, let's begin. Aiz... Come to think of it, that Sylphy woman... no, male elf was targeting you. You can deal with him if you want."

        

        "You don't care about my life or death anyway, do you?"

        

        "Even if I win, I have no future anyway. Live freely in that liberated world. And someday, you too will come to where I am."

        

        "......"

        

        "And I hope you find the answer that makes your heart uneasy in this fight."

        

        Aiz was surprised by the unexpected maturity that made it hard to believe this was the same person as before.

        

        Just a moment ago, he had seemed like a fanatic or madman, but now he wore the face of an adult, exuding calmness and composure.

        

        Aiz smiled and turned around.

        

        "Really, what a troublesome person to have as a king. I'll be going now, though we might not meet again. It was quite enjoyable."

        

        "Yes, for me too. May God's blessing... no, that's not a blessing for you. Then what can I say?"

        

        Alex stared blankly at the cross and then said.

        

        "I wish you good luck."

        

        "...Well, thank you for that."
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        Arriving at the royal capital.

        

        The blackened royal capital had already become a domain of demons.

        

        Demons were popping up everywhere, and I could see soldiers fighting them.

        

        It had been a while since I'd visited the royal capital, but I still knew where the shelters were located.

        

        "Livia!"

        

        As soon as we arrived, I could see Livia fighting.

        

        She wasn't fighting against Alex or Aiz.

        

        The people she was fighting wore armor from various time periods, most bearing the crest of the Reinhart family.

        

        And since there were some familiar faces among them, I could easily tell who these people were.

        

        "Those people are like Lady Reina...!"

        

        "They're the heroes of past generations."

        

        "Oh my."

        

        "Livia, I'll help you now..."

        

        Livia must have noticed us because she clashed with an onrushing hero, deflecting them with her sword.

        

        Then she immediately shouted:

        

        "Royce! Alex and the people of the royal capital are connected by a curse of sharing! They only share death! This domain is expanding! And dragons are attacking human villages right now!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Concisely.

        Briefly.

        Livia was conveying the information I needed to know.

        

        "Felix and Belita are severely injured! What you need to do is...! Kill Alex!! Do what needs to be done!!"

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent for a moment, then relaxed my combat stance.

        

        "Understood. Let's go! Come this way!"

        

        "What? Lady Olivia... No, I guess she'll be fine on her own."

        

        "Hey! You need to protect me!"

        

        "Why did you come along then? You should have stayed alone in the King's Tower."

        

        "Hey! What if Alex comes to the King's Tower? What am I supposed to do? What could I possibly do? At least if I'm with you guys, I might have some chance of survival if I encounter him!"

        

        It was a rare expression on his face, but I understood the feeling.

        

        I thought Alex probably wouldn't be very interested in Noum, but he might want to meet him a little, and after meeting, there would be no reason to keep Noum alive.

        

        From the beginning, expecting to meet him and survive was foolish considering what was happening.

        

        In that sense, his decision to stay with us was quite wise and the right approach.

        

        When alone, meeting Alex would mean certain death, but with us, depending on his luck, he might survive.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "There are many demons!"

        

        "The magical concentration is intense. If what Livia said is true about the domain expanding, it's dangerous. We should handle this quickly. Depending on the situation, this state might not completely disappear even after we resolve the issue."

        

        It would be absolutely devastating if the royal capital maintained a magical concentration similar to a demon domain even after we somehow resolved the situation.

        

        For ordinary people, prolonged exposure to high magical concentration was like living in a poisonous environment, unlike those accustomed to combat.

        

        Then, like it or not, the royal capital would have to be abandoned.

        

        Otherwise, work would need to be done to lower the magical concentration.

        

        Either way, it would cost an absurd amount of money and time.

        

        'Anyway, let's prioritize resolving the situation. If it's similar to last time...'

        

        Last time, the curse spread from items placed in advance. We succeeded in breaking the curse by destroying those items, so there was a possibility that something similar was happening this time.

        

        Normally, we would have to track down each location, distinguish between real and fake, avoid traps, and find the source of the curse.

        

        But.

        

        We had Noum.

        

        "Noum! Please find the source of the curse, like you did in the dwarven country!"

        

        "Ah, alright..."

      

      
        

        Noum's eyes flashed briefly.

        

        "This way!"

        

        "Sylphy, protect Noum and Lilith as much as possible."

        

        "Understood."

        

        First, we needed to break the curse before we could kill Alex.

        

        And Alex was likely quite injured as well.

        

        The reason I thought this was because Livia was injured. Moreover, considering her injuries weren't light, the only person who came to mind who could inflict such wounds was Alex.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Thinking about it briefly, it was frightening to see her fighting against past heroes with those injuries.

        

        And what scared me most was how naturally I accepted it.

        

        I wondered where that inhuman vitality came from.

        

        Why was she human?

        

        No, I'm even questioning if she's a living being at all.

        

        She was the type who could fight with severed tendons, and when asked how, would simply answer, "It works, doesn't it?"

        

        If you thought she couldn't use an arm with a broken bone, she would fight with that very arm. And if asked how, she would again say, "It works, doesn't it?"

        

        The strategy for defeating Livia was surprisingly simple.

        

        Just completely annihilate her physical body.

        

        Then even she would die.

        

        In other words, I wondered if there was any other way to kill her.

        

        "If past heroes have been resurrected and are attacking Lady Olivia now, is it possible that other dead people have been resurrected too?"

        

        "They probably wouldn't concentrate all their forces here since they'd be attacking other areas too, but the strongest forces they've prepared might be..."

        

        I stopped mid-sentence.

        

        "Lord Royce?"

        

        -Royce!

        

        "I know! Everyone!! Get away from me!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        While everyone stood dumbfounded, Sylphy's eyes widened as she pulled Noum and Lilith away. Something lunged at me with a sound of space being torn.

        

        I created a sword of flame and blocked the attack of whatever was rushing toward me.

        

        Clang!!!

        

        A loud noise rang out as a scythe tried to attack me.

        

        I looked at the scythe that had barely missed my neck.

        

        "Who are you!?"

        

        "This presence, from somewhere...!"

        

        I didn't recognize the face.

        

        It was someone I'd never seen before.

        

        After all, what I had seen was the form inside "Alex Reynolds' body," and even if it had somewhat transformed Alex's body, the original was undoubtedly Alex.

        

        But I could tell.

        

        Was it through magical power?

        

        No, that's wrong.

        

        I could just instinctively tell.

        

        I could easily recognize who was attacking me now.

        

        Indeed.

        

        If they could summon without a corpse.

        

        It would be possible.

        

        -Pluto.

        

        Grandia called that name.

        

      

      
        Death God Pluto.

        

        Whether male or female was unclear from their appearance, but thinking about it, Grandia also said they had no gender. So that meant they were neutral... or perhaps genderless would be more appropriate?

        

        Their appearance somehow resembled Grandia.

        

        Whether they were born that way, or if they coincidentally maintained similar appearances, or if they had decided to look similar because of their relationship... I had no way of knowing.

        

        "Sylphy! Let's go!"

        

        There was only one thing to do.

        

        "...!"

        

        "I'll handle this one!"

        

        "Yes! Lady Lilith! Noum! Come quickly! We'll just be in the way if we stay here!!"

        

        "Okay!"

        

        "Good luck! I don't know what that is, but it looks super strong!"

        

        "It's a Death God."

        

        "Good luck!!"

        

        Lilith's expression instantly hardened as she ran quickly.

        

        Well.

        

        It was the reaction I expected.

        

        "..."

        

        Death God Pluto stood still, holding the scythe.

        

        "How tragic. For one bearing the name 'Death God' to be used after death."

        

        -Pluto...

        

        "That form resembles Grandia."

        

        -We're essentially twins. This is the form I maintained so that the humans I created would view me favorably. Pluto started imitating it.

        

        I see.

        

        So Grandia took that form first, and Pluto followed suit.

        

        As I thought during the Erkia incident, Pluto seemed to have various favorable aspects toward Grandia.

        

        That way of thinking might have been distorted, but perhaps Pluto recognized Grandia as an equal and followed them.

        

        Like a child who sits and cries when things don't go their way, did Pluto overreact upon learning that Grandia, whom they believed to be their ally, had a different way of thinking?

        

        From what was just said, even though they were twins, Grandia was probably closer to being the "older sister."

        

        Well, I'm not sure if "older sister" is the right expression since they're genderless.

        

        "To think they would resurrect even a Death God..."

        

        -Perhaps Alex uses power even better than Pluto. Those of us born with such power from birth certainly have things we wouldn't think to do.

        

        "Indeed."

        

        I corrected my stance, and simultaneously, Pluto lunged at me.

        

        Clang!

        

        The sound of collision rang loudly.

        

        Normally, it would have been impossible to withstand.

        

        As I activated the Goddess's core, Pluto's eyes momentarily wavered.

        

        "Gr, andia."

        

        -Pluto?

        

        'They're speaking?'

        

        According to the information I heard from Sylphy, they didn't speak at all, and only exchanged a few words at the very end. In other words, communication was basically impossible, and they had no will of their own.

        

        The same seemed true for the past heroes who were fighting Livia earlier.

        

        But faintly.

        

        I heard a speaking voice.

        

        "This might also be fate."

        

        Fighting a Death God while essentially becoming the second Goddess by incorporating the Goddess's core.

        

        It sounded quite plausible as a story.
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        A philosopher once said.

        

        The difference between humans and monsters is whether they understand the pain of loss or not.

        

        Monsters feel no pain of loss, no suffering from losing something.

        

        For them, killing and losing others were trivial acts. Killing and being killed was the meaning of their lives, their happiness—it was only natural if one considered it natural.

        

        Power is everything.

        

        If one dies by the hand of the powerful, it's inevitable, but separate from that, they still possessed free will as a species.

        

        In other words, no matter how strong someone might be, if they sing about something as boring as peace, monsters would tear them apart even at the cost of their own lives.

        

        They merely respect strength, and their own lives matter more.

        

        In that sense, they weren't completely different from humans, but in their thinking, the admiration for strength only emerged during battle.

        

        Fighting over strength.

        

        If someone tries to prevent fighting, they ignore strength and seek to destroy it.

        

        That's why coexistence with humans is impossible.

        

        All bloodshed and life-or-death battles were their hope, their everything, their reason for living—which made coexistence impossible no matter what.

        

        Moreover, they feel no pain from loss.

        

        It's only natural that the weak die, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that massacres were carried out precisely for that purpose.

        

        "......"

        

        The wind blew with a whoosh.

        

        From atop the tower, Aiz looked down at the royal city.

        

        "Fight!! Show them the true strength of our knights!!"

        

        "Don't let them reach the shelters!!"

        

        "Hold on! Just hold! Even one second longer! Ugh!!"

        

        Sitting on the tower, she watched their desperate struggle.

        

        Humans don't enjoy fighting like monsters do.

        

        Of course, some did, but fundamentally, rather than bloody massacres, they preferred chatting and laughing together, or enjoying leisure activities in peaceful places.

        

        Humans learned combat techniques not because they wanted to, but because they had no choice due to monsters.

        

        Even those who dreamed of becoming fighters might not have pursued such careers if monsters didn't exist.

        

        There are exceptions everywhere, so some would still aspire to combat professions, but that was fundamentally different from a monster's desires.

        

        They were fundamentally different at their core.

        

        Yet they were fighting.

        

        Clear terror showed on their faces, and something akin to duty or a sense of mission drove them. They were also likely thinking about family, friends, or acquaintances in the shelters.

        

        "Indeed, we can never coexist."

        

        Aiz murmured.

        

        It felt like past memories were resurfacing.

        

        She had thought coexistence might be possible.

        

        After all, they had gotten along quite well.

        

        Even living a long life would only mean about 80 more years.

        

        Since she was in her twenties, that is.

        

        She had thought it would be fine to play house according to the rhythm for those 80 years or so.

        

        It was closer to the interest one has in a toy or possession rather than the goodwill people typically have for each other, at most resembling the affection one might have for a small animal.

        

        "......"

        

        Therefore, it was merely like feeling that one should take care of a found puppy for life.

        

        That's how it should have been.

        

        Her fingertips trembled as a subtle emotion seemed to pierce Aiz from within. No matter how much time passed, that face wouldn't fade, that moment wouldn't disappear.

        

        The face of that man after she killed the baby.

        

        And the moment he took his own life.

        

        So much time had passed, yet it remained vivid.

        

        Aiz, who quickly forgot about completed experiments and especially easily forgot things related to people, had that moment as her only, immortal memory.

        

        She wanted to understand why he made that choice, but also didn't want to understand.

        

        As time passed, her guard lowered, and she gradually looked at him with the eyes of someone in love.

      

      
        

        His attitude improved, he didn't mind being called by name, and he smiled often.

        

        They often engaged in playful banter and spent much time together, which could certainly be described as the life of newlyweds as humans commonly say.

        

        He had come to value Aiz greatly, and being a wandering mercenary without strong affection for humanity, it wasn't unreasonable that he loved her.

        

        People said that loved ones are precious and prioritized.

        

        But why.

        

        Because it was the fruit of their love?

        

        Was she too hasty?

        

        "...What am I thinking again."

        

        It was just a failed experiment.

        

        But why does Aiz.

        

        Why doesn't she try that experiment again?

        

        Why does she keep recalling that repeatedly failed experiment, wondering if it could have succeeded if done differently?

        

        Is this regret?

        

        Is this what regret feels like?

        

        Aiz, who considered even failure and defeat as experimental data, had never felt such emotion before.

        

        If she failed, it was merely part of the process toward success, and if she was defeated, as long as she didn't die, it was just finding a puzzle piece toward victory.

        

        But.

        

        Why.

        

        Since then, whenever she tried to experiment on humans, she felt sick and couldn't proceed.

        

        Even thinking about synthesizing humans and monsters made her nauseous, leaving her unable to do anything.

        

        So she gave up thinking about it, focusing on other things, and couldn't tell how much time had passed living that way.

        

        Alex had said.

        

        He hoped she would find answers in this battle.

        

        Could she find answers?

        

        Especially when facing Sylphy instead of Olivian Royce?

        

        "Moving as expected."

        

        It seemed Royce was facing the First Reaper Pluto as anticipated.

        

        Summoning the First Reaper Pluto had taken considerable time and effort, making other aspects somewhat lacking, but if it could hold Royce back, that alone would be good.

        

        With luck, Pluto might even kill Royce.

        

        Of course, people other than Olivia and Royce would try to break the curse of sharing.

        

        'There was no need to tell them.'

        

        If she hadn't mentioned the curse of sharing from the beginning, and moreover, hadn't revealed the method to summon reapers without corpses, it would have been better.

        

        Nothing was as annoying as the desire for destruction that yearned for victory.

        

        Alex seemed to want to do anything to win, yet also seemed to desire the destruction of defeat.

        

        So trying to understand his actions from the perspective of someone who wants to win causes problems, and likewise, trying to understand from the perspective of someone who wants to lose also causes problems.

        

        He was truly a troublesome person.

        

        Whether human or monster, any being with intellect and reason was annoying, but Alex Reynolds was annoying enough to rank first among them.

        

        But that's why she liked him and chose to follow him.

        

        She thought she had finally found someone worthy of her loyalty, but he had no intention of living long. He was essentially terminal from the start.

        

        No.

        

        Perhaps that's precisely why she liked him.

        

        "Your fate runs deep, half-elf."

        

        Reina Forest's victory was unexpected.

        

        But she wasn't Aiz's enemy anyway.

        

        The problem was Lilith and Gnome behind her.

        

        Both were supporters rather than direct fighters.

        

        "Should I cut off the sprouts early?"

        

        Before things get unnecessarily complicated.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        Sylphy frowned as she ran.

        

        She drew her bow and fired immediately.

        

        Twang!!

        

        "Whoa! What was that!?"

        

        The head of a snake aiming precisely for Gnome's neck was shot off, and Sylphy frowned.

        

        "Come out, you bastard."

        

        "My, my, I was hoping to take at least one of you. Is it because we've fought too often? Are you starting to see through my actions? Can you even sense my presence now?"

        

        "It's disgusting. Your presence."

        

        "Your language has gotten quite foul, hasn't it?"

        

        With a rustle, Aiz slowly revealed herself from the wall.

        

        Once in Weargal.

        

        Once in Lumenhart.

        

        And now they met again in Lucedia.

        

        It seemed fate wanted a resolution between Sylphy and Aiz. Sylphy slowly walked forward, putting Gnome and Lilith behind her, and said:

        

        "Go ahead. I'll handle Aiz..."

        

        "Our Reaper has a loose tongue, you know? She knows everything. Those two behind you seem suitable for curse breaking. As a subordinate, I can't let them go, can I?"

        

        Aiz laughed, "Hahaha."

        

        "Well, I wasn't ordered to interfere, but I wasn't ordered not to interfere either."

        

        "Hup!"

        

        As Lilith gestured, arrows of light quickly flew toward Aiz, who dodged them easily.

        

        "Oh, you've learned attack techniques. Still inexperienced, though?"

        

        "Lady Lilith! Lord Gnome! Don't worry about me and focus on the curse...!"

        

        "This one won't let us go quietly!"

        

        "I can...!"

        

        "Sylphy! I hate to say this, but!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Lilith frowned and said:

        

        "You've been beaten by her twice!"

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy had encountered Aiz in Weargal and Lumenhart, but both times ended in complete defeat.

        

        Even with some growth, she wasn't at a level to defeat Aiz one-on-one.

        

        "Killing that thing and moving on—that's the fastest way! And!"

        

        Lilith frowned.

        

        "I have a feeling we shouldn't leave it behind."

        

        "......"

        

        At Lilith's words, Aiz momentarily frowned.

        

        'Good intuition.'

        

        Without any evidence or anything, she just knew by instinct.

        

        Even Olivia needed at least some hint to activate her intuition, but Lilith had none.

        

        Like saying it feels like it will snow tomorrow without any signs, and it actually snows.

        

        It happened occasionally.

        

        People with intuition close to innate abilities or magic.

        

        Aiz licked her lips and said:

        

        "I like it, trust... I want to destroy it and kill you right before their eyes."

        

        "Monster."

        

        "Ah, of course."

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "I am a monster."
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        Clang!

        

        Clang! Clang!!

        

        The continuous metallic sounds were the clashing of my sword against those of the heroes.

        

        I didn't know the faces of all the past heroes, but there were some I recognized, and that made something quite painful stir within me.

        

        They were all skilled fighters, not opponents I could deal with casually.

        

        Moreover, despite many of them having passed their prime and died long ago, it seemed they had been summoned at the peak of their strength.

        

        Even without coordination, the unique intuition possessed by those who had been heroes couldn't be ignored. Even without experience working together, they could still coordinate their attacks effectively.

        

        From the beginning, there had never been a hero like me who just smashed through everything alone without coordination or teamwork. Most relied on their party's strength, fighting together as if their companions' power was also the hero's power.

        

        Honestly, I thought it would be better to fight that way if possible, but from the middle of my journey onward, enemies who could cross swords with me were rare to begin with.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        'The Second Hero, said to have surpassed even Mihail Reinhart, the First Hero, in terms of raw strength.'

        

        The Mighty Hero.

        

        True to that title, his attack that cleaved through the ground was ferocious.

        

        With a slash, a wound opened and blood flowed.

        

        'Ah, dangerous.'

        

        I wanted to end this quickly, but it didn't seem like things would go so smoothly.

        

        I could have swept the entire area with my power, but that would likely cause problems. Besides, using area attacks to wipe out heroes in one go wasn't particularly wise.

        

        Large techniques literally involved large movements, which could create openings for counterattacks.

        

        Therefore, unless there was a significant difference in skill or a dramatic one-on-one situation, it was better to avoid using area attacks.

        

        Especially in close combat like this, swinging a sword widely was like announcing "please stab me" to the heroes.

        

        Of course, people without skill wouldn't be able to exploit such openings, but if they couldn't, they wouldn't have become heroes in the first place.

        

        They were all once mighty warriors who wielded sacred swords as humanity's hope, entering monster territory to defeat demon lords.

        

        Deliberately showing openings to such powerful fighters would be suicidal by any measure.

        

        'And the wound I received from Alex isn't something to take lightly either.'

        

        If left untreated, it might even kill me.

        

        Should I have asked Lilith to heal me when I had the chance?

        

        No, there wasn't even time for that.

        

        Anyway, in this situation, the very idea of "ending this quickly in a short time" might have been arrogant. I had no choice but to step back and correct my stance.

        

        I wanted to finish this as quickly as possible, but there were many opponents, and they weren't just third-rate swordsmen or monsters—they were heroes.

        

        Even if it took some time, I had to defeat them decisively.

        

        If I died here, it would be a tragedy.

        

        Countless people would die, and Royce and my loved ones would grieve.

        

        That was something I had to avoid at all costs.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        I narrowly avoided an attack.

        

        "......"

        

        My eyes recognized.

        

        I watched the heroes' movements and dodged.

        

        I continued to dodge and block repeatedly.

        

        Yet my eyes never left them.

        

        One.

        

        Two.

        

        One.

        

        One.

        

        One, two, three.

        

        Clang!!

        

        Crack!!

        

        'Indeed, with so many opponents who are quite strong, this isn't easy. But...'

      

      
        

        I smiled.

        

        It seemed possible.

        

        Gripping the sacred sword tightly, I moved with small jumps, ready to change direction at any moment.

        

        I had a rough sense of what to do.

        

        Now it was just a matter of my body adapting.

        

        "Hmm, this is truly a gamble."

        

        Whether my body would die from wounds or the heroes would kill me first.

        

        Or whether my body would adapt to the heroes' attacks first.

        

        It was no exaggeration to say that my life or death would be determined by which came first.

        

        "Let's see."

        

        I could sense powerful magical energy from various directions.

        

        I could only hope that Royce and Sylphy were doing well.

        

        If Lilith and Noum were here, they might be able to cast curses.

        

        "Alex, you bastard."

        

        That was all I could say right now.

        

        ***

        

        CRASH!!

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Hey, Lilith."

        

        "What?"

        

        "How are we supposed to support that?"

        

        CRASH! CRASH!

        

        It was questionable whether this was even a human battle.

        

        Aiz, half-flying through the air, and Sylphy fighting against her—it was truly a battle beyond human capabilities.

        

        Sylphy's movements had clearly improved since the Lumenhart incident. Despite not much time having passed, the improvement was noticeable.

        

        'It happens sometimes,' Aiz thought, cutting through the air and smiling.

        

        Really, sometimes.

        

        It happens.

        

        There are beings whose magical power increases abnormally after life-or-death battles, and whose combat skills improve dramatically.

        

        Olivia was like that too.

        

        There were beings who seemed to grow stronger in proportion to the blood they shed after recovering from battles that brought them to the brink of death.

        

        Like Olivia, Sylphy seemed to be one of those types.

        

        Moreover, after fighting Aiz at Lumenhart, she had fought Reina Forest back-to-back and, even with help, had defeated Reina.

        

        Titania had lost her power, and Sylphy, having defeated Reina, could now be considered the strongest among the elves.

        

        From the moment she defeated Reina, she had become a powerful figure unmatched among elves except for Titania, and now that Titania had stepped down and Sylphy had taken her place, it was only natural.

        

        'The longer the battle continues, the stronger Sylphy becomes.'

        

        This half-elf was a typical berserker.

        

        If you inflict wounds that aren't fatal enough to kill her, her magical power increases strangely from that moment, making her even harder to defeat, to the point where Sylphy's limits become difficult to see.

        

        'If you want to kill her, you have to do it in one blow.'

        

        Minor wounds or non-fatal critical hits trigger Sylphy's awakening effect.

        

        'She'll be able to summon the Crown of Magic right away.'

        

        Aiz wondered if Sylphy knew just how difficult it was to summon that Crown of Magic that she conjured so effortlessly.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "Your movements have definitely improved since last time. Was fighting Reina Forest a good experience?"

        

        "Shut up. Don't... don't mention that person's name."

        

        "I don't understand why you're so angry. She wasn't even someone with deep ties to you. If anything, she betrayed Olivia Reinhart, who had deeper connections with you."

        

        "......"

        

      

      
        "If crimes could be forgiven with the excuse of 'having no choice,' why would we have trials? Don't you agree?"

        

        "A person being punished for their crimes..."

        

        Sylphy glared at Aiz.

        

        "...and being insulted are two different things. In the past, they say people who committed serious crimes were beheaded in the town center as an example. Public execution, they called it."

        

        "Yes, and?"

        

        "Most people would say those who died that way deserved it. But if someone kicked the severed head, people would get angry and ask what they were doing."

        

        "...That actually happened."

        

        "I've seen it."

        

        "Ah, that's right. You're quite old, aren't you?"

        

        "......"

        

        There was a story about someone who kicked the head of a publicly executed criminal, and many people condemned that person, who ended up being legally punished for the act.

        

        "If you commit a crime, you should be punished—that's common sense for humanity. But that doesn't mean you can do whatever you want to someone who has committed a crime."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "And Reina's punishment should be delivered by humanity, not by a damned monster who interferes and even insults her death...!!"

        

        Twang! Twang!!

        

        Emotional arrows.

        

        The flying arrows showed a slight tremor.

        

        As expected, she responded emotionally.

        

        'Combat experience really can't be ignored.'

        

        If it were Olivia or Royce, they would have accepted the provocation for what it was while maintaining their composure, but Sylphy, despite her age, didn't have abundant combat experience. She wasn't accustomed to provocations that occur during battle.

        

        She didn't know how to control the exhilaration that comes with life-or-death battles or how to maintain her composure.

        

        She still seemed somewhat premature to face Aiz.

        

        Three years.

        

        No, perhaps if they had met just one year later, Aiz might have lost.

        

        That's how much talent and power she possessed.

        

        It was surprising that such power hadn't been fully awakened until now.

        

        Twang! Twang! Twang!!

        

        'Her speed is increasing too.'

        

        But.

        

        She still relies too much on her eyes.

        

        With a swift movement, Aiz slipped through a blind spot and quickly moved inside to target the back of Sylphy's neck.

        

        If she could break that neck, even Sylphy wouldn't be able to move properly. The neck was a weakness for all humans.

        

        With luck, she could completely tear off the neck and kill her instantly.

        

        At that moment.

        

        Clang!!

        

        "Huh?!"

        

        Aiz's snake-like attack aimed at Sylphy's neck was deflected.

        

        "......"

        

        It was a barrier.

        

        Turning her head, Aiz saw Lilith and Noum.

        

        For a moment, she thought those two had done something, but it didn't seem to be them.

        

        Thinking about it, it was hard to believe that those two, who had little combat experience and weren't particularly strong fighters, could block an attack that even Sylphy hadn't noticed.

        

        Then.

        

        There was only one answer.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        "You could still move? As expected, the spirit core is remarkable."

        

        "Lady Belita."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.272[The Final God - 15]

      
        "Belita Bright."

        

        "Huh, huh..."

        

        Spirit cores are inherently incompatible with human bodies.

        

        There's a saying that they're more compatible than with monsters, but that's merely relative, and the technology remains fundamentally unstable.

        

        Lois, Alex, and Belita were truly exceptional cases. In reality, there were far more deaths than successful integrations, and even among those who somehow managed to incorporate a core, many suffered physical or mental deterioration.

        

        Unlike Alex and Belita, whose cores were inserted with gradually improved stability, Lois's early experiments were truly "primitive" in nature, with cores inserted hastily without much preparation.

        

        Lois's survival was nothing short of miraculous, though it's fair to say she likely possessed some innate aptitude as a spirit mage from the beginning.

        

        Despite their dangers, cores were valuable enough to risk using. Belita's core perfectly demonstrated this value by enabling her to produce firepower that would otherwise be impossible.

        

        Without her core, Belita might still be called a somewhat talented genius, but she could never have reached her current level of mastery.

        

        "I thought Alex had completely destroyed you, but look at you, still healthy? Those beloved by spirit cores really are different, aren't they?"

        

        Aiz smiled.

        

        "But you're already half-dead, aren't you? One more walking corpse doesn't make much difference. Unfortunately, you can't defeat me. There's an insurmountable gap in experience between us."

        

        Even though Aiz had avoided fights when possible, she was still a monster at heart.

        

        She had fought countless battles, honed her techniques, and improved her proficiency with each encounter.

        

        That was how Aiz had reached her current state.

        

        "Even if there isn't much difference between my clone and my current self, there is still some gap. If you couldn't even defeat my clone and were struggling against Sylphie, how could you possibly defeat me?"

        

        "Skill isn't the only way to win."

        

        "Oh?"

        

        Sylphie's eyes gleamed.

        

        "I just need one moment—just one single moment where my peak surpasses yours."

        

        "...Well, I suppose I can't say it's completely impossible."

        

        There were rare occasions when a person's momentary combat power and fighting spirit combined to produce extraordinary strength.

        

        While someone who had just picked up a sword would almost never defeat a skilled swordsman, this kind of awakening could occasionally lead to victory.

        

        An iron will.

        

        A body awakened by wounds and the tension of approaching death.

        

        And an absolute refusal to lose.

        

        When these elements combined to create a momentary spike in combat power, they could create an opportunity to inflict a fatal wound on an otherwise unbeatable opponent.

        

        If someone else had said this, Aiz might have laughed at how unrealistic it sounded, but coming from Sylphie, it was entirely plausible, which was unsettling.

        

        There was a real possibility that Sylphie's combat power could explosively surge and surpass Aiz's for a moment.

        

        That was the kind of elf Sylphie had proven herself to be.

        

        Therefore, Aiz didn't dismiss Sylphie's words as foolish but took them seriously.

        

        "Well, alright. Let's see what you can do."

        

        All Aiz needed to do was kill Sylphie instantly.

        

        Liris and Noum had nothing that could be called offensive power.

        

        Even if they did, it wouldn't be enough to reach Aiz.

        

        Belita might have been threatening if she were in normal physical condition, but she was already half-dead, barely surviving with her core—not worth worrying about.

        

        Even if she had been in normal condition, Belita's offensive capabilities were quite low without Longinus.

        

        And that Longinus had already been broken once by Alex.

        

        Belita was certainly not in proper physical condition now.

        

        In other words:

        

        The only one Aiz needed to be cautious of was Sylphie.

        

        'If I can kill her instantly, this fight is undoubtedly mine. But if I can't, I might actually lose.'

        

        Only a fatal wound to Aiz would create any possibility of defeat.

      

      
        

        She needed to tear apart that entire body at once...

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Good."

        

        "Sylphie? What are you trying to do?"

        

        Sylphie suddenly created a bow in midair.

        

        It was an unusually large arrow.

        

        "Trying to win with size? Sure, it's big enough to engulf a human body and then some, but the stability is poor, and the gaps in magical power are too visible. If anything, it's weaker than before."

        

        As it was, penetration seemed unlikely; it would probably just tear the skin.

        

        With luck, it might reach the organs, but even that wouldn't be enough to kill Aiz.

        

        It was literally like trying to break a rock with an egg.

        

        "You're right. I can't kill you with this. But I can wound you."

        

        "What? Are you trying to kill me with minor bleeding now? That won't work. I hate to say it, but you'll need one powerful strike to kill me."

        

        Aiz's body preservation was excellent.

        

        In other words, as long as it was within her regenerative capabilities, she could heal from almost anything.

        

        However, if she received an attack too powerful for her to regenerate from, her body preservation magic would fail, and her regenerative abilities would plummet.

        

        That was how Lois had defeated her.

        

        Lois had likely figured this out in an instant.

        

        She was a woman Aiz never wanted to fight again.

        

        With her vast knowledge and extraordinary intellect, she could uncover all of one's weaknesses and develop strategies to exploit them.

        

        If you couldn't win in the first encounter, you'd likely be completely overwhelmed in the second.

        

        Honestly, from Aiz's perspective, Lois was far more frightening and unpleasant to face than Olivia or Alex, who simply overpowered her with strength. With Lois, she always felt like she was being toyed with, no matter what she did.

        

        "I've only just come to understand myself. It seems the elf named Sylphie was surprisingly well-suited for combat. Olivia told me to surrender to passion while maintaining reason."

        

        "Yes, but that's not something you can master in a day or two. It's a state you reach after a long time of unifying your mind and honing your skills. That's also why you lost in Lumenhart."

        

        In Lumenhart, Sylphie's momentary combat power might have exceeded that of Aiz's clone, but facing an elf who charged like a beast without maintaining reason wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        In fact, a rational Sylphie, even with a lower peak, would be more troublesome to deal with.

        

        "I'll hone those skills here."

        

        "What?"

        

        "I'm weak compared to Lois or Olivia, and I don't have special abilities like Liris or Noum. In other words, I'm not an irreplaceable asset."

        

        "..."

        

        "That's why I have to work harder. Even if I must walk a path others say I shouldn't, I must defeat you."

        

        "I don't understand. Why go to such lengths?"

        

        "Because you desecrated what I love."

        

        "..."

        

        Aiz momentarily lost her smile.

        

        Those words—she had heard them before.

        

        Something twisted and thrashed inside Aiz like a seizure.

        

        -Why? What's wrong? What did I do to you? We can have another child. I'm on your side. You said you were happy with me, didn't you?

        

        -Yes.

        

        -Then why? Why are you doing this? What's the problem?

        

        -Because you desecrated what I love.

        

        -What?

        

        That was their final conversation.

        

      

      
        After that, the man died.

        

        He cut his own throat before she could revive him.

        

        As memories she had buried deep in her subconscious resurfaced, Aiz gritted her teeth, feeling disgust wash over her entire body.

        

        'Ah, that's right. Now that I think about it, they're similar.'

        

        That seemingly fragile yet surprisingly resolute determination.

        

        Aiz had been treating Sylphie as just an amusing toy, but something about her had been bothering Aiz all along.

        

        She hadn't understood why until now.

        

        While they didn't look particularly alike, there were many personality traits that Sylphie shared with Aiz's former husband.

        

        Those clear eyes—not empty but transparent, reflecting those who gazed into them—seemed to pierce Aiz's mind, instantly amplifying her discomfort.

        

        "I will defeat you, Aiz. No... I will kill you, Aiz."

        

        "Fine, your determination is admirable, but how will you do it? With that arrow, you can't..."

        

        With a whoosh, the arrow changed direction and aimed at Sylphie herself, directly below.

        

        "What?"

        

        "Wait! Sylphie! What are you doing!?"

        

        "Haa..."

        

        "Are you out of your mind?"

        

        Unwavering eyes.

        

        That face, filled with absolute resolve, made Aiz's head ache even more.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        "Sylphie, stop!"

        

        The large arrows fell and struck Sylphie's body.

        

        "..."

        

        A loud noise echoed as dust billowed up.

        

        "Crazy fool."

        

        Aiz meant it.

        

        In all her years of fighting, she had rarely encountered someone like this.

        

        Occasionally, there were people who discovered their berserker potential and tried to reach that state through self-harm, but doing so in actual combat, and for something so uncertain, was extremely rare.

        

        'People who do such things are either incredibly stupid, or...'

        

        Boom!!

        

        Magical power surged explosively.

        

        A crown formed above Sylphie's head as blood poured from her body.

        

        "A warrior with this level of berserker potential is rare indeed."

        

        She wasn't just someone who happened to be good at fighting.

        

        Sylphie couldn't achieve a state of perfect clarity; she was a fighter who lived and died by her emotions.

        

        It was uncommon to find someone so fundamentally unsuited to fighting with reason.

        

        "You really are completely insane, aren't you?"

        

        Aiz said, dumbfounded.

        

        "Because I can't defeat you any other way!!"

        

        "..."

        

        Aiz took one step back.

        

        'This one, really.'

        

        She's not in her right mind.

        

        Aiz truly believed that.
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        KWAGAGAGANG!!

        

        'She's crazy, absolutely out of her mind.'

        

        Aiz frowned as she watched her arm fly off.

        

        "To think he was this kind of madman."

        

        Aiz had underestimated Sylphy.

        

        She thought Sylphy had a warrior's heart that didn't match her face, and possessed talent befitting a warrior.

        

        But it wasn't just that she had these qualities despite her appearance.

        

        In some ways, Sylphy possessed even more warrior talent than Royce or Alex.

        

        No matter what, a person must maintain their rationality.

        

        Only by maintaining rationality can one organize their thoughts and grow stronger.

        

        Unlike in the past, the reason monsters continue to be pushed back by humanity is not just about numbers, but because humans continue to refine their techniques, think rationally, and understand monster characteristics, while monsters just fight.

        

        They don't think, don't analyze, don't research—they just fight.

        

        They might be interested in increasing their own power, but they have no interest in studying the power of others. If they do take interest, it's only when they want to make that power their own.

        

        That's why humanity advances while monsters retreat.

        

        Monsters only move forward with their innate abilities, surviving only because they are clearly stronger than humans as living beings. Aiz believed that someday monsters would become completely extinct.

        

        They have no rationality.

        

        They fight on instinct alone.

        

        "Interesting. Do you realize? Your fighting style is closer to that of monsters than humans!"

        

        "Strength isn't what matters."

        

        TWANG!!

        

        She dodged the incoming arrow, but their numbers were increasing, and their accuracy was improving.

        

        'Sylphy doesn't need to confront me head-on.'

        

        Even with sharpened senses, relying solely on something close to a berserker's instinct makes one fatally vulnerable to deception. Using that weakness, Aiz could easily defeat Sylphy.

        

        "Go, my snakes!"

        

        At Aiz's command, numerous white snakes leaped toward Sylphy, blocking her vision. The countless arrows floating in the air quickly flew through, piercing the snakes' heads as they passed.

        

        Just as expected.

        

        If Sylphy remained still, not only she but others nearby could be in danger, so naturally she would try to deal with them.

        

        That opening would be enough to take her down.

        

        A snake emerging from the ground targeted Sylphy again, and she dodged the first attack.

        

        Having nearly been caught once before, she was rightfully cautious, but that intuition inevitably becomes dulled against consecutive attacks.

        

        Intuition is like the sense of smell—some people have high momentary reactions, but when intuition responds repeatedly, it becomes accustomed to the dramatic situation.

        

        Just as even the most unpleasant smell becomes familiar after some time, intuition also adapts.

        

        Silently, a snake's head moved through the air, attempting to devour Sylphy's head.

        

        Then.

        

        TANG!!

        

        Another barrier appeared, causing the snake to miss its chance to bite off Sylphy's head.

        

        "Tch!"

        

        "......"

        

        "Belita Bright."

        

        "Now, Lady Sylphy!"

        

        "Kugh!"

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        Trees began sprouting in what could be considered the center of the royal capital, transforming the surroundings into a dense forest.

        

        The crown Sylphy wore became more intense, taking on a definite form.

        

        TWANG!!

        

        With a loud sound, an arrow completely pierced through Aiz's tail, followed by numerous vibrating arrows flying toward her.

        

        Sylphy's arrows were compressed with vibrating magical power and had a spinning property, making them particularly effective against those with regenerative abilities.

        

        This was because the magical power remained in Aiz's body after penetration, hindering regeneration.

      

      
        

        Removing it wasn't difficult, but regenerating while being hindered consumed an absurd amount of magical power.

        

        KUWUNG! KUWUNG! KUWUNG!!

        

        'These are more like bombs than arrows now. Just like Reina Forest.'

        

        Just like with Reina Forest, wind began to blow as the arrows fell.

        

        'No, this really is like Reina Forest's Storm Arrows? Is she actually imitating Reina Forest's arrows right now?'

        

        Reina Forest's Storm Arrows weren't a technique one could imitate just because they wanted to. If it were that easy to copy, Reina wouldn't be called the next Titania.

        

        As Aiz retreated, Sylphy's figure suddenly disappeared.

        

        "Over here!!"

        

        BWAK!!

        

        'Using the bow like a club...!'

        

        With a cracking sound, Aiz spat blood and stepped back as countless arrows flew in, trying to turn her into a porcupine.

        

        Slithering like a snake to avoid the arrows, Aiz lunged at Sylphy.

        

        'Ranged combat is dangerous.'

        

        As she tried to swing her fist at Sylphy, another barrier formed, momentarily blocking Aiz's movement.

        

        "How annoying!"

        

        As Aiz moved her foot, white snakes emerged, leaping not only at Belita but also at Lilith and Gnome.

        

        'This should do it!'

        

        Without Belita's support, Sylphy couldn't win against Aiz one-on-one.

        

        TURUP!!

        

        "Oh no!!"

        

        Sylphy leaped forward and grabbed Aiz's head.

        

        'At this distance, surely not...!'

        

        High elves could create arrows using magical power.

        

        This was also true for Sylphy, a half-elf with high elf blood. In fact, judging by her divine skill, she seemed even better at it than most high elves.

        

        Aiz's eyes widened at the magical power forming at zero range.

        

        "HAAAA!!"

        

        KWAJIK!!

        

        An arrow formed in Sylphy's hand was fired, piercing Aiz's head and sending her flying backward.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        Sylphy grimaced, clutching her arm.

        

        Though not broken, there were clear signs of burning from the magical explosion, and if one looked closely, nerves and bones seemed visible inside.

        

        Sylphy, breathing heavily, stared at the fallen Aiz.

        

        Even someone like Aiz would die if her head was pierced.

        

        Moreover, Sylphy's magical power would prevent proper regeneration.

        

        But to be safe, she needed to make sure Aiz was dead.

        

        Sylphy quickly pulled back the bowstring of the Meteor Bow, and the numerous arrows around her also targeted Aiz.

        

        "Die, you snake."

        

        Just as she was about to shoot.

        

        With a hissing sound, a purple smoke-like substance began flowing from Aiz's body.

        

        "This is... No way! ...Tch!!"

        

        Sylphy clicked her tongue and quickly fired an arrow, which tore through Aiz's headless body as it passed.

        

        But.

        

        Aiz rose from her pierced state.

        

        With holes all over her body and her head blown off, it was like watching a corpse move, sending chills down one's spine.

        

        As Sylphy gasped for breath, Aiz's rapidly regenerating body seemed to have gained an immortal form.

        

        "Hmm, I didn't really plan to use this."

        

        "......"

        

      

      
        "How should I put it? I just didn't want to lose to you."

        

        Aiz was speaking in a tone very unlike herself.

        

        Her tone.

        

        Her expression.

        

        Her face.

        

        Her personality.

        

        Everything about Sylphy irritated Aiz's nerves.

        

        Once she noticed the resemblance, everything about Sylphy overlapped with her past husband, and Aiz's displeasure was rapidly increasing.

        

        In that indescribable sensation, Aiz regenerated.

        

        "The power of Death..."

        

        "Why? Of course I received it too. Even Gilbert Reinhart received it and became stronger, so why wouldn't I? Especially since I'm a monster and almost the only executive-level subordinate, it's not strange that I'd be taken care of."

        

        "......"

        

        "That was quite dangerous just now. If I hadn't obtained the power of Death, I would have died from that surprise attack. Congratulations, Sylphy. You're now stronger than the Demon Lord."

        

        "......"

        

        "Or should I say, according to your logic, your combat power momentarily exceeded the Demon Lord's? Either expression works."

        

        "You bastard..."

        

        "That's my line!!"

        

        TUWUNG!!

        

        Aiz leaped forward and struck Sylphy with her fist.

        

        Barely blocking it with her bow, close combat began. Whenever Sylphy tried to retreat, Aiz would lunge forward.

        

        "Don't try to get away like that. We have quite a deep connection, don't we? Let's get closer—physically, I mean."

        

        "Damn it...!"

        

        ***

        

        Belita analyzed the situation.

        

        Aiz had become even stronger with the power of Death, making an already unfavorable situation worse. Even the attack that just landed was practically a miracle, and no matter how strong Sylphy was now, she couldn't defeat Aiz.

        

        Belita wasn't in good condition either.

        

        This wasn't due to injuries but because the core was causing her magical poisoning to recur.

        

        With her limbs feeling paralyzed, Belita defeated the white snakes, restrained them, and rushed to where Lilith and Gnome were.

        

        There was no choice.

        

        At this rate, Sylphy would die, and everyone else would be massacred.

        

        Olivia and Royce were also in battle, and if a strong monster like Aiz joined in, the outcome was unpredictable.

        

        Capturing Aiz here would be significant.

        

        "Lady Lilith!"

        

        "Belita!?"

        

        "From now on, *cough*!"

        

        Belita coughed up blood.

        

        There were things she couldn't do.

        

        No matter how much she pretended to be a saint, Belita wasn't a real one and couldn't perform certain tasks. This was something only Lilith could do.

        

        "At this rate, Lady Sylphy will die!"

        

        "What!?"

        

        "But there's a way! Lady Lilith must do it!"

        

        "W-what is it?"

        

        Belita staggered as she spoke.

        

        "Bestow a blessing on Lady Sylphy. If Sylphy dies, there's no one, *cough*... no one who can stop Aiz now!"

        

        Aiz was originally a Demon Lord-class monster who simply didn't hold the title.

        

        And now, having received the power of Death, if they couldn't kill Aiz here and let her rampage...

        

        Irreversible consequences would follow.

        

        "H-here, we must kill Aiz. We must."
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        I know it all too well.

        

        All too well.

        

        Sylphy had no means to defeat Aiz.

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Even her miraculous attacks lost their meaning, and Sylphy could only continue fighting while bleeding.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Are you getting stronger, you monster?"

        

        "I don't want to hear that from the real monster."

        

        Aiz wasn't the type with overwhelming firepower.

        

        She didn't possess the kind of striking power that momentarily dominated everything like Olivia did.

        

        All those skills that seemed to build up slowly spoke to the number of battles Aiz had fought until now.

        

        The snakes moved like they were dancing, leaping precisely toward Sylphy, and their numbers increased exponentially, making it impossible to eliminate them all with arrows.

        

        Sylphy stepped back, trying desperately to draw her bowstring, but Aiz only closed the distance further.

        

        It seemed she had no intention of keeping her distance from Sylphy.

        

        "Do you know? They say that Reina Forest barely suffered any decrease in combat ability even when enemies got close. For the Storm Elf, close combat wasn't much of a weakness."

        

        "......"

        

        In reality, the greatest weakness of elves was their vulnerability in close combat, and once they reached a certain level, many chose to train in close combat rather than archery.

        

        Usually, they chose one of two methods.

        

        First, subduing opponents in close combat when they approached.

        

        This meant using martial arts or wielding the bow as a blunt weapon to launch surprise attacks, then creating distance again.

        

        It was a surprisingly effective method since most people didn't expect elves to specialize in close combat, but it became quite risky at higher skill levels when opponents no longer underestimated elves' close combat abilities.

        

        Moreover, once close combat was initiated, tension and impatience could simplify one's thinking, putting them at a disadvantage.

        

        Second, preventing opponents from approaching at all.

        

        This meant mastering archery to such a degree that opponents couldn't even approach, maintaining distance while firing arrows—the ultimate archer who never needs to engage in close combat, theoretically the highest form of archery.

        

        Reina Forest...

        

        She used both methods.

        

        First, she prevented opponents from approaching, and even if they did, she could fight them.

        

        Short-range shooting was Reina Forest's specialty, and if needed, she would swing her bow like a blunt weapon. If she lost her bow, she'd fight with her limbs; if she lost her limbs, she'd headbutt or simply bite her opponents.

        

        She fought like a beast.

        

        There was a famous story about Reina, during her time with the Hero's Party, defeating monsters by striking with her broken arms and tearing at them with her teeth.

        

        It seemed to have left quite an impression in Alex's mind as well.

        

        -At that moment, I thought I should never release the Geas. The moment I did, I'd be dead.

        

        Though he said it with a smile, there was sincerity deep in Alex's words.

        

        "In contrast, you're still immature."

        

        SMACK!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        "Your flexible thinking is excellent, but that's as far as it goes."

        

        Aiz spoke in a tone that seemed deliberately mocking.

        

        She didn't like it.

        

        She didn't like those eyes.

        

        The desire to crush them completely dominated Aiz's mind. She wished those eyes wouldn't look at her that way.

        

        She wished they wouldn't stand before her with that expression.

        

        Because that gentle determination was all too familiar.

        

        Aiz had gritted her teeth and attacked Sylphy.

        

        She repeatedly used snakes to bite, punched, kicked, and sent her flying with her tail.

        

        "You're quite tough."

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Sylphy's bow collided with Aiz's arm.

        

        Crack...

      

      
        

        A sound came from Aiz's arm.

        

        "Huh..."

        

        'This one.'

        

        Aiz looked at Sylphy, who was taking a deep breath.

        

        Covered in blood, Sylphy's eyes were now so unfocused that it was impossible to tell where she was looking. Some might judge her to have already lost consciousness, yet she still maintained her stance, determined to fight.

        

        That could simply be attributed to tenacity, but the real issue lay elsewhere.

        

        Even as she endured through sheer willpower, her magical precision was gradually increasing. A berserk warrior without training couldn't eliminate the ripples in their mind.

        

        Naturally, these ripples would significantly reduce magical precision, creating vulnerabilities that could be easily exploited.

        

        In terms of raw power, the berserk state could be considered the ultimate attribute, but the reason it was difficult to master was because these vulnerabilities made death likely.

        

        But now.

        

        'Little by little, the precision is increasing. As she bleeds, gets wounded, and approaches death, her precision is actually improving.'

        

        Perhaps she should have recognized it from the moment Sylphy harmed herself to enter an awakened state.

        

        Just how mad this half-elf truly was.

        

        "Good, that's right. In this world, you can't become strong without being a little crazy. You could say you have the privilege of the strong, Sylphy."

        

        "Ah, ugh..."

        

        Sylphy had already half lost her senses.

        

        Yet her movements were actually improving.

        

        BOOM!!!

        

        'What kind of body is that? Her strength has increased too. I've seen magical power awakening in the face of death before, but that's usually like a flash of light in a desperate moment.'

        

        But Sylphy's power was increasing sequentially, and while not entirely safe, it wasn't the precarious flash of light between life and death that people often spoke of.

        

        She was definitely shining with light, but there was something different about it—she wasn't simply burning herself up.

        

        An interesting subject.

        

        Aiz felt the urge to research it.

        

        Something this unusual would naturally attract the interest of any researcher.

        

        But for some reason, an unpleasant feeling rose simultaneously, and the desire to kill overwhelmed the desire to research.

        

        This was a first.

        

        Usually, when she wanted to research something, she didn't harbor any particular killing intent unless she had no choice but to kill it.

        

        It was like killing an ant without any malice.

        

        But now, Aiz definitely harbored killing intent, and the fact that it took precedence over her desire for research was a sensation she rarely experienced.

        

        'Am I really attaching meaning to your death? Husband.'

        

        Something she couldn't understand herself was stirring inside her.

        

        Alex had said he hoped she would find answers in this fight.

        

        Was there an answer she was seeking?

        

        Was there an answer at the end of these emotions?

        

        CLASH! CLASH!!

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        "When you reach the extreme of battle."

        

        'Hm? Has she regained some of her senses?'

        

        She wasn't fighting with completely white eyes like before. It seemed she had recovered some of her senses during the battle.

        

        Even so, she must still feel dazed from her injuries.

        

        It was amazing that she could even stand in that condition.

        

        The assessment that she was slightly weaker than Olivia Reinhart was fair, and that wasn't underestimating Sylphy. It meant she was at a level where she could be compared to Olivia in some way.

        

        "They say sometimes you can feel your opponent's emotions flowing through their weapons when they clash. I doubted it when only Olivia mentioned it, but Lord Royce confirmed it, and so did others."

        

        "And?"

        

        "What are you so confused about?"

        

        "......"

        

        "They say your personality, your manner of speaking, everything about you is meant to mourn someone who died."

        

        'Was it Royce?'

        

      

      
        That man could derive answers from the smallest pieces of evidence.

        

        While finding Aiz curious, he must have reached a similar conclusion.

        

        An answer that, while not knowing everything about Aiz, came close to knowing everything.

        

        "To think that a monster could mourn someone—how wonderful it would be if you could share that with others."

        

        "Is this a sermon? Even the righteous lose value when they displease you, and even the wicked gain value when they please you."

        

        "......"

        

        "It's common for people to protect those who've done wrong because they're close or have a special relationship—it happens not just in stories but in reality too."

        

        "You're right."

        

        "......"

        

        "Perhaps something has changed."

        

        "Shut up."

        

        "You don't even realize that you're mourning."

        

        "SILENCE!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        Aiz lunged forward quickly.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        Sylphy somehow dodged the first attack but was hit directly by the following tail strike and sent flying. Without pausing, Aiz leaped in to attack Sylphy again.

        

        Sylphy responded to the attack as she flew backward.

        

        "It was just a failed experiment!! Nothing more valuable than that!!"

        

        "That's not how it looks at all."

        

        "Shut your mouth!"

        

        "Getting so worked up doesn't suit you...!"

        

        SMACK!!

        

        Sylphy was beaten and sent flying backward.

        

        "I'll kill you with this!! Sylphy!! Don't make me recall those memories!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        CLASH!!

        

        "This is...!"

        

        Aiz's eyes widened.

        

        It was a barrier.

        

        Had she already defeated the snakes?

        

        Belita created a barrier as someone jumped in.

        

        'Lilith? She doesn't have direct combat ability... Wait! What a ridiculous move!!'

        

        Aiz tried to exploit a gap in the barrier to strike at Lilith's head from above.

        

        But.

        

        "Lilith! Get down!!"

        

        "Okay!!"

        

        As the gnome shouted, Lilith rolled on the ground in a manner unbefitting a noble.

        

        The attack that should have pierced Lilith's head struck the ground instead, and Aiz frowned.

        

        Immediately, Lilith reached Sylphy's back and grabbed her shoulders with both hands.

        

        And then.

        

        Light rippled.

        

        "That's not something you can do so quickly..."

        

        Aiz muttered in disbelief.

        

        "This is why natural geniuses are... They just make it happen when the conditions are right."

        

        Golden light was rippling through Sylphy's body.

        

        It was the Saint's Blessing.

        

        Just as the power of the Death God now dwelled in Aiz's body,

        The power of the Goddess now dwelled in Sylphy's body.
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        "B-blessing? H-how do you bestow it?"

        

        "I don't know either."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        If Belita knew, she would have already taught Lilith.

        

        Unfortunately, Belita didn't know either.

        

        Well, that's because Belita wasn't a true saint.

        

        In Erkia, Belita had conveniently passed on to Lilith the skills and knowledge a saint should possess, and Lilith, like a true saint, had properly absorbed them.

        

        But when it came to bestowing blessings, she couldn't help.

        

        Even if she wanted to teach it, it was something that a true saint instinctively performed, so Belita couldn't teach it.

        

        It varies from person to person, but they say that after becoming a saint, one naturally realizes how to do it after about a year.

        

        Therefore, Belita couldn't explain it, and Lilith would naturally come to understand it as time passed.

        

        The problem was now.

        

        A blessing was needed right now.

        

        'At this rate, Lady Sylphy won't be able to hold on. Lady Sylphy is certainly powerful, but she has poor compatibility with her opponent and is outmatched in many ways.'

        

        Sylphy's explosive abilities were, honestly speaking, impressive even to Belita.

        

        She could definitely be considered much stronger than the Demon Lord that Olivia had defeated.

        

        That's why Belita couldn't help but be amazed by Sylphy's strength.

        

        When she saw her in Erkia, the City of Water, she hadn't thought Sylphy would be this powerful. To be coldly honest, she had been definitely weaker than Reina.

        

        But now, Sylphy possessed a strength that wasn't there before, and it was clear that her near-death experience had left a strong awakening effect on her body.

        

        "Listen carefully, Lady Lilith."

        

        "Y-yes."

        

        "At this rate, Lady Sylphy will certainly die."

        

        "..."

        

        "This isn't me underestimating Lady Sylphy's abilities. *cough*... Lady Sylphy is strong, but her opponent is bad for her. Above all, he's received the power of the Death God."

        

        To be honest, even without the Death God's power, Aiz would have barely been able to win, but now that he had awakened the Death God's power, Sylphy could do nothing but take a one-sided beating from Aiz while trying to buy time.

        

        But judging from the current situation, if Sylphy were to be defeated by Aiz and everyone here were to be massacred, it would be dangerous in many ways.

        

        Olivia and Royce were certainly reliable and powerful people, but that didn't make them "omnipotent" or "almighty."

        

        Such people didn't exist in this world.

        

        Even those whom people believed to be gods didn't possess such abilities.

        

        Therefore, if they were to lose many people at once now, there was a possibility of defeat. Even if they won, it would be a bloody victory that could hardly be called a victory.

        

        A victory where they couldn't even laugh freely.

        

        "Sylphy will die?"

        

        "Yes, definitely."

        

        "..."

        

        "You must do it. A blessing is like a miracle where you give the Lord's love to that person with your entire being. Imagine it. Picture that person receiving the blessing and standing up."

        

        "Imagine?"

        

        "Everything in this world must be imaginable. Whether it's swordsmanship or anything else, you can't reach what you can't imagine yourself. Do it, imagine yourself successfully bestowing a blessing on Sylphy."

        

        "Haa, haa..." Belita panted.

        

        Having activated her core after a long time and pushing herself too hard, Belita looked like she might collapse at any moment. In fact, the burden was considerable since she had activated it after so long.

        

        No joke, she felt like her lifespan had been significantly shortened.

        

        But right now, Belita's lifespan didn't matter.

        

        What mattered was defeating Aiz.

        

        Even now, all sorts of battles were taking place in the royal capital, and she could sense Olivia and Royce's magical power expanding.

        

        In simple terms, both were still fighting, and it wasn't a battle that could be won easily or carelessly.

        

        If even Olivia and Royce with their skills couldn't afford to be careless, it meant their opponents were formidable, so Aiz's survival had to be prevented at all costs.

        

        "Can you do it?"

        

        "...I'll try, with all my love, my magical power...!"

        

        "Let's try, then."

        

        ***

        

        "Cough!"

        

        "Hey, you're going to die at this rate!"

        

        Noum supported Belita, who looked slightly surprised.

        

        'To think she'd succeed on her first try.'

        

        Belita had merely given Lilith courage.

        

        She had deliberately provoked her with Sylphy's potential death, creating a situation where Lilith had no choice but to act. She believed that if Lilith was truly a chosen saint, she would shine in an extreme situation.

      

      
        

        Having awakened as a saint in an extreme situation, Belita believed that blessing would also be possible in an extreme situation.

        

        Still, considering the possibility of failure a few times, Belita had been prepared to risk her life to buy time against Aiz, but that became unnecessary.

        

        Boom.

        

        As light rippled, Lilith was about to collapse sideways, but Sylphy caught her.

        

        'It seems she's depleted almost all her magical power with the blessing.'

        

        It was a common mistake when a saint bestowed a blessing for the first time.

        

        A blessing was a technique that awakened the recipient using one's own magical power, and there was no limit to it.

        

        Therefore, if a saint made a mistake and put in too much magical power, even if the awakening was properly achieved, it was common to lose strength due to the sudden drain of magical power.

        

        Due to the emergency situation, Belita hadn't been able to explain that far, and besides, even if she had, it probably wouldn't have changed the outcome.

        

        Sylphy caught Lilith, who had fainted from magical power depletion, and carefully jumped to where Lilith and Noum were.

        

        "Please."

        

        "Do you need help?"

        

        "It's fine. Protect yourself. Protect Lady Lilith."

        

        "Yes, Lady Sylphy."

        

        "Good luck, Sylphy."

        

        Sylphy jumped and stood before Aiz.

        

        A saint's blessing is considered equivalent to a blessing from the goddess. Sylphy, who had received the goddess's blessing, and Aiz, who had received the Death God's power, were standing on completely opposite sides.

        

        "So? Do you think you can defeat me one-on-one?"

        

        "Even Lady Olivia herself."

        

        Sylphy smiled.

        

        "Said there are no absolutes in a duel."

        

        "Ha."

        

        He laughs as if it's ridiculous.

        

        Aiz corrected his posture and drew up his magical power.

        

        "The result won't change, it'll just take a little longer!!"

        

        "I'll shoot you dead on your way!!"

        

        "Try if you dare!! I won't deny my lifetime!"

        

        "No, I'm not denying it! You're the one denying yourself!! Aiz!!"

        

        Without waiting for the other, Sylphy and Aiz moved simultaneously.

        

        ***

        

        Sylphy thought.

        

        That she was weak.

        

        Some might call it deception, but she was still weak.

        

        She could be considered weak among the fighters like Olivia, Royce, and others currently fighting in the royal capital.

        

        That's why she had to grit her teeth harder than others.

        

        She had received a blessing.

        

        The blood flowing from the wounds all over her body stopped, and not only that, but the pain also disappeared. She could feel all her abilities awakening to their limits.

        

        Still, it was Lilith's first blessing.

        

        The efficiency would be poor, and the duration probably wouldn't be as long as expected.

        

        Moreover, while the wounds disappeared, there was still physical exhaustion. The fact that Sylphy was on the verge of death hadn't changed. She had to burn that life force.

        

        They had done this much for her.

        

        So many people had done this much for her, she absolutely couldn't lose.

        

        'I must stop the countless tragedies my defeat would cause! And also...!'

        

        -Sylphy!

        

        As a man, shouldn't he look cool in front of the person who was waving at him with affection?

        

        "Hyaaaa!!"

        

        "The forest...!"

        

        A forest, more lush and dense than before, was created, and Sylphy hid her presence.

        

        'A stealth technique...! But I am the master of snakes, this forest isn't just your weapon.'

        

        Aiz quickly searched for Sylphy's location using the eyes of numerous snakes. Whether she killed the spreading snakes or not, it would be a means to find her location, so either way was fine.

        

        'I can't see her?'

        

        The forest was quite extensive, but not so much that Aiz couldn't search it.

        

        Where was she?

        

        In the case of stealth, it was possible to hide one's magical power as well.

        

      

      
        The magical power would be revealed at the moment of attack, but at least until just before that attack, one could hide their presence.

        

        But the fact that she couldn't be seen even after releasing so many snakes—could she not be in the forest?

        

        'Did she run away? No, she's not that spineless.'

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        An intuition that pierced his mind.

        

        He looked up at the sky.

        

        Between the dense trees, he could see Sylphy.

        

        'The sky!!'

        

        How did she get up there?

        

        No, the answer was surprisingly simple.

        

        If one could create a large bow, it wasn't impossible to become like an arrow oneself and soar into the sky. With the stealth technique, sounds and such would be extremely minimal, so it was entirely possible.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        That attack, flying accurately toward Aiz, was a powerful strike.

        

        It could be considered Sylphy's strongest attack.

        

        But.

        

        "Murgin!! Stir, circling snake!!"

        

        A snake made of magical power leaped in.

        

        This was a reflection attack.

        

        It was a power that returned the opponent's powerful strike right back at them.

        

        Although it consumed a considerable amount of magical power and was a burdensome power even for Aiz, it was still possible to reliably reflect the opponent's power.

        

        Sylphy would find it difficult to dodge in mid-air.

        

        He thought he had won.

        

        The moment the magical snake collided with the Meteor Bow, it shattered.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        If it were the usual Aiz, he might have noticed. But already excited to the maximum and having lost his composure unlike his usual self, he momentarily misjudged.

        

        'Fake magical power...!'

        

        An attack pretending to be an attack.

        

        That attack, surrounded by bluff, had no real attack power.

        

        Naturally, the magical power consumed by the magical snake wasn't that great.

        

        'No, not yet! Sylphy is still in the air. If I bite her now...'

        

        Bang!!

        

        With a loud noise, Sylphy appeared in front of Aiz.

        

        How, was needless to say.

        

        Just as she had gone up, she had created a magical bow to come down, using its recoil to descend at ultra-high speed.

        

        But the strain on her legs would be considerable as a result.

        

        Nevertheless, Sylphy didn't care and, with the bowstring drawn, aimed at Aiz from an almost zero distance.

        

        "Meteor Bow!!"

        

        "Ugh!!"

        

        Aiz quickly tried to deploy a barrier. But it wasn't an attack that could be blocked by a hastily deployed barrier.

        

        For a moment, their eyes met.

        

        Those eyes, gentle yet firm at the same time.

        

        Once overlapped, that image kept appearing.

        

        'My husband, I...'

        

        Thwang!!

        

        Sylphy's Meteor Bow passed through, completely penetrating Aiz's body.

        

        Simultaneously, the blessing on Sylphy's body began to fade.

        

        Aiz's upper body had completely disappeared, with only his neck and one arm barely connected.

        

        He was completely shattered and gone.

        

        'I...!'

        

        Reaching out toward the sky was futile.

        

        Just falling.

        

        As if a snake could never earn the right to ascend to the sky, his outstretched hand lost its meaning, and he simply fell backward.

        

        Thud.

        

        The sound of two people collapsing almost simultaneously echoed in that place.
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        "Do you love me?"

        

        It was truly a trivial question.

        

        I think it was around the time when our daily conversations and life together had become routine, when the man who was my husband gradually opened up, and casual chatter accumulated naturally, increasing our knowledge about each other.

        

        The conversation had been so enjoyable that I'd forgotten—we were merely bound together by a contractual relationship, half-forced.

        

        My husband knew this too, which is why he initially kept conversation to a minimum, maintaining a certain vigilance as if waiting for an opportunity. But somehow, the time spent talking with Aiz increased, and that wariness gradually diminished.

        

        At first, when his guard began to lower, he conversed thinking it was fine to be less cautious, but it became all too natural.

        

        Surely because Aiz, too, had begun to enjoy their conversations.

        

        As time passed, Aiz asked the question.

        

        It was just conversation meant to lower his guard, and it didn't particularly matter if it failed.

        

        For Aiz, what mattered was the outcome of an action, not whether that outcome was a success or failure.

        

        To be more direct, it didn't matter whether humanity perished or monsters perished.

        

        Monsters fundamentally lacked any sense of camaraderie, and this was characteristic not only of Aiz but of most monsters. If something interfered with their growth or strengthening, they could cut it off, whether it was their own kind or anything else.

        

        In the past, there had been instances where Demon King Army executives had betrayed the Demon King to survive, so they were truly a race best described as "chaotic."

        

        "W-what's with that all of a sudden?"

        

        "Well, when you first came, you were extremely wary of me and always looking for a chance to escape, but you don't do that anymore. When we talk, you're not tense, and far from showing hostility, your gaze is friendly."

        

        "......"

        

        "Besides, at night, you've become more proactive..."

        

        "No, um! Let's not talk about that! Hahaha! It doesn't matter, right? That kind of talk, at this point."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Yes, at least if I can use my life to prevent your slaughter for decades, that's good enough."

        

        "Hmm, so it's not love but duty? A duty to humanity?"

        

        In fact, after marrying her husband, Aiz didn't actively hunt down prey unless they came specifically to subjugate her.

        

        Her husband, who had been a mercenary, held the belief that if someone came to kill, they had to accept the possibility of dying themselves.

        

        So her husband, who had killed people as a mercenary, had shown his mercenary-like attitude, saying that if he died someday, it couldn't be helped.

        

        Perhaps it was because he had lived such a life that his moral and ethical scales regarding killing and being killed didn't function properly, which might be why he lowered his guard around Aiz.

        

        "No, it's not exactly that..."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Unfortunately, I'm just a mercenary, you know. I don't have much love for humanity. So even if someone has committed numerous atrocities, if they're good to me, they're just a good person."

        

        "Indeed, that's quite common."

        

        The value of a person is subjective.

        

        Even if someone has saved many lives, if they don't appeal to you, you'll value them less.

        

        Even if someone is a bad person who has killed many, if you like them, you'll try to raise their value.

        

        There were people who made rational and legal evaluations and judgments rather than such biased ones, but they were truly a minority.

        

        Usually, people try to save, redeem, or reduce the punishment for those close to them.

        

        Was that the logic?

        

        Perhaps the time her husband had spent with Aiz was better for him than all the time he had lived as a human.

        

        "This is my first time experiencing a stable life, and even though I'm living with a monster, I think it's good."

        

        "Is living with me stable?"

        

        "Of course. You don't seem to understand how important it is to have food, clothing, and shelter guaranteed."

        

        "I don't really know. We monsters don't really feel the necessity to eat."

        

        "Huh? Then why do you eat humans?"

        

        "Just out of boredom."

      

      
        

        "Wow, really..."

        

        Monsters didn't necessarily need to eat.

        

        Those who occasionally ate humans did so either because they liked the "taste" of humans or simply as a pastime. Perhaps it was similar to how humans might absentmindedly chew on grass while walking?

        

        It was like taking a bite of fruit you happened to find while passing through a forest, without much thought.

        

        Rather than hunger, it was more like eating something simply because it was there.

        

        "Do you eat me too?"

        

        "I tried it before, but unfortunately, humans aren't to my taste, and it wasn't particularly interesting. Don't look at me like that. There have been cases of humans eating each other in history, right?"

        

        "Well, I suppose there have been... *sigh* Come to think of it, you're right. Anyway, that's it. I like my daily life with you. In fact, if I can keep you at bay for decades, what could be better than that?"

        

        "Indeed, the stability of having basic necessities is good, and on top of that, you can see it as a righteous duty to seal me away, so to speak."

        

        "Exactly. And... I told you, I like my daily life with you. For you, my lifespan might be just a few decades, which is extremely short, but I think we can get along well during that time."

        

        Her husband said with an innocent smile.

        

        Usually, he had a personality that would smile while making sarcastic remarks or jokes.

        

        There was something about him that reminded one of a wandering minstrel or jester.

        

        That's why such a genuine smile had something inexplicably captivating about it.

        

        "......"

        

        Aiz stared blankly at her husband.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "...No, um. I was thinking of learning how to cook."

        

        "Huh? Cooking? Don't monsters have less need for food than we do, so you can't cook?"

        

        "If I want to learn, I can learn. I suddenly became interested. I'll feed you my first dish."

        

        "Don't put snake venom or anything in it."

        

        "I won't. What do you take me for?"

        

        If meals were so important to humans, and if Aiz, who was receiving kindness, made a dish...

        

        She thought she might see that innocent smile again.

        

        For some reason, she wanted to see it, and for monsters, the result was more important than the process.

        

        Just as finding a reason to fight wasn't important, but the fight itself was, at that moment, for Aiz, the reason for wanting to see that smiling face didn't matter.

        

        "Come to think of it, you never answered. Do you love me?"

        

        "...I need time to express my emotions in words too."

        

        "That's practically an answer already, isn't it?"

        

        "Shut up, really."

        

        ***

        

        "I wanted to hear it in words..."

        

        Aiz stared blankly at the sky.

        

        Nothing remained below her neck.

        

        Her arms were barely connected to her shoulders, but there was nothing she could do. She was severely injured, and the long-range shot had been fatal.

        

        Due to the Saint's blessing, Sylphy's attacks were fatally effective against monsters, and beyond that, the power of the Meteor Bow was added, along with the forest's protection from the World Tree.

        

        Additionally, the magical power Sylphy used employed compression and rotation, slowing down regeneration.

        

        All these factors combined raised Sylphy's attack power momentarily to a level where even Olivia Reinhart would die if she let her guard down, and Sylphy didn't miss that brief moment, firing her Meteor Bow at Aiz.

        

        As a result, Aiz couldn't dodge and fell.

        

        'Is this what they call life flashing before your eyes? Even monsters see it.'

        

        In her final moments, memories surfaced again.

        

      

      
        With countless memories and stories, it was absurd that what came to mind was a casual conversation with the man who had been her husband.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Sensing a presence, she turned her head to see Sylphy.

        

        The face looking at the disappearing Aiz wasn't that of a fragile girl but had the eyes of a strong warrior. She often had such eyes when fighting monsters.

        

        A mercenary-like bravery, one might say.

        

        It wasn't bad, but she thought she preferred the usual gentle impression.

        

        "I won! I finally won!"

        

        After fighting three times, she finally achieved one victory.

        

        But a victory gained after losing multiple times would surely feel intoxicatingly sweet.

        

        "Yes, you won. Since you've won, let me ask one favor."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Don't look at me with those eyes. Please."

        

        "......"

        

        Sylphy's eyes widened slightly, then she looked at Aiz with a pitying expression.

        

        Once overlapped, no matter what face she made, it reminded Aiz of her husband, and the current expression was similar to her husband's face just before death, leaving her speechless.

        

        She had thought decades wouldn't be boring.

        

        She had been certain he would be by her side for decades.

        

        So why did he leave?

        

        No, the fact that he left was understandable.

        

        People make wrong choices or irrational judgments. Even monsters do, so there was nothing strange about it.

        

        But.

        

        Why hadn't she closed the book on an experiment that was already over, instead of leaving it open and unfinished?

        

        "I don't know your circumstances, or who you're mourning."

        

        "......"

        

        "But you loved them deeply, didn't you?"

        

        "...Love?"

        

        That was the question Aiz had once asked her husband.

        

        Aiz's body was crumbling.

        

        "A creature unable to see others has placed another in its sight and can't look away."

        

        She recalled Royce's words as his clone disappeared.

        

        Aiz's fading consciousness reached toward the sky.

        

        Starting from her fingertips, Aiz was crumbling away.

        

        "Ah, as expected..."

        

        "......"

        

        "A researcher shouldn't be directly involved in their research."

        

        "You."

        

        Sylphy glared at Aiz in disbelief, but tears flowed from Aiz's eyes.

        

        "Can't get... objective... data..."

        

        With a crumbling sound, Aiz completely disappeared from that spot.

        

        After watching Aiz's final moments, Sylphy said:

        

        "I really wish there was such a place as the afterlife. For many reasons."
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        "Gone."

        

        Alex muttered to himself as he sat alone.

        

        It seemed Aiz had died.

        

        He had expected her to leave, but it was still disappointing that she actually did.

        

        Though their time together was brief, Aiz had been quite interesting, a demon who understood Alex in many ways.

        

        It wasn't a lie when he thought it would be nice if she could live in the world after Alex's victory, but things didn't seem to have progressed that way.

        

        Besides, that was merely Alex's desire, and no matter how much he wished for it, there was no guarantee it would come true, and that wish might not have been what she wanted.

        

        Did Aiz find her answer as she died?

        

        What answer did she find and die satisfied with?

        

        Or did she struggle pathetically like a demon?

        

        If not that, did some completely different ending come to Aiz?

        

        Either way, the demon called Aiz, who had lived for a long time, was finally dead. She never seemed to have much desire to live from the beginning.

        

        'Mourning soon becomes an attachment to the past, and the demon Aiz was living in the past. She had no hope of living, and simply didn't die because there was no reason to die.'

        

        It was possible that she felt peace when faced with death.

        

        "Praying for a demon would normally be a grave sin, but I've already committed countless sins. ...I suppose praying for a demon won't change much now."

        

        He didn't know if there was an afterlife.

        

        He didn't know if there were beings there who could communicate.

        

        He hoped that Aiz and her husband would reunite in some form.

        

        Even if that would lead to another tragedy, Alex merely wished for it because it was clearly Aiz's final desire.

        

        Whether they would reconcile, or have a completely different kind of reunion.

        

        Or perhaps after an astronomical amount of time, their souls would be cleansed and they would meet again in the form of reincarnation.

        

        Alex would soon find his answer too, but Aiz had probably gone to find hers before him.

        

        What would that answer be?

        

        The truth of the world would soon be in Alex's hands.

        

        "The battle isn't over yet. Yes, this works out well. I never thought this moment would come, but there's someone I wanted to talk to."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        Rising from the church, he looked at the goddess's statue, and the cross above it.

        

        It was an intentional arrangement.

        

        The cross was always placed above the goddess's statue, signifying that one should follow the goddess's teachings and conscience rather than worship her existence.

        

        Some considered this blasphemous, but considering Grandia's actual character, one could understand that Grandia herself would think the same way.

        

        Alex didn't know much about Grandia, but after obtaining the power of the Death God, he inherited some memories and could learn more about the goddess Grandia.

        

        "She was a goddess."

        

        Omnipotent and almighty.

        

        Not the "god" people commonly speak of, but she created humanity, devoted herself to humanity, and gave everything for humanity.

        

        She was the goddess herself, the parent of all humanity.

        

        "Do not forgive me for betraying you, and please do what you must. If I am defeated and you survive, may the rest of your life be happy."

        

        Alex prayed.

        

        For Grandia.

        

        For decades.

        

        For centuries.

        

        Perhaps even longer, she had been devoted to humanity.

        

        Humanity's goodness surely came from Grandia, and the first humans might have known only that goodness, unaware of evil.

        

        Even if she wasn't an omnipotent god, she had accomplished deeds and shown devotion that made it not strange for people to call her a god, and from the moment she created a species, she was already no different from a god.

        

        Alex was here, having betrayed such a god.

        

        There was no greater cause.

        

        No conviction.

      

      
        

        Not even pride.

        

        Not even a grievance.

        

        "I am here out of personal greed, O God. Punish me."

        

        Without any noble reason, Alex, who had done this solely to confirm his own self, would not be forgiven, nor should he be.

        

        But if there was nothing after death, that would be little different from being forgiven.

        

        So there had to be something.

        

        He prayed over and over.

        

        He wished over and over.

        

        If it was difficult to receive fair judgment in life, and if there was no fairness in life due to good and evil for various reasons, he begged that at least there would be proper existence after death.

        

        "O God, search me and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting."

        

        If Alex had sin.

        

        He wanted to know its purpose.

        

        He wanted to know if it existed.

        

        "Make me know my transgression and my sin, and make me know my fault."

        

        The same prayer as always.

        

        The only difference was that this time he spoke aloud the questions and prayers he had always kept to himself.

        

        The final prayer.

        

        After finishing in the church, Alex rose.

        

        The wounds from his fight with Olivia remained, but there was still time. Once he started this, there would be no turning back, so he wanted to finish what needed to be done first.

        

        He didn't want to use violent means if possible.

        

        The other side was probably in no condition to fight, so they would try to stall for time to accommodate Alex's desire to talk.

        

        That might actually be better for conversation.

        

        Let's lead it that way.

        

        "......"

        

        Even now, he prays.

        

        Even after changing so much, he still believes in God.

        

        His roots never change, even in death.

        

        They haven't changed since the slums.

        

        He saw good people.

        

        In that rotten place.

        

        Where fists were closer than law, and news of death was heard daily, human goodness could still shine.

        

        Such people should be saved.

        

        He wanted to receive such salvation.

        

        He wanted to be a good person.

        

        He wanted to be proud of being a good person, to help people, and to be able to smile at those who thanked him.

        

        But.

        

        It was just boring.

        

        It was just unpleasant.

        

        The words of gratitude.

        

        Tears of thankfulness.

        

        Happy smiles.

        

        Everyday sounds.

        

        Stable days.

        

        "Why did I not die in the womb?"

        

        Alex walked slowly toward the door.

        

      

      
        "Why did I not perish when I came from the womb?"

        

        As he stepped outside the church, Alex put the cross he had taken out back inside his clothes, hiding it.

        

        "I go to find that answer, Lord."

        

        ***

        

        "Cough!"

        

        "Lady Sylphy! Wake up!"

        

        "S-Sylphy...!"

        

        They were barely managing to treat Sylphy.

        

        Fortunately, Lilith had regained consciousness.

        

        She had expected to be unconscious for quite a while after bestowing the blessing, but she woke up quickly. The problem was that she had used too much magic power and had none left.

        

        She had used the blessing not technically but foolishly, like a fire-type spell.

        

        Even fire-type spells need to be controlled with technique, but she hadn't done that, consuming an absurd amount of magic power.

        

        That's why Lilith, with little magic power left, had barely managed to stop the bleeding.

        

        But even that was enough.

        

        Belita had treated the most serious injury to the leg.

        

        Falling rapidly from the air had caused impact to the leg, and without immediate treatment, in the worst case, she might never be able to use her leg again.

        

        So she quickly treated it, and after some time, they finally reached a stable stage.

        

        The problem was that the only person currently unharmed was the gnome.

        

        With both Sylphy and Belita nearly incapacitated, if someone attacked or a demon appeared, they would be in a truly desperate situation.

        

        Even Lilith, who had recently learned combat skills, was in poor condition, so the only one who could fight was the gnome, who could at best hold his own against common bandits.

        

        The situation could truly be described as the worst.

        

        But there was another problem.

        

        "We can't stay like this."

        

        That's right.

        

        They weren't just people running away; they were people who needed to break the curse.

        

        If they didn't break the curse, even if Alex was killed, countless people would die, and that must be avoided at all costs.

        

        THUD!!

        

        Sylphy punched the ground and said.

        

        "Let's move."

        

        She staggered to her feet.

        

        "Wow, you're really tough."

        

        "Haa, haa... The two people I admire are even tougher than me."

        

        "I knew about Royce, but I didn't know you admired Olivia too."

        

        "...After I started thinking about becoming stronger myself, I could more easily understand how amazing that strength is. How could I not admire her?"

        

        Anyone who had ever strived to become stronger couldn't help but admire Olivia.

        

        Her strength was so overwhelming that it didn't even inspire jealousy.

        

        "You're right, it is amazing."

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        At the sudden voice, Sylphy and the gnome both widened their eyes.

        

        Turning their heads, they saw a man sitting on a rock formed from the collapsed building.

        

        "Hello."

        

        "Red hair, red eyes..."

        

        The gnome swallowed hard.

        

        Alex looked at the gnome.

        

        "Shall we talk?"
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        "Seluin Reynolds."

        

        I remember that name.

        

        Alex's half-sibling who had already died by the time Alex came to the Reynolds family.

        

        Alex was a child born half in play by Alex's father.

        

        In truth, that itself wasn't a big problem, but by that time, Alex's father was already married, and not only that, Alex's mother was from the slums, despised for her lowly bloodline.

        

        As a result, Alex was abandoned, and the child born later with the real wife was none other than Seluin Reynolds.

        

        In other words, looking at the outcome, Seluin was more suited to be the heir of the Reynolds family than Alex.

        

        Alex was registered not as the child of Alex's father, but as the child of an uncle who had been exiled and died.

        

        With this, they could create a story about not passing the sins of the brother to his child, convincing people while also making it possible to keep Alex, who was essentially a destabilizing element, under control.

        

        Though problematic in many ways personality-wise, there was no doubt that he was excellent.

        

        Perhaps that blood is manifesting in Alex as well. Ridiculously enough, Alex thought he resembled his father.

        

        It's just that Alex's father, while disgustingly lacking in morality and ethics even among nobles, acted that way because it brought him benefits and comfort.

        

        Alex's fundamental nature was different.

        

        Though Alex wanted to believe his malice came from his father, unfortunately, the more he conversed with his father, the more he realized he was just another corrupt nobleman.

        

        He desired happiness.

        

        He desired stability.

        

        He committed evil acts, but for practical gain rather than entertainment.

        

        Alex's father said:

        

        "The weak are meant to be eliminated."

        

        That was probably sincere.

        

        Though he was evil, Alex was disappointed because he was so different from himself.

        

        It would have been better if he were someone who could rationalize like that, but Alex, stubborn since childhood, ultimately grew up unable to deny his own roots.

        

        "Alex Reynolds."

        

        "I knew you had run away. Officially, you were processed as deceased, but in reality, they say you left because you were sick of the Reynolds family."

        

        "...That's right."

        

        "Since it's come to this, I'd like you to show your true form."

        

        "..."

        

        Noum was silent for a moment.

        

        But the current situation wasn't one where he could refuse just because he wanted to. Even if he came to talk, fighting Alex, who possessed the power of a Reaper, wasn't a good option right now.

        

        There was only danger in needlessly antagonizing him.

        

        Noum didn't like showing his true form, but it wasn't something he'd rather die than do, and among the people here, everyone except Alex and Belita already knew Noum's true appearance.

        

        Slowly, Noum's form rippled, and eventually, the figure of Seluin Reynolds emerged.

        

        A human with fiery red hair and eyes.

        

        That was the characteristic of the Reynolds family, and also a kind of proof that Reynolds blood flowed within.

        

        "You look alike."

        

        "Because the same damned father's blood flows in both you and me."

        

        "A damned father, huh? He certainly was a damned father. It's not new, but he was an extraordinary man. Even as he was dying from poison, he only thought about the Reynolds family. Truly a strange person."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "Perhaps it should be considered one of the few cases of poetic justice. To be poisoned by a subordinate at his side during a party he himself prepared. The very definition of karma."

        

        That's why Alex became more curious about the existence of gods than shocked by his father's death.

        

        In truth, even though they were family, they never spent time like a real family, and since he was merely picked up as a successor, there was nothing that could be called affection.

        

        He actually had better relationships with the butlers and maids who served him.

        

        "Do you resent me?"

      

      
        

        "Ah, yes. ...Indeed, I thought you were trembling for some reason, so that's what you were thinking? You probably heard about me from Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        "Certainly, I think about it all the time too. If I hadn't been dragged to this damned Reynolds family and had lived in the slums... what would I be doing now? Things like that."

        

        Alex looked up at the sky.

        

        His somewhat sentimental expression didn't look like a human who had absorbed a Reaper's power.

        

        "But being dragged there wasn't something I had a choice in. However, what happened afterward was my choice. For you to take responsibility for everything is nothing short of arrogance."

        

        "You."

        

        "My corruption, my wickedness, my sins, all of it is my sin. Sorry, but I have no intention of giving it to you."

        

        "What would you do with such things anyway?"

        

        "They would be used in my evaluation. No, you don't need to be so tense. If you misunderstand that I resent you, let me tell you I don't."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "I can't say your influence had nothing to do with how I got here. But the choices were mine, so I don't resent or care about that. I just wanted to talk as fellow members of the Reynolds family."

        

        "..."

        

        Seluin thought for a moment.

        

        If Alex really just wanted to talk, it might be good to go along with it.

        

        Sylphy, Belita, and Lilith were all already exhausted.

        

        After facing Aiz, dealing with Reaper Alex was clearly too much.

        

        No, even if they hadn't faced Aiz, only Olivia or Royce had enough power to fight Reaper Alex.

        

        It might be better to humor him and buy time here.

        

        "What do you want to talk about?"

        

        He owed Royce.

        

        Above all, he had a lot of money.

        

        He thought of himself as having lived somewhat materialistically, and he wouldn't deny that he moved for money even now, but he hadn't completely abandoned his humanity either.

        

        He had received help.

        

        He was indebted.

        

        Seluin wasn't so ungrateful as to betray someone who had helped him.

        

        "Nothing special. Why did you run away from the Reynolds family?"

        

        "Because I felt like I would die if I stayed."

        

        "Was it painful?"

        

        "Yes, the biggest problem was that I didn't know I was suffering."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "I thought that was just how things were supposed to be. That all people should be like that, and should live like that. But even so, I wasn't completely isolated."

        

        "..."

        

        "And I saw an open door. At that moment, something inside me burst. For the first time, my heart, which hated that kind of life, acted as I wanted. ...If you were expecting some kind of belief or pride, I'm sorry."

        

        Seluin let out a small sigh.

        

        "I just ran away because I hated that hell. After that, well, I've been wandering around, living here and there."

        

        Seluin's greatest fortune was meeting Titania after running away like that.

        

        Thanks to Titania, he received various forms of education and came to believe that there are good people in the world.

        

        The reason Seluin didn't completely fall into corruption and at least maintained a character that didn't forget gratitude was because the one who happened to meet and save him was Titania.

        

        If it had been someone else, or if no one had helped him, Seluin would have either starved to death somewhere or become completely corrupted, a totally different person from who he is now.

        

        "I see. I thought perhaps you might be like me, but it seems that's not the case. ...That's fortunate."

        

        The last words were too quiet to hear.

        

        Only Belita, who had enhanced her senses and body just in case, heard those final words.

        

      

      
        "I wouldn't want to be compared to someone who suddenly chose to become a Reaper."

        

        "It wasn't sudden; I prepared for quite a long time. The operation itself was highly risky, but I believed in Olivia Reinhart and Royce. I knew they would definitely succeed."

        

        "You believed in your enemies?"

        

        "Don't you think that cowardice and wickedness are possible precisely because of belief in goodwill?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Taking someone hostage to escape is only possible because of the belief that the hostage won't be abandoned. Or even when trying to plunge someone into despair by killing their loved ones, there's an assumption that their despair won't turn into murderous intent."

        

        "That's just stupidity."

        

        "Maybe so. But it's possible because of an unconscious belief in goodness—that heroic figures won't abandon hostages or resolve everything with just killing intent."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "That's why I believed too. That those heroes would definitely defeat the Reaper and resolve the situation."

        

        "You, Alex, right?"

        

        "Yes, Seluin."

        

        "Do you still believe that now?"

        

        "..."

        

        This time, it was Alex who fell silent.

        

        It wasn't for long.

        

        But nevertheless, those few seconds of silence felt incredibly long in this space.

        

        "I'm glad we talked. I hope you survive this story. I won't kill you directly, but I have no obligation to save you if you're killed by wandering monsters."

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        With a cough, Sylphy spat blood as she glared at Alex.

        

        "So you're Sylphy. This is the first time we've met face to face, isn't it?"

        

        "Are you going to leave us like this? If things continue this way, the curse placed on you will be lifted."

        

        "I don't mind if it's lifted."

        

        "What?"

        

        "That was just something necessary to create the situation. It wasn't an essential element. I came here not to do anything to you, but literally just because I wanted to see Seluin Reynolds' face once."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "Half-siblings, huh? Fortunately, you don't seem to be like me. ...Well then, good luck to you all. You who have come this far are already heroes. Shouldn't heroes meet a happy ending?"

        

        "You..."

        

        "You've worked so hard, put in so much effort, shed so much blood to be here. I hope you avoid an ending where you die from being bitten by some insignificant monster after all that struggle."

        

        With a whooshing sound, Alex vanished from the spot.

        

        Did he really just come to see Seluin's face?

        

        "I can't understand what he's thinking... haa, haa..."

        

        "Maybe it's not about lifting the curse, but some kind of trap being set up?"

        

        Lilith's suspicion was very reasonable.

        

        But.

        

        Belita shook her head.

        

        "Let's go. We should be able to lift it without any problems."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy recalled Royce's words.

        

        That despite being evil in many ways, his rational judgment was actually quite normal.

        

        She felt like she could understand what that meant now.

        

        "Let's hurry. After all, we can't kill the Reaper unless we proceed with our task."
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        There was a story I heard so much in my childhood that I grew sick of it.

        

        The story of the Hero.

        

        Such stories were forbidden in the Reinhart family, and I always only studied training and fighting, but the only stories allowed to me were those of the Heroes.

        

        Since it would be nonsensical for the Reinhart family to deny the stories of Heroes, our family always told such tales.

        

        How strong the First Hero was.

        

        How the Second Hero had the greatest physical strength.

        

        How the Sixth Hero had a bad temper when drunk.

        

        There were many stories, from everyday anecdotes to heroic tales, and occasionally even some rather obscene ones.

        

        But everything ended heroically, and I admired their paths.

        

        Someone slew a dragon.

        

        Someone punished corrupt nobles.

        

        Someone restored peace.

        

        Ironically, they all strived to restore peace. It's no exaggeration to say that humanity today is the result of their continued efforts, and humanity was protected by their struggles.

        

        Perhaps someone's death prevented someone else from being born, and perhaps someone shed tears and became unhappy.

        

        How could anyone criticize the Heroes who protected so many things through all this?

        

        Occasionally, some were consumed by their position as Hero, harboring ill thoughts, or becoming so arrogant that those who should protect humanity believed they deserved everything humanity offered, turning violent.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Someone must stop them.

        

        I moved.

        

        One.

        

        One.

        

        Two.

        

        Two.

        

        Three.

        

        Four.

        

        "There is always a rhythm to combat, and that rhythm eventually maintains a certain balance. Some things don't easily disappear no matter how forcefully you try to break them."

        

        The movement of the eyes.

        

        The movement of muscles.

        

        The moment of exerting force.

        

        The flow of magical power.

        

        All these connect to become attacking motions and defensive movements.

        

        The reason I was able to land even one proper hit on Gilbert Reinhart, whom I could never have defeated in my childhood, was because I mastered this technique.

        

        Seeing with my eyes and analyzing the situation.

        

        I was fortunate.

        

        Training in an environment where I wouldn't die at the hands of such a powerful person in my childhood became the foundation for my strength.

        

        Looking back, I somewhat question whether it truly was an environment where I wouldn't die.

        

        As a result, I learned how to analyze opponents to defeat the strong as a weak person.

        

        At first, it was simply in the realm of prediction—"this person will move like this"—but before I knew it, I began to see more.

        

        The range of what I could see unconsciously expanded, and I could see everything a person needed to fight.

        

        And the more I analyzed, the more their movements played into my hands.

        

        And then.

        

        "I've got it figured out."

        

        I could understand.

        

        Ting!!

        

      

      
        I corrected my posture, received the former Hero's attack, and slipped past it. I immediately slashed the surprised opponent's neck as they watched their attack fall to the ground, and moved on.

        

        I already knew.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "Let's stop resting, predecessors."

        

        With so many of them, it took time to analyze them all.

        

        Seeing this, I understood why people called me unreasonable violence. It wasn't that the former Heroes were weak, and I had no intention of forgetting my respect for them.

        

        Considering the value of the world they protected, they would forever remain heroes to humanity.

        

        However.

        

        I was stronger.

        

        The story that the First Hero Mihail Reinhart was the strongest wasn't just a tale.

        

        To be clear, I was weaker than Mihail, and if I didn't spend time analyzing their movements or if I simply tried to overpower them with brute force, I could crush them.

        

        Given the various circumstances, I had admittedly spent too much time.

        

        But I needed to handle this decisively, even for contingencies.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        One by one, the Heroes fell.

        

        Cutting down the Heroes and killing them again pained my heart somewhat, but I believed it was for their sake. I would kill them here before they committed greater sins.

        

        That was the utmost respect I could show them now.

        

        And I believed it was consideration.

        

        "Their formation has collapsed."

        

        Even without coordination, they had maintained a minimal formation, but as one or two disappeared, gaps formed, and the formation naturally crumbled.

        

        I rushed quickly through the broken gap.

        

        "...!"

        

        The Hero whose eyes met mine seemed to smile, if only for a brief moment.

        

        If I were to be resurrected by an evil person in the future and had to fight a future Hero...

        

        How would I feel?

        

        And if I were ultimately defeated by that future Hero?

        

        Perhaps I could smile, knowing it was a good thing.

        

        It's a bit regrettable that there will still be Heroes in the future. The existence of Heroes means that there will still be many problems in the future, and that the existence of a Hero will still be necessary.

        

        But at the same time, if I were to meet those sparkling eyes...

        

        I would smile at those eyes.

        

        It would surely be alright.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Swoong!!

        

        After cutting through them all, the final opponent, the Second Hero, leaped at me.

        

        I dodged his sword by moving a step to the side, then without stopping, thrust the holy sword into his chest.

        

        I wondered if even the Heroes would have been surprised by what happened in those few seconds.

        

        "Good."

        

        "Please leave the world to me. I hope I can be the last Hero."

        

        The Second Hero's eyes slowly closed.

        

        "That too, is good."

        

        Crash!!

        

        The sound of something breaking echoed.

        

        And after that, no one remained but me. I could still hear the sounds of fighting.

        

        I wanted to give them a little time out of sentimentality, but unfortunately, there was no time for that.

        

        It couldn't be helped.

        

        "Should I go help Royce? ...No, Royce will be fine."

        

      

      
        I could clearly sense Royce's magical power as he fought.

        

        But more important than helping Royce was lifting the curse.

        

        I needed to lift the curse on Alex to create a situation where I wouldn't have to kill him.

        

        "Let's go, I have work to do."

        

        ***

        

        Clang! Clang!!

        

        Royce and Pluto's attacks collided repeatedly, creating sounds that seemed to shatter buildings and shake space.

        

        Even covered in blood, he could regenerate quickly, but it consumed magical power, and Pluto now had only a faint sense of self-awareness.

        

        He seemed to regain some self-awareness when it came to Grandia, but he still couldn't completely break free from the mental binding.

        

        In other words, killing him was unavoidable.

        

        Moreover, even if he regained self-awareness, Death God Pluto, as the creator of monsters, had a mindset similar to monsters.

        

        It would be fair to say that Death God Pluto was the origin of this incident, so there was no reason to spare him even if he had self-awareness.

        

        He wouldn't repent, and anyone could easily predict that if left alone, he would commit similar acts again.

        

        Clang!!

        

        Another loud sound echoed.

        

        'This will never end at this rate.'

        

        Fighting for too long was honestly difficult for Royce.

        

        Even though he had obtained the Goddess's core and could fight longer than with the Spirit's core, there was still a burden when using power for extended periods.

        

        Considering this, Grandia was slowly dissolving the power, but hadn't completely dissolved it yet.

        

        If it were completely dissolved, he could use it as much as he wanted, but now using power inevitably came with a corresponding burden.

        

        Moreover, his opponent wasn't just anyone, but the First Death God, Pluto.

        

        Even without self-awareness, his instinctual fighting ability and power were not to be underestimated.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "Die."

        

        As he cut through space, Royce moved his hand against the purple blades that emerged from that space. Golden lights met those blades and defeated them, and Royce quickly leaped in.

        

        'The longer this drags on, the more dangerous it is for us. We're at a severe disadvantage, so I need to end this quickly somehow. Should I finish it with one powerful blast? That's the best method, but it's risky.'

        

        He pondered.

        

        Thinking of Alex, using too much power here wasn't the best approach.

        

        'No, why did they assign Death God Pluto to me in the first place? If it were me, I would have used the power of two Death Gods to attack Livia. That would be the most correct and best approach.'

        

        If they could just subdue Olivia Reinhart, the rest would somehow work out.

        

        Even if Royce could fight Alex, the outcome could easily change depending on vigilance or circumstances.

        

        No, although stability might be lower than Royce's due to the forceful seizure of power, in terms of combat firepower, Alex might have the upper hand.

        

        Then he could use that power to kill Olivia.

        

        That way, they could win.

        

        But Royce couldn't understand why they would deliberately pit Death God Pluto against him.

        

        'What are they aiming for? I don't get it.'

        

        Royce frowned.

        

        'I don't have the luxury to think about it. Death God Pluto's attacks are getting more intense.'

        

        At this rate, the royal capital could be destroyed.

        

        It was clear that he needed to end this quickly.

        

        -There's no need to overthink.

        

        "Lady Grandia?"

        

        -Let's focus on solving the problem in front of us first.

        

        "...Yes, understood."

        

        He had no choice but to gamble.

        

        If this turned into a prolonged battle, many problems would arise, so he had to end it quickly.
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        Grandia and Pluto.

        

        They were born at such similar times that one could say they were born simultaneously.

        

        They were powerful from the moment they existed, possessing abilities that could be called omnipotent, and they were able to wield these powers freely.

        

        They had no need to strive to develop their strength after coming into the world; with the mere movement of a finger, they could erase mountains and evaporate rivers.

        

        Though they did not create the world, they possessed the power to destroy it.

        

        And both Grandia and Pluto understood how powerful their strength was, and that they were fully capable of destroying the world.

        

        Understanding this, Grandia pondered the direction in which such power should be used, while Pluto, in contrast, smiled at that power.

        

        Grandia, who wanted to leave beautiful things as they were, absolutely did not want to erase the beauty of the world, and considered themselves just one of the countless living beings flowing through the world.

        

        They believed that since they had been born by chance, someone stronger who would surpass them would also be born by chance in the future.

        

        Perhaps this would be in a future so distant it was dizzying to contemplate, but they firmly believed it would happen.

        

        "Grandia, you're too timid. Born with such power, we have the right to rule the world."

        

        "You're arrogant. If we are merely beings born by chance, then beings that surpass us can just as easily be born by chance."

        

        "Then we can join our powers together. Someone stronger than me might be born someday, but no one stronger than both of us together. Isn't that right, Grandia?"

        

        How such a perception came to be, I don't know.

        

        Though born simultaneously, they could instinctively recognize that Grandia was closer to being the elder sister.

        

        Neither Grandia nor Pluto had anything that could be called gender, and in those days, they paid even less attention to such things.

        

        Grandia began taking on a female appearance simply because she believed that being a "beautiful woman" would give a more friendly impression to the humans she created, so she changed to match their form.

        

        And as if imitating Grandia, Pluto also usually took on a similar female form.

        

        There wasn't much thought behind that appearance.

        

        Rather, she found it slightly cute.

        

        When Pluto came in a form similar to Grandia's and smiled saying, "How is it? This is my appearance from now on. It's similar to Grandia's, right?" it was the epitome of innocence.

        

        Perhaps that's why she failed to notice.

        

        Even when creating a new race together with Pluto.

        

        And even afterward.

        

        She never thought Pluto would find joy in blood and slaughter. That survival of the fittest was everything, and that challenging the strong was the true joy.

        

        But Grandia was excluded from all of that. In the end, even when they reached the point of killing each other, they couldn't actually kill one another and ended up merely sealing each other away.

        

        Whether they shared blood, or their souls resembled each other, none of that mattered.

        

        They were sisters.

        

        Without a doubt.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        It was truly pitiful to see her sister Pluto fighting as a puppet without any will of her own.

        

        The range of her techniques was gradually expanding, and at this rate, the royal capital Lucedia would collapse before Pluto could be defeated.

        

        Moreover, since people hiding in shelters would be included within that range, they couldn't continue fighting like this.

        

        If it had been possible to leave, Royce would have dragged Pluto outside, but in the current situation, going outside was impossible.

        

        Even though the area was gradually expanding, it hadn't yet reached a significantly meaningful size.

        

        Boom!!

        

        "There is only one way. You know it, don't you?"

        

        "I do."

        

        The match would be decided in an instant.

        

        In a prolonged battle, the odds would be against them.

        

        It wasn't that they had absolutely no chance of winning in a long fight, but the probability was low, and even if they won, Alex would be waiting afterward.

        

        And if they fought a prolonged battle, Royce would likely consume a considerable amount of power.

        

        Ending it quickly like this would also be taxing, but at least it would be much more stable than a drawn-out fight.

      

      
        

        Royce shifted his stance while drawing up magical power.

        

        As Pluto lunged forward, he swung his hand.

        

        Boom!!

        

        "...!"

        

        A slowly burning pillar of flame sent Pluto soaring into the sky.

        

        With this, they could eliminate the damage.

        

        "Gr, andia."

        

        From within the flames, Pluto called Grandia's name.

        

        "Pluto."

        

        "Gran... diaaa!!"

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The shape of the sword instantly transformed into a scythe. The scythe grew larger and larger until it was enormous enough to fill the sky.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        Royce watched this for a moment, gasping for breath.

        

        "A big technique is coming! We need to prepare!"

        

        "As expected."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Since I first heard the story from Sylphie, I've thought that it would be difficult to fully demonstrate one's abilities in a state where self-awareness is sealed. The weaknesses or critical points that one would rationally control become more easily exposed."

        

        In fact, Sylphie had said she created a gap in the magical power and broke through to attack Reina.

        

        But normally, Reina would have been able to respond by quickly creating a new storm to counter such a gap. Yet she failed to respond and was defeated by Sylphie.

        

        At that point, Royce had thought:

        

        This necromancy strongly seals the self, so perhaps the bad habits that would normally be controlled rationally cannot be controlled.

        

        Especially when using large techniques, which are often executed instinctively, the gaps would be more noticeable.

        

        He had deliberately used a significant amount of Grandia's power to provoke Pluto.

        

        He believed that Pluto, who still showed interest in Grandia above all else, would surely respond to Grandia's power.

        

        Indeed, Pluto was now responding by attempting to use a large technique.

        

        "I'm going to kill her. Is that alright?"

        

        "...Of course. This is something I should have done long ago, back in Erkia—no, even before that. Let me be the one to mourn for that child alone."

        

        "I'll stay with you. As someone who inherited that power."

        

        "...Thank you, truly. If there were more people like you in the world, I could close my eyes without any worries."

        

        "You flatter me."

        

        Slowly, the wounds on Royce's body were regenerating.

        

        Combat experience couldn't be ignored, which is why Royce had been at a disadvantage.

        

        Moreover, the situation was unfavorable in many ways.

        

        But in a direct confrontation—

        

        A battle requiring no special techniques, and beyond that, Pluto had lost her self-awareness, using only formulaic large techniques. The raw power might not be much different from the original Pluto, but the technique composing the magical power would inevitably be somewhat different.

        

        What should be invisible becomes visible.

        

        The gap in magical power.

        

        Royce gathered magical power into his sword, targeting the all-too-visible gap in the magical power.

        

        "..."

        

        Boom!!

        

        With a loud sound, the magical power was being compressed into one.

        

        There was only one chance, and if he missed or if the power was insufficient, Royce would be at a significant disadvantage afterward.

        

      

      
        Fighting Pluto after forcibly drawing out power once would be difficult.

        

        He wanted to end it with this single strike if possible.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        It wouldn't take long.

        

        About two seconds.

        

        That would be the time that decided the match.

        

        He would insert the maximum firepower Royce could currently produce into the gap in the magical power, taking down Pluto in one go.

        

        It sounds simple when put into words, and indeed, the match would end as quickly as if it had been simple. This match had only two possible outcomes: either Royce would lose, or Royce would win easily.

        

        The future where he wins with difficulty was unlikely to come.

        

        Some things remain impossible no matter how hard one tries.

        

        Unfortunately, Royce did not possess the explosive power of Olivia Reinhart or Sylphie. What is impossible in practice remains impossible in actual combat.

        

        One cannot achieve results beyond what one has built up.

        

        Magical power doesn't suddenly increase just because one is covered in wounds, nor does one gain the supernatural ability to read the future by predicting every single movement of the opponent by dragging out the battle.

        

        What he had was everything he had built up.

        

        "Grandia!!!"

        

        Death God Pluto shouted.

        

        The scythe attack was swung.

        

        A sound like space being cut.

        

        No, perhaps space was actually being cut.

        

        To be honest, finding that gap in magical power is not usually an easy task, but it's fine.

        

        Because it's arranged so simply, finding the flow isn't that difficult.

        

        What is impossible in practice is impossible in actual combat.

        

        That's right.

        

        That is the limit of the man called Royce.

        

        But conversely, what was possible in practice is also possible in actual combat.

        

        He doesn't make mistakes.

        

        Knowing he can do it, he doesn't make mistakes.

        

        People get nervous and make mistakes when they try to do more than they're capable of. That's why Royce continuously practiced, worked hard, and developed his talents to expand the range of "what he can do."

        

        Having more things one can do means improved ability, and with improved ability comes better judgment.

        

        What one can do and what one knows become the materials for "judgment," which provides a foundation for competence even if one's combat ability isn't exceptionally outstanding.

        

        "Hup!!"

        

        "Excellent, Royce."

        

        So he doesn't make mistakes.

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        The straight-flying magical sword strike eventually collided with Pluto's attack.

        

        When magical powers collide, they would normally explode on the spot, causing mutual destruction of equal forces, but when penetrating the gap in magical power, the connection between them quickly breaks, and attacks made of magical power rapidly lose their strength.

        

        That's why one must consciously hide that gap in magical power and continuously change it.

        

        But Pluto's attack, with her self-awareness essentially sealed, had its magical power arranged in an orderly fashion, making it very easy to find the gap.

        

        Therefore.

        

        If he could create a situation that would only induce a large attack.

        

        "I can win."
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        The attack pierced through, accurately penetrating Pluto's body.

        

        The sword strike penetrated everything and soared high into the sky.

        

        With a shoulder torn through, an arm flying off, and the upper body ripped apart with a gaping hole, the sight revealed an unspeakable devastation. Yet, in Pluto's eyes, there seemed to be something far removed from pain.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        Royce looked up, cold sweat streaming down his face.

        

        Still in the process of inheriting power, Royce couldn't help but become exhausted when using too much of it. That was what differentiated him from Alex.

        

        With time, Royce might reach the same level as Alex, but even then, it was clear that in terms of maximum power output, he was inferior to Alex in his current state.

        

        That's why when he launched an attack beyond his normal control range, it instantly drained his stamina and inevitably put strain on his body.

        

        Even this could be considered a stable method.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that Royce thought Alex didn't have much time left.

        

        If he had forcibly taken this power without stabilizing it, it wouldn't be strange if his lifespan was severely shortened.

        

        "Ah, aah."

        

        "...!"

        

        With its upper body pierced through, Pluto quickly lunged at Royce.

        

        Clang!!

        

        A loud metallic sound rang out.

        

        Pluto simply swung its attacks like a madman. Royce blocked the attacks while gasping for breath.

        

        "Right, you don't die easily."

        

        It was certainly impressive.

        

        That previous attack had enough power to pierce through anything, and although Pluto was pierced, it still fought with its remaining hand, swinging its scythe.

        

        Its survival instinct and spirit to challenge strength were truly remarkable.

        

        Indeed, it was a god befitting the parent of all demons, and a being worthy of the name Death God.

        

        Just as all humans had parts that resembled the goddess, all demons had instinctual traits that inevitably resembled Pluto, the Death God.

        

        But.

        

        "This is within my expectations."

        

        Pluto's scythe sliced through Royce's body. As blood splattered, Grandia's hand touched Pluto's back from behind.

        

        In the moment of attack, Pluto had no choice but to focus on Royce, and for Grandia, grabbing the already devastated Pluto from behind wasn't particularly difficult.

        

        "You never change, do you?"

        

        "Gran..."

        

        It was the same before.

        

        In the end, when conflict erupted and they pointed weapons at each other, even when humans and demons—who were like their own children—fought against each other, Pluto focused on fighting Grandia.

        

        Ultimately, Pluto was fixated only on the battle in front, or in other words, what was visible to the eye.

        

        As a result, Grandia was able to deliberately use flashy attacks to blur Pluto's vision and strike from behind in one go.

        

        Consequently, Grandia won that way, but since their powers were evenly matched, they both took heavy damage.

        

        In the end, Grandia hesitated for a moment and failed to kill Pluto.

        

        Therefore, this time...

        

        "Farewell."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Being connected to Royce, Grandia could also exert power close to that of a spirit mage if she wished.

        

        And that light, close to holiness, completely pierced through Pluto's upper body.

        

        In fact, Grandia's original power was somewhat distant from "holiness."

        

        But as humans began to look up to Grandia as a goddess, she thought:

        

        She needed to acquire power more befitting a goddess.

        

        So she began to formally acquire holy magic.

        

        She bestowed attacks that were especially effective against undead and demons.

        

        She mastered such attack magic well, but people couldn't master Grandia's healing arts. Although she tried to teach them, only a very limited number of people could properly learn it.

        

        In the end, when healing arts spread through the foundation of holy magic established by an ordinary cleric whom she couldn't properly teach, she was truly surprised.

        

      

      
        -Wow.

        

        That was the first time she saw the potential of humanity.

        

        Until then, she thought she had to teach everything from start to finish, but afterward, Grandia began to think:

        

        Maybe I should watch and see what humans can do on their own.

        

        So she stopped interfering in matters they could handle themselves, and even after being sealed, she gradually reduced her involvement.

        

        But there were days when she regretted this.

        

        Lives that could have been saved had she intervened died.

        

        It could have been a heroic death, or just a death that remained in no one's memory. Sometimes, no matter how hard one tried, some things simply couldn't be changed.

        

        -Why, Grandia? With such power, why make such choices? We deserve to stand above everything!

        

        -Standing above everything means nothing if everything beneath us is turned to corpses!

        

        -Life and the world are in our hands!

        

        -That's precisely why we need to know the gravity of using our power.

        

        -Nonsense! Those who possess power wield it. How can those who have not be free? We are freedom, Grandia.

        

        -You're infringing too much on others' freedom.

        

        -They're just our possessions, things we created.

        

        -Once we gave them intellect and reason, once we gave them the desire to live, we can no longer call them 'possessions.'

        

        The conversation went nowhere.

        

        Perhaps someone might say Pluto's logic is correct. Being strong and having power that no one can question means you can do as you please. Being that strong means you can be free.

        

        Even if it means infringing upon and destroying others' freedom.

        

        Grandia could never accept this, and that led to war between their races.

        

        "Ah, ugh..."

        

        "Pluto."

        

        "Grandia."

        

        "I told you, didn't I? That someday, our era would end. That we were just coincidentally born with strong powers."

        

        "..."

        

        There is no such thing as eternity.

        

        Nor the strongest.

        

        Nor omnipotence.

        

        Nor almighty.

        

        Omnipotence and almighty do not exist, and eternity is truly a dream.

        

        Even the relationships that connect people's hearts aren't eternal.

        

        That's why one must do their best every day, be grateful for what they have now, and learn humility.

        

        "Sister..."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        Pluto's eyes gradually grew dim.

        

        It seemed her sense of self had somewhat returned, though not completely. Slowly fading, Pluto called Grandia by that title for the first time.

        

        Perhaps she had thought of her that way for a long time.

        

        Without anyone saying it first, Grandia regarded her as a younger sister, and Pluto regarded Grandia as an older sister.

        

        That's why when war broke out, Pluto must have been just as confused.

        

        Setting aside the good and evil, right and wrong of the matter, Pluto must have believed they would be together forever, and even if they were defeated and killed by someone, they would face that moment together.

        

        But Grandia completely turned against Pluto.

        

        Despite their fights and differences of opinion, Pluto also believed they could join hands again.

        

        The fact that they used sealing magic while striking each other's vital points showed that not only Grandia but also Pluto hesitated to kill in that moment.

        

        "We have... freedom, Sister..."

        

        "Perhaps. The logic that because we were born with more than others, we can enjoy more and take more, might not be considered bad from a living being's perspective."

        

        In reality, whether they like it or not, people enjoy and take many things depending on the situation.

        

        No matter how much everyone proclaims equality, selection is ultimately made based on certain criteria, and discrimination inevitably occurs in that process.

        

      

      
        One can strive for fairness, but it's no exaggeration to say that a world where everything is fair, just, and equal cannot be created.

        

        So in such a world, wanting to live freely and as one pleases according to what one has might be what many people desire deep in their hearts.

        

        But.

        

        "It's something that shouldn't be done, so it can't be done."

        

        "..."

        

        "From the past to now, we never see eye to eye."

        

        "Indeed, but it can't be helped."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Someday, we'll meet again... we will..."

        

        Did she believe they could laugh together again after a long time as if nothing had happened?

        

        Grandia wished for that too, but she had already moved beyond that point.

        

        Too many had died.

        

        Too much damage had been inflicted.

        

        And Grandia couldn't ignore the lives that would be lost because of Pluto in the future, and Pluto, the parent of all demons, would surely kill people meaninglessly again.

        

        So.

        

        Crack!!

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "This is...!"

        

        A purple claw passed through the head of the fallen Pluto.

        

        The reason was incomprehensible.

        

        Even if left alone, Pluto was already dying. In just a few seconds, she would have completely disappeared without leaving any evidence of her existence.

        

        Nevertheless, who pierced her head?

        

        When Royce turned his head, Alex was sitting on top of the building.

        

        "As expected."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "I knew you would win, Royce."

        

        "You."

        

        The purple energy around Royce's body intensified.

        

        "Don't tell me."

        

        "Your understanding is quick as always. All the puzzle pieces are already in place, aren't they?"

        

        "You stole it again?"

        

        Alex had already obtained the power of the Death God.

        

        But that wasn't enough.

        

        Therefore.

        

        Resurrect the dead. A complete resurrection of the dead, possible only once.

        

        Without a sense of self, but something infinitely close to the living person bound to the body.

        

        If that's the case.

        

        Wouldn't it be possible again?

        

        Wouldn't it be possible to steal that power once more and obtain it?

        

        "Now, let's begin."

        

        "Begin what?"

        

        "What will be faster? You killing me? Or the world ending? Even if you defeat me, if the world ends, that's not a happy ending, is it?"

        

        Looking alternately at Grandia, who was staring blankly at where Pluto had disappeared, and Royce, who was glaring at Alex, Alex smiled.

        

        "Must be tiring, being a good person?"

        

        "..."

        

        Royce exhaled softly and said:

        

        "I know, you bastard."
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        They will use any means necessary to win.

        

        Even those who say such things still choose their means and methods.

        

        Because to truly win, one must not discriminate between means and methods.

        

        Affection.

        

        Morality.

        

        Ethics.

        

        These things may not be necessary for victory and might even hold one back, but not all people are strong or prioritize efficiency and reason.

        

        Making choices with affection.

        

        Making choices with morality.

        

        Making choices with ethics.

        

        It was possible to gain people's trust and establish a clear cause for this fight.

        

        People admire goodness.

        

        And despise evil.

        

        Even while claiming that evil is efficient and good, everyone feels guilt about evil, rationalizing that they themselves have done nothing wrong.

        

        But in moments of doing good, people can become brave.

        

        Alex had often observed this.

        

        Those who commit evil give the same impression in their final moments.

        

        Some accept their death, but only as an understanding that it's their karma.

        

        But those who die committing good deeds all wear the same expression.

        

        They smile at the lives they've saved.

        

        They regret what they couldn't save.

        

        Even cowards and ordinary people, when facing certain death and seeing the lives they've saved, wave and smile in that moment.

        

        Indeed.

        

        Human nobility.

        

        Human good and evil.

        

        Human beauty and ugliness.

        

        Most are determined by "circumstances."

        

        Unless someone is extremely one-sided, they tend to act according to the situation when appropriate circumstances arise. The concept of mob psychology exists for a reason.

        

        Extreme people do exist.

        

        Good people who, in any situation, try to circulate their own goodness, others' goodness, and the world's goodness.

        

        The world has maintained order because such people have always existed, and when things seem hopeless, these people raise their banners, become heroes of the story, and set the world right again.

        

        And.

        

        The opposite also exists.

        

        Just as there are people who are good in any situation, there are also those who desire evil in any situation, think evil thoughts, want to see the world collapse, and want to see people die in despair.

        

        That was exactly who Alex was.

        

        ***

        

        "Alex."

        

        "How can you defeat Olivia Reinhart?"

        

        "..."

        

        Alex pondered.

        

        He wasn't confident about winning in a direct confrontation.

        

        Based on actual combat experience, he couldn't win no matter what he tried. Even when landing clearly effective blows, he doubted whether they had any real impact.

        

        Something close to a sense of crushing defeat enveloped Alex.

        

        He simply couldn't reach her through force.

        

        No matter how much he flew or crawled with the Reaper's power, he couldn't defeat Olivia Reinhart. At that time, Alex had his own power plus the Reaper's power added to it.

        

        Even as a human, Alex Reynolds was by no means weak, capable of fighting against Demon Lord Army executives.

        

        Yet even after purely stealing all the Reaper's power on top of that, he still couldn't reach Olivia Reinhart.

        

        It was shocking, but simultaneously understandable.

        

        Olivia Reinhart.

        

        She truly floats in the sky, plain to see.

        

      

      
        But that sky is unreachable.

        

        Like knowing stars shine in their place but being unable to touch them no matter how far you reach, Olivia Reinhart had reached the pinnacle of all martial power.

        

        The frightening thing was that she hadn't even reached her prime yet.

        

        After capturing Reaper Alex, she might not train as desperately now that she was free from her obsession, but she would still maintain a certain training intensity and wouldn't suddenly stop the discipline she had maintained throughout her life.

        

        Olivia Reinhart in her thirties might not find it impossible to unleash a slash capable of destroying the world single-handedly.

        

        The world should be grateful.

        

        That Olivia Reinhart was twisted in the right way.

        

        And that she met Royce at the moment she was betrayed and turning dark.

        

        Was that fate?

        

        Or was it coincidence?

        

        "You won't be able to hold out."

        

        "I know."

        

        With a tearing sound, Alex's skin burst open, and where it tore, there wasn't human flesh but a rippling purple energy.

        

        It was similar to how Royce used to partially transform into an elemental when he couldn't fully control the overflowing elemental power during spirit unification.

        

        But Royce had worked hard over a long time to control that power, and even if some rampaging occurred, it wasn't life-threatening.

        

        If he had stayed as he was, Royce could have gradually increased his spirit unification time with effort and time.

        

        But Alex was different.

        

        Alex couldn't control the overflowing power that was leaking out. His skin was tearing even though there were no actual wounds, and he was transforming into something inhuman.

        

        This wasn't evolution or degeneration.

        

        He had forcibly absorbed the power of Pluto, the Reaper, who could be considered a god of monsters—power that should never have been compatible with him.

        

        He might have needed decades or even centuries to adjust to it, but he had fought freely in that state.

        

        And not stopping there, he chose to resurrect the Reaper again and steal its power once more.

        

        As a result, his body was collapsing, and even his soul was screaming.

        

        The only reason Alex was holding on now was one thing:

        

        Confirmation of faith.

        

        Confirmation of existence.

        

        Struggling for recognition.

        

        Mental strength composed of such complex elements.

        

        That alone was keeping Alex Reynolds "sane" now.

        

        "Still."

        

        "..."

        

        "I can see hell."

        

        "You didn't have to do this."

        

        "Don't try to take back past regrets now, Royce. Either way, we'll both just end up with regrets."

        

        "..."

        

        "Royce, you know what? I'm so satisfied right now."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "I can hear the screams of the attacked city, blood flowing, people dying. Even at this moment, the monster realm is expanding, and an environment of pain and hell is unfolding. It's pure chaos."

        

        "..."

        

        "And that makes me feel so at ease."

        

        And that was utterly disgusting.

        

        How could a person be so cruel?

        

        How could a person be so cold-blooded?

        

        How could someone not possess any human compassion?

        

        How could someone laugh at others' pain and hatred?

        

        Is this human?

        

        Is this humanity?

        

        "Haha, hahaha! Isn't it funny? For the first time, I feel alive! All kinds of people thanked me! I saved countless people! I stood before people drowning in misfortune and bestowed salvation as if I were a god!"

        

        "You."

        

        Indeed, the Reynolds family had engaged in many charitable activities after Alex became the head.

        

      

      
        Especially, whether projecting himself or not, he had worked to ensure orphans and similar people wouldn't starve to death.

        

        Because of this, people said that many things changed in the Reynolds family when Alex became the head, and everyone would unanimously say that Alex's public reputation was that of a good person.

        

        He tried hard.

        

        He persevered.

        

        Helping people.

        

        Saving them.

        

        Accumulating good deeds.

        

        Cherishing others.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he did everything a person could do.

        

        "What evil! What worst! I'm so happy I can't help it, Royce."

        

        "...You won't last long, Alex."

        

        "I know that very well! The very idea of humanity inheriting the Reaper's power is ridiculous! And I didn't inherit it—I stole it! Twice!"

        

        "Then why didn't you just do that from the beginning? Why make me fight you?"

        

        "Even if I seal my consciousness, I can only give simple commands. In other words, if I attack from my side, Pluto has no choice but to respond."

        

        Meaning that even if he tried to kill with one blow, Pluto would react to that attack and move, unnecessarily draining power.

        

        Alex, already in poor condition, didn't want to walk such a dangerous tightrope.

        

        "So I borrowed your power. When the body collapses and the soul escapes, I can steal the pure crystallization of power."

        

        "..."

        

        "You won't call it cowardice, will you?"

        

        "Well, it seems like it would only hurt my mouth to say it."

        

        "That's right, too much has happened. Too much has happened for us to understand each other. So draw your weapon. I'll use you as a tool to defeat Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "How do you think you can use me against Livia?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        "To that Olivia Reinhart, you've become someone more precious than her own life. I'm very curious how you managed it, but I suppose it was possible because it's you. She'll hesitate a little, waver a little."

        

        "Even after gaining the Reaper's power again, you're not confident you can beat Livia?"

        

        "The risk is high. Actually, I don't necessarily need to kill you two."

        

        "Then why reveal yourself? Why not hide and let the monster realm expand until humanity is extinct?"

        

        "I need the opportunity."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex was gasping for breath.

        

        That face, looking like it could die at any moment, didn't appear to belong to a living person.

        

        There was no vitality in that face, making one wonder if it was a corpse walking around.

        

        "You had the possibility... the opportunity to kill me, yet you couldn't, and humanity was destroyed. That sin would certainly be immeasurable. I wanted to kill Olivia if possible, but it didn't seem easy. The risk was too great, so I put it off until the end."

        

        "Oh, is that so?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "There's nothing left to say now. The relationship that began in that cursed slum has come this far. Why did you and I meet, of all people?"

        

        There were two men who seemed completely opposite.

        

        Surely both Royce and Alex had made similar efforts to love people. Yet Royce could love people, while Alex could not.

        

        Where does that difference come from?

        

        "Stay put, then at least you can live on after I die. With your level of skill, you can certainly survive in the monster realm, right?"

        

        At Alex's words, Royce laughed as if mocking him.

        

        "Don't talk nonsense."

        

        "The straight-talker is speaking quite frankly."

        

        "You're making it impossible to speak straight."

        

        They both draw their swords.

        

        At this point, there is only one path.

        

        Until one side completely collapses.

        

        They could only fight.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.283The Final God - 26

      
        BOOM!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Royce was pushed back one-sidedly and sent flying backward.

        

        It was expected, if anything.

        

        Right now, Royce was receiving power from the goddess Grandia through a method that prioritized stability over peak strength, while Alex had inherited power through a riskier but more potent method—and he'd done it twice.

        

        Effectively, the difference in combat power between Royce and Alex was about twofold, which was a considerable gap.

        

        Before this happened, Royce and Alex had been so evenly matched that it was impossible to predict who would win.

        

        But suddenly, by absorbing the Death God Pluto's power one more time, Alex had created an enormous difference between them.

        

        "Face me now!!"

        

        CRASH!!

        

        "Do you think you can win?!"

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        TING!!

        

        Royce smiled while bleeding.

        

        "A fight isn't about when you can win."

        

        "That's why you'll die early."

        

        "Even if I lose, you'll follow soon after, so what's the difference?"

        

        "Indeed, you're right."

        

        CLANG!!

        

        A loud metallic sound rang out as they glared at each other.

        

        Many people might be surprised to see Royce like this now. Even Olivia would be.

        

        Feral might be the right word.

        

        The vicious expression on Royce's face wasn't something easily seen. But to Alex, this side of him was quite familiar.

        

        After all, he came from the slums.

        

        It was impossible for him not to have a rough side.

        

        When Royce fought in the slums, he wore that wild animal-like face, which even adults occasionally feared.

        

        When you hit someone, they should feel it, but no matter how many times he was struck, he would get up as if it were natural, making it seem like he wouldn't fall unless killed.

        

        Once, while enduring like that, he nearly died for real.

        

        Although Alex was often called stubborn by those around him, he wasn't as bad as Royce.

        

        From the beginning, Royce maintained his faith in the slums, spoke of morality and conscience, traveled from the slums to the royal capital Lucedia with his small body just to see his friend's condition, and even after losing faith in humanity due to artificial spirit experiments, he thought living that way was a waste of life and tried to abandon his doubts.

        

        What else would you call such a person if not "stubborn"?

        

        If no one else, at least Alex acknowledged Royce as someone more stubborn than himself.

        

        'What is he planning?'

        

        His movements had been strange for a while.

        

        The curse of sharing hadn't been lifted yet, and there was nothing he could do in his current state. At most, he was buying time?

        

        But no matter how he looked at it, those weren't the eyes of someone merely stalling.

        

        WHOOSH! Alex's fist was blocked by Royce's forehead.

        

        With a CRACK! Royce's forehead split open and blood sprayed out, but Royce didn't care at all.

        

        SWOOSH!!

        

        "Guh!"

        

        Not missing the opening, Royce sliced through Alex's arm as he passed by.

        

        "Like a wild animal indeed! When you glare like that, I can see your old face! You've become unnecessarily virtuous!!"

        

        Just as Royce was surprised to see Alex in the hero's party, Alex was equally surprised to see Royce.

        

        He always thought Royce was somewhat virtuous, but in childhood, Royce was quick to anger. Especially during fights, when he showed that wild animal-like face, he was far from cautious.

        

        But.

        

        When they met again in the hero's party, Royce was cautious and seemed somehow enlightened in various ways.

        

        CRASH!!

        

        The sound of swords clashing was unlike anything one would expect from blades meeting.

        

        'What's happening? I'm clearly stronger, so how is this happening?'

        

        Alex definitely had the upper hand, but somehow Royce was catching up. Alex was certainly superior in both strength and speed.

        

        That was undeniable, but something was happening at the moment of impact.

        

        Alex looked at his hand.

        

        Inside his torn skin, a purple energy was burning, resembling a night sky dyed purple.

        

        "No way."

        

        Alex's eyes widened.

        

        "You, the gap in magical power..."

        

        "Tch."

        

        Royce clicked his tongue.

        

        He had planned to fight a bit longer, but it seemed he was discovered sooner than expected.

        

        Royce had been precisely exploiting the gaps in magical power at the moment of impact to neutralize attacks. It required incredible concentration and observation.

        

        It was possible, but only theoretically possible at that level of skill.

        

        Alex laughed in disbelief.

        

        He had always known Royce was an extraordinary man, but he hadn't expected him to hold out like this against a power difference of more than twofold.

      

      
        

        "Many are dying."

        

        "...!"

        

        "More will die from now on, right?"

        

        "Do you want to commit such sins?"

        

        "It's also entertainment."

        

        "That's not your main purpose, is it?"

        

        "Both are my main purposes. I told you, I'm feeling truly alive for the first time in my life. Perhaps I was a monster in my previous life. I was mistakenly reincarnated as a human."

        

        "Alex."

        

        "Otherwise, how can I explain this disgusting heart of mine?"

        

        CLANG!!

        

        "God teaches that sins are forgiven!! Then will I be forgiven after death?! What happens to that responsibility?!"

        

        "Who knows!"

        

        CRASH!

        

        Their attacks rang out loudly as they precisely aimed for each other's necks.

        

        "Rejoice, Royce!! I'll prove God's existence first! If I can't prove God's existence, I'll only prove God's absence!! Hahaha, hahahaha!!"

        

        BOOM!!

        

        BOOM!!

        

        "Or would you like to go see first?"

        

        Alex leaped forward quickly and swung his sword. In response, Royce focused on defense, blocking by channeling his magical power.

        

        "God would surely be pleased with you. You accumulated good deeds, didn't fall to evil, and even though you could have hated humanity and despised everything, you saved people and loved them."

        

        "..."

        

        "Not only that, but you also loved conceptually and gained many things. Surely God loves you, He must. Isn't that right? If someone like you isn't loved!! Where is justice in this world! No fair ending even after death! What kind of boring conclusion is that?!"

        

        Alex's eyes gleamed.

        

        Those eyes, filled with madness, glared at Royce.

        

        Just as Royce was reflected in Alex's eyes, Alex was reflected in Royce's.

        

        "You."

        

        Royce opened his mouth.

        

        "Were you envious of me?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Of me, who could love."

        

        "...Yes."

        

        Alex's voice, clearly lowered, somehow gave a sad impression.

        

        "Let me ask you in return, why didn't you hate? After suffering artificial spirit experiments at human hands, growing up in the slums, why can you still trust people? Most people who go through that much would doubt others for life."

        

        "..."

        

        "But you believe, and even love. Why is that?"

        

        "Because it's more fun."

        

        "What?"

        

        "It's more beneficial."

        

        Royce smiled while bleeding.

        

        "I told you before."

        

        "Told me what?"

        

        "What reason do you need to help people?"

        

        "...Right."

        

        Alex frowned.

        

        "I think I heard that."

        

        CRASH!!

        

        With a loud sound, magical power spread widely, and Royce fell straight to the ground.

        

        ***

        

        "Huff..."

        

        I gasped for breath as I got up.

        

        I seemed to have momentarily lost consciousness. I probably passed out for about two seconds.

        

        A sewer?

        

        It seemed I had fallen through the ground into the sewer below.

        

        I noticed a spectacularly shattered section.

        

        A method.

        

        If there's a method.

        

        -Royce, I'll cooperate with whatever method you choose. I'll follow your lead.

        

        "Will you be alright?"

        

        Since Death God Pluto died like that, she must be emotionally complex. But Lady Grandia was silent for a very brief moment before finally speaking.

        

        -I told you, didn't I? That I alone would shed tears for Pluto, and I would do so alone. Her death is for me alone to mourn. It might be close to poetic justice.

        

        "You don't have to speak so coldly on purpose."

        

        -Thank you.

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        Magical power.

        

        It might be getting dangerous soon.

        

        My injuries were more serious than I thought.

        

        I defeated Death God Pluto, and then faced Alex, who had become the 2nd Death God.

        

        Moreover, with double the power of a Death God, he was even more formidable. I had consumed magical power beyond imagination, and my wounds had become severe.

        

        It felt like the Death God's curse was eating away at my entire body.

        

        As expected, in terms of pure combat power, Death God Pluto was stronger than Goddess Grandia. It was natural since she had trained for battle, but still.

        

        Nevertheless, the reason Pluto nearly died after losing the war wasn't simply because Lady Grandia was superior to Pluto, but rather because she had created a good strategy.

        

        Creating that strategy was also a skill, so the assessment that she was superior wasn't wrong.

        

        'There is a method.'

        

        Making the cores collide with each other.

        

        Making the cores collide to forcibly burst them.

        

        This would lead to the dissolution of power rather than death, so the curse of sharing wouldn't activate.

        

        It was possible to put them in a state of not being able to die rather than dying, and then after lifting the curse of sharing, kill them.

        

        'But in my current physical condition, if I take out the core from my body, I'll die.'

        

        What should I do?

        

        I don't know when Livia will arrive.

        

        People are dying in real time.

        

        In the somewhat dazed time from losing so much blood, I found myself pondering. Should I take out the core now, or...

        

        Even now, in real time.

        

        People.

        

        How.

        

        Should.

        

        I.

        

        "P-please save me...!"

        

        "...!"

        

        A thousand thoughts raced through my mind, but in reality, only a few seconds had passed. When I turned my head, I saw an old man whose legs had been crushed by the debris I had broken through.

        

        Could it be that he couldn't reach the shelter and was hiding in this sewer?

        

        The momentary conflict lost its meaning, and I immediately moved the rocks away and said:

        

        "Can you walk, sir?"

        

        The old man escaped and placed his hand on my shoulder.

        

        Something.

        

        It felt numbing.

        

        "...That's not the ending, child. Right?"

        

        "Sir?"

        

        CRASH!!

        

        Suddenly, a loud noise rang out.

        

        I unconsciously turned my head and looked up.

        

        "ALEEEEX!!!"

        

        "..."

        

        At the familiar voice, I couldn't help but smile.

        

        Livia, you've come.

        

        I felt like I could relax.

        

        This sense of relief, what can I do about it?

        

        She's more dependable than me... no, I wonder if there's anyone in the world more dependable than Livia.

        

        Come to think of it, if I were to take out something like a core and shoot it, Livia might drag me back from the afterlife just to kill me again.

        

        Planning a strategy that assumes death just to save people.

        

        I must have momentarily lost my mind.

        

        I'm still immature.

        

        "Ah, right. Sir! Quickly, to the shelter...!"

        

        Huh?

        

        What's this?

        

        When I turned my head, no one was there.

        

        "S-sir?"

        

        -Royce, it seems a battle is about to begin above.

        

        "No, but..."

        

        I stood dazed for a moment before turning my head at the loud BOOM!! that rang out.

        

        I gripped my sword.

        

        'Was I dreaming?'

        

        With no presence felt around me, I quickly left the sewer and looked up.

        

        Up there...

        

        Monsters were clashing with each other.
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        "Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        Attack met attack.

        

        Olivia's movements became visible.

        

        Only after enhancing his own power and acquiring the power of the Grim Reaper twice was Alex finally able to track her movements with his eyes.

        

        Clang! Clang!!

        

        Olivia seemed surprised that Alex could keep up with her movements.

        

        The difference was all the more noticeable because he hadn't been able to follow her properly during their previous fight.

        

        "What the hell did you do this time?"

        

        "Just what I needed to do to achieve my goal."

        

        "Was there something you wanted so badly? Are you happy now?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        "Then why are you trembling?"

        

        "Someone with a pure heart and nature like you wouldn't understand."

        

        Alex's hands were trembling.

        

        "Whether by chance or necessity, I too had something called a conscience."

        

        "......"

        

        "I don't know if it was innate or developed over time, but it definitely existed."

        

        Standing still, Alex spoke.

        

        Olivia chose not to respond.

        

        She wanted to ask how someone with a conscience could do such things, but she held back. After all, Alex already knew this without her having to point it out.

        

        "Don't you think it's tragic? Don't you find it funny? The despair, death, and suffering of others should have been my solace, and yet I possess a proper conscience, morality, and ethics that tell me it's wrong."

        

        "......"

        

        "Is this the influence of birth or education? Honestly, I haven't found the answer myself... But I suppose that's not really important."

        

        "You'll destroy the world and become the greatest sinner."

        

        "Exactly!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        Alex lunged forward.

        

        "If I'm captured like this, I'll face the ultimate punishment! There's no way I could avoid execution! My name will remain in history, forever reviled and condemned as humanity's betrayer!"

        

        "That's right!"

        

        "But how will they judge me in the afterlife!?"

        

        "...!"

        

        "All the rules of this life! All laws! All morality! All ethics! Everything is just a noose created by humanity! What we uphold is good, and those who do what we don't uphold are evil!"

        

        Clang! Clang!

        

        "It's truly humanism! But that's precisely what maintains society, maintains order, maintains humanity's position! That's why I don't deny the punishment of those laws! I don't deny those ethics and morality!"

        

        Such things must exist.

        

        Striving to be righteous is what makes a person good.

        

        While monsters sing of the survival of the strongest, humans sing of the survival of the fittest.

        

        Rather than abandoning the weak, they try to help them survive, doing their best to protect the species.

        

        For this, morality and ethics are necessary, and the importance of rules must be emphasized.

        

        Adhering to these principles is humanity's true nature, the most beautiful and noble form it can take.

        

        If everyone instead admired evil and lived for evil, how would that be different from monsters?

        

        It would make them worse than beasts, truly despicable.

        

        "Then in the afterlife!! After death!! What will happen!! God!! The angels and demons that exist in the netherworld!!"

        

        Crash!!

        

        "How will they judge us?"

        

        "So that's why you're doing all this? Childish, but not surprising. People's motivations are usually so childish that it leaves me speechless."

        

        Olivia wiped away the flowing blood as she spoke.

        

        "You understand well. Yes, fundamentally, we humans move for childish reasons. Whether it's for a cause, justice, desire, or whatever—those childish things are our origin and foundation."

      

      
        

        "......"

        

        "Olivia, I want an answer. I want to know if I was born as someone who shouldn't exist."

        

        "Couldn't you ask that question after living a good life?"

        

        "Perhaps. But if one harbors evil thoughts yet lives virtuously, is that evil?"

        

        "That's..."

        

        "Even if I secretly mock, despise, condemn, and look down on many things in my heart..."

        

        Alex was gasping for breath.

        

        His face looked like he might die at any moment, as if he would self-destruct even without Olivia killing him.

        

        "If outwardly I care for people, save them, am kind to everyone, know courtesy, and act according to morality and conscience... is that evil?"

        

        "......"

        

        "Even if I spend my entire life that way, and even if I meet God, He might praise me. No, I want to prove it. I want to know the answer to this question: if I was born this way and live according to how I was born, is that evil?"

        

        "What if there's no answer?"

        

        "Then I'm just an unfortunate being who happened to be born by chance. Regrettable, but I'm prepared for that too. But!! If an answer comes!! If God sees me and gives me either reward or punishment!! If He gives me an answer!"

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        The magical power flowing from Alex's body, which was reaching the brink of death, was turning into a curse itself, and the madness emanating from him was strong enough to make Olivia momentarily shudder.

        

        His unreasonable will was speaking with more vitality than anyone else, despite his body being in a state that made it hard to believe he was still alive.

        

        In this moment.

        

        In this place.

        

        He felt alive in all of this.

        

        "My nature! My innate character! My instinct!! Me who was born this way!! Me who chose to live this way!! Does God affirm me!! That's the answer I want!! Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        Clang!!

        

        'He's getting faster and faster.'

        

        A power surge.

        

        He seemed to have entered an awakened state.

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        Clang!

        

        Swords continued to clash, and Olivia was getting wounded too, but Alex was clearly taking more critical hits. Alex couldn't help but laugh.

        

        He had gained so much power.

        

        He had betrayed many, been robbed of much, and made everything his own. The situation appeared advantageous to Alex by any measure.

        

        Yet Olivia was still slightly stronger.

        

        In other words, Olivia was a being who couldn't be completely dominated even by someone wielding approximately twice the power of the goddess Grandia and the grim reaper Pluto combined.

        

        Rather, Olivia was fighting with a slight upper hand in this battle.

        

        "Haha, are you really human, Olivia?"

        

        It was absurd.

        

        Alex was becoming even stronger now.

        

        True to the name "Flower of Light," his physical abilities were increasing dramatically, and his magical power was rising too. His physical abilities had improved so much that it was as if he had two grim reapers inside his body.

        

        Yet Olivia was holding her ground, and the more they clashed, the more she adapted to Alex's movements.

        

        Even when wounded, she somehow avoided fatal blows.

        

        No.

        

        Alex even wondered if she was a being that could be killed by fatal wounds at all.

        

        "Living according to your nature, following your innate character... You've chosen quite the convenient escape route."

        

        "...I won't deny it. I had countless choices, and I could have chosen not to take this path, living a heroic and saintly life instead. But Olivia, I couldn't feel any hope."

        

        "Hope?"

        

        "Even in the slums, there were those with morality and conscience. I thought if such people existed in the world, it might be okay to live that way."

        

        "You..."

        

        In the slums dominated by barbarism and violence, there were still those who sought to love others and sang of faith.

        

        They acted according to morality and conscience.

        

        They valued these principles highly.

        

      

      
        If such people existed in this hell-like place, he thought it might be worth living.

        

        He thought it wouldn't be bad to follow that path, and although it might seem somewhat boring, he believed it would be good to live such a life.

        

        He believed that someone would surely praise him in the end.

        

        "Because such people existed, I felt ashamed of my nature."

        

        "......"

        

        "I wanted to live that way. I believed it was the right thing."

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        His blood-soaked smile carried just a hint of the innocence of someone reminiscing about old memories.

        

        "But when I came to the royal capital and saw many things... How ridiculous! Those who should uphold the law! Those who should be role models for all commoners, living in arrogance and desire! Is this what it means to be at the top!"

        

        "......"

        

        "If that desire and arrogance! If that wickedness is part of human nature! Then!! I am also part of it!! I am an undeniable part of it!! There are damned nobles who live that way and die comfortably with their legs stretched out!"

        

        No matter how much they exploit people.

        

        No matter how much they torment others.

        

        It's very difficult to punish them legally.

        

        Far from dying painfully, they live out their natural lifespan and die very peacefully. The moment Alex saw such evil people dying so peacefully, he felt something crack inside him.

        

        If evil people could die so peacefully in this world.

        

        Then his own wickedness and nature might also be something the world would accept.

        

        It wasn't some deviation, but simply humanity that happened to be born by chance.

        

        If his existence was.

        

        Something to be punished.

        

        If his actions were.

        

        Evil itself.

        

        God.

        

        Punish him.

        

        But if not.

        

        God.

        

        Praise him.

        

        If neither, and if there is no afterlife or God in this world.

        

        He would vanish into nothingness.

        

        "Now, look! This evil deed done without pride! Without belief! Without anything but desire and nature! God!! Affirm my existence! Deny my existence! If you do neither!! Then you do not exist! God!!"

        

        "You're really annoying! People are mostly annoying and troublesome beings, but!! You're at the top of that list!!"

        

        Swoosh!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        Olivia's sword slashed right through Alex.

        

        "This isn't funny. I'm getting stronger and stronger, burning this life away. How are you keeping up?"

        

        "I knew you'd get stronger. You'd become more powerful, faster. If that's the case."

        

        "If that's the case?"

        

        "I just need to fight on the premise that you're getting stronger."

        

        If Alex kept getting stronger, she just needed to read his movements based on his increasing strength.

        

        Alex shook his head as if dizzy for a moment and said:

        

        "Your way of thinking is scary, and the fact that it's possible is even scarier."

        

        Whoosh!!

        

        Suddenly, a light shot upward at the edge of their vision.

        

        It was something like a signal flare.

        

        Anyone could easily understand what that signal meant.

        

        Olivia raised her sword.

        

        "So now I'm allowed to kill you?"

        

        "It seems so."
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        "Don't you think we obtained this too easily?"

        

        Sylphie said as she crushed the source of the curse in her hand.

        

        It wasn't that they hadn't encountered any monsters on their way here, but they weren't particularly powerful ones.

        

        They were monsters that could be handled in their current state, and they had been able to find the source of the curse immediately upon arrival without much difficulty.

        

        "......"

        

        Seluin.

        

        No, the gnome looked up at the sky with a somewhat indifferent expression.

        

        The clash between Olivia and Alex was clearly visible despite the distance, their magical power and the sounds of battle carrying through the air.

        

        In the end, Alex hadn't killed the gnome, nor did he blame him.

        

        He had said that his presence in that place was the result of his own choice.

        

        No conviction.

        

        No pride.

        

        Nothing at all.

        

        All that remained was human existence-affirmation.

        

        Or existence-denial.

        

        The gnome couldn't tell what Alex ultimately desired. Perhaps even Alex himself didn't know exactly.

        

        Unfortunately, regardless of his malice, Alex Reynolds was a man with ordinary sensibilities, which was why he had lived in pain.

        

        This outcome wasn't inevitable, and the fact that Alex Reynolds was an outrageous villain would never change—he would forever be condemned throughout human history—but his circumstances weren't incomprehensible.

        

        "He said from the beginning that he didn't care if it was destroyed."

        

        The gnome nodded as he spoke.

        

        Sylphie looked at the unconscious Lilith before eventually gazing up at the sky.

        

        "I thought I had become stronger, but that's on a completely different level. It makes the life-or-death battle I had with Aiz look like child's play."

        

        "No, you're plenty strong. You're a monster too, a monster."

        

        The gnome looked up again.

        

        "It's just that... that one is more of a monster."

        

        "What do you mean by 'that'......"

        

        "It's hard to acknowledge that as human, given how strong it is. To be honest, could Olivia destroy the world by herself?"

        

        "It's possible."

        

        The colliding magical power and air pressure were causing cracks to form, worsening the situation in various ways. The atmosphere around them changed instantly, with sharp gusts of wind and rough magical energy.

        

        If they stayed here, they might feel the burden from the magical power.

        

        While it might not matter normally, it wasn't good in their current injured state. In the worst case, that burden could put their lives at risk.

        

        "There's nothing we can do here anyway. Or do you want to join that fight? I think staying hidden is the best thing for Olivia. Besides, Royce is there too, right? So there's nothing to worry about."

        

        "That's true. By the way, what exactly is this Mr. Alex trying to accomplish?"

        

        "To my eyes, it seems like he doesn't want to succeed."

        

        "He doesn't want to succeed?"

        

        "No, maybe that's too much of a stretch? He seemed indifferent either way. Whether he wins or loses... succeeds or fails... he looked like he truly didn't care either way."

        

        "......"

        

        Belita fell silent at the gnome's words.

        

        Looking up at the sky, Olivia and Alex were still fighting.

        

        For some reason, Alex's power had increased dramatically. Overall, in terms of 'ability' alone, he had the upper hand over Olivia.

        

        If Olivia were merely a genius standing in that position, she might have been pushed back and defeated by now.

        

        But Belita remembered.

        

        She remembered Olivia being defeated by monsters early in their journey, collapsing, bleeding, unconscious, in a complete mess.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was a hardworking genius, a dragon who had crawled up from the ground.

        

        A being born as a dragon who put in the same effort as a serpent trying to become a dragon—the fruits of such a dragon were extraordinary.

        

        Therefore, Olivia could fight even when she was the weaker one.

        

        In fact, she probably had more experience being the weaker party than the stronger one.

        

        That's why she didn't back down even in overwhelmingly disadvantageous situations.

        

        Olivia Reinhart knew not only how the strong fight but also how the weak fight.

        

        "Lord Alex......"

        

        Belita could somehow understand.

        

        That desire for destruction.

        

        The hope and despair glimmering at the edges of his eyes.

        

        It wasn't conviction.

        

        It wasn't philosophy.

        

        Nor was it pride.

        

        Rather, he had lost his conviction.

        

        Lost his philosophy.

        

        Lost his pride.

        

      

      
        With everything slowly slipping through his fingers until nothing remained, Alex Reynolds had no choice but to live according to his nature.

        

        The writhing desire for destruction was impossible to suppress, and there was nothing to hold his empty self together.

        

        Nothing could stop his fall into the abyss.

        

        Neither conviction, philosophy, nor pride—not even anything he once held dear—could stop Alex as it all disappeared before his eyes.

        

        That's why he was in that position.

        

        'Something might have changed.'

        

        If only.

        

        Back when he was in the hero's party.

        

        Something.

        

        Ah.

        

        Belita knew that thinking like this was meaningless, completely unproductive, foolish, and not at all entertaining.

        

        But she couldn't help it.

        

        Perhaps that time in the hero's party had been his last chance.

        

        At least Alex might have had a future.

        

        Something.

        

        Major.

        

        Might have changed, but for their own reasons, they ultimately changed nothing and headed toward destruction.

        

        At the very least, if they hadn't expelled Royce and had kept him around, Royce might have noticed that something was wrong with Alex's condition.

        

        Even if not, they might have had personal conversations as time went on.

        

        If that had happened, then.

        

        'I know that saying "might have" is meaningless, but...'

        

        Still, she couldn't help thinking about it.

        

        "Let's go, Belita."

        

        "Yes, let's go."

        

        Belita could understand Alex.

        

        He wasn't hoping for anything.

        

        He wasn't wishing to obtain anything.

        

        Because he had already lost.

        

        Having lost everything that could protect him, he was simply acting according to his remaining nature.

        

        Not even misguided conviction remained.

        

        No misguided pride either.

        

        Only the sole nature in that emptiness drove Alex forward.

        

        "Farewell, Lord Alex."

        

        It was impossible to know who would win.

        

        But regardless of who emerged victorious.

        

        Since they would never see each other again.

        

        Belita simply left her farewell.

        

        ***

        

        KWAGAGAANG!!

        

        "You monstrous woman!!"

        

        "Look who's talking!!"

        

        KWANG!!

        

        They clashed, gritting their teeth.

        

        Clearly, Alex had the upper hand.

        

        Strength.

        

        Speed.

        

        Magical power.

        

        In every aspect, Alex currently held the advantage, yet he couldn't push Olivia back.

        

        Bleeding, Olivia continued to keep pace with Alex, and no matter what he did, it was impossible to shake her off.

        

        Moreover, despite the clear gap in power, Alex felt increasingly strangled.

        

        Unlike Alex, who was burning his life force to use his power, Olivia was simply exerting the strength she possessed.

        

        What she had built up was her own, regardless of how explosive her growth had been. Unlike Royce or Alex, who had inherited or plundered power, this was simply "Olivia Reinhart's" strength. Therefore, the stability of that power was on a completely different level.

        

        KWANG!!

        

        Alex swung his fist, striking Olivia's face.

        

        SHWANG!!

        

        As if in response, Olivia's sword slashed past Alex.

        

        "I'll send you directly to the gods! Go ahead and ask them all you want!!"

        

        "Ah! That sounds great!! Please do send me!! Come on, hero!! True hero who evolved from a pitiful girl consumed by the position of hero!!"

        

        Hahah, Alex laughed.

        

      

      
        Even in this situation where he was gradually being pushed back, Alex continued to laugh.

        

        Victory was fine.

        

        Defeat was fine.

        

        Therefore, his spirit remained unshaken in any situation.

        

        It seemed contradictory that a pitch-black spirit of unparalleled wickedness could emit a brilliant golden light, but that was precisely who "Alex Reynolds" was.

        

        Because he knew his contradictions.

        

        Because he knew his emptiness.

        

        Because he knew his differences.

        

        He remained unshaken.

        

        "Heuup!!"

        

        KKAANG!!

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        KUWUNG!!

        

        No matter how much she resisted, Alex's physical abilities in his current berserk state could momentarily surpass Olivia's.

        

        That's why Alex drove Olivia back with downward strikes, but Olivia's eyes gleamed.

        

        TWAENG!

        

        "Kuhut!"

        

        She counterattacked simultaneously with the downward strike, sending Alex flying upward.

        

        More than half his face was blown away, but Alex was regenerating.

        

        The cracks in his skin grew worse, and Alex's body itself was breaking apart.

        

        Even if he defeated Olivia here and ultimately won, Alex wouldn't live much longer.

        

        And he was fine with that.

        

        Therefore.

        

        Alex smiled.

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        'He suddenly increased his magical power significantly.'

        

        HWUNG!

        

        In an instant, Alex disappeared from Olivia's sight.

        

        And somehow, he was rising from below Olivia.

        

        With a loud TWAENG!, he launched Olivia into the air, and without stopping, he compressed his magical power to the extreme.

        

        "Until the end! I'll go out disgracefully! Hero!! I wonder how you'll respond to this villain's final move!!"

        

        "......!"

        

        Olivia immediately understood.

        

        Alex was now raising his magical power to the extreme, trying to end it with firepower.

        

        Olivia had no reason to be pushed back by that, but the problem was their position.

        

        Currently, Olivia was above.

        

        And Alex was below.

        

        In other words, if Olivia were to overpower Alex with force, there was a high possibility that the royal capital behind him would be destroyed.

        

        If Alex were an amateur, it might have been possible to control the power, but that wasn't the case.

        

        Olivia would have to swing her sword with full force, and in that case, the royal capital would collapse from her power.

        

        Bleeding.

        

        Crumbling.

        

        Alex looked up at Olivia and smiled.

        

        "How disgusting!"

        

        "If all unspoken thoughts and unacted impulses aren't evil! Then I speak! I act to prove my nature!"

        

        So that God would understand easily.

        

        Evaluate easily.

        

        Judge easily.

        

        Condemn easily.

        

        "Unforgettable wickedness in this place."

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        The power continued to condense.

        

        Olivia gripped her holy sword tightly in response.

        

        "Cowardice and vileness that will reach the gods shall be here."

        

        "Ha."

        

        Seeing Alex like this, Olivia laughed.

        

        "You're truly insane."

        

        "I'm aware."

        

        "That's why you're even more insane."
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        I think about it over and over.

        

        Was I truly worthy of being a hero?

        

        Everyone says so.

        

        That I am worthy.

        

        But that was my own issue, separate from everyone else's acknowledgment.

        

        They say one doesn't become a hero just by wanting to be one. Conversely, one can't avoid becoming one just by not wanting to.

        

        Olivia Reinhart was undoubtedly born under a hero's star—that much was certain.

        

        I want to save more people.

        

        I want to protect happiness.

        

        When I see people smiling, I can't help but smile too.

        

        Flowers that bloom amidst misfortune are beautiful, but if I'm to see flowers, I'd rather see a magnificent landscape like a flower garden.

        

        If everything in the world happens in a chain reaction, then surely good and bad events also occur in sequence, and everything is connected.

        

        If the world's misfortunes are the result of a chain of malice, then surely a chain of goodwill has the power to offset that misfortune.

        

        It was the same with Alex.

        

        It seemed too grandiose to call it a belief.

        

        Or pride, or philosophy.

        

        It felt strange to attach such lofty names like "belief" to something that was simply how I'd lived, the reason for my life, something as natural as breathing.

        

        It's just how things should be.

        

        If I were to name it, then it would be life itself.

        

        There's no nobility, nothing special about it, no belief or pride.

        

        I just wanted to live that way.

        

        "Die!! Olivia!!"

        

        'Where is the sincerity in those words, Alex?'

        

        He attacks, telling me to die.

        

        It was a strike that could truly be called world-splitting—magical power compressed to its limit yet spreading so widely that I couldn't possibly dodge it, enough to kill anyone.

        

        What does Alex expect when he tells me to die?

        

        Perhaps he truly doesn't care what happens.

        

        He truly wouldn't mind either way, not attached to victory.

        

        Nor to defeat.

        

        That's why Alex was able to toy with us repeatedly, to back us into corners.

        

        The actions of someone who wants to win are readable, predictable; there are no surprises, everything falls within expectations.

        

        Conversely, someone consumed by the desire for destruction, wanting to lose, is just as predictable. Once you understand their self-destructive impulse, you can easily anticipate their actions.

        

        But Alex was neither.

        

        He wants to win.

        

        But.

        

        At the same time, he wants to lose.

        

        "It's absurd."

        

        That mind.

        

        Though his nature was undeniably wicked, he actually had a longing for goodness.

        

        He smiles at heroes, smiles at people who still act with kindness even in extreme situations.

        

        Therefore, he believes in human goodness.

        

        Because he has faith in human goodness and clearly yearns for it in his heart, Alex wants to lose.

        

        There's a part of him that simply cannot accept an ending where a villain like himself wins.

        

        So, didn't I say it?

        

        People are mostly troublesome, annoying, and high-maintenance creatures, but Alex Reynolds ranks at the very top of being troublesome and annoying.

        

        "Haaaaaah!!"

        

        KWANG!!

        

        I swung my sword and attacked.

        

        Our sword strikes collided in mid-air, devouring each other's magical power and growing increasingly powerful.

        

        Beyond just making the surrounding air vibrate, they were tearing through space itself, and everything nearby was being sliced apart just for being in proximity.

      

      
        

        Even buildings at a distance were cracking and collapsing—a sight rarely seen.

        

        Right now, sword strikes capable of destroying the world were colliding simultaneously.

        

        It wasn't particularly pleasant to be evaluated this way, but currently, I had enough power to fight all of humanity alone.

        

        No, under the right circumstances, I might even stand a chance against all of humanity and magical beasts combined.

        

        And the same was true for the current Alex, which meant that the attacks clashing here represented the strongest forces ever to collide in the long history of humans and magical beasts.

        

        This clash of power, unprecedented since the birth of the goddess Grandia and the death god Pluto, was beyond words.

        

        But.

        

        The fact that I was at a disadvantage was undeniable.

        

        "Hahaha! HAHAHA!! It's preposterous! Absolutely preposterous!! Olivia Reinhart!! Even in a simple clash of raw power with no technique involved, I'm starting to push you back!?"

        

        "My determination... is different...!"

        

        I've survived with every ounce of my strength.

        

        This strike, compressed with everything I have, wasn't created in just a few seconds but throughout my entire lifetime. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that every moment I've ever swung a sword is compressed into this moment.

        

        I had talent.

        

        And I worked as if I had none.

        

        The magical power created from that was not just abundant but different in quality.

        

        Moreover, even as we continuously clashed, my magic moved, certainly capable of breaking through the opponent's openings.

        

        Ironically, if it had been the usual Alex, he might have been able to break through, but the current Alex was literally on the verge of death. His combat power was at its peak, but his concentration was shattering.

        

        Normally, fighting while containing the power of death would be impossible.

        

        Rather, the fact that he was enduring it now was what defied logic.

        

        I don't know how he did it, but his power, about twice as strong as before, was absurd, and even I would die if I let my guard down.

        

        In fact, I was straining my magical nerves by expending too much power. With my injuries, blood was flowing out faster, making it feel like the shadow of death was wavering beside me.

        

        I exhaled slowly.

        

        To become that strong, he must have made a corresponding sacrifice.

        

        Power that rose suddenly rather than through steady training—Alex must have paid an appropriate price for it, or perhaps he was still paying it in real time.

        

        Normally, it would be an act of sacrificing the future.

        

        But it didn't matter.

        

        There was a realm Alex Reynolds wanted to reach even at such a cost, and regrettably, I couldn't understand it.

        

        No.

        

        It was something no one could understand.

        

        "Will you kill me like this?! That's fine too!! Come on, kill me with that trained power! Hahaha!! Along with the people in the evacuation shelter behind me!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        I was certain.

        

        If I used my power now with the resolve to overexert my magical nerves, I could definitely kill him, but at that moment, Alex wouldn't try to fight back and would withdraw his power.

        

        If that happened, my attack would break through Alex's and erase not only Alex but the entire royal capital behind him from the map.

        

        It was a provocation he could make because magical power capable of destroying the terrain had already been released.

        

        He could just withdraw his power right now, but he wouldn't.

        

        Because he was a madman who desired both victory and defeat simultaneously, Alex wouldn't choose either for himself.

        

        Like a god waiting for divine revelation and judgment, he would do nothing but what he had to do until the moment victory or defeat came to him.

        

        This level of perversity was practically a disease.

        

        "What's wrong?! Even if you blow away that evacuation shelter! You're a hero, Olivia Reinhart!!"

        

        "..."

        

        "You've saved countless people. More than those in that shelter behind me! And by killing me, you'll save even more!! So why hesitate? Come on, kill me! Now!!"

        

        "You crazy bastard..."

        

        "Can you do it while holding back?"

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        Cracks began to form all over Alex's body.

        

        But his sword strike was rising, trying to push me back.

        

        Even for me, that was dangerous.

        

        If that hit, my entire body would not just be torn to shreds—my very "flesh" would cease to exist and be annihilated.

        

      

      
        But if I put in more power, Alex would accept his end without resistance and die.

        

        And the people in the evacuation shelter behind him, perhaps everyone in the royal capital, would die.

        

        If that could kill Death God Alex, it would be a small price to pay.

        

        I hate it.

        

        Ah.

        

        I really hate it.

        

        Sacrificing the few for the many.

        

        It's truly rational.

        

        That's right.

        

        It's efficient and wise.

        

        But.

        

        "I don't like it!! Damn it!! If I were such a wise person, I wouldn't have become a hero in the first place!!"

        

        Heroes are inherently foolish.

        

        At the end of that foolish, obtuse path lies the hero.

        

        How could a hero be wise?

        

        I became a hero because I wanted to live foolishly.

        

        And.

        

        I believed that this foolish light was surely not mine alone.

        

        The person who gave light to me when I was alone.

        

        I believe in that person.

        

        Surely.

        

        Deep in my heart, I believed they would do something in this situation.

        

        "Then what can you do in this situation?! Die! Or kill! Choose, hero!!"

        

        I slowly took a breath and shouted.

        

        "ROOOOOYCE!!"

        

        "...!"

        

        At that sound, this time Alex's eyes widened.

        

        Royce spread his hands from atop a collapsed building.

        

        Slowly, a golden light rippled as a barrier formed behind Alex.

        

        "Shoot!! Livia!"

        

        "...Hehe."

        

        I smiled.

        

        My magical nerves felt hot, with a sound like they were rupturing from within.

        

        But I didn't care about that now.

        

        "I truly do love you."

        

        I explosively increased my magical power.

        

        "HAAAAAAAH!!!"

        

        I understood that he wouldn't last long.

        

        Royce was in terrible shape too.

        

        The three of us fighting here—myself, Royce, and Alex—were all still fighting despite being on the verge of death.

        

        Alex first showed a face of bewilderment and agitation, then eventually smiled.

        

        KWAGAGGANG!!

        

        Alex raised his magical power.

        

        Not caring that his body was disintegrating.

        

        "This too, is a good ending."

        

        Alex raised his sword as if burning all his magical power.

        

        KUGUGUNG!!

        

        And.

        

        TWAANG!!!

        

        My sword strike pierced through Alex's, enveloping his body.
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        The sky split open, and the world tearing apart was etched into my eyes.

        

        The overwhelming power that touched my barrier had been somewhat weakened, perhaps because our forces had collided and partially canceled each other out.

        

        Thanks to that, I was somehow able to endure.

        

        Whether Livia had calculated that far, or if it was just a coincidence, the barrier managed to hold, but I could feel most of my magical power being consumed and the nerves throughout my body becoming a mess.

        

        Death seemed to approach, as if holding a scythe to my neck.

        

        Blood poured from all over my body, to the point where I worried I might die from excessive bleeding.

        

        It was at that moment.

        

        "Livia."

        

        I saw Livia falling from the sky.

        

        Dropping with the holy sword no longer in her hand, Livia seemed to have exhausted all her energy.

        

        I rushed forward immediately.

        

        With every movement, my body creaked, telling me that the human body of Royce was currently far from normal.

        

        But still, it wasn't as bad as Livia's condition, so I had to move.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        The world is still in chaos, but someone will still smile.

        

        I wanted Livia to smile.

        

        I wanted that somewhat spoiled, foolish, but upright Livia to smile.

        

        'At first, I thought she was someone I wouldn't like.'

        

        From when we met in the hero's party, I thought we couldn't get along.

        

        Seeing Livia speak rudely, prioritize only her own circumstances, and deliberately use harsh words to cause discord when there were gentler ways to express herself, I thought she was someone I couldn't befriend.

        

        As a hero, Olivia Reinhart was an excellent person, and she was necessary for the world, but I wished she wouldn't be by my side.

        

        As a hero, she was needed, and from a global perspective, she was important, but as an individual, Olivia Reinhart was someone I simply couldn't like.

        

        But.

        

        People are not tools.

        

        They can change in countless ways.

        

        Someone once said that people can't be fixed and reused.

        

        Certainly, the fundamental aspects of a person might not change, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that this fight occurred because those fundamentals couldn't be changed.

        

        While there are things in people that cannot be changed, there are also things that can be changed, and one can learn to hide what cannot be changed.

        

        That wasn't about hiding something shameful.

        

        Human nature can easily become sordid, so seeing it all wasn't particularly wise.

        

        A world where everyone never lies and is only honest might sound beautiful, but it would clearly be a rude, barbaric world without any trace of courtesy.

        

        "Liviaaa!!"

        

        Like a child, you try to accomplish anything.

        

        Even if it means throwing a tantrum when you can't succeed.

        

        It was certainly like a child's stubbornness, but somehow it was transforming into something else.

        

        During our time in the hero's party, it was definitely childish stubbornness.

        

        You could be called a hero who only sees ideals.

        

        It's more like someone broke your neck to fix your gaze on ideals, but even after your neck healed, you continued to look only at those ideals, as if your neck was still broken.

        

        But.

        

        You came to know reality, to know yourself, to know your enemies, to know many things.

        

        And as a result, you became able to see ideals even while knowing reality.

        

        Seeing only ideals while knowing nothing, like a fool, is easily distorted and can go out of control. But you choose to see ideals despite knowing how cruel the given reality is.

      

      
        

        I think that's truly noble.

        

        So.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        I quickly jumped in and caught the falling Livia.

        

        Her magical nerves had burst, causing severe wounds everywhere, and her injuries were substantial.

        

        I was worried whether she was even breathing, and if she hadn't been Olivia Reinhart, I could have been certain that what I was holding was a corpse.

        

        But I needed to confirm, so I tried to check her breathing and heartbeat.

        

        However, before I could do that, the bleeding Livia looked up at me.

        

        She was alive.

        

        As she had shown time and again, the source of Livia's vitality was unfathomable.

        

        Was she simply a being who had been strong from birth, whose source even the goddess Grandia couldn't understand?

        

        If gods truly exist in this world, and fate guides our paths, then perhaps Livia's birth was prepared for situations like this.

        

        Without someone as strong as Livia, humanity would have no path to survival.

        

        "Hehe."

        

        "Livia?"

        

        "I don't think I've ever heard Royce scream like that before."

        

        "...Really, you push yourself too hard."

        

        "It's because I'm still young, you know."

        

        Livia gazed blankly at the sky.

        

        In reality, Livia had been in a position where she could have killed Alex if she had wanted to.

        

        But she hesitated to attack because there was an evacuation shelter behind Alex, and if they engaged in a firefight, she would ultimately have to use enough power to destroy the royal capital.

        

        And Alex, who didn't place much meaning on death, might choose to die along with the royal capital by draining her power.

        

        The hero would fall, and even if many people praised Livia as a hero, she herself would not be able to forgive herself.

        

        Sacrificing the few for the many.

        

        It was truly an efficient saying, but it was a phrase used by the minority to prepare themselves and to make sense of their situation.

        

        It was never meant to be used by the majority to sacrifice the minority.

        

        Yet Livia couldn't choose such a path herself, and consequently, she had been blocked.

        

        That's why, until the moment I stepped forward to create the barrier, she had been trying to find another way, not even caring that her body was being torn apart.

        

        "I should become an adult..."

        

        "You don't have to. Stay childish."

        

        "Royce?"

        

        "That suits you better. You don't have to force yourself. ...It seems more understandable that way too. Isn't it good? Being foolish and childlike."

        

        "..."

        

        Livia stared at me blankly for a moment, then smiled.

        

        Whether she was satisfied with my answer, or if there was some other meaning, I couldn't tell, but she looked quite pleased.

        

        "If my life were to repeat over and over again, I would still want to love you."

        

        "Suddenly?"

        

        "My greatest fortune, you know, is meeting you again. That you caught me, and that I fell in love with you. That's something I can proudly say Olivia Reinhart did right, and I can say it with certainty."

        

        "There are many things in your life you can speak of proudly."

        

        "Is that so? That makes me happy."

        

        Livia's legs were in terrible condition.

        

      

      
        She might not be able to walk for a while.

        

        The entire area had been completely blown away, and it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say nothing remained.

        

        Livia awkwardly exhaled and looked at my face.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Look at the sky."

        

        "..."

        

        The sky, still dyed black, remained unchanged, and it spoke only one thing.

        

        Both Livia and I were bleeding simultaneously, but the difference was that unlike Livia, I could still move.

        

        Livia might be able to move soon too, but moving right now could be life-threatening.

        

        To be honest, I was also wondering how she was still alive.

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        That smile, as if she understood me, seemed to know so much about me.

        

        "You have to do what needs to be done, right?"

        

        "I can't leave you here..."

        

        "I'll be fine, but opportunities don't come twice. In the worst case, he might escape again. From now on, it's a race against time; we can't let him live any longer. You know what I'm saying, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I love you, Royce."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "And I believe in you, Royce."

        

        Livia smiled as she bled.

        

        "So I want you to love me and believe in me just as much. ...Go on, I believe you'll come back with a bittersweet smile."

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent for a moment, then stood up.

        

        What should I say now?

        

        For the first time in a long while, I felt at a loss for words, and I quickly thought about what I should say. But no answer came, so I decided to say what my heart told me to.

        

        "Livia."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I too, on that day."

        

        That rainy day.

        

        The day when the fate of many things was reversed.

        

        "I'm glad I met you."

        

        "...Are you trying to make me fall for you again?"

        

        "That's good. I need to keep working to be a man you can continue to love."

        

        "I don't think that's necessary... Haha, go on. ...I'll be waiting."

        

        Livia seemed surprised by her own words.

        

        "Oh, being the one waiting is quite fresh. I've always been the one making others wait while I charge ahead. It feels strange, really strange."

        

        "I'll be back."

        

        "Yes."

        

        I stood up, turned around, and moved.

        

        The reason I'm moving with this battered body is one:

        

        Because someone has to bring down the curtain on this story.
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        I was born at the bottom.

        

        From the moment of birth, people are born twisted, and they grow up twisted.

        

        Alex resented the world for having to grow up alone, but the friend who was actually with him had completely different thoughts.

        

        One day, Alex said that we might as well have grown up alone in this slum, and that people had done nothing for us.

        

        Even if there was something, it was merely a relationship through an appropriate contract.

        

        But his friend, as always, reading an old book discarded in the garbage dump called the slums, said:

        

        When we were babies, we couldn't do anything.

        

        Let alone walking, we couldn't even stand, and crawling was impossible too.

        

        There was definitely a time when all we could do was lie still and cry when hungry, cry when we soiled ourselves, and cry when something was uncomfortable.

        

        The fact that such helpless beings survived means someone fed us without compensation and cleaned up after us.

        

        Not only that, they would have picked us up and patted our backs when we cried, and watched over us as we slept.

        

        We couldn't do anything for them; we only received.

        

        Though his friend had no memory of parents or whoever raised him, just like Alex, he had a completely different mindset.

        

        The fact that they survived past infancy without remembering who raised them meant that unknown people had protected and nurtured them.

        

        His friend always said:

        

        "You can't grow up alone. Not as long as we're human."

        

        Looking back, those words weren't wrong.

        

        People couldn't survive without someone's help, and even building relationships was ultimately for oneself.

        

        Saying it was "for others" was mere hypocrisy, hiding the truth that it was actually for the self that wanted to help others.

        

        But the desire to help others was never wrong, nor was it futile.

        

        Royce said in childhood:

        

        Goodwill, as it circulates, benefits the world.

        

        Perhaps Alex believed those words.

        

        No.

        

        He still believes them.

        

        Otherwise, he wouldn't have created a strategy that entrusted everything to good people whom he could never possess or understand, a strategy whose success or failure depended on their actions.

        

        It was foolish, but he admired them.

        

        Though jealous, he wanted to reach out and grasp their hands.

        

        Alex's mind, wicked in everything he did, was torn.

        

        If goodwill circulating benefits the world, then conversely, malice circulating could harm the world.

        

        If such a world existed.

        

        It would be quite nice.

        

        It would certainly feel good.

        

        But.

        

        The morality and conscience engraved since childhood hadn't disappeared, and faith and ethics continued to question Alex about right and wrong.

        

        "Kuhh..."

        

        Coughing up blood, Alex opened his eyes on the floor.

        

        The royal capital was in ruins, but its form still remained, while Alex's body had begun to collapse. Even if left alone, he wouldn't last the day, and Alex would go to God's side.

        

        No, would he really go to God's side? Or would he face nothingness and annihilation?

        

        "If only I could have enjoyed it."

        

        Others' misfortune.

        Others' corruption.

        Others' collapse.

        Others' despair.

        

        If only he could have smiled watching these things without feeling any guilt.

        

        Why did God give Alex such a nature but also a mind capable of maintaining conscience, morality, and ethics? Why didn't He give him a mind befitting his nature?

        

        "Then I could have just ended up as a common, self-centered villain or madman found anywhere."

        

        Because he was given such a mind, he entered an aristocratic family—a glittering slum of sorts—and worked hard.

        

        Studying.

        Training body and mind.

        Growing stronger.

        Gaining honor.

        Building countless connections and climbing higher.

        

        He had reached a position where even a king had to listen to Alex's opinions.

        

        "Unnecessarily, you made me work hard... So I became strong."

        

        If he had a mind befitting that nature, Alex wouldn't have become such a great figure.

        

        From his human days, he would have been not a skilled fighter capable of battling Demon Lord's executives, but just a criminal killing people for pleasure, caught by knights without resistance or beheaded by a righteous hero.

        

      

      
        Or perhaps brutally murdered by someone seeking revenge.

        

        Either way, he would have ended as an unremarkable criminal with an insignificant life, making no impact on the world—just another common criminal.

        

        But.

        Why.

        How.

        Such a nature and mind for him.

        

        He wanted to ask.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        As he sat dazed, he sensed a presence.

        

        Or perhaps it was a gaze he felt.

        

        Turning his head, he saw someone who had just arrived, panting heavily.

        

        "Royce."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex got to his feet.

        

        Though collapsing, that wasn't so important. Royce was also quite a mess, and Alex could tell his mana circuits were damaged.

        

        Of course, having tried to block Olivia's slash, the burden must have been considerable.

        

        Moreover, it was an attack meant to cut down Alex of all people, so she must have swung with full force. Perhaps one should marvel that the royal capital Lucedia still maintained its form after he somehow blocked it.

        

        Alex stood facing Royce.

        

        They both started in the slums.

        

        And both had cores placed in their bodies.

        

        One with a goddess.

        One with a death god.

        

        They had reached nearly simultaneously a realm that could be called transcendent, and as if by fate, they met again now at the moment that would decide the outcome of the battle determining this world's destiny.

        

        At this point, it would be a lie not to feel some connection.

        

        "You're a mess."

        

        "You're one to talk."

        

        "The world is a mess, Royce."

        

        "You tried to make it worse."

        

        "...Are you happy?"

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "You're saving the world, aren't you? If you kill me here, you'll save the world. I'm asking if that makes you happy."

        

        "Well, it's complicated. But this might bring stability. That makes me happy."

        

        "I see, so you are happy."

        

        Alex exhaled roughly.

        

        "Hey, Royce. If you know the answer, tell me. You've always answered my questions. Even when I couldn't accept your answers, there were hardly any cases where you couldn't answer."

        

        "..."

        

        "Why are you happy? What is happiness? How can one be happy because of something related to others?"

        

        Alex clutched his chest.

        

        "No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn't. I ultimately couldn't cherish anyone, couldn't cherish anything, couldn't feel joy in others' happiness."

        

        Evil by nature, Alex found no joy in anything he did.

        

        He was only bored.

        

        "The tearful thanks when I saved someone's life."

        

        It was only disgusting.

        

        "When I gave homes and food to beggars who had no choice but to be hungry."

        

        It was only painful.

        

        "Singing of peace was so painful. Boring, unbearably boring. Living with such boredom is what's good for the world."

        

        I know.

        

        I wasn't a fool who didn't understand such things.

        

        No, rather, it was precisely because I knew everything from A to Z that I could come this far. It's impossible to justify what I do, and I have no intention of excusing that what I do isn't ugly.

        

        I've done despicable things many times to get to this point, and things far from fair play. Of course, expecting such things from a villain would be absurd in the first place.

        

        "But what if my happiness and the world's happiness are different, what should I do?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Should I remain in eternal unhappiness for the world's happiness? I wanted to laugh too, to be happy, to enjoy... Is living with all those human instincts sealed away and suppressed the right way to live?"

        

        "I have nothing to judge you with."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        "Whether to choose the world's happiness or my own happiness, that differs by individual. I can't blame you for choosing your own happiness."

        

        Royce looked at Alex and said:

        

        "People are fragile creatures who break down if they don't prioritize themselves above all else."

        

        "Yes, they're incredibly fragile... They repeat the same mistakes and will someday fight among themselves, plunging the world into chaos. I guarantee it."

        

        "That may be true."

        

        "Knowing that, do you still believe in people?"

        

        "Even so."

        

        Royce's eyes were always like that.

        

        Unwavering.

        

        Those eyes were so deep that looking into them felt like drowning in an abyss.

        

        Perhaps it was because those eyes, though repulsive, contained something that shone, that Alex could stay as Royce's friend in that slum.

        

        "I believe that people will also stabilize the world that has fallen into chaos."

        

        "..."

        

        Alex was silent.

        

        "That's right."

        

        A worn cross appeared between his torn clothes.

        

        "Surprising that you still have that old thing we made."

        

        "...Unpleasantly, my faith deepens day by day as I become aware of myself and acknowledge my ugliness. I keep wishing for God's existence."

        

        "..."

        

        "I must ask."

        

        Blood flows.

        

        And his body crumbles.

        

        Alex realizes his life is nearly over.

        

        "I destroy the world for my own greed."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Neither has enough mana to create weapons.

        

        Even with cores, when mana circuits are damaged, it's impossible to circulate and activate mana in the body.

        

        All they could do was clench their fists and take stance.

        

        "Then."

        

        There is no pity in those eyes.

        

        He chose this himself.

        

        Of all paths, choosing the most evil one was none other than Alex's choice.

        

        He wanted to be happy.

        Wanted to laugh.

        Wanted to enjoy.

        

        So he chose this path.

        

        He thought it would be even better if he could receive proper judgment at the end.

        

        Rather, if God didn't exist, or if God judged by standards completely different from the mortal world and didn't punish Alex at all.

        

        Alex's existence would be affirmed, and he would feel that it was acceptable for him to exist in the world.

        

        But at the same time, he would be disappointed.

        

        How could one call a god who doesn't punish evil like his a god?

        

        "Here, I will."

        

        He clenches his fist.

        

        His breathing is unstable.

        

        Blood flows.

        

        His whole body trembles.

        

        It was truly laughable that all he could do now was throw punches.

        

        That's right.

        

        There was only one thing he could do.

        

        Only one path to take.

        

        For each other's well-being, happiness, and purpose, they had become each other's greatest obstacles.

        

        So.

        

        "Kill you."

        

        "I'll kill you."
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        "You always seem to go looking for trouble."

        

        "Lois, our names are similar."

        

        "Three letters, ending with 's'—they don't seem that alike otherwise, but why bring that up?"

        

        Alex was often prone to starting fights.

        

        For reasons that seemed understandable, yet hardly worth fighting over.

        

        "I just want to live honestly. There are few people I dislike who have a real reason for it. If someone dislikes me without reason, wouldn't it be better to give them one?"

        

        "Well, I think that's an attitude that could harm you more in the long run."

        

        "Don't you sometimes get emotional and want to smash everything too?"

        

        "I won't deny it. I'm young too."

        

        Lois was also one of the delinquents from the slums.

        

        People around him said he was mature, but a child is still a child—it wasn't like he had never thrown punches driven by emotion.

        

        But if there was a decisive difference between him and Alex, it was that Alex usually fought because of perceived disrespect or contempt toward himself, while Lois typically fought over matters involving others.

        

        Lois often seemed to be studying ways to handle situations more smoothly, which to Alex looked foolish.

        

        He thought such an attitude in these slums would only make one look weak and end up at a disadvantage.

        

        "What good are manners and etiquette for trash like us from the slums?"

        

        "You always say living honestly is a virtue, but honesty comes with the thorn of rudeness. A world where everyone lives honestly would be unbearably rude. How many people wouldn't react emotionally to others' brutal honesty?"

        

        "......"

        

        "There's a saying that how you say something matters as much as what you say. We need to be a bit more courteous."

        

        "What a fake life."

        

        "Should I explain it at your level?"

        

        "Are you looking down on me again?"

        

        "Then stop saying things that deserve looking down upon?"

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        They sat glaring at each other.

        

        Despite everything, they were close friends, they were young, and they spent foolish days together.

        

        They fought surprisingly often and would shout at the slightest provocation.

        

        Usually when they fought like this, Alex would throw the first punch, but the fights didn't last long.

        

        That was because Lois would avoid the fight as if it were too bothersome.

        

        Finding someone you can trust in these slums isn't easy.

        

        And for Lois, Alex was...

        

        For Alex, Lois was...

        

        One of the few people they could trust.

        

        There's a saying that people from the slums don't sleep when others are around.

        

        Because who knows what might happen while you're asleep? Being robbed of your possessions would be getting off lightly—you could be sold off somewhere or killed.

        

        That's why sleeping with someone nearby was quite a rare situation.

        

        It's not easy to place that level of trust in someone.

        

        That's why Lois and Alex, despite their conflicting personalities and constant fighting, stayed together.

        

        Their different personalities actually gave them reasons to trust each other.

        

        No.

        

        Perhaps their personalities were actually similar.

        

        "Would you stop hitting the same spot over and over? You fight so dirty."

        

        "Shut up. So if being courteous isn't living a fake life, then what is it?"

        

        "I'm impressed you're still asking questions at a time like this."

        

        "Just answer. If I'm convinced, I might at least pretend to be courteous like you."

        

        "...Think of it not as hiding your feelings or lying, but as a social agreement to respect others and create smooth relationships."

        

        "......"

        

        Alex would occasionally ask Lois questions.

        

        Lois's way of thinking was so different from Alex's. Or more precisely, he had a mindset that was hard to believe came from someone raised in the slums.

        

        "It's like a common language for avoiding conflicts. You could say courtesy and sincerity are different, but they're not contradictory."

        

        "And?"

        

        "You might think that being courteous without sincerity is hypocrisy."

        

        Alex did think that way.

        

        "But courtesy is about showing minimal respect to avoid hurting others, regardless of your true feelings. When I'm angry but don't act rudely—isn't that maturity rather than falsehood?"

        

        "Maturity......"

        

        For a moment, Alex's eyes lit up.

        

        "I like that. That sounds good."

        

        "Right?"

        

        "But should I be like that even to someone who hit me on the head?"

        

        "It depends on the situation, I guess?"

        

        "That's difficult."

        

        "Life seems to be that way."

        

        "Are you really a kid like me? It's like there's an old philosopher inside that body of yours."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Lois smiled.

        

        "I'd like to experience that sometime."

        

        "Ah, you're really killing my appetite."

        

        ***

        

        WHAM!!

        

        BAM!!

        

        "Guh!!"

        

        "Haaa!!"

        

        I possessed the power of both goddess and death god.

        

        Even without that, my individual strength was top-tier, enough to fight a demon lord's executive alone.

      

      
        

        Despite Alex and I having climbed to such heights through our own efforts, we currently couldn't use any of that power. We had reached what could be called the pinnacle.

        

        Literally, we had climbed from the bottom to the top, and now couldn't use even a fraction of that pinnacle power. Now we were fighting with only the bodies we were born with at the bottom.

        

        BAM!!

        

        Fists struck faces directly. Feet crushed down on bodies as if to pulverize internal organs.

        

        "Hahaha! Isn't this funny!?"

        

        "......"

        

        "We both trained our strength to the extreme, even obtained divine powers! We became like those ancient transcendent beings! And yet all we're doing is brawling!!"

        

        THWACK!!

        

        "Kuhh!"

        

        "All things considered......"

        

        I laughed.

        

        "We were born at the bottom, so this is the perfect way to fight."

        

        There was no noble power.

        

        No transcendent strength.

        

        Simply beating each other with our birth-given bodies, fighting, clashing, and using every attack possible with these bodies was the best we could do now.

        

        We had both consumed too much magical power, causing severe damage to our mana circuits.

        

        There's a reason humans peak in their 30s.

        

        The peak of magical power is more important than the peak of physical strength.

        

        With Alex and I barely able to use magic now, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say our level had significantly dropped.

        

        Now we were actually weaker than before obtaining divine powers, moving our bodies almost purely on stubbornness and willpower.

        

        CRASH!

        

        A loud noise echoed.

        

        "Haa... Haa..."

        

        "...We both look quite pathetic, don't we."

        

        "If you tear human skin just a little, all that's inside is white bone. The clothes we wear on the outside can't ultimately represent who we are."

        

        BAM!!

        

        "Put more effort into it, hero!!"

        

        Alex's fist struck my face and passed by.

        

        For a moment, I felt my consciousness grow dim.

        

        "You should die at the hands of a villain like me!! If the world is to turn toward good!! A righteous being must have a happy ending!!"

        

        Alex's body was collapsing, but he ignored it and continued attacking me.

        

        "Here I ask the gods!! Can your goodwill be rewarded!!"

        

        BAM!!

        

        "And my malice!! Is it worthy of punishment!!"

        

        Barely dodging his swinging fist, I grabbed Alex and slammed him down.

        

        CRASH!! With a loud sound, Alex hit the ground, immediately grabbed my neck with his legs, and threw me.

        

        Another loud crash as I hit the wall.

        

        "Aren't you curious? About the outcome of long-held faith."

        

        "Curious, yes, but it's a question that doesn't need an answer."

        

        "Not for you?"

        

        "Like it or not, we'll all die someday. At that moment, we'll get our answer. We could have found the answer without resorting to such extreme measures."

        

        "Yes, that's why I said this is just a villain's tantrum."

        

        "That's right."

        

        This is a tantrum.

        

        Some people are born with what you never had, and they smile happily with it.

        

        To be happy yourself, you have to be hated by many people and do things that make even yourself sick—yet why do others get to smile with what they have without paying any price?

        

        Alex was envious and jealous, nothing more.

        

        Things he didn't have.

        

        Things he could never possess.

        

        Things he could never reach no matter how much he wanted them.

        

        All these combined to create the Alex of today.

        

        "This is just the meaningless venting of a man who can only find happiness this way!"

        

        "I won't deny it, but I won't affirm it either."

        

        "Right."

        

        THUD!

        

        As I threw a punch, Alex caught my arm to block the attack, and I similarly caught his fist with my arm.

        

        For a brief moment, we stood still as if in a test of strength, then I slightly pulled my head back before headbutting Alex's forehead.

        

        With a cracking sound, Alex stepped back before immediately swinging his fist again.

        

        "If your goodness is affirmed by the world!!"

        

        I wonder what I can do for him now.

        

        Even in this moment, I can't help but think.

        

        Surely.

        

        There must have been a future where this wouldn't happen.

        

        But I made mistakes, failed to reach out, and ultimately we ended up here.

        

        There might have been other paths, but we chose the worst one and arrived at this point.

        

        I left what was broken in its broken state, mistaking that for consideration.

        

        "My evil will be denied by the world!"

        

        It's too late now for words that could change Alex.

        

        Far too late for that.

        

        There was only one thing I could do for him.

        

        "I'm going to win."

        

        "...!"

        

        "Because there's someone waiting for me."

        

      

      
        Livia's crying face...

        

        I don't want to see that.

        

        "I understand you, and I pity you too, Alex."

        

        "......"

        

        "But what I must do hasn't changed. For your sake too, here..."

        

        I clenched my fist tightly.

        

        "You have to die."

        

        WHOOSH!

        

        Without waiting for each other, we both lunged forward.

        

        Alex's fist rushed toward my face. I quickly slid inside his guard.

        

        For a moment, our eyes seemed to meet.

        

        A madman who didn't care whether he won or lost.

        

        That was Alex now.

        

        Past memories flowed, and something inside me screamed.

        

        So.

        

        Go ahead.

        

        Go and prove the existence of God.

        

        CRUNCH!!

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        My fist penetrated through Alex's chest.

        

        Alex's body, already on the verge of collapse, couldn't withstand my punch, and it completely pierced through.

        

        My penetrating hand trembled, and Alex's chest-pierced body was breaking apart and tearing away even faster.

        

        Had I pierced his core precisely?

        

        Alex coughed up blood.

        

        He was collapsing.

        

        Literally disappearing.

        

        There were no words I could offer, so I just watched as Alex faded away.

        

        "Ku, huh......"

        

        The battle was over.

        

        "Haa, haa..... Was reality so unsatisfying?"

        

        "Ah, aah..... How should I put it, everyone seemed happy over such trivial things. I envied that so much, but still, I thought it wasn't so bad."

        

        "......"

        

        "But truly, small malice can destroy everything and bring unhappiness."

        

        "Is that what you hated?"

        

        "I've seen too many people casually wielding malice, then sleeping peacefully and dying quietly. It seems God's hammer of justice or karma doesn't fall on those crazy ones called the powerful."

        

        "Maybe so."

        

        Throughout history, there have been plenty of cases where even the law doesn't properly apply to those with power, and it's not entirely absent today either.

        

        "Then I wondered if the same might be true for me."

        

        "Impossible for you."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Unlike them, you could never accept the fact that no divine punishment falls on someone who commits such acts."

        

        "......"

        

        I guarantee that even if Alex had killed Livia and me and emerged victorious, he wouldn't have been happy.

        

        Rather, he would have despaired at the world, unable to accept such an outcome until his dying moment.

        

        No matter how far he fell, at his core was that worn Bible we had read together in the slums.

        

        "This is why I hate you."

        

        "Alex."

        

        "I'll go ahead... and confirm God's existence. You, well, take your time... and come happily. After working so hard to save the world, it would be boring if you came too quickly, right?"

        

        "......"

        

        He was collapsing.

        

        Alex's body was completely disappearing.

        

        With crumbling hands gripping my shoulder, Alex said:

        

        "With this, you are the last god."

        

        Goddess Grandia passed her power to me, and Death God Pluto died. And now Alex, who had stolen power from the dead Death God Pluto, was dying here too.

        

        None of the beings commonly called "gods" remained, only me who had inherited their power.

        

        Since I was fundamentally human and would die when my lifespan ended, there would be no more beings called gods after my death.

        

        "Ah, really. As expected."

        

        It was impossible to hold onto the completely crumbling Alex.

        

        His turning to ash and disappearing seemed to tell me that not even a corpse would remain.

        

        In his final moment, Alex muttered intermittently:

        

        "This ending... makes... the most... sense."

        

        Those were his final words.

        

        The man who was born at the bottom and rose to become a death god was no longer before me.

        

        My hand that had penetrated Alex's chest now hung in empty air.

        

        Nothing remained.

        

        "......"

        

        Slowly, the sky was returning to its original color.

        

        Looking at the sky recovering above the ruined royal capital, I watched the last ashes escaping from my palm and said:

        

        "Farewell, you bastard."

        

        If hell exists.

        

        I hope you burn properly.

        

        You too.

        

        Would want that.
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        "Be honest with me, you're not human, are you, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Hahaha! Congratulations on your six months of treatment!"

        

        "Argh, seriously! Why! Lady Olivia had more serious injuries, so why is she already allowed to walk around!"

        

        "Hahaha!"

        

        "Your laughing is annoying!"

        

        Sylphy shouted from her bed, her face contorting in pain.

        

        It seemed that Sylphy's condition had worsened due to both poison and contaminated mana nerves.

        

        Leaving that untreated could be dangerous, so there was no choice but to wait for natural healing to some extent.

        

        Of course, it could be forcibly healed, but everyone capable of healing magic had unanimously advised that it was better to wait for natural healing first.

        

        Olivia's body, which "just heals and naturally finds its proper place," wasn't normal.

        

        "Calm down, Sylphy. Depending on your condition, the recovery period might be shortened. Let's just rest, okay?"

        

        "Ah, I know. By the way, how is Lucedia doing now?"

        

        "Everyone's busy moving about. We may have won the battle, but between the magical beasts and various other entities, they've destroyed everything and made a complete mess."

        

        I helped create that mess too.

        

        There wasn't enough capacity to protect the buildings as well.

        

        Anyway, in the current situation, my role was to rest my body. Though not as much as Sylphy, I had been told that I needed to take it easy.

        

        "Not just Lucedia, but other human cities were attacked as well, and they suffered quite a bit of damage."

        

        "While none were completely annihilated, it was apparently quite dangerous. The sky turned red, and people were saying humanity might be facing extinction—it was truly a life-or-death situation."

        

        "It would have been better if we could have saved them sooner, but it couldn't be helped."

        

        I wanted to prevent deaths, but it was impossible to prevent them completely.

        

        Even in Lucedia where I was present, there were casualties, so how could I possibly do something about casualties in other places where I wasn't?

        

        Perhaps the old me would have considered even that my responsibility and wallowed in guilt.

        

        Even now, I wasn't completely free of uncomfortable feelings, but there was nothing I could do about it, and it was impossible to turn back time.

        

        The only thing I could do was to someday visit the places where victims had fallen and pay my respects at their graves.

        

        "Is there any good news?"

        

        "I don't know if it's good news, but Belita's position has improved because of this incident."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes, some people witnessed her fighting Alex during the attack on the royal capital, and she also saved the life of Prince Felix, the heir to the throne. Plus, she helped defeat Aiz, who was a Demon Lord-level magical beast."

        

        In truth, defeating Aiz would have been impossible without Belita.

        

        Lilith, who had just become a saint, would have found it difficult to even conceive of granting a blessing, and ultimately Aiz would have been active after our defeat.

        

        Even if the final outcome wouldn't have changed, the number of casualties would have been enormously different.

        

        When you think about it that way, killing Aiz was an incredible achievement, and Belita, who helped with that, deserved recognition for her contribution.

        

        "Well, she's been accumulating achievements since Erkia, so avoiding execution might be surprisingly simple."

        

        "That was decided when Erkia chose not to hold a human trial... And, they say Felix's coronation will be held soon."

        

        "Oh, finally?"

        

        "They say he'll become king as soon as his injuries heal. In a situation like this, proceeding without a king would cause various problems."

        

        Normally, there might have been opposition to Felix's ascension, but currently, there weren't many people who would oppose it, and even if there were, they didn't have much power.

        

        The only family with enough power to oppose him would be the Courtney family, who hadn't participated in the artificial spirit experiments and hadn't betrayed humanity, but they had lost their head of household and were in quite a chaotic situation.

        

        And Felix had always been on good terms with the Courtney family, so he had quite a close relationship with them.

      

      
        

        In other words, from the Courtney family's perspective, having Felix, who could be their ally, become king would only be beneficial while they were in a chaotic situation after losing their head of household.

        

        Unfortunately, becoming king in the midst of such chaos wasn't very wise.

        

        Unless one truly had ability... No, in my view, becoming king at this time was madness even with ability.

        

        The proverbial poisoned chalice.

        

        Felix would likely struggle for his entire life. Even with the best luck and all problems resolved, he would likely live an inhuman life for at least a few years.

        

        "Well then, I'll go help the people in the royal capital a bit. I shouldn't overdo it, but at least I'm not completely immobile like someone else."

        

        "Oh, really. Are you making fun of me?"

        

        "Huh."

        

        "..."

        

        "Haha, just kidding. Just kidding. I'll leave Sylphy in Lilith's care."

        

        I said with a laugh.

        

        "I think it's better if I'm not around, don't you agree?"

        

        "No, that's...!"

        

        Sylphy was momentarily flustered, but Lilith hesitated slightly before finally saying:

        

        "Take care, Olivia!"

        

        "I will!"

        

        "Wait a minute! My instincts are telling me it's dangerous to leave us alone like this!"

        

        "Relying on intuition isn't good, Sylphy."

        

        "It's a bit hypocritical coming from you, Lady Lilith...! No, Lady Olivia! Lady Olivia!!"

        

        I slowly closed the door.

        

        As it happened, Sylphy was currently in a weakened state, unable to properly use her mana, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she might even be weaker than Lilith.

        

        In that sense, this was one of the few moments when Lilith could subdue Sylphy, so it seemed best to leave them to enjoy it.

        

        No one would come around here anyway, and there was quite some time until the next treatment.

        

        I could roughly sense whether they crossed the line later.

        

        As someone with experience, I could recognize those moments when I see them. If asked how I could tell, there was no concrete evidence, but I could give an answer that was half instinct.

        

        I never thought I would be capable of what people commonly call a woman's intuition, but it wasn't a bad feeling.

        

        "..."

        

        I briefly thought about Royce.

        

        But maybe it's better to leave him alone for now.

        

        Hmm.

        

        Or would it be better to be by his side at a time like this?

        

        Even Royce must have moments he can't express, times when he wants to be pampered.

        

        But.

        

        He must also have times when he wants to be alone.

        

        Let's leave him alone for just a little while.

        

        "I'll just keep doing what I need to do."

        

        If I do, surely.

        

        My turn will come.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        I didn't have many memories of the royal capital, but I liked this hill.

        

        It was quite high, offering a good view of the royal capital. Leaning against a tree on the hill, I gazed at an old cross.

        

        It was a cross I had made during my slum days.

        

        When Alex began to take a serious interest in faith, we decided to carry handmade crosses, and I naturally made one.

        

        Until the moment of his death, Alex kept this cross, and it could be considered his only remaining possession.

        

        It didn't have any special abilities and was made from nearby wood, but it showed signs of being cared for.

        

        Given that it was made from poor materials and was quite old, it was easy to see that without maintenance, it would soon collapse and lose its cross shape.

        

        "..."

        

        I remained silent as the wind blew against me.

        

        I gazed blankly at the sky, which was much clearer than it had been back then.

        

        Looking at the cross, I murmured:

        

        "Did you meet God? What kind of person is He?"

        

        What face does He have, what voice does He have, does He look like what we commonly call God?

        

        God.

        

        Thinking about it reminded me of the old man I saw when I fell into the underground waterway.

        

        He suddenly asked me for help, then abruptly disappeared. I tried to find him after everything was over, but still couldn't.

        

        There were many people in the royal capital, so it could simply be that I hadn't found him yet, but I couldn't shake the sense of dissonance from that moment.

        

        Beyond mysteriousness, there was a momentary flow of intense presence that made it difficult to think of him as an ordinary old man.

        

        What kind of person was he?

        

        No.

        

        Was he even a "person" to begin with?

        

        I recalled the story from the snowy mountain.

        

        God gives us opportunities to choose and to correct our paths.

        

        But He only provides opportunities and doesn't pull us to go one way or another.

        

        In that moment, I was at a crossroads and chose not to die in order to save that old man.

        

        'What was that really?'

        

        Really.

        

        Perhaps.

        

        I.

        

        Met Him?

        

        I indulged in such a fantasy for just a moment.

        

        "Royce."

        

        I turned my head at the familiar voice.

        

        "...Noum."

        

        "Can we talk for a bit?"

        

        I put the cross I was holding into my pocket and said:

        

        "Sure."
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        "Aren't you going to make a grave?"

        

        "For such a great sinner, making one would cause problems. Besides, there's not even a body left. Above all, I'm against making one anyway."

        

        "That's surprising. Wasn't he your friend?"

        

        "He's done too much for me to forgive everything and simply pray for his soul."

        

        There was nothing I could physically do for him.

        

        Without a body, it was impossible to make a grave or cremate him, and honestly, praying for his soul would be meaningless.

        

        Whether for Alex's sake or not, praying for someone's soul was meant to benefit them.

        

        For Alex, who wanted to burn in hell, such prayers would only be an interference. Despite everything he did, what remained in Alex's heart was an admiration for and belief in goodness.

        

        "God would never forgive someone like me."

        

        Alex often said he didn't care either way, but deep down, he surely wanted God to call him a sinner and punish him accordingly.

        

        If that God were to praise him instead, it would be a moment of despair for Alex.

        

        Because it would mean everything he had believed in was false, and even what he continued to believe in despite his fall would be denied.

        

        So Alex wanted to properly fall into hell and burn.

        

        Perhaps God has flexibility and might give him an entirely different punishment.

        

        The word "flexibility" can be positive, suggesting adaptable thinking, but in negative contexts, it means disregarding rules.

        

        That's why the flexibility of law is truly difficult.

        

        With countless different human characteristics and circumstances, sometimes the law needs flexibility, and sometimes it doesn't.

        

        When flexibility is applied in a precedent, similar cases that follow are often handled the same way.

        

        But this time, though there were many similarities, there were also decisive differences, making it truly difficult.

        

        "You were fiddling with a cross earlier. What's that about?"

        

        "Oh, this?"

        

        I took out the cross again and showed it to Noum.

        

        "Do you want it?"

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "When Alex and I were in the slums, we became interested in faith and made these ourselves. We could have just picked up crosses from somewhere, but you know how children sometimes have romantic notions about these things."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "I just wanted to make one myself. Whether I thought it proved my faith, or if it was simply for fun, I'm not sure, but Alex and I each had identical crosses that we made."

        

        "So you have one too?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I had a cross hanging around my neck as well. It was currently hidden under my clothes, so Noum couldn't see it.

        

        Like Alex's cross, it was worn and clearly a child's unremarkable creation, with no artistic value whatsoever.

        

        It wasn't clean or holy, but for us in the slums, it represented divinity and faith.

        

        "Hmm, so you made this?"

        

        "That's right. To be honest, I didn't think Alex would still have his."

        

        "...I don't find it surprising. The man I briefly spoke with, Alex Reynolds, had genuine sincerity in his heart. He was diligent and calculating. Though I didn't like him, his good reputation probably came from those qualities."

        

        "Perhaps. So, do you want it?"

        

        "...What if I refuse?"

        

        "I'm thinking of burning it when I finally put everything to rest."

        

        There was no benefit in keeping it.

        

        I considered keeping mine as well, but I didn't want to live with such lingering attachments. I had already killed him, and the story was already concluded.

        

        The regret and thoughts of "what could I have done" tormented me, but I didn't want to live in such torment. Even if that was my sin, it could distort the meaning of Alex's sins.

        

        Sin was sin.

      

      
        

        People were people.

        

        And affection was affection.

        

        Distinguishing between them was incredibly difficult, but as humans, we must strive to make these distinctions.

        

        Sadly, sometimes not making distinctions receives better evaluations.

        

        "..."

        

        After a moment of silence, Noum reached out his hand.

        

        "I'll take it."

        

        "That's surprising."

        

        "Oh? That's a pleasant thing to hear. That my actions become something incomprehensible to your thinking. What could be more pleasing than that?"

        

        "Noum."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Do you ever think about returning as Seluin Reynolds?"

        

        "You're joking, right?"

        

        "I just wanted to ask."

        

        The kingdom was in complete chaos.

        

        It was unfortunate for Felix, but Olivia wouldn't want to stay in the royal capital Lucedia after her wounds healed.

        

        And doubly unfortunate was that I didn't want to stay either.

        

        I didn't like crowded places.

        

        Everyone seems to think I enjoy dealing with people and am good at it, but I get mentally exhausted too.

        

        I preferred being alone at home, reading books, or doing various things by myself.

        

        Well, if I had to say, I'd like Livia to be in that solitary picture now, but while I didn't mind liveliness, I got tired when I had to participate in it.

        

        I wanted to live quietly.

        

        But having come this far, our story would follow us wherever we went, and even if we wanted to live quietly, we couldn't.

        

        "It would be better for Lord Felix to have one more ally. The bloodline remains, so if you prove it, you could become the new star of the crumbling Reynolds family."

        

        "The Reynolds family won't collapse just because one Alex died, right?"

        

        "It could."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Because Alex was doing everything for the Reynolds family by himself. Whether he intentionally created such a situation or it was a coincidence, there was no one else with legitimacy besides Alex."

        

        "..."

        

        "So if you step up, and if people properly support you, becoming the new head of the Reynolds family isn't impossible."

        

        Well, living as a noble at this point might be difficult, but with the power of the Reynolds name, you could gain both power and money simultaneously.

        

        Noum seemed to consider it for a moment but eventually shook his head.

        

        "I'll pass."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "There's no way I could do noble things now. I never wanted it anyway. I want to live more freely."

        

        "If that's what you want, there's nothing I can do."

        

        "You're giving up more quickly than I expected."

        

        "I merely suggested that such a path exists. You might have had a desire for power."

        

        "I thought you knew everything."

        

        "What do you take me for?"

        

        I wouldn't deny having more knowledge than others, but it would be troublesome if people thought I was some magical being who could answer any question.

        

      

      
        I had put in the effort to study, after all.

        

        Of course, what set me apart was that I enjoyed the learning process.

        

        The sensation of gaining knowledge piece by piece, putting it together, and understanding was quite pleasant.

        

        I was surprised when I realized that this wasn't normal, and that not everyone enjoyed the sense of achievement from learning something new as much as I did.

        

        "But that cross, are you really going to take it?"

        

        "Yes, I am."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Someone needs to remember. And it should be me, who shares his blood and, crucially, was the one who sent him to the Reynolds family. You and Olivia spent time with him, so you'd get emotional every time you saw it. I won't."

        

        "..."

        

        "So it's better if I do it. The world will remember Alex Reynolds as a death god, but someone should remember that he was human."

        

        It seemed that being the catalyst for sending Alex to the Reynolds family gave Noum some sense of guilt.

        

        I didn't think he needed to worry about it, but if Noum wanted to do this, it wouldn't be good for me to interfere.

        

        "I didn't expect you to think that deeply about it."

        

        "Well, if people badmouth Alex at a tavern, I'll join in. He was a bastard, after all. I just remember that his final attitude toward me was humane, so I'll remember that. Nothing more. Just remembering."

        

        "I think that's enough."

        

        "Do you think he met God?"

        

        "Who knows? We'll all get the same answer Alex got when our time comes."

        

        "True."

        

        Noum let out a small sigh.

        

        "By the way, keep it a secret that I'm from the Reynolds family, okay?"

        

        "I know."

        

        "What are you going to do now? You'll marry Olivia, of course, but will you live in the royal capital?"

        

        "Is that a given?"

        

        "You're not going to?"

        

        "Well, I'm willing to..."

        

        But it didn't seem that simple.

        

        I felt that if I lost my self-control, I might become a father in a few years. Depending on circumstances, the child might come before marriage.

        

        "First, I'm leaving the royal capital."

        

        "Really? You could live here without working for the rest of your life."

        

        "Livia and I can make a living anywhere."

        

        "That's incredibly convincing, and certainly true. You two are like that. The sky is your ceiling, and the ground is your bed. My goodness, I ended up traveling with some extraordinary people."

        

        "I hope it was a good experience."

        

        "It was hard work, but not bad."

        

        That's good.

        

        "Where are you going now?"

        

        "To see Prince Felix."

        

        "My, you're busy."

        

        "Well, I can't ask Livia to do it."

        

        "That's true."

        

        There's no one else in this hero party who could handle this kind of thing.

        

        I believe everyone would do well if they tried, but since I do it best, I'm the one who does it.
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        "My head hurts."

        

        Felix sighed.

        

        Of course his injuries had been treated, but recovery from wounds doesn't mean the body suddenly returns to normal. He would be in poor condition for a while.

        

        He couldn't be like some hero who says, "The wound is gone, so I'm fine now!" and run around helping with physical labor to rebuild damaged buildings.

        

        His physical strength had weakened, and his body had become frail, entering a state where he was susceptible to illnesses like colds.

        

        That's why it was natural for someone who had nearly died to take some rest afterward.

        

        This applied to Felix as well, but unfortunately, he couldn't rest right now.

        

        The royal capital Lucedia was in shambles.

        

        Not only that, but monsters were rampaging—perhaps due to the momentary transformation of human territory into monster territory—requiring manpower to deal with them.

        

        It might be better to entrust this task to Olivia.

        

        She would probably agree if he asked.

        

        And not just the royal capital Lucedia, but all human territories including Elvenheim had reportedly been attacked by powerful monsters and thrown into chaos.

        

        Fortunately, most of those monsters had vanished simultaneously with Alex Reynolds' death.

        

        It seemed he had used magic that summoned people without corpses and applied the same to monsters. It made sense that they disappeared when Alex, the caster, died.

        

        How should he put it?

        

        His ideology was extremely dangerous, but his will was like steel.

        

        And he had talent.

        

        If he had lacked talent and will, he could have been dismissed as just a half-wit or a mentally disturbed person who couldn't adapt to society. But Alex had power, will, self-control, and the courage and tenacity to face danger.

        

        It would have been nice if he had used that talent for good, but life doesn't always work out that way.

        

        'The fact that I can understand him is what gives me the biggest headache.'

        

        What Alex did.

        

        It was absolutely unforgivable.

        

        But Felix could understand his feelings.

        

        Like Alex, Felix found many things disgusting, and he would certainly never satisfy this thirst for pleasure in his lifetime.

        

        The sensation that comes from chaos would surely feel good, but once you've experienced it by your own hand, you can never go back.

        

        In many ways.

        

        So he doesn't do it.

        

        The pleasure obtainable through destruction would certainly be incredibly sweet and would torment and tempt Felix for his entire life, but he couldn't give in.

        

        Because he was still dreaming the dream he had seen in his childhood.

        

        "Sigh."

        

        There were two reasons why Felix didn't go berserk like Alex.

        

        Because the dreams Lilith spoke of in his childhood seemed beautiful.

        

        And because the exhausted Felix met a man who made him believe it was okay to trust people.

        

        That was all.

        

        Even with just those small chains, someone as disgusting as himself could continue living. If Alex had had such chains, perhaps the story would have been different, but that was already just a fantasy.

        

        'Come to think of it, I need to consider marriage too.'

        

      

      
        Maintaining the bloodline and producing the next monarch could be considered one of a king's duties.

        

        Of course, there was no guarantee that the next ruler would necessarily be Felix's child, but that was the most likely possibility, and if that high probability wasn't fulfilled, civil war might break out again.

        

        It would be more stable in many ways to clearly establish a successor.

        

        The problem was who to take as a wife.

        

        Belita came to mind first.

        

        She was excellent and wise, but the stigma of being a "criminal" after her judgment posed some problems for making her his wife.

        

        Most people wouldn't care much because of her achievements, and Felix didn't mind either, but Belita herself would suffer among the nobles.

        

        She had already lived too painful a life to endure such an existence, and it was unclear how much longer she had to live.

        

        "Perhaps I should look toward other countries."

        

        The quickest option would be royalty from another country.

        

        It was usually best to accept someone equivalent to a princess. It was diplomatically advantageous.

        

        However, many people believed that a king's wife should be "human," so while keeping non-humans as concubines might be acceptable, having one as the official queen could cause various controversies.

        

        His head.

        

        Hmm.

        

        His head hurt.

        

        Knock knock. At that moment, there was a knocking sound.

        

        "Come in."

        

        "Excuse me, Your Highness! Sir Royce has come to visit! What would you like me to do?"

        

        "That fellow doesn't need to ask for my permission; just let him in."

        

        "B-but it's the rules! I'll bring him right away!"

        

        Well, rules were rules.

        

        After the soldier left, a few minutes passed before Royce knocked and entered.

        

        "Welcome, please sit down first."

        

        "That's truly a mountain of paperwork, Prince Felix."

        

        "Don't tease me. Things are going to get very busy from now on. I was hoping you might help me a bit?"

        

        "With politics? Me? I'm sorry, but being in the public eye like that isn't to my taste. I only joined the Hero's party because the world might have ended if I hadn't helped."

        

        "That's right."

        

        Royce certainly liked helping people, but he didn't particularly enjoy being in the spotlight.

        

        If he took a political position, Royce could certainly gain great honor, wealth, and power, but Royce himself didn't like that.

        

        It seemed that what he would have to give up in exchange was valuable to Royce.

        

        If only Royce's lover, the Hero Olivia, had been interested in this area, there might have been some material for persuasion, but even Olivia refused to stay in the royal capital and had no desire for power.

        

        Especially since Olivia had many dealings with the Reinhart family, she would be even more reluctant to remain in the royal capital.

        

        "I wish you had even a little ambition."

        

        "I do have normal ambitions. It's just that I don't desire to thrive in the glamorous world that most people want. Not all desires are categorized that way, right?"

        

        "That's true. So what brings you here? I doubt you've come to ask for another troublesome favor."

        

        "I just stopped by. I can't help you politically, but I can lend a hand with other matters. I can cooperate to some extent with things that you can't handle personally with your royal body."

        

      

      
        "Hmm."

        

        "If it's unwelcome meddling, feel free to refuse. It's just that while the kingdom may have many sins, those sins don't belong to its countless people."

        

        "......"

        

        "If it can be properly rebuilt, nothing would be better."

        

        Felix simply listened to Royce's words.

        

        In many ways, it wouldn't have been strange for him to hate the kingdom after all the tragedies. But he didn't hate it. As he said, he hated the sin, not the people.

        

        Felix had met many clergy in his position as prince, but he had never seen a believer as devout and righteous as Royce.

        

        If God truly existed, how would He view Royce?

        

        It was somewhat questionable.

        

        "In that case, I'd like to ask for some help with monster subjugation. Although we've returned to human territory, the monster invasion has caused them to go berserk or increase in number, according to reports. The damage isn't too severe yet, but we don't know when tragedy might strike."

        

        "Understood. I'll relay that to Livia. She's eager to leave the royal capital as soon as possible anyway."

        

        "And."

        

        "And?"

        

        "When is the wedding?"

        

        "Um."

        

        "Make it grand. I know, I know you don't like it, but it would be troublesome if Olivia Reinhart suddenly disappeared. People need a reason and pretext to feel at ease. Retirement due to marriage rather than a mysterious disappearance or sudden vanishing is the most plausible."

        

        "......"

        

        "Of course, there might still be complaints like 'isn't it too soon' or..."

        

        Felix shook his head as if tired of it all and said:

        

        "The old folks who emphasize bloodlines might grumble, but ordinary citizens won't care much, and it won't be difficult to put a positive spin on it using my connections."

        

        Since he couldn't prevent Royce and Olivia from leaving, it was best to minimize the confusion and use the situation if possible.

        

        A grand wedding ceremony for Hero Olivia and Royce, a member of her party, hosted by Felix, could establish that Felix was their supporter and, conversely, that the two were Felix's supporters.

        

        "We weren't planning to have a wedding ceremony in the first place."

        

        "You don't intend to get married?"

        

        "It's not that. Livia and I talked about it before, and we both think wedding ceremonies are just a waste of money."

        

        "The costs will be covered by us. All other preparations will be handled by us as well. You and Lady Olivia just need to eat well and rest until the time comes."

        

        "...You're desperate."

        

        "I do need you two to clearly support me, and I need that connection. The mere fact that I hosted your wedding gives me significant leverage. Can't you help me just this once?"

        

        "...I'll consult with Livia first."

        

        "Yes, I hope for a positive answer."

        

        Depending on how he handled it, Felix could secure a fairly stable royal authority, but conversely, if he mismanaged things, he could easily be tripped up.

        

        He wanted to eliminate unnecessary obstacles and needed to create as many footholds as possible during this period.

        

        "Oh, and one more thing."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "We'd like to know about the current state of the Reynolds and Reinhart families. I'm interested in the former, and Livia in the latter."

        

        "...I see. I'll explain."
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        "First of all, the Reynolds family is literally in ruins. As you know, it was essentially maintained by Alex alone."

        

        "......"

        

        "Strangely enough, there was no one except Alex."

        

        "Is there no evidence?"

        

        "None."

        

        In fact, there had been rumors before. But back then, when Alex's reputation was good, anyone spreading such strange rumors could face backlash for being jealous.

        

        There was indeed no evidence.

        

        Besides Alex, the Reynolds family had no notable talent. Everyone either assisted Alex or opposed him and subsequently collapsed.

        

        However, since the investigation was conducted using only human capabilities, perhaps evidence could be found if demonic powers were added to the search.

        

        "I don't think he did it."

        

        "Oh? What's your reason? Surely you don't think he didn't do it because he was your friend?"

        

        "Of course not. If that were the case, I wouldn't have killed him."

        

        "...I apologize. That was thoughtless of me."

        

        "It's fine. There are several reasons, but at that time, Alex was still trying to believe in something. He wouldn't have done such a thing."

        

        But in this world, there are no absolutes. He might have assassinated those around him to strengthen his foundation, valuing the kingdom.

        

        Either way, both possibilities existed at this point, and without evidence, it was difficult to determine which was true.

        

        While it was natural to presume innocence until proven guilty, the world doesn't work that way, and neither do people's hearts.

        

        "Well, setting that aside... With Alex becoming a Death God, the Reynolds family is essentially finished. There's no one capable of reviving the family, and their reputation has hit rock bottom. They'll not only be expelled from the Four Noble Families but will lose their noble status entirely."

        

        "Will the entire family be punished?"

        

        "The matter is too significant to dismiss as Alex's personal deviation. Even if they escape punishment, having lived luxuriously as nobles and then losing everything they enjoyed..."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "The Reynolds family will be extinguished. It will happen soon, unless someone suddenly takes up the banner and calls for others to follow."

        

        "A literal hero, then."

        

        "Our humanity has maintained its nations through heroes who appeared from nowhere in times of crisis. Perhaps the same could happen for the Reynolds family."

        

        From Felix's perspective, the Reynolds family's revival was impossible without such a miracle.

        

        Not only would they be expelled from the Four Noble Families, but they would also lose their noble titles.

        

        In the worst case, the entire Reynolds family might face legal punishment for this incident. Given the severity, everyone in the family could potentially face execution.

        

        "At least Alex didn't use the Reynolds family's power and didn't contact them after becoming a Death God. There were casualties from the Reynolds family in this incident as well."

        

        "Using that point, they might at least avoid legal punishment through collective responsibility."

        

        However, the public's gaze would be harsh, and without addressing that, the Reynolds family members might face worldwide harassment.

        

        Even if they avoid legal responsibility, they might still be held morally accountable.

        

        Honestly, since they benefited greatly from Alex, people would inevitably label them as "a family strengthened by the power of a Death God."

        

      

      
        Since it was essentially maintained by Alex alone, reviving it wouldn't be easy. Moreover, maintaining a family that produced a Death God would be even more difficult.

        

        While it's unknown who might become a hero in that position, rather than suffering for a lifetime, abandoning the Reynolds name and giving up certain ambitions might allow for a normal life.

        

        People might curse the Reynolds name, but they don't live leisurely enough to remember every individual.

        

        "Honestly, many were shocked because of the support provided by the Reynolds family."

        

        "More accurately, provided by Alex."

        

        "He did a lot of charitable work, almost suspiciously so. His response to those starving on the streets was remarkably swift. But it makes sense if you consider his slum origins."

        

        "......"

        

        "Whether he could project his own pain onto others, whether he tried to do so, or whether he was irritated by seeing it reflected—whichever it was, the result was benevolence."

        

        "I see."

        

        He must have tried to see hope in humanity somehow.

        

        But in the end, he let go of that hope.

        

        As a result, things turned out this way, and he chose to become a Death God more evil and cruel than anyone. Is he burning in the afterlife as he wished after going to such lengths?

        

        Did he face God as he desired?

        

        Perhaps I'll get that answer when I die in a few decades.

        

        Well, I've always thought there's no order to who goes and it wouldn't be strange to die anytime, but at least now I want to live long.

        

        Isn't it everyone's dream to spend a lifetime with the one they love?

        

        I hoped that foolish, childlike smile would continue even into old age.

        

        I wanted Livia to remain foolish and childlike.

        

        Because becoming mature and adult-like meant compromising many things. That sometimes felt regrettable.

        

        "Anyway, looking at the results, the Reynolds family is on the verge of complete ruin. It's safe to say their downfall is certain."

        

        "I see."

        

        Then it's impossible to send Noum back to the Reynolds family.

        

        It's fortunate in a way, since Noum didn't seem to want that anyway. I feel sorry for making such a strange suggestion.

        

        "Next, regarding the Reinhart family."

        

        "Is it serious?"

        

        "At least better than the Reynolds, I'd say. There's the matter of Sword Saint Gilbert Reinhart, but there's also Hero Olivia Reinhart, and beyond that, it's a family that has consistently produced heroes throughout history and dedicated itself to humanity."

        

        That was exactly it.

        

        Even if the Reinhart family fell from the Four Noble Families, their prestige remained because of the people from the Reinhart family who had dedicated themselves to humanity.

        

        Unfortunately, the previous hero was known as the Rogue Hero who committed all sorts of atrocities, and the next chosen hero came from the Reynolds family, not the Reinhart family.

        

        "If Lady Olivia remains with the Reinhart family, it would be beneficial in many ways as a restored member of the Four Noble Families."

        

        "That's impossible, isn't it?"

        

        "I suppose so."

        

      

      
        "Livia doesn't view her family favorably and doesn't like noble affairs. Besides, asking whether she can give up the comforts of nobility now is meaningless."

        

        Livia had essentially only been provided with basic necessities while training intensely, and afterward, she moved as part of the Hero's party.

        

        In other words, she didn't have much experience enjoying the privileges of nobility.

        

        Of course, having basic necessities guaranteed could be considered a noble privilege, but now Livia has enough strength to maintain her livelihood on her own.

        

        With her level of power, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she could make a living anywhere.

        

        So for Livia, the power and privileges that come with nobility don't appear attractive at all.

        

        Rather, she saw it as a troublesome position that only brought unnecessary responsibilities.

        

        And I felt the same way.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that I hesitated to join the Hero's party when Felix asked.

        

        I would help people within my capabilities, but helping in such a grand manner was troublesome in many ways.

        

        But then I actually joined the Hero's party.

        

        Got expelled from it.

        

        Met another Hero.

        

        Fell in love with that Hero.

        

        Inherited the power of the Goddess.

        

        Defeated the Death God and saved the world.

        

        Who could have predicted things would turn out this way? There's a saying that life is unpredictable, and it's true—life truly is something where you can't see even a step ahead.

        

        "Does the Reinhart family have talented individuals?"

        

        "With Lady Olivia and Gilbert Reinhart suddenly disappearing, there's no one left to be a pillar. The situation is better than the Reynolds, but it's by no means good."

        

        "So the conclusion is that their downfall is inevitable."

        

        "It seems they're all placing their hopes on Lady Olivia, but well... she's not interested."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "They've gone beyond relying on the concept of a Hero to depending on it. It's natural given how they prospered, but they're still dreaming that Lady Olivia will lead them."

        

        After witnessing the abuse, neglecting it, doing nothing, they even believed it was for Livia's benefit.

        

        Is this what they mean when they say the road to hell is paved with good intentions?

        

        It seems a bit different.

        

        "I understand. Let's head back for today, as Prince Felix must be busy."

        

        "Stay a bit longer. Let me rest."

        

        "...Alright then."

        

        I was planning to return immediately, but Felix had a face that was genuinely pleading for help, so I changed my mind.

        

        "May I go see Bellita for a walk?"

        

        "Sure."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.294[Epilogue - 05]

      
        The world is clear, and the sky is high.

        

        After capturing both the Demon Lord and the Death God, the world has become somewhat peaceful.

        

        Of course, it would take time to achieve true peace since we still needed to erase the claw marks they left behind.

        

        And as beings born into life, becoming intelligent creatures, conflict is unavoidable.

        

        Even though I captured the Demon Lord.

        

        Even though I captured the Death God, that peace won't last forever.

        

        It will eventually shatter, and whether out of greed or for some greater cause, it will cause more bloodshed.

        

        If humanity is defined by protecting many things, then humanity is also defined by killing many things.

        

        People might forget the value of peace and someday live in chaos and conflict again, and this time, the conflict might not be against monsters but between humans themselves.

        

        No, somehow I had a certainty within me that this would definitely happen.

        

        And after that time of conflict passes, a day will come when the conflict ends.

        

        It will be humanity that ends that conflict too.

        

        Nothing in this world is eternal.

        

        Not peace.

        

        Not war.

        

        Not human life.

        

        Not even gods or the world itself.

        

        Even the goddess, who was believed to be immortal, has now lost all her power and become mortal. She said she would live longer than ordinary humans, but in the end, death would come for her all the same.

        

        But I think there's meaning in things coming to an end.

        

        If anything continued without end, people would forget how to stand up. No, to be more precise, they would forget why they should stand up at all.

        

        Of course, I'm not endorsing conflict, nor am I viewing the damage it causes in a positive light.

        

        But as long as humanity remains humanity, conflict will inevitably arise again.

        

        As the saying goes, "ten people, ten colors"—there are people with various colors.

        

        While that can be a positive expression, it also means that there are people who can never understand each other or coexist, no matter what.

        

        That's how it was between Alex and me.

        

        No matter what, we couldn't affirm each other's positions.

        

        We couldn't empathize with what the other wanted to do.

        

        It's an extreme example, but people can become extreme depending on the situation. Distortions that could be resolved through dialogue might gradually worsen until they reach a level where understanding becomes impossible.

        

        "Oh, Hero! Thank you for your help!"

        

        "It's the Hero! It's the Hero! The champion who captured the Death God!"

        

        I walked along, casually waving my hand.

        

        I had something to do.

        

        A place I needed to go, perhaps?

        

        Honestly, I didn't really want to go, but I should at least check. If anyone had any strange expectations, I needed to cut those off too.

        

        If Gilbert Reinhart were still alive, I wouldn't have bothered visiting, but since he was dead too, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the Reinhart family was already ruined.

        

        Their situation might be much better than the Reynolds family where Alex belonged, but it couldn't be viewed entirely positively either.

        

        As I walked slowly, I found myself in streets with fewer and fewer people.

        

        Eventually, I arrived at what looked like a mansion.

        

        The front yard was enormous, and there were many training grounds and similar facilities inside.

        

        "This is the Reinhart family mansion. What business do you ha... ha... What!?"

        

        The guard who was standing there began with a professional attitude as I approached, but when he got a proper look at my face, his eyes widened.

        

        Immediately, his casual demeanor changed, and like a newly appointed knight, he spoke with disciplined posture.

        

        "G-guard duty all clear! Welcome! Olivia Reinhart!"

        

        "Ah, it's fine. It's fine. You don't need to be so tense. Guard, good work. But you might want to start looking for a new job soon?"

        

        "...Indeed, is that so?"

        

      

      
        He seemed to have worked here for several years, judging by his reaction.

        

        Unfortunately, I don't know who he is.

        

        My human relationships were completely limited, so while I knew there were guards, I never had the opportunity to talk with them.

        

        Therefore, even though we were on the same Reinhart family grounds, the people I knew could be counted on one hand.

        

        And among that small number, almost none treated Olivia well.

        

        Even those who were nice only showed pity without actually doing anything to help.

        

        I wasn't particularly angry or hurt by this. Everyone values their own life and job.

        

        Besides, I had the noble cause of becoming a hero and saving the world, which might have eased my discomfort somewhat.

        

        "Could you open the gate?"

        

        "Ah, yes! Right away!"

        

        The unnecessarily large gate began to open.

        

        It's too big.

        

        Yeah.

        

        I'm telling you, it's too big.

        

        I think this every time, but it's just too big.

        

        Is there any need for it to be this large?

        

        And why make a mansion like a fortress?

        

        If this were a border territory or something, I could understand, but why build it like a fortress while living comfortably in the royal capital? It's so gloomy because sunlight barely gets in.

        

        The ancestors must have had their reasons, but I don't understand them.

        

        "Lady Olivia!"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        As I was about to enter, the guard hesitated for a moment and then saluted.

        

        "Thank you for saving the world! Hero, it was an honor to meet you!"

        

        "...Yeah, thanks."

        

        I waved my hand and walked inside.

        

        Well.

        

        It's not like I had some extraordinary attachment or obsession with the title of hero at this point, but being called a hero and praised—it doesn't feel bad at all.

        

        I used to always be anxious.

        

        Hearing such praise would ease my anxiety a little, but then I'd become even more anxious after some time, thinking I needed to do even better next time since expectations were high.

        

        That's why I became sharp-edged, and my personality turned into that of a mad dog, biting anyone who came near.

        

        It was like a drug.

        

        My past self was addicted to recognition, unable to shake off the withdrawal symptoms of anxiety. I deeply believed that I had no value unless I obtained that recognition.

        

        Now, how should I put it?

        

        I feel liberated in many ways.

        

        "The number of people has decreased quite a bit."

        

        Well, there were many issues to deal with.

        

        I opened the door to the building inside.

        

        I was born here, grew up here, and here I became a hero.

        

        "O-Oh, Lady Olivia...!"

        

        "It's Lady Olivia...!"

        

        "Lady Olivia has returned?"

        

        As I entered, maids and other people showed surprised reactions.

        

        Well, some of them had been in this mansion longer than I had, so they couldn't believe I had returned. Some of the older ones, like the head butler, were practically the Reinhart family in all but name.

        

        They had been in this building longer than most of the Reinhart family members.

        

        "Where's that damn old man?"

        

      

      
        "Speaking that way about the acting head of the family is..."

        

        The head butler momentarily showed his discomfort.

        

        "Where's that damn old man who's acting as the head because Gilbert and I disappeared, leaving the position vacant?"

        

        "...Your manners have disappeared, I see."

        

        "No, they've appeared, which is why I'm here. If you don't tell me, I'll find him myself. And just to be clear, I haven't returned—I'm here to crush your expectations."

        

        "I don't understand what you mean."

        

        Nothing but old-fashioned sticklers here.

        

        Honestly, this head butler is capable.

        

        He does a lot of work and didn't become head butler for nothing. But his thinking revolves around the Reinhart family, making him somewhat rigid and really disliking rudeness.

        

        "The Reinhart family is in danger right now, isn't it? The situation was already bad, and then Gilbert died in that way."

        

        "I heard he died by your hand."

        

        "Yes, because he betrayed humanity. The Reinhart family must also be held accountable for that crime. Well, that's another story..."

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        Continuing this argument wasn't a good approach.

        

        The reason I left Royce behind was because this wasn't even a "matter to settle." It was no different from deciding to buy bread while taking a walk because you suddenly felt like eating some.

        

        Therefore, I had no reason to be tense.

        

        "Move aside, I don't have business with you."

        

        "I cannot allow that. The acting head is currently working. If you wait a moment, I will—"

        

        "You're being annoying."

        

        I grabbed the head butler's arm and slammed him to the ground. With a loud thud, the head butler fell awkwardly to the floor, breathing heavily.

        

        "I've grown too much for you to simply overpower me like when I was a child, haven't I?"

        

        "Kuh, hut. Kuhut..."

        

        "I'll be leaving soon; I don't want to stay here long either."

        

        I waved to the maids as I went up to the second floor.

        

        Among the maids were those who had secretly brought me food when I was starving.

        

        There were quite a few people who, while unable to directly stop the Reinhart family's actions, secretly acted in hopes that I would suffer a little less.

        

        Looking back now, some of them were probably fired or severely scolded when their actions were discovered.

        

        At the time, I couldn't pay attention to such things around me.

        

        I walked straight to the office and opened the door without hesitation.

        

        As the door opened, an elderly man with many wrinkles looked at me.

        

        "Olivia."

        

        Those eyes showed anxiety.

        

        And perhaps hope.

        

        What a ridiculous expression.

        

        When I was young, I was truly afraid of this person.

        

        Gilbert tormented me physically, but he wasn't that frightening. This person, however, tormented me mentally.

        

        He was officially my guardian after both my parents died.

        

        I took out the necklace I always carried with me, which proved I was a member of the Reinhart family.

        

        "..."

        

        "I came to return this."

        

        I threw the Reinhart necklace at the old man.

        

        The necklace hit his desk once before falling to the floor, dirty in many ways with blood stains.

        

        "What kind of nonsense is this?"

        

        "Hey, don't get angry. You're already old enough. Don't want your blood vessels to burst and kill you, do you?"

        

        "..."
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        The Reinhart family is a family of heroes.

        

        Brave and steadfast.

        

        Unyielding in the face of adversity.

        

        One against a thousand.

        

        Their strength represents humanity's strength, and heroes are the embodiment of humanity.

        

        But recently, their reputation has only worsened. Though it seemed to have improved somewhat because of me, it was I who had improved, not the Reinhart family.

        

        If they had just kept quiet, it might have been fine, but thanks to Gilbert Reinhart causing a major incident, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that no positive evaluation remained.

        

        "Do you understand what it means to discard that necklace?"

        

        "Hmm, I think I understand it quite well. In fact, at this point, there might not be anyone who understands it better than I do, old man."

        

        "......"

        

        Barkan Reinhart.

        

        The oldest person in the current Reinhart family, and the most rigid. Charitably speaking, he was methodical and thorough, but less charitably, he was an old man who couldn't let go of outdated things.

        

        However, since he was the one who brought in money, he had effectively been the pillar supporting the Reinhart family for a long time.

        

        Following the Delinquent Hero, the Reinhart family had been unable to produce another hero—a dishonor. Despite this and various other unfavorable circumstances, the Reinhart family had managed to endure because Barkan was competent.

        

        He was genuinely capable, at least when it came to making money.

        

        Well, I couldn't tell if there had been any corruption involved, but given how rigid he was, I suspected he would have been thorough about that too.

        

        By "thorough," I didn't mean he would never have done it, but rather that if he had, he would have made absolutely sure he wasn't caught.

        

        "If I stay with the Reinhart family, things might get troublesome later. I'll quietly give up the family name. I'm no longer part of the 'Reinhart family.' Don't try to drag me into your schemes."

        

        "......"

        

        "At least my name has value, so use that if you want. But don't involve me directly. I'm now the person who defeated the Death God, and the Reinhart family is just where I came from."

        

        They might be able to use that somehow.

        

        I won't say anything about that much.

        

        But if they try to go beyond just using my reputation and try to put me front and center, that's when things will get troublesome.

        

        That's why I needed to cut ties in advance and make it clear that we have no relationship, and that they're just using my name on their own.

        

        Barkan's face contorted.

        

        Of course it would.

        

        Like the old man he was, he believed that he was born into that family and should dedicate everything to it.

        

        I wanted to just call him an old fogey, but unfortunately, Barkan had indeed dedicated everything to the Reinhart family according to his beliefs.

        

        Though I disliked him because he had spent his entire life working to maintain the Reinhart family, at least he wasn't a hypocrite.

        

        It wasn't for nothing that the Reinhart family had survived.

        

        Though they had fallen from the ranks of the four great noble families, he was the primary contributor to maintaining their noble status—capable but fittingly arrogant as a nobleman.

        

        Overall, he was an arrogant nobleman, but at his core was a sense of noblesse oblige. However, it seemed like something twisted.

        

        It felt like they were saying, "We'll protect you, so we'll live extravagantly while sacrificing everything." Honestly, it was almost disgusting.

        

        "You don't even recognize the grace that raised you."

        

        "I've already repaid that and more. I defeated the Demon Lord and the Death God. I've done the best I could as a hero. It's fine if you keep it a secret that I've left the Reinhart family."

        

        "......"

        

        "But if you get caught using my name for political or business purposes, I'll come back and tear down this mansion myself."

        

        "You've become incredibly arrogant, degenerate."

        

        "Do you think that child who used to nod with dead eyes saying 'yes, yes' was innocent and good? You might have been a hero, but as family, you were the worst."

        

        I shook my head.

        

        "Do you know why I'm still letting the Reinhart family exist? Because even though all those things bordered on abuse, everyone believed it was unavoidable for the sake of saving the world."

        

        Every single one of them ran with that belief.

        

        They probably wanted to revive the Reinhart family and advance their careers, but ultimately, there was also a sense of mission to save the world.

      

      
        

        It was twisted, distorted, and wrong, but at least it wasn't abuse for the sake of abuse.

        

        "I don't feel like forgiving you, but I don't feel like taking revenge either. I'll leave quietly, and after that, you can revive the Reinhart family or destroy it—do whatever you want."

        

        "Cough!"

        

        "Oops, try to lower your blood pressure. If you die too, the Reinhart family is truly finished. I wouldn't mind, but could you at least die somewhere I don't have to see it? It's unpleasant."

        

        "You despicable creature."

        

        "Look who's talking."

        

        "......"

        

        "Oh, are we going to talk about the gods now? My precious person likes those kinds of stories. Want to see who wins? I guess abusing children in the name of a greater cause isn't despicable?"

        

        "It was unavoidable. As a result, you were able to defeat the Demon Lord and the Death God."

        

        "Yes, it was unavoidable."

        

        I smiled.

        

        "Then isn't it also unavoidable that I'm sick of the Reinhart family and leaving? Accept it. I can't be as diligent as you, dedicating everything to the Reinhart family."

        

        "You've become degenerate. There must have been some degenerate in your new hero party."

        

        "No, this is the more correct state. I absolutely love myself now."

        

        There was someone who told me I was lovable.

        

        Every time, my heart felt like it would burst.

        

        His praise.

        

        The warmth of his hand.

        

        Everything about him.

        

        Told me I was lovable.

        

        "That's the end of our conversation. Whether you live well or end up on the streets because the family collapses, take care of yourself from now on."

        

        "Born into the Reinhart family, yet turning your back on it? You of all people should know what that means."

        

        "Let me ask you in return."

        

        I glared at Barkan.

        

        "Why are you still looking down on me? Do I still look like a puppet who will unconditionally accept and nod to whatever you say? The puppet's strings were cut long ago, and I'm not the Reinhart family's hero—I'm just Olivia."

        

        "......"

        

        "As I said earlier, the reason I'm leaving the Reinhart family alone is because I believe the foundation of your actions was for humanity's sake. At least, yours were."

        

        "...Then."

        

        Barkan took a deep breath and said.

        

        "Hand over the holy sword before you go. It's essentially the same as renouncing your title as hero."

        

        "Ah, I don't mind, but the holy sword has completely become mine now. I can summon it wherever I am."

        

        "Can't you just break the contract or something?"

        

        "It's not that simple. Under the goddess's acknowledgment, this holy sword has become completely my possession. I can summon it wherever I am. But if you want to use it as an exhibition piece, I don't mind."

        

        I thought for a moment.

        

        "No, I'll have to discuss this with the goddess."

        

        "That level of blasphemy is laughable."

        

        "What? Haven't you heard the news? Your information is quite slow, old man. I've already been acknowledged by the goddess. If you don't believe me, should I bring the goddess with me next time? Don't you know that the goddess's power has already been passed on to all my party members?"

        

        "...That's heretical nonsense."

        

        "Sigh."

        

        The conversation is just going in circles.

        

        This is why I disliked this old man.

        

        It was good that he stubbornly held onto what he believed, but he only believed what he wanted to believe. He didn't believe anything else.

        

      

      
        I think I'm stubborn too, but this old man's obstinacy made me wonder if he might actually be mentally ill.

        

        I thought for a moment, then moved.

        

        Whoosh!

        

        "...!!"

        

        The old man couldn't perceive my movement.

        

        BANG!

        

        With a loud noise, I grabbed the old man's neck as he sat in his chair and lifted him up.

        

        "What can the Reinhart family do now? Even if all of you came at me, you couldn't defeat me alone. No, you couldn't even defeat my companion, Sylphy."

        

        "Ugh."

        

        "How's your reputation? I'm a hero who saved the world, while your reputation as the Reinhart family, not as individuals, isn't very high because of Gilbert Reinhart's incident."

        

        Moreover, no matter how trash-like Gilbert was, he had the title of Sword Saint and the value that came with it, but dying in such a way turned that value into poison, choking the Reinhart family's neck.

        

        "While I'm still willing to 'talk,' just accept the necklace and acknowledge that I'm no longer part of the Reinhart family. Then Prince Felix will handle the rest."

        

        "You."

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I released my hand from his neck, and the old man fell to the floor, coughing and struggling to breathe properly.

        

        "Let's not see each other again. I've delivered my message, and if by any chance—"

        

        I slowly approached the old man's ear and whispered.

        

        "It will get interesting."

        

        "......"

        

        After looking at the old man's pale face for a moment, I turned around and said.

        

        "I'll discuss the holy sword with Prince Felix. Honestly, I don't really need to carry it around right now."

        

        Though I could summon it to my hand wherever it was if I wanted to.

        

        "D-don't go! Without you, the Reinhart family...! Please! We can't end this family here! A family that has preserved a long history of heroes!"

        

        "...Let go, old man. You've done enough. What do you think you can do with that aged body?"

        

        "So, please... You... can do it. If only you're here."

        

        "I'm sorry, but I have no intention of doing that."

        

        I know.

        

        Despite what I said, without me, the Reinhart family can never revive and will collapse. Knowing this, I still spoke this way.

        

        No matter what, I could no longer feel any attachment to this place called the Reinhart family.

        

        The old man, collapsed on the floor and half-crying, was someone I had feared so much in my childhood. Now, with his muscles gone and his strength depleted, he looked like just another old man, and I had nothing to say.

        

        "The Death God is dead, so no more Demon Lords will be born. Without a Demon Lord, there is no need for a hero."

        

        "......"

        

        "I am the last hero."

        

        Perhaps something similar might be created in the distant future, but at least for the foreseeable future, there will be no need for the position of hero.

        

        "What value does the Reinhart family have without a hero?"

        

        "You, you..."

        

        "It's over now, old man. This era no longer needs heroes. And that's the most correct world."

        

        A world that always needs heroes.

        

        It would truly be a painful world.

        

        "Despite having lived as a hero... Do you think you can live a normal life?"

        

        "Ha."

        

        I laughed incredulously as I opened the door.

        

        "You do you."
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        Belita prays today as well.

        

        Tomorrow too.

        

        And the day after that.

        

        Having learned various forms of knowledge, the Goddess, whom people commonly refer to as God.

        

        The Goddess said she wasn't truly a god in the genuine sense, but since she created humanity and watched over the world, it was fine to call her a god.

        

        And faith wasn't something that should waver in such a way.

        

        In the end, it was humans who believed, and it wasn't right to say one was disappointed because expectations weren't met.

        

        It was simply a guidepost. In difficult times and painful moments, it was merely a standard that helped make decisions or gave strength to endure.

        

        She slowly finishes today's prayer.

        

        Or rather, for Belita who always prayed whenever she had time, she had been doing nothing but praying lately because she had too little to do.

        

        Belita wasn't called upon for legal matters very often, and since they couldn't grant her freedom at present, being quietly confined to her room was the only thing she could do.

        

        There wasn't much she could do there.

        

        Felix visited occasionally, but being a busy person, he would leave quickly.

        

        'Meanwhile, no one from my family has come to visit. I thought that might happen, but it feels strange that truly no one has come.'

        

        No one from the Bright family comes.

        

        She had thought they might not come, but when truly not a single person showed up, Belita couldn't help but have some thoughts about it.

        

        Her father, Helen Bright, had been revealed as a traitor to humanity, and due to his responsibility for the artificial spirit experiments, nothing would be intact.

        

        Especially since the Bright family had taken a leading role in the artificial spirit experiments, they would be even busier.

        

        Perhaps far from remaining one of the four noble families, the entire Bright family could be ruined.

        

        However, if both Reynolds and Bright were expelled simultaneously, that could intensify the chaos in its own way. Yet not expelling them could also cause problems.

        

        Even if it involved somewhat of a gamble, creating new four noble families was important.

        

        The Courtney family, the only one that hadn't betrayed humanity, was simply proceeding with legal procedures as always.

        

        The Courtney family, despite being one of the four noble families with succession rights to the throne, had no interest in the throne itself, rarely engaged in political affairs, and only concerned themselves with legal matters.

        

        William was such a person too.

        

        Belita let out a small sigh.

        

        The person who had protected her and treated her more like a parent than her real parents had passed away, and now she wondered whom she should follow.

        

        Even after making a decision, people hesitate and lose their way.

        

        Perhaps that's exactly what Belita was experiencing now.

        

        'I wonder what sky will unfold tomorrow.'

        

        That was the question Belita asked herself every day.

        

        It was at that moment.

        

        "Hello."

        

        "Oh, Lady Olivia?"

        

        She looks fine.

        

        If it weren't for the occasional bandages visible, she looked so cheerful and energetic that it was hard to believe she had been in a fierce battle.

        

        "Is, is it alright for you to be walking around like this?"

        

        "I'm pretty tough, you know. It's no problem."

        

        "That's true. But what brings you here?"

        

        "Do I need a reason to visit?"

        

        "That's not what I meant... Well, I'm currently classified as a first-class criminal charged with betraying humanity..."

        

        "I sometimes wonder. If I, the victim, am fine with it, why does the law still punish?"

        

        "Well, betraying humanity isn't a crime that requires the victim's consent to prosecute..."

        

        Simple assault, threats, insults, or minor injuries are crimes that require the victim's consent to prosecute, meaning if the victim doesn't want punishment, no legal responsibility is sought.

        

        But what Belita committed was a first-class crime—attempting to assassinate the hero.

        

        The hero is humanity's hope.

        

        Attempting to assassinate such a hero, even if unsuccessful, isn't a crime that requires the victim's consent, so even if Olivia forgives her, the law doesn't.

        

        "I also think it's better that I receive punishment. Don't you think so too, Lady Olivia?"

        

        "Well, yes, but... you've also done a lot of good work, haven't you?"

        

        "That doesn't resolve everything."

        

        "True, even if you donate a lot, if you commit murder, a crime is still a crime. Good deeds and crimes aren't an exchange but rather a path. But I think the good deeds accumulated while sincerely taking responsibility and trying to fulfill that responsibility definitely have meaning."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Olivia carefully reached out and stroked Belita's head.

        

        It felt somewhat awkward.

        

        She had never been patted on the head even by her birth parents.

        

      

      
        Her face turned red as she felt a ticklish sensation.

        

        Should she call it embarrassment?

        

        What should she call it?

        

        "Get ready, Belita."

        

        "For what?"

        

        "For where you want to go."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        The conversation momentarily didn't align, causing both to tilt their heads in confusion.

        

        Belita didn't immediately understand what Olivia was saying, and conversely, Olivia didn't understand why Belita didn't understand.

        

        "Did you forget? We agreed to travel together."

        

        "Oh, yes... I remember."

        

        Would that be alright?

        

        Wouldn't she be interfering with Royce and Olivia's time alone?

        

        No.

        

        Thinking about it, even if Belita were released as quickly as possible, it would still be years, and in that time, they could enjoy their newlywed atmosphere plenty.

        

        Besides, in places like villages, if Belita had her own room, she wouldn't be much of a disturbance.

        

        'To begin with, neither of them seems to have much of a libido.'

        

        From what Belita knew of Olivia and Royce, they didn't seem like the type to burn with passion. So perhaps it would be fine, she thought as she nodded. But there was still something surprising.

        

        "So, you were serious..."

        

        "Of course. I believe in keeping promises. You need to see more of the world. And I'll see it with you."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        "Both you and I grew up without making proper value judgments, consumed by our families and positions. We need to know more about the world."

        

        When walking on a dark path, one searches for light. Because of the darkness, the light is so clearly visible.

        

        Time and again, Olivia seemed to guide Belita's way.

        

        The same was true for Royce.

        

        Doing things for Belita that no one else had done, showing her the direction she should go, walking ahead of her.

        

        Unlike a deity that Belita would look up to from below, she simply had to look forward to see Olivia and Royce walking ahead.

        

        Watching their backs made her want to follow.

        

        If she followed, perhaps she could catch up someday.

        

        Even if she never caught up in her lifetime, she thought they might serve as guideposts, ensuring she never lost her way as she continued forward.

        

        "Yes, I want to know the world too."

        

        "Right? By the time you get out of prison, Royce and I will already be married."

        

        "It's a shame I won't be able to attend the wedding."

        

        "Wedding? That's such a hassle..."

        

        "For, for Prince Felix's sake, please do it..."

        

        Both Royce and Olivia had the mindset of "Wedding? Do we really need one?" but if they didn't have a wedding, Felix might truly die from overwork.

        

        Felix would gain quite a lot of benefits from officiating their wedding.

        

        It might be good to show that much consideration for Felix, who would have to endure many hardships in the future.

        

        "..."

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "It just feels strange. Lady Olivia and Lord Royce are giving me things my parents never did."

        

        "I'm just giving you what you should have received. I hope your world expands. And that you can smile in the end."

        

        "Yes, me too."

        

        As they were talking, Belita's eyes widened.

        

        "Someone's coming."

        

        "This is dangerous, hide me."

        

        "What? ...Huh?"

        

        Belita thought about the reason for a moment and then turned pale.

        

        "Wait, you didn't just come here—you came without even reporting it?!"

        

        "Well, I just wanted to see your face, that's all."

        

        "..."

        

        Belita staggered.

        

        She had improved a lot, but it still seemed like she lived however she wanted.

        

      

      
        But thinking about it, who could really say anything to someone in her position? Not only her position, but if someone did say something, she could overwhelm them with her sheer power.

        

        Well, if she were the type to resolve everything by overwhelming others with power, she wouldn't be "Olivia Reinhart."

        

        "Please hide in the closet for now."

        

        "Thanks! It must be Prince Felix, right?"

        

        Belita thought so too.

        

        But.

        

        Normally when Felix came here, he came alone. Without guards.

        

        Why were there two presences?

        

        Did he bring a guard today?

        

        It would make sense, given his poor physical condition.

        

        ***

        

        Belita Bright's reputation was exceptionally good.

        

        During the Reaper Alex's invasion of Lucedia, when the evacuation wasn't yet complete.

        

        Quite a few people had seen Belita fighting against Alex.

        

        Along with saving numerous people in Erkia, many were deeply impressed by her bravely fighting against the Reaper Alex.

        

        It was true that the law should be an absolute rule that shouldn't change according to public opinion.

        

        But if it went beyond mere public opinion and was actually a kind of achievement that existed in reality, it couldn't be denied.

        

        In fact, Belita was likely not to receive a long sentence.

        

        The title of hero who fought against the Reaper was that tremendous, and in this era of war, most crimes could be offset by achievements.

        

        Even if someone had killed another person, if they had saved the world, there was a high possibility that the crime of killing that one person would not be pursued.

        

        It was actually somewhat questionable.

        

        If someone who killed a person without reason saved the world, is it right to hold them fully accountable for killing that one person?

        

        They say achievements are achievements and crimes are crimes, but it's not so easily separated.

        

        "Welcome, Lord Royce!"

        

        From Belita's slightly flustered state, I immediately noticed something was amiss.

        

        She was naturally prone to getting flustered, but something seemed off.

        

        "I, I didn't expect Lord Royce to come as well, let alone Prince Felix..."

        

        "I just wanted to see your face..."

        

        I met Belita's eyes and then surveyed the surroundings.

        

        "The magic of someone very powerful is quite noticeable."

        

        "What? Oh, um..."

        

        Belita had a "we're doomed" expression on her face.

        

        That face also gave me my answer.

        

        I slowly walked to the closet.

        

        "Just a moment, Lord Royce!"

        

        I opened the closet door and made eye contact with Livia, who was hiding inside in an awkward position.

        

        "Ah, hello! You look great today, Royce!"

        

        "You did get permission to come, right? You must know what Belita's status is."

        

        "..."

        

        Like a puppy being scolded, she couldn't meet my eyes and looked elsewhere, unable to say anything.

        

        "Some things never change."

        

        "You, you told me not to change!"

        

        "Sometimes I wish you would."

        

        Well, it probably doesn't matter.

        

        She's a hero who saved the world.

        

        This much flexibility should be acceptable.

        

        No, but still, how long would it take to go through the proper procedures?

        

        But that's just like Livia.

        

        "Lord Royce?"

        

        As Belita looked at me and tilted her head, Felix intervened.

        

        "Leave him be. It's the youthful impulse of someone torn between common sense and love for his partner."

        

        "Is that what it is?"

        

        "At his age, with his first love, it must be all the more confusing."

        

        "I don't understand what that means."
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        "So you've finally decided to travel with Belita?"

        

        "It's a story for a few years from now. I'm sorry I made the decision without telling Royce."

        

        "It's fine. We promised that from the beginning anyway. I also think such experiences are important for Belita."

        

        Due to the recent Lucedia invasion, Belita had once again overexerted her magical power, which might have affected her lifespan.

        

        But on the positive side, considering the circumstances, Belita was quite stable now.

        

        I had been worried that her magic addiction might have caused various health issues, but when I met Belita today, she seemed much better than I expected.

        

        I checked her condition just to be safe, and fortunately, she was relatively stable.

        

        Of course, her lost lifespan wouldn't return, but it didn't seem like she would suddenly have seizures. That was a relief, if you could call it that.

        

        Hmm.

        

        This might be uncomfortable to say, but Belita would likely die before Livia and me.

        

        She had used too much power too often. Of course, we wouldn't know for sure until it happened. She might live longer than expected, or she might suddenly pass away.

        

        Literally, only God knows the answer to this problem.

        

        I just hoped Belita would be granted a lifespan befitting her.

        

        There was nothing more I could do for her, and from now on, how she lived her life was what mattered most.

        

        "We've barely regained peace, but I'm sorry, let's go together."

        

        "Where to?"

        

        "We can get there quickly using teleportation. I heard that monsters are running wild, apparently a side effect of briefly staying in the monster realm."

        

        Unnecessarily.

        

        Yes, unnecessarily.

        

        There was no need to take me along.

        

        Livia could have gone alone, quickly defeated them, and returned.

        

        With teleportation available, it could have been like taking a walk, but since it was a task I had accepted, I couldn't send Livia alone. And while there was no particular need to go together, conversely, there was no need to be apart either.

        

        Livia smiled.

        

        "Alright, it's not difficult."

        

        "Did you visit the Reinhart family?"

        

        "Huh? How did you know? Did you deduce it somehow?"

        

        "No, it was just intuition. I thought you might have."

        

        "Was it that obvious?"

        

        "Sylphy and Lilith probably knew too."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "You're not good at acting."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The reason she hadn't asked me to come along was because Livia had treated it as if it were nothing special.

        

        If she had treated it as something significant, I would have gone with her, but since Livia didn't make a big deal about visiting the Reinhart family and treated it like an annoying errand, I decided not to go along.

        

        Of course, if Livia had asked me to come, I would have nodded and followed her, but she chose to go alone. And it seemed she had found her own answers.

        

        "How was it?"

        

        "Same as always. That damn old man too."

        

        That damn old man.

        

        Barkan Reinhart, was it?

        

        I had heard that name before.

        

        Although the Reinhart family was in decline, it could be said that he alone was sustaining it.

      

      
        

        No matter how much honor and prestige a family had, they couldn't maintain their status without money, and in the Reinhart family, who knew nothing but swordsmanship, Barkan was the only one with the talent to earn money.

        

        According to public opinion, he was intelligent and had some decent human qualities, but he was obsessed with the Reinhart family and had a mindset that couldn't adapt to modern times.

        

        He was an old-fashioned person in both good and bad ways, and in a declining family, the negative aspects tended to be more prominent.

        

        As a result, it seemed Livia didn't have a single good impression of him.

        

        "Anyway, I'm no longer a member of the Reinhart family. I can just be Olivia now."

        

        "For an ordinary person, that choice might be considered foolish, but when you make it, it's a matter of conviction."

        

        "Is that so?"

        

        If someone without power or resources chose to leave their family out of mere stubbornness, it could hardly be called a wise decision, but Livia now had everything.

        

        If she wanted, obtaining money or a house wouldn't be difficult.

        

        For Livia, the family was just an annoying constraint on her freedom.

        

        If the family had value worth being constrained for, that would be different, but unfortunately, the Reinhart family had shown Livia nothing of such value.

        

        Even Livia, who had been mentally unstable and obsessed with being a hero, had chosen to wander rather than stay in the kingdom.

        

        From the moment they raised her with such abuse, expecting Livia to do something for the Reinhart family was a foolish expectation.

        

        What the past Livia had been obsessed with and tried to maintain was being a hero, never the Reinhart family.

        

        "Anyway, let's go right now. We have nothing else to do."

        

        "Let's do that."

        

        "By the way, where's Grandia? Isn't she with you?"

        

        "Well, she needs to remember someone alone. It might be good to let her be by herself for a while. We'll look for her after we return."

        

        "Right. Being alone when you need to swallow your emotions can be good, but leaving someone alone for too long can lead to strange thoughts. So it's better to have someone by your side."

        

        Not every painful and frustrating moment requires someone's presence.

        

        In fact, some people calm down better when they're alone.

        

        But even for those who prefer solitude, leaving them alone continuously isn't a good approach.

        

        As Livia said, it would be best to look for Lady Grandia after we returned.

        

        ***

        

        "..."

        

        Grandia sat on a rooftop, quietly gazing at the sky and the people below.

        

        People were busy repairing collapsed buildings.

        

        Some were demolishing unstable structures, others were making repairs, some were cooking for the workers, and others were making plans.

        

        The world continued as people maintained their rhythm of life together, creating and connecting seemingly continuous events.

        

        This was the scenery Grandia had wished for.

        

        Unfortunately, conflict was human instinct, so even this beautiful and pleasant scenery might someday burn to ashes.

        

        Right now, there were heroes who could be considered perfect deterrents, but even Olivia and Royce would eventually die.

        

        And the same was true for Grandia.

        

        How would life proceed after they were gone?

        

        While it was concerning, Grandia, having already decided to entrust the future to others, could do nothing about it.

        

        But anyone, even after making a decision and preparing themselves, could hesitate, worry, and regret.

        

        "A god, is it?"

        

        Royce had said he met an old man after falling into the underground waterway, but Grandia had no such memory.

        

        Even though they had been together the whole time.

        

        Could Royce have lost consciousness and dreamed during that brief moment?

        

      

      
        Royce said he had looked for the old man among the villagers afterward but couldn't find him.

        

        The story of the snow mountain involuntarily came to Grandia's mind.

        

        Was there truly a "god" in this world—not just a being with transcendent power like Grandia or Pluto, but a genuinely omnipotent entity? If so, had Alex found the answer he sought?

        

        If the snow mountain story was true, and if it was indeed a god who had saved Royce, did this god possess universal concepts of good and evil or moral principles?

        

        It was truly curious, but there was no way to find the answer.

        

        "Pluto..."

        

        She called the name of the being who had been like a little sister to her.

        

        The world rejoiced because Pluto was dead.

        

        That was a natural reaction, and it didn't make Grandia feel resentful.

        

        It was just that since Pluto had been like a sister to her, she couldn't help feeling a little lonely, and it was sad that Grandia was the only one who would mourn for her.

        

        The thought that there might have been a future where things didn't end this way made it even more poignant.

        

        "Lady Grandia."

        

        "Ah, Sylphy."

        

        "What are you doing in a place like this?"

        

        "Just getting some fresh air. Watching people."

        

        "You look deep in thought."

        

        "I have a lot on my mind."

        

        "You have the same expression Titania had after Reina died."

        

        "...Haha, that's not entirely wrong."

        

        The situations were similar—unable to publicly grieve or receive condolences for someone who had committed unforgivable sins. Even the family relationship was similar.

        

        Although Grandia and Pluto weren't related by blood, they were born at the same time and recognized each other as family from the moment they met, so they might as well have been family.

        

        Naturally, Grandia regarded Pluto as her little sister, and Pluto regarded Grandia as her big sister.

        

        "Would it be inappropriate to say 'cheer up'?"

        

        "No, I really appreciate it. You'll have a hard time from now on too, Sylphy. You can't run away from becoming Oberon anymore."

        

        "Haha, running away at this point would be irresponsible. Besides, I need to work hard for the suffering half-elves."

        

        Of course, she hoped not just half-elves but all mixed-race beings could live better lives.

        

        At the very least, she hoped they wouldn't have to live submissively, unable to find proper jobs or claim their rights just because they were of mixed race.

        

        "But why are you here, Sylphy? Aren't your injuries still quite severe? You shouldn't be moving around."

        

        "Ah, that's... um, well..."

        

        Sylphy's face turned red.

        

        That innocent reaction, blushing all the way to her ears, was easy to understand.

        

        Grandia immediately comprehended why she was reacting that way.

        

        "I see, was the stimulation too strong?"

        

        "I don't have that kind of experience!"

        

        "Still, running away from a woman who's courting you isn't a good attitude."

        

        "B-but I... if I have to do it, I want to set the mood and do it in a proper place!"

        

        Ah, so that was the reason.

        

        "Youth, indeed."

        

        "I'm past the age to be called youthful..."

        

        "Ah."

        

        Come to think of it, the combined ages of the entire hero party, excluding Sylphy, didn't even reach half of Sylphy's age.
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        "Thank you so much! Lady Olivia! Heroes really are different in every way!"

        

        "Well, I wasn't actually the one who found the monster."

        

        I laughed awkwardly.

        

        It was good that we arrived, but I couldn't pinpoint the monster's exact location.

        

        In the end, Royce was the one who located it, and I just went there and swung my sword once. It was a monster that would have been difficult for regular soldiers to capture.

        

        Perhaps with a more professional strategy, we could have caught it without any injuries, but situations don't always unfold so perfectly, and above all, there were quite a few of them.

        

        If monsters like these are prowling around human territories now, I might need to focus on monster hunting during my travels.

        

        Regardless, I am ultimately a hero, and I couldn't stand by and watch people fall victim to monsters. Especially since I had spent my entire life unable to witness such things.

        

        In the past, there were places beyond my reach.

        

        In other words, just hearing news from distant places was painful.

        

        I tormented myself with the meaningless thought that if I had been there, I might have been able to save them.

        

        Or.

        

        If only I had slept a little less then.

        

        If only I had moved more urgently.

        

        I treated even basic human needs like food, shelter, and rest as sins, denying Olivia Reinhart a human life.

        

        I deeply believed that being born a hero, living as a hero, and dying as a hero was everything.

        

        Today's me saves today's lives.

        

        Tomorrow's me saves tomorrow's lives.

        

        The obsession with protecting all life from endless crises was enough to drive me mad, and so I went mad.

        

        "Why not let Royce take the credit?"

        

        "I don't need to play that role. I find such positions burdensome."

        

        "Royce really doesn't like standing in front of people, huh?"

        

        "Consider it an innate trait. I'll do it if necessary, but I prefer not to if it's not essential. You're used to being in the spotlight, aren't you?"

        

        "Goodness, how did you tolerate it when you were in the hero's party?"

        

        "Back then, I was more concerned with what Livia was doing than with people's attention."

        

        "I have nothing to say to that."

        

        Back then, despite not being fully grown, I would charge at powerful monsters and often get seriously injured. No joke, everyone present would look at me with the same expression.

        

        They all—Alex, Reina, Belita, and Royce—stared at me with expressions that seemed beyond disbelief, as if their brains had frozen.

        

        I believe they were all united in cleaning up after my recklessness.

        

        Even Alex.

        

        Maybe things would have been better if they had bonded over criticizing me.

        

        It's strange how relationships can improve through criticism, but I certainly deserved it back then.

        

        "By the way, what do you think about that matter?"

        

        "You mean the marriage?"

        

        "Yes, I want to respect Livia's wishes. The impact of this marriage will be significant, and I'll just be a witness at what will ultimately be 'the Hero's Wedding.'"

        

        "Royce, I don't forgive anyone who insults the person I love."

        

        "I understand."

        

        "Even if that person is you."

        

        "...I'll remember that. So, what are you going to do?"

        

        "Well, I wonder."

        

        I was planning to hold a wedding at Felix's request.

      

      
        

        I wasn't sure when exactly, but it would be after the complete restoration of the royal capital Lucedia, which would probably take at least a few months.

        

        Ideally, we would quickly finish the wedding ceremony after those few months and leave the royal capital.

        

        "Honestly, I don't care much about having a wedding, and frankly, I want to leave the royal capital quickly... but I think we should do it for Prince Felix."

        

        "I agree."

        

        "Since we can't help him politically, at least we can do this for him. The kingdom may be corrupt, but that doesn't mean it should perish. Too many ordinary people are just living their lives there."

        

        Even if it was troublesome, we needed to find and cut out each rotten part.

        

        Fortunately, most of the major corrupt elements had already been removed, so if stability could be maintained, there wouldn't be many people who could oppose Felix's authority.

        

        If he could just find a proper wife, Felix might become a king who would usher in a new golden age.

        

        "We should hope Prince Felix does well. There's really no other option."

        

        "Indeed, he's going to have a tough time."

        

        "So what have you decided?"

        

        "I'll do it, of course. Though I don't feel it's particularly necessary, it would be good to receive blessings from many people and officially step down from my position as a hero. It's needed as a symbolic retirement, right?"

        

        "That's true."

        

        If I suddenly gave up my hero position and just started enjoying life, it could cause unnecessary rumors. I wouldn't mind, but if it made my loved ones uncomfortable, I needed to consider alternatives.

        

        In that sense, marriage was the perfect reason for retirement.

        

        Using marriage as a reason to focus on family, or to have children—it was common to see people quit their current jobs for such reasons.

        

        Especially for women, it was often difficult to continue working while pregnant, so many quit altogether.

        

        In that sense, my reason was a very valid retirement cause.

        

        Moreover.

        

        It wasn't a lie at all.

        

        Wanting to be devoted to family wasn't a lie, and wanting to have children wasn't a lie either.

        

        But having children wasn't about continuing the hero's bloodline or anything like that—I simply wanted to become a family with Royce.

        

        I wanted to have children and just live a normal life.

        

        Things that had no meaning to my past self.

        

        Or perhaps things I wanted to believe had no meaning.

        

        "The teleportation stone is convenient."

        

        "It really is."

        

        We had returned directly to the royal capital Lucedia.

        

        Since the wedding would take several months to prepare, I planned to focus on hunting monsters that were appearing in various places around Lucedia during that time.

        

        After all, as a side effect of areas turning into monster territories, monsters might appear in unprepared places and cause damage.

        

        Cleaning up for a few months would significantly reduce their numbers, and while it wouldn't be a complete solution, the remaining monsters would be at a level that knights could handle.

        

        Retirement, huh.

        

        I never imagined it.

        

        I always thought I would die as a hero.

        

        I believed that if I were to die, it would never be peacefully in bed surrounded by family and loved ones, but rather in mutual destruction with an enemy or in defeat.

        

        Yet here I am, still alive, with my blade—once drawn for others—now sheathed, allowing me to sometimes think of myself.

        

        The difference was significant, and it seemed that the period of meeting Royce and traveling together held more meaning than the rest of my 20-plus years of life.

        

        Of course, I had no intention of denying my past; all the pain, bad experiences, and mistakes from back then were important elements that made up who Olivia Reinhart is today.

        

        So if someone asked if I wanted to change the past, I would say no.

        

        There were regrets, disappointments, sorrows, and truly tearful moments.

        

      

      
        But all of those combined made me who I am.

        

        And even if the past could be changed, it shouldn't be. Would changing it result in the current world?

        

        Wouldn't it create a completely different world that only appears similar?

        

        Then wouldn't I be abandoning this world of regrets for a world without them?

        

        It was a difficult question.

        

        I thought it was quite a challenging problem, but I knew my answer was that I didn't want to do that, and that was enough.

        

        "The sun will set soon."

        

        We walked toward our lodging.

        

        Rather than a home, it was more like temporary accommodations.

        

        They had rented us an entire house.

        

        Originally, they planned to provide one for each person, but given the current state of the royal capital, this was unavoidable.

        

        It might seem excessive to put the entire hero's party in one house, but it was a fairly luxurious facility with everything we needed.

        

        There was no sign of anyone when we entered.

        

        "Is nobody here?"

        

        "Seems that way."

        

        In the three-story building, Royce's room was on the first floor.

        

        Royce naturally went into his room, and I followed him.

        

        And then.

        

        Click.

        

        I locked the door.

        

        "..."

        

        Royce's body trembled slightly as he heard the sound.

        

        "Um, Livia?"

        

        "We haven't done it since we left Weargal."

        

        I had thought about it many times since then, but either there were too many people around, or the situation wasn't right.

        

        And doing it while camping was too challenging for me—even I had a sense of shame. Though if Royce had forced it, maybe I would have... No, that's not the important point.

        

        What matters is that we haven't done it once since then, even after defeating the Death God and all this time passing.

        

        "Livia, calm down. People might return soon...!"

        

        I pushed Royce down onto the bed and said:

        

        "This lodging has sound-proofing magic, so unless it's extremely loud, nothing will leak out of the room."

        

        "...Livia, your eyes are scary."

        

        "...Perhaps."

        

        I suddenly felt anxious and asked:

        

        "Do you not want to?"

        

        "..."

        

        Royce met my eyes, seemed to struggle with some internal conflict for a moment, then finally gave in and embraced me, saying:

        

        "Of course not."

        

        "That's right!"

        

        If I had a goal, it was this:

        

        I wanted us to be three, not two, by the time we held the wedding ceremony.
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        Three months after the death of Death Messenger Alex.

        

        Normally, Sylphy should have returned to Elvenheim to assume the position of Oberon, rather than staying in the royal capital of Lucedia.

        

        But as everyone knew, the eastern continent wasn't a place one could travel to using teleportation stones; one had to take a ship from East Port.

        

        Since it would inevitably take quite some time to reach Elvenheim, she decided to remain here for now before departing.

        

        With Sylphy's physical abilities, she could be of more help in the restoration of the royal capital Lucedia.

        

        Not only that, but there was also the reason that her injuries hadn't fully healed yet.

        

        Well, putting all that aside, she mainly wanted to attend the wedding of the people she respected.

        

        "Hmm, revival in just three months. The royal capital is truly impressive."

        

        Sylphy found herself smiling awkwardly.

        

        Just three months ago, it had been so devastated that finding an intact building was difficult, but now it was in such good condition that it was hard to spot any collapsed areas.

        

        People were still full of energy, with countless individuals coming and going, creating an atmosphere of everyday life.

        

        As buildings were restored, the claw marks left by Death Messenger Alex were gradually disappearing. Though some traces remained of how human territory had temporarily changed into monster territory, it didn't seem to be anything worth worrying about.

        

        Right now, the royal capital Lucedia was bustling with activity.

        

        The reason for the commotion was obvious.

        

        Rather, it would have been more frightening if it weren't noisy and instead remained quiet.

        

        "Sylphy, so this is where you were."

        

        "Lady Lilith."

        

        "Everyone's in a commotion. Felix seems to be constantly busy."

        

        "Well, he is the host. I saw both Lady Olivia and Lord Royce talking to Lord Felix with rather peculiar expressions."

        

        "They say it doesn't hurt to be friendly with those in power, but when it comes to Olivia and Royce, it's the powerful who should be bowing their heads."

        

        No matter how exceptional one's abilities might be, it was natural to be subordinate to those in power. It was a perfectly natural phenomenon that an individual couldn't win against a nation.

        

        But if that someone happened to be strong enough to defeat a nation, then the story changed.

        

        To be honest, not only Olivia but also Royce had begun to settle into their divine powers, resulting in an indescribable increase in strength.

        

        They were already strong monsters before, but now they had become even stronger—would that be the right way to put it?

        

        They had become so powerful that it was the authorities who had to be cautious around them, the authorities who had to bow their heads.

        

        Relying solely on the goodwill of Royce and Olivia, if one crossed the line, while Royce might let it slide, Olivia probably wouldn't tolerate it.

        

        Besides, while Royce was a good person, he wasn't someone who would just smile after having everything taken away, so if Olivia wanted to destroy something, he might just let her.

        

        In many ways, their personalities matched quite well.

        

        "Well, neither of them wanted a wedding ceremony."

        

        "I can understand that about Lord Royce, but I didn't expect Lady Olivia to feel the same way. How should I put it... I thought she would be used to being in the spotlight."

        

        "Being used to something doesn't mean you like it. Above all, Olivia probably thinks a wedding is just a waste of time and money. The former hero Olivia would say that time could be better spent hunting one more monster."

        

        Even the current Olivia seemed to think, "Do we really need to do this?"

        

        "You like me, right?"

        "I like you too."

        "Isn't that enough?" was her way of thinking—truly an un-aristocratic mindset.

        

        However, she needed an excuse to retire as a hero, and since Felix wanted to help, she reluctantly agreed to the wedding.

        

        Still, it seemed she was somewhat concerned about wearing a wedding dress, something she would do only once in her lifetime.

        

        She had spent eight hours deliberating between a black wedding dress and a white one, and after Royce returned from an outing and said the white one looked better, she chose the white wedding dress.

        

        Sylphy, who had spent those eight hours listening to "Doesn't this one look prettier?" felt her head getting hot from the experience.

        

        "It's going to be a monumental wedding soon. I thought they would postpone it a bit longer."

        

        "I thought they would do it right away, knowing Olivia. By the way, have you heard about that?"

        

        "Ah, yes. I heard only a select few know about it."

        

        "Well, it's not bad that we're among those select few."

        

        "I think it's only natural they would tell us, since we risked our lives traveling together as a party. But how should I put it... it's unexpected."

        

      

      
        "I suppose Royce is a man after all."

        

        "No, that's not what I meant... Well, that's beside the point."

        

        According to what they heard, it had been two months.

        

        In other words, her belly hadn't shown yet, so it was still possible to keep it hidden.

        

        In truth, making it public wouldn't have been much of a problem, but Felix suggested keeping it a secret to avoid unnecessary confusion.

        

        After all, once they retired along with their marriage, it would be harder to find Royce and Olivia.

        

        When they discussed this, Olivia had spoken with a visibly delighted expression.

        

        There was no reason not to be happy when she had created a definite bond with the person she loved.

        

        When Sylphy asked Olivia if she would teach her child swordsmanship, she replied that she would teach if the child wanted to learn, and wouldn't if the child didn't want to.

        

        She wasn't outright refusing, and in respecting the child's opinion, Sylphy thought she might unexpectedly make a good parent.

        

        "Well then, shall we go? Honestly, I'm a bit nervous too. A wedding for two people I respect."

        

        "..."

        

        Lilith grabbed Sylphy's hand as she was about to walk away.

        

        "Lady Lilith?"

        

        "What about us?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Don't say we don't need words because it's going to happen anyway. Despite how I look, every time."

        

        Lilith looked at Sylphy and said:

        

        "I'm gathering quite a bit of courage to approach you."

        

        "..."

        

        Sylphy could feel her face instantly flush with heat. She grabbed the hand that was holding her arm, reversing the grip. They ended up holding hands like lovers, which slightly surprised Lilith.

        

        "I'll try to be a bit brave too. Um... it's still a bit awkward for me."

        

        "I see."

        

        Lilith looked at Sylphy and smiled.

        

        "We can be brave together. I'm looking forward to our life in Elvenheim."

        

        "To be honest, I don't know much about it either, so please don't expect me to guide you well, okay?"

        

        "Then let's guide each other, and support each other."

        

        "...That sounds good."

        

        "Doesn't it?"

        

        After the wedding, they would head to Elvenheim.

        

        By then, Sylphy would truly become the "Oberon," and officially, Lilith would become her partner.

        

        For Sylphy, who had thought she would never have such a connection in her life, everything felt awkward.

        

        "Well, I'll be in your care. In various ways."

        

        It was a bit embarrassing.

        

        Hearing Sylphy's words, Lilith was momentarily dazed before finally speaking:

        

        "Could you please stop making comments that make me think our genders should have been reversed?"

        

        "I don't understand what you mean."

        

        ***

        

        "I can't say clothes make the man. You handsome bastard."

        

        "Why the sudden insult?"

        

        The gnome looked at me and spat out a curse.

        

        I decided to take it as a joke.

        

        "This is unexpected. I thought you would leave the royal capital right away."

        

      

      
        "I was planning to, but I wanted to see the royal capital recover before leaving. And now that the royal capital is doing well, it's your wedding, right? While I certainly value money as a merchant, I also value loyalty. And besides."

        

        "Besides?"

        

        "My connection with you two can't be bought with money. As a merchant, I've judged that our relationship is more valuable than money or time. Despite how I look, I have a good nose for these things."

        

        The gnome smiled.

        

        "I can smell that strengthening our relationship will be beneficial in the long run."

        

        "That's quite a practical sense of smell."

        

        Is this what they call a merchant's intuition?

        

        Come to think of it, there's also something called a woman's intuition. Perhaps the two combined to create an absurdly accurate intuition.

        

        "You're the unexpected one."

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        "I didn't know you were so sexually vigorous. Just how many times did you do it?"

        

        "We just did what normal couples do."

        

        "Did you go all night because the mansion is soundproof?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Wait, really?"

        

        The gnome had said it as a joke, thinking it was a rare chance to tease me, but when I remained silent without saying anything, the joke turned into reality.

        

        It barely didn't qualify as "all night" since the sun hadn't risen yet.

        

        I know.

        

        I knew myself that it was just an excuse.

        

        I didn't know I had that much sexual desire either.

        

        But physical stamina couldn't be ignored, so while I might have had control at first, past the halfway point, Livia usually took the lead.

        

        I wasn't physically weak by any means, but no one in this world could match Livia's stamina.

        

        Lady Grandia had said, "You're only alive because it's you."

        

        Thinking about it, the idea that I was enduring because it was me made me feel a little better.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        The gnome cleared her throat awkwardly and then said:

        

        "Anyway, congratulations on your marriage, and if you need any baby supplies, contact me. I'll sell them to you at 1.2 times the price, as a friend discount."

        

        "Don't people usually sell things cheaper to friends?"

        

        "Honestly, you and Olivia are at a level where money flows in just by breathing these days. Instead, I sell things cheaper to poor people, so I'm a relatively conscientious merchant. I charge the rich more."

        

        "Indeed, that is conscientious. Almost like a tax."

        

        "Right? Anyway, if you need anything, go through me. I'll guarantee the quality. The wedding is in three days, right? The town already feels like it's in a festive mood."

        

        "I'm sure it does. That was partly the intention."

        

        With the royal capital restored, it wasn't a bad idea to revitalize it with a kind of festival.

        

        The day of the wedding would probably see the entire royal capital in a festive mood.

        

        "You're not planning on having like ten or more children, are you?"

        

        "You know, I've been thinking about this since Livia first confessed to me."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do I even have a choice in the matter?"

        

        "...Ah."

        

        Choice was always the privilege of the strong.

        

        Honestly, there was no way I could physically overpower Livia.

        

        More than that.

        

        No one could.
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        I could say it's been a long time since I've felt this nervous.

        

        It's funny to say this about myself, but I've never been the type of person who gets particularly tense.

        

        I rarely got nervous in most situations.

        

        Especially after I seriously began studying, my perspective on the world broadened. I became capable of doing many things and gained at least theoretical knowledge about various matters.

        

        This led to composure, which in turn led to better judgment.

        

        Composure, as the word suggests, is evidence of being at ease, and that ease comes from good judgment.

        

        I could maintain composure precisely because I had the judgment to recognize that I was in control.

        

        Though it was easy to fall into arrogance or carelessness.

        

        What prevented that and provided the material for judgment was knowledge. We could understand, judge, and accept our current situations based on what we knew.

        

        Therefore, many things complementarily enhanced each other—as knowledge increased, judgment and composure naturally followed.

        

        People might differ slightly, but most can develop composure once they have a certain amount of power.

        

        The most noticeable form is physical strength.

        

        Possessing that strength could give one composure.

        

        Having something superior to others could provide a broader perspective. Of course, sometimes being superior could occasionally narrow one's perspective.

        

        But.

        

        Anyway, to get to the point.

        

        I am nervous right now.

        

        "I never imagined things would turn out this way, Royce."

        

        "Madam Florence, I'm sorry for calling you so suddenly."

        

        "Nonsense, when a world-saving hero calls, I must come."

        

        "Please don't say such things."

        

        "You're the one who shouldn't say that. Sigh, my prediction wasn't wrong after all."

        

        "What prediction?"

        

        "That you would choose a woman with large breasts."

        

        "I see."

        

        I have no parents.

        

        Of course, Livia didn't have proper parents either.

        

        At first, Felix said he could prevent the Reinhart family from attending the wedding, but Livia said that since the whole town would be celebrating like a festival anyway, having the Reinhart family there wouldn't be a problem.

        

        So there might be some people from the Reinhart family outside right now.

        

        For Livia, the Reinhart family had become "a family not worth taking revenge on, and not worth wasting time resenting."

        

        From now on, whether the Reinhart family perishes, miraculously survives and maintains their noble status, or even rises again to become one of the four great noble families, Livia wouldn't care.

        

        "It was unexpected for me."

        

        "What was?"

        

        Madam Florence looked like she wanted to put a pipe in her mouth, but given the location, she seemed to be restraining herself from smoking.

        

        "That I would get married."

        

        "You've always had strangely low self-esteem. You're smart, handsome, and have a good personality. Now you even have heroic achievements. Why did you think you couldn't get married?"

        

        "...Because I had drawn a line."

        

        "A line?"

        

        "After the artificial spirit experiments ended, I was completely exposed to human malice, living in distrust and suspicion, unable to believe in people."

        

        "Yes, I remember when you used to tremble like a wild animal."

        

        Even when Madam Florence rescued me, I couldn't trust her and behaved very rudely.

        

        Fortunately, Madam Florence overlooked it, saying it was what an injured child might do and completely understandable.

        

        Anyway, for a long time, I lived in distrust and suspicion, and only recently began to trust people and reflect on myself.

        

        But even so, there was a line.

        

        "I was kind to everyone, but when someone tried to get too close to me, I drew a line."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "I would coldly... or gently draw a line, asking them not to come any closer. Most people, as they become adults, try to respect boundaries that others set, as long as those boundaries don't inconvenience them."

        

        So when I showed reluctance, no one tried to cross that line.

        

        I understood it was a cowardly behavior, but I was afraid of letting people into my heart, and I was terrified that if someone peeled away my shell, they would find someone who still distrusted and suspected others.

        

        "I was afraid that if someone removed my mask, they would find I was still living in distrust and suspicion."

        

        "But that girl crossed it, I see."

        

        "Well, before I could even refuse, she crossed the line and grinned as if she wanted to see the face beneath my mask. What could I do?"

        

        I smiled.

        

        In the end, in Half Village, Livia came to know everything about me, and eventually removed my mask.

        

        And then she said, "Yes, you're still a good person," with a smile.

      

      
        

        That was probably the moment.

        

        That was when Livia, who had just been a patient and someone I needed to help, became someone I could imagine a future with.

        

        From that moment, my gaze began to follow Livia.

        

        My attitude shifted from merely worrying about a patient to caring for someone precious, and I could clearly feel my emotions stirring.

        

        I was surprised at myself.

        

        "Livia often happily says she was saved by me. But I wonder, which one of us was it?"

        

        I clearly intended to help her.

        

        I took the hand of the person I wanted to help, but that person ended up leading me.

        

        "Royce."

        

        Madam Florence looked at me.

        

        "You're a good lad. As someone who acted as your parent despite not being related by blood, I can say that."

        

        "What do you mean 'acted as'? Madam Florence, you are my mother."

        

        "That's nice to hear. Bring your child to see me later, whether it's a grandson or granddaughter. I'd prefer a granddaughter, though. From what I've seen around me, granddaughters are more affectionate than grandsons."

        

        "That's not something I can decide."

        

        "You're the one who makes it, so you should decide."

        

        "Madam Florence..."

        

        "Heh heh, anyway, it's about time. I'll take my seat and bless your new life."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        It really is almost time.

        

        I felt slightly nervous.

        

        I heard that Livia and I would walk together through the middle of the town, and the wedding ceremony would begin and end in front of the cathedral at the center.

        

        Originally, they wanted to make it longer, but because Livia said "keep it short," various parts of the schedule had been reduced.

        

        The festival itself could be long, but Livia wished for the wedding ceremony itself to be short, so we planned to end it briefly and concisely.

        

        I entered Livia's room and said:

        

        "Livia, it's almost time. Are you ready...?"

        

        "Yes, I'm ready. I've been waiting for a while."

        

        A pure white dress.

        

        With her snow-white hair and red eyes, I always thought she was beautiful, but today she seemed especially captivating, enough to steal my gaze. There was a reason for having this wedding ceremony.

        

        It seemed like all the effort, time, and money spent would be worth it just to see her like this.

        

        "What's wrong? Have you fallen for me all over again?"

        

        "Yes, surprisingly so."

        

        "...Oh, really? Um, that's a bit embarrassing! L-let's go! Everyone is waiting!"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I took Livia's hand and began walking.

        

        To welcome our new daily life.

        

        ***

        

        I never thought there would come a day when I would love someone.

        

        And I certainly never thought I would be happy about loving someone.

        

        "It's the hero!"

        

        "She's so beautiful...!"

        

        "The person beside her must be Sir Royce."

        

        "He's so handsome! I've never seen him before!"

        

        I wanted to say "That's my man!" but walking in a dress was more uncomfortable than I expected, so I didn't have the luxury to do so.

        

        The elaborately decorated venue showed that quite a bit of money had been spent.

        

        It was Felix who blessed the marriage of Livia and Royce, the hero and the champion, apparently wanting to properly demonstrate that we were his allies.

        

        Well, Royce and Felix actually got along well, so they could be called friends.

        

        So saying we were Felix's allies wasn't exactly wrong.

        

        "..."

        

        "...Are you nervous? It's okay, it will be over soon."

        

        "That's part of it, but you know what? You look especially handsome today."

        

        "You too, Livia."

        

        "You think I look handsome?"

        

        "Should I use a more feminine compliment?"

        

        "Well, whatever. Either way, it means you like me, right? That's all that matters."

        

      

      
        "I like your confidence."

        

        "Without it, I'd be nothing."

        

        And so Livia and Royce arrived at the cathedral.

        

        We're becoming a married couple.

        

        There was already a child in my womb, so it became a wedding ceremony for three people as I had wished, though no one else knew. Besides, the baby was still in its early stages and probably hadn't properly formed yet.

        

        At least for today, I wanted to be elegant and beautiful.

        

        To maintain the image of a hero until the end, you could say.

        

        It might be a meaningless struggle, but I had to do something.

        

        "Will you love and respect each other, in good times and bad, in wealth and in poverty, in health and in sickness, until death parts you?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Yes, I swear."

        

        It was an awkward vow.

        

        These things are rather embarrassing.

        

        Especially with so many people watching.

        

        "Now for the kiss of promise..."

        

        We had cut out several parts to keep it short, which might have been disappointing for the audience, but I preferred it that way.

        

        Still, it wasn't bad to kiss in front of all these people and show off that this man was mine.

        

        And as I said, he's handsome, has a good personality, a good body, and now even the title of hero—who wouldn't envy me?

        

        The biggest reason I accepted this wedding was to announce to the world that this man was mine.

        

        Once we kiss, the wedding ceremony will be over, and we can be blessed and happy in the festival all day long.

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        A loud boom echoed.

        

        Livia and Royce turned their heads simultaneously.

        

        Our eyes met exactly with the monster that had appeared climbing over the city wall.

        

        "Ah."

        

        Come to think of it, they said there were still lingering effects from when the area had changed into monster territory.

        

        "M-monsters!"

        

        "They're trying to enter the royal city!"

        

        "What are the soldiers doing?!"

        

        I unconsciously frowned.

        

        It seemed the security had become lax because they had put all their manpower into the wedding.

        

        "Haha, hahaha."

        

        "You find this funny?"

        

        "No, how should I put it... Ah, nothing ever goes right, does it? So, what do you want to do?"

        

        "What else?"

        

        Without hesitation, I tore the lower part of my dress.

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "I think Sylphy would handle it even if we left it alone."

        

        "Ah."

        

        I had acted without thinking.

        

        "Haha, hahaha."

        

        Royce laughed.

        

        I felt a bit embarrassed, but I had already torn my dress, and everyone was looking at me with expressions that said, "The hero will take care of this!"

        

        And Sylphy would probably stay put seeing the atmosphere.

        

        "Hey! This is exactly what a hero should do on her last day! You're coming with me, right, Royce?"

        

        Royce, who had been laughing heartily, looked at me and said:

        

        "Of course, but to be precise, I'm not following you."

        

        Royce stood beside me and said:

        

        "Let's go together."

        

        I looked at Royce with a slightly surprised face, then smiled.

        

        "You really have a way with words. But yes, that's the right answer. ...Let's go together."

        

        Truly.

        

        Until the very end.

        

        As Royce said, nothing ever goes right.

        

        Well, that's not so bad.
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        Time that seemed like it would never flow, did flow, and three years had passed.

        

        It had been three years since Olivia and Royce's wedding.

        

        Time truly passed in the blink of an eye.

        

        Especially for Sylphy, who had been busy every day handling various matters since becoming Oberon and dealing with the duties that came with the position.

        

        There had been concerns about potential opposition to the coronation ceremony, but Sylphy's reputation as a member of the hero's party had preceded them. Stories of capturing Aiz, who had caused problems in Weargal, Lumenhart, and Lucedia, had spread throughout Elvenheim, along with the fact that Aiz was a Demon Lord-level fighter.

        

        The tale of Sylphy capturing Aiz single-handedly had become famous.

        

        In truth, Sylphy felt somewhat guilty about the "single-handed" part since many people had helped in the capture, but all those who had cooperated said, "It makes for a better story this way, so let's go with it."

        

        In any case, as someone who had returned after defeating a Demon Lord-level opponent and had clearly received the World Tree's blessing, the elves didn't show much resistance.

        

        Rather, when Sylphy demonstrated a kind of intense coronation ceremony by lightly shooting a meteor bow, the crowd even cheered.

        

        Yes.

        

        Everything was fine.

        

        Except at the end, when the words "With this, we conclude Oberon's coronation ceremony" were followed by silence.

        

        "Eh? Oberon?"

        

        "Not Titania?"

        

        "Wait, a man?"

        

        "Isn't it that thing? That thing where someone identifies as a different gender?"

        

        "Ah, I see. So our king prefers the same sex!"

        

        "Well, what does it matter? Unlike humans, our throne isn't passed down by blood, so not having heirs isn't really a problem."

        

        The whispers of the elves were all clearly audible.

        

        In the end, no one had expected that Sylphy was actually a man until Titania explained it again. No matter what, it seemed Sylphy simply didn't look like a man.

        

        "Sighhhh..."

        

        "Your sighs are increasing, Oberon."

        

        "Please don't. That name should only be used in official settings. In everyday life, Sylphy is fine."

        

        "That seems somewhat disrespectful."

        

        Les smiled at Sylphy while organizing documents.

        

        The workload was enough to drive one mad.

        

        As luck would have it, Sylphy had become Oberon right after the noisy incidents involving the Reaper invasion.

        

        Titania had said:

        

        It's always busier after a war ends than during the war itself.

        

        Indeed, there was so much to do, and since Elvenheim had also been invaded during the Lucedia invasion, there were many matters that needed to be addressed. For about a year after becoming Oberon, Sylphy could hardly remember what had been done.

        

        It was just receiving education from Titania, working, working, working, and more working.

        

        Literally, out of 24 hours in a day, all time except for sleeping, eating, and relieving oneself was spent working. It was hard to remember when the last proper day off had been.

        

        "Still, things have become a bit more relaxed recently."

        

        Sylphy sighed while speaking.

        

        "To call it relaxed after only three years... my head feels like it's going to explode."

        

        "You've worked hard. Titania's eye was not wrong."

        

        "I wish it had been..."

        

        Sylphy muttered with another deep sigh.

        

        Titania had truly pushed Sylphy to the limit, teaching everything from start to finish to ensure Sylphy could handle administrative duties.

        

        That year of education had felt like living without any sense of being alive, and no joke, Sylphy had probably cursed "that damn old hag" hundreds of times internally.

        

        At least Lilith had continuously encouraged Sylphy.

        

        Like a carrot and stick, Titania had been the stick driving Sylphy forward, while Lilith had been the carrot allowing Sylphy to rest.

        

        "I'm glad you're getting along well with Lady Lilith."

        

        "No joke, she's my mental health medicine. Lilith must have days when she's tired too, but she always comforts me when I'm exhausted to the point of collapse. It's a bit pathetic as a man."

        

        "You can't show that side to the citizens, so showing it to your wife is actually quite wholesome. Everyone needs comfort and wants to be pampered sometimes. Especially those going through difficult days."

        

        "That may be true, but..."

        

        In exchange, holidays were usually spent with Lilith.

        

        Walking with Lilith, having meals together, doing things that couldn't be done while working.

      

      
        

        Sylphy had asked once.

        

        Whether Lilith regretted anything, given that they were too busy for proper marital activities or emotional exchanges. That was the first time Lilith had gotten angry.

        

        Having only seen her comforting side for so long, seeing her angry was such a rare sight that Sylphy immediately apologized.

        

        It seemed to have sounded quite rude to Lilith.

        

        But regardless, having done almost nothing for Lilith during these three years, Sylphy wanted to start doing things that a husband should do for his wife.

        

        Not knowing what could be done, Sylphy decided to just ask directly what Lilith would like.

        

        Now that there was at least a day to rest.

        

        To organize.

        

        To connect.

        

        To learn.

        

        Having worked non-stop for three years, it seemed reasonable to take a break now.

        

        It was hard to understand how anyone could do this job for such a long time.

        

        "You're working hard."

        

        "Titania."

        

        "Grandmother."

        

        White strands were visible among her hair.

        

        Just three years ago, when she was still Titania, she had looked like a young elf, but now signs of aging were becoming noticeable.

        

        The end of her lifespan was gradually approaching, and for elves, the onset of aging was a signal that not much time remained before death.

        

        In other words, Titania literally didn't have much life left.

        

        "Don't look at me like that. I've lived a much longer life than ordinary elves. There's no reason to be sad about my death. I have no regrets either, since I've taught you everything I could."

        

        "You taught me too quickly."

        

        "As you can see, this old woman didn't have much time. But thanks to that, you've learned a lot, haven't you?"

        

        "That's true, but don't you have any regrets?"

        

        "None. I have things I look back on and many regrets, but I decided not to hold onto attachments. If I had to say something..."

        

        "If you had to say?"

        

        "I'd like to see your child being born before I go."

        

        "You should give me time for that!"

        

        "Children were born even on battlefields."

        

        "Oh, really!"

        

        "I'm joking, just joking. ...Well, don't rush. The World Tree's blessing on me is slowly fading, so my aging is slower than typical elves."

        

        Normally, once aging begins, ordinary elves die within 1-2 years.

        

        Even High Elves don't last more than 3 years.

        

        Titania was a High Elf, and with the World Tree's blessing slowly fading, there was a possibility that she still had a relatively long lifespan remaining.

        

        Still, the onset of aging was a sign of death, so it seemed good to make some mental preparations.

        

        "Where is Lilith?"

        

        "Lilith is at home now. Well, I'm not sure if she's quietly staying at home though."

        

        "..."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "You call her 'Lilith.' I don't know when it started, but it sounds natural."

        

        "...Ah, well, it would be strange to use honorifics with my wife. Lilith also said it was odd, so she told me to just call her by name."

        

        Sylphy basically used honorifics with everyone regardless of age or gender.

        

        Except in cases like Titania, where the title itself had become the name, Sylphy added "-nim" to everyone's names as a sign of respect.

        

        Sometimes when extremely angry, informal speech would slip out, but basically Sylphy tried to maintain politeness and respect.

        

        For such a person to drop honorifics had a special meaning.

        

        Especially with someone they were friendly with.

        

        "Stop giving me that look!"

        

        "I don't know what look you're talking about, hehe."

        

      

      
        "Ugh..."

        

        "Anyway, what about the hero couple?"

        

        "You mean Lady Olivia and Lord Royce?"

        

        "I heard some news after they got married, but I haven't heard much lately."

        

        "I don't know their exact location either. It's been over a year since we last contacted them. Given the poor communication, they might be in an area with bad reception."

        

        "They can't stay put, can they?"

        

        Olivia had always said she wanted to travel the world, and it seemed she was truly doing so.

        

        Apparently, she planned to take Belita along later, thinking it would make her look cool to show off her knowledge.

        

        Every time she heard stories from Royce, her eyes would sparkle, and it seemed she found that impressive.

        

        It certainly was impressive.

        

        Without even opening a book, answers would naturally come when questions were asked—what else could you call that but impressive?

        

        Sylphy had also studied a lot recently and learned many things, but still couldn't surpass the Royce from three years ago.

        

        The most frightening thing about Royce was his knowledge across all fields.

        

        "O-Oberon!"

        

        "Yes, yes, judging by how you entered without knocking, it must be urgent? What is it?"

        

        "Well, um..."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Hero Olivia and Lord Royce have arrived."

        

        "...!"

        

        Sylphy immediately jumped out the window.

        

        "Use the door!"

        

        Titania's shout could be heard from behind, but Sylphy ignored it and ran.

        

        It had been so long.

        

        Though Sylphy had believed that Olivia and Royce wouldn't have died even without contact, there had still been worry.

        

        Familiar magical energy could be felt.

        

        Sylphy quickly ran toward the main gate.

        

        "Lady Olivia! Lord Royce!"

        

        It was hard to remember the last time Sylphy had shouted so loudly.

        

        The people at the gate turned their heads.

        

        "Oh, Sylphy."

        

        Somehow, Olivia seemed more mature, with a calmness and gentleness unlike before.

        

        Royce didn't seem to have changed much.

        

        It had truly been a long time since seeing both of them.

        

        "What's this?! Suddenly visiting like this... Huh?"

        

        One.

        

        Two.

        

        Three.

        

        Four.

        

        Four?

        

        Royce.

        

        Olivia.

        

        And the child who had been in the womb during the wedding was now holding Royce's hand. Then what was the baby Olivia was holding now?

        

        Three years.

        

        Hmm, so...

        

        Sylphy, who had been running happily, stumbled.

        

        "You've already had a second child?"

        

        Since Sylphy hadn't even known about the second pregnancy,

        

        There was nothing to do but freeze on the spot.
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        I knew about the child's birth.

        

        After all, the last time we were in contact, I was told that the child had been born and named.

        

        But I never imagined...

        

        I hadn't thought there would be a second child, much less that one had already been born.

        

        "Daddy, who is this person?"

        

        "Sylphie is the king of the elves, sweetheart."

        

        "A king!"

        

        "Haha, hello there."

        

        Lois and Olivia's first child.

        

        Their eldest daughter.

        

        Lois's black hair and Olivia's red eyes were quite striking. Though still young, she already gave off the strong impression that she would grow up to be a beauty.

        

        Sylphie smiled, approached the child, and met her gaze as he spoke.

        

        "I'm Sylphie. Sylphie, the king of Elvenhome. Um, simply put, I'm the highest-ranking person."

        

        "The highest-ranking person."

        

        "That's right, the highest-ranking person. May I ask your name?"

        

        In truth, he already knew, but he thought it polite to ask anyway.

        

        Her hesitant expression suggested she was quite a shy child. The way her fingers fidgeted created an almost irresistible urge to hug her, but Sylphie somehow managed to restrain himself and just smiled.

        

        "I'm Liriel."

        

        "Liriel, it's nice to meet you."

        

        "Nice to meet you too, Big Sister Sylphie."

        

        "Um, it's Big Brother Sylphie."

        

        "But you're a sister, aren't you?"

        

        "No, um..."

        

        "Hahaha! Hahahaha!"

        

        "Lady Olivia, please don't laugh so much..."

        

        Explaining this to a child was extremely difficult.

        

        It seemed that even to this innocent two-year-old, Sylphie didn't look like a man at all.

        

        When corrected, people rarely apologized for mistaking him for a woman; more often, they simply couldn't comprehend his request for correction.

        

        "I'm a man, Liriel."

        

        "..."

        

        Liriel's face fell into shock.

        

        "Daddy."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "This is the most shocking thing in my life."

        

        "The most shocking thing in your two years of life, I see."

        

        It seemed Lois, like Sylphie, had gotten into the habit of speaking formally, even to his daughter.

        

        "She's quite precocious for a two-year-old."

        

        "Isn't she? She speaks quite well for a child her age."

        

        Normally at this age, children would speak somewhat awkwardly, but Liriel hardly did.

        

        She occasionally mispronounced words, but that was unavoidable, and otherwise she could communicate normally.

        

        Sylphie thought she might be intelligent like Lois.

        

        It was just an old saying, not particularly reliable, but there was a belief that the eldest daughter takes after her father. By that logic, Liriel seemed to take after her father, Lois.

        

        The way she spoke formally to everyone, and those somewhat sleepy-looking eyes, somehow reminded him of Lois.

        

        "See!? Our Liriel is a genius, a genius!"

        

        Olivia said with a laugh.

        

      

      
        Whether she was truly a genius was beside the point, but was this how all parents with children reacted?

        

        Sylphie had met many people, including many parents, but it seemed believing one's child was a genius was a phase everyone went through.

        

        "So who is the child Lady Olivia is holding?"

        

        "The second one."

        

        "I know that much."

        

        "It's a boy."

        

        "Congratulations."

        

        "His name is Leon. Isn't he cute?"

        

        "He certainly is."

        

        Sylphie carefully extended his hand, and Leon grasped it. It was warm, and somehow made his heart flutter.

        

        A baby.

        

        He sincerely wanted to have one.

        

        To be honest, given his own family background, he worried whether he could properly raise a child, but it wasn't as if he would be raising one alone. It might be good to seriously discuss it with Liris.

        

        Of course, he had no intention of having children as rapidly as Lois and Olivia had, but there was no harm in being prepared.

        

        He wanted at least two.

        

        "Um, is there perhaps a third one in your belly already?"

        

        "Huh? Hahaha, no, no."

        

        "I see."

        

        "Though we are trying."

        

        "Wow, are you really aiming for a large family with double-digit children?"

        

        "Not a bad idea. I do like things being lively."

        

        Olivia's appearance had matured somewhat, but her inner self didn't seem to have changed much. The same could be said for Lois as well.

        

        He gently poked Leon's cheek.

        

        The baby's eyes opened slowly, still drowsy and blinking.

        

        His blue eyes, the same as Lois's, somehow seemed deep, but since Liriel took after Lois, perhaps this son might take more after Olivia than Lois.

        

        That was just speculation, of course.

        

        "Would you like to hold him?"

        

        "Enjoy yourself too."

        

        "Livia."

        

        "I'm joking, just joking. By the way, how are you doing, Sylphie? Any news with Liris?"

        

        "I've been doing nothing but administration work like crazy for three years, you know? Just working? Literally a working slave?"

        

        "Ah, sorry... Oh, now that I think about it, I noticed some half-elves in Elvenhome."

        

        The most distinctive feature distinguishing elves from half-elves was their ears.

        

        Half-elves had shorter ears than elves, making them easy to identify. Indeed, he had seen quite a few half-elves on his way here.

        

        "After becoming Oberon, Lord Sylphie's first action was improving the treatment of half-elves. He said it was something he could do because he himself is a half-elf. Ultimately, he aims to eliminate discrimination against all mixed-bloods through the Human Alliance Council."

        

        "Though all I can really do is mitigate it."

        

        "Well, as long as people are people, there will always be some discrimination."

        

        Olivia naturally handed Leon over to Lois and put a snack from the table into her mouth.

        

        "What were you doing that made you unreachable?"

        

        "I was traveling around. Some places still have wild, fluctuating magical flows, you know. After getting out of those areas, I rested a bit before coming here. Traveling is nice."

        

        "So you basically forgot to contact us because you were having fun?"

        

        "That's part of it, and I also thought there was no need to contact you now since we'd meet eventually. To be honest, though I say this, I was also busy with childcare."

        

        Traveling while raising a child was truly exhausting.

        

        Things were relatively stable now, but when Liriel was first born, it was absolute chaos.

        

        She would cry and they wouldn't know why, or they'd put her down to sleep and five minutes later she'd be crying again. They literally couldn't get proper sleep.

        

      

      
        "No joke, I think it was harder than defeating the Demon King. Childcare was tough, especially for Lois."

        

        "I figured as much."

        

        "I worked hard too! I did, but honestly, in many ways, Lois was more motherly than I was."

        

        "Wasn't that a fact we all knew before you got married, or rather, before the New Hero's Party was even formed?"

        

        "That's true, but facing it directly is another matter. Anyway, that's how we've been doing well, even having a second child. I'm sorry if I made you worry."

        

        "It's fine. As long as you've been safe."

        

        And the fact that Lois hadn't contacted either meant he must have been truly busy.

        

        Liriel seemed to have a personality similar to Lois in every way, but unexpectedly, her initiative resembled Olivia's, which apparently caused trouble for both parents.

        

        "Is there a reason you came at this particular time?"

        

        "Huh? Oh, Belita is about to be released soon."

        

        "Ah, right. It's about that time."

        

        Belita Bright's trial had proceeded very quickly.

        

        There had been various discussions, but regarding her attempted assassination of the hero, she had been forgiven by the hero Olivia Reinhart herself. Many people, including Olivia, had submitted petitions on her behalf, and she had numerous achievements in both the water city of Erkia and the royal capital of Lucedia.

        

        Many people had actually been saved by Belita.

        

        And then there were her actions as part of the Hero's Party.

        

        There were many factors that led to a reduction in her sentence.

        

        Initially sentenced to ten years, she was frequently called out of prison to heal and save people, which improved public opinion of her. She was a model prisoner who even rehabilitated other criminals.

        

        Upon hearing this, Liris had said, "Just make her a saint already."

        

        As a result, her sentence was gradually reduced, and soon she would be released on parole.

        

        Knowing this news, Olivia had come to welcome her.

        

        Belita's story was quite famous; you'd inevitably hear about it after spending a few days in any tavern.

        

        Some criticized Belita and the country, saying she got a lighter sentence because of connections, but there were also many who viewed her favorably. Especially those who had been saved by her would naturally see her in a positive light.

        

        "What, so meeting us was just a bonus?"

        

        "That's a bit hurtful when you put it that way!"

        

        "I'm joking. So you're really going to travel with Belita as planned."

        

        "Promises should be kept. And it's something Belita needs too. But since we still have some time, I want to tour some human cities."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "I want to see with my own eyes if things are really alright without me."

        

        "Ah."

        

        "As Livia traveled and time passed, she started to worry more and more. She thinks everything is fine, but she wants to confirm that her worries were foolish and unnecessary by checking for herself."

        

        "I see."

        

        Well, whether she liked it or not, she had lived her entire life under the curse of being the hero, so it wouldn't heal easily. But she had improved a lot, so she should be fine. And Lois was by her side too.

        

        "Elvenhome looks fine!"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Sylphie thought for a moment, then turned to Res.

        

        "Res, our schedule is pretty flexible for the time being, right?"

        

        "It's the first break in three years."

        

        "Then would it be alright if I took some time off?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "Sylphie?"

        

        Sylphie smiled at Olivia and Lois.

        

        "That journey won't be too long, right? Since I'm taking a vacation anyway, could I join you?"

        

        "...You're not trying to escape your kingly duties because they're tiring, are you?"

        

        "...No, I'm not?"

        

        "That pause before your answer is a bit concerning."
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        The royal capital of Lucedia was still bustling with people.

        

        "Phew, the taste of freedom is so reassuring."

        

        "Sylphy says that every time we arrive in a town."

        

        Though Elvenheim had always been busy, it had finally regained true stability after three years.

        

        Therefore, Sylphy's help wasn't urgently needed at the moment, and since the elves knew she hadn't been able to properly rest, let alone have a honeymoon, her current journey was surprisingly allowed without any opposition.

        

        This was essentially her first trip with Liris.

        

        It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a honeymoon.

        

        Even if they had quite a few people accompanying them.

        

        "Being a king is no joke—it drives you mad. If it weren't for Liris, I would have gone crazy long ago."

        

        "See that, Olivia? Despite appearances, I'm a devoted and excellent wife."

        

        If Liris had been working, it might have been different, but she didn't do much. In the beginning, she had assisted Sylphy, but as time passed, Sylphy managed to handle everything efficiently on her own.

        

        Liris's advice was no longer particularly needed, so there was almost nothing for her to do in an official capacity.

        

        Naturally, she spent more time at home, but she didn't need to clean since the staff took care of everything from cleaning to cooking, leaving Liris with little to do.

        

        Her days consisted of studying with Royce, spending time with people during lunch hours, and visiting Sylphy at work.

        

        So of course she had nothing to do and even felt leisurely.

        

        Living a life completely opposite to Sylphy's, Liris indulged all of Sylphy's childish whims.

        

        There were days when Sylphy would whine to the point of irritation, but considering she had lived as a persecuted half-elf before suddenly becoming king, Liris thought it was understandable. That's why she had rarely gotten angry with Sylphy over the past three years.

        

        "I'm quite an excellent wife too. Right, Royce?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        "See?"

        

        "I'm glad to see you two are getting along well."

        

        "We are. We even met Gnome along the way."

        

        "Lord Gnome? Is he well? Titania wants to meet him. Could you please tell him to visit Elvenheim sometime?"

        

        "I already did."

        

        "R-Really?"

        

        "Actually, I invited him to come with us, but he said he'd go alone. Since Gnome can transform, it might be hard to recognize him even if he did visit Elvenheim."

        

        "That's true."

        

        They couldn't completely rule out the possibility that he had secretly visited just to see Titania.

        

        Gnome viewed many things cynically and negatively, and often chose not to observe basic courtesies toward others.

        

        Of course, he simply didn't bother with formalities when he felt they weren't necessary, though he would observe them when required.

        

        But fundamentally, there was no genuine respect or reverence in his heart that would warrant polite speech.

        

        If there was anyone Gnome truly respected, it was only Titania.

        

        He seemed to hold deep respect for Titania, who had saved him when he was dying meaninglessly, taught him many things, and shown him a path to live.

        

        Gnome had once said that she was more like a mother to him than his real mother.

        

        So whether he liked it or not, he would be concerned about Titania, whose lifespan was coming to an end soon, and would have gone to see her.

        

        There was a high chance he had done so without Sylphy and Liris knowing.

        

        And even if not, he would certainly visit before Titania's life ended.

        

        There was a high probability that he would be in the Eastern Continent for the next few years.

        

        After all, not knowing when Titania's life might end, he would at least want to attend her funeral.

        

        "So, how is it? Now that you've traveled around."

        

        "Peaceful."

        

        Olivia smiled.

        

        Peaceful.

        

      

      
        It was peaceful even without her.

        

        Regardless of what Olivia might think, this peace was essentially created by her.

        

        She had single-handedly defeated the Demon King, the corrupted First Hero, the First Reaper, and later the Second Reaper.

        

        Without question, the peace flowing through this era was largely due to Olivia's efforts, and her name would become immortal, remembered as long as humanity existed.

        

        "By the way, Olivia, you've braided your hair to one side?"

        

        "Pretty, isn't it? I tried it once before, and Royce complimented me. So I've been wearing it like this lately."

        

        "You've really changed."

        

        "Have I?"

        

        "You never used to care about these things. Like wanting to look pretty and all that."

        

        "I still don't care much. It's just important to me that Royce thinks I'm pretty."

        

        Whether she was objectively pretty or not.

        

        Regardless of how others evaluated her, as long as Royce called her pretty, that was enough.

        

        Even if everyone else called Olivia ugly, as long as Royce told her she was pretty and beautiful, that alone would be enough for Olivia to live energetically.

        

        "Lord Royce must be quite good at expressing affection."

        

        "I'm just saying what's pretty is pretty."

        

        "You're quite direct. Right, Lady Liriel?"

        

        "Daddy and Mommy get along well. At the restaurant, they said if parents get along well, I'll have a baby sibling. And I really did get one. I wanted a sibling."

        

        "Oh, oh. ...I see."

        

        Her pronunciation was a bit off, but it seemed some customer or restaurant owner who found Liriel adorable had told her this while they were dining.

        

        When Liriel mentioned wanting a sibling, they must have awkwardly smiled and explained it in a roundabout way.

        

        Even just watching Royce and Olivia from behind, it was easy to see how well they got along.

        

        Olivia, clinging to Royce and acting cute, and Royce looking at her lovingly—they were truly an ideal couple.

        

        Plus, they had children and got along well with them, making them the very picture of a harmonious family.

        

        "Do you like your mommy and daddy, Lady Liriel?"

        

        "Yes, I do."

        

        "That's good. I'm glad."

        

        Sylphy patted Liriel's head.

        

        Then she noticed Liris looking enviously at Royce and Olivia walking ahead of them.

        

        While such displays of affection weren't embarrassing in themselves, they could be a bit awkward in crowded places.

        

        Though Sylphy thought it would be manly to do the same, for some reason he hesitated, unable to take that step forward.

        

        Liris, who had been staring blankly, looked at Sylphy and took his hand first.

        

        "Let's go, Sylphy."

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        How should he put it?

        

        It always seemed like Liris took the lead.

        

        If only he could be a little more courageous.

        

        ***

        

        "This is the royal palace from here on! As it's not currently open to the public, civilians are prohibited from entering!"

        

        The gatekeeper announced in a powerful voice, standing in a rigid posture.

        

        There were times when the royal palace was open to the public, but as this wasn't one of those times, entry to the palace was naturally forbidden.

        

        "If you have business here, please inform me first!"

        

        "...It's not really business per se, we just came to see someone's face. Can't we get through with our faces?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

      

      
        "Hey, it's shift change time. Go get some food."

        

        Just then, another gatekeeper appeared as it was time for the shift change.

        

        He seemed to be more senior and experienced than the other one.

        

        Unlike the seemingly new gatekeeper, there was a certain peacefulness in his movements.

        

        "Hmm? Visitors? First, state your purpose... your pur...pose..."

        

        The gatekeeper looked at Olivia for a moment, then at Royce, and froze.

        

        "Maybe we should have brought Sylphy."

        

        "We left the children in care. It didn't seem right to come to the palace too often, so we came just the two of us."

        

        "...Eh? Ehh?"

        

        The gatekeeper, after being flustered, finally stood at attention like a new recruit and saluted Royce and Olivia.

        

        "I-I apologize! Hero Olivia Reinhart! And Sage Royce!"

        

        "Ah, it's just Olivia now."

        

        "F-F-F-Forgive me! Lady Olivia!"

        

        "It's okay, breathe. Breathe. You'll pass out at this rate."

        

        "Huff, huff... I apologize. I am Robert! A gatekeeper of this castle!"

        

        "Ah, I know. You were a new recruit three years ago, right? I think I remember."

        

        "It's an honor! Lady Olivia!"

        

        Robert remained frozen at attention, while the newer gatekeeper stared at Olivia and Royce with his mouth open.

        

        He never dreamed he would see the legendary hero and sage, whom he had only heard about, with his own eyes.

        

        "They're calling you Sage, haha."

        

        "It's too generous a title for me."

        

        "No, there's no one more deserving of that title than you, Royce!"

        

        These two were the hero and sage who had saved the world.

        

        For the new gatekeeper, having heroes right in front of him left him dumbfounded.

        

        "S-So what brings you to the royal palace..."

        

        "Oh, we just came to see Felix's face. Is that not possible? If not, we can leave..."

        

        "I'll check immediately! Hey, Luke!"

        

        "Y-Yes!"

        

        "Run quickly and report to King Felix!"

        

        "No, if Felix is busy, we can just go back..."

        

        "Yes! I understand! I'll check right away!!"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Olivia made a strange expression.

        

        Behind her, Royce said:

        

        "Our names carry weight. It's an unavoidable reaction."

        

        Whether Felix had time or not was uncertain, but even if he didn't, he would make time.

        

        "Would you like to rest in the reception room while we wait for the report?"

        

        "No, it's fine. You don't need to go to such trouble."

        

        "How rude of me! I apologize!!"

        

        "No, no, no, no, really, it's fine! It's okay! Please don't overreact! R-Royce! Help me!"

        

        Royce, watching Olivia from behind, said:

        

        "You're cute, so I'll watch a little longer."

        

        "Royce!"
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        Today was a quiet day.

        

        They say the chirping of birds is a symbol of peace.

        

        After eating a rich meal, I decided to make some black tea to aid digestion and cleanse my palate. For the past three years, I hadn't felt truly alive.

        

        I could understand that even the desire for wickedness requires some leisure to emerge.

        

        It occurred to me that if I had kept Alex working relentlessly without rest, he probably wouldn't have had the time or inclination to devise such schemes.

        

        Finally, the world had regained stability.

        

        More precisely, the kingdom was becoming stable.

        

        Of course, critical views still existed.

        

        For example, there were some who weren't pleased with Felix becoming king.

        

        Though his legitimacy was valid, his predecessor King Cromwell had been exploited and departed in such a manner, and the Clifford family had been involved in artificial spirit experiments, so criticism was unavoidable.

        

        However, the Courtney family—the only one of the four noble houses that hadn't participated in the artificial spirit experiments—supported Felix.

        

        Known as the House of Law and Balance, the Courtney family's backing scattered Felix's opponents, leaving only what could be described as mere background noise.

        

        Still, discontent remains discontent, occasionally making things troublesome.

        

        If they would just go berserk and cause a major incident, at least there would be justification to act, but they chose only petty, narrow-minded actions that stayed just within legal boundaries, making things merely annoying.

        

        They weren't preventing work from being done, just making it bothersome, which was all the more irritating.

        

        But after three years of work, their faction had weakened considerably, while Felix's supporters had only grown, making it impossible for them to plot anything significant now.

        

        "Sigh."

        

        "Your Majesty, it's problematic to appear so relaxed."

        

        "It's fine, isn't it? It's been a long time since I've had such a leisurely day as today. I've only suffered for three years. I feel like I've aged. It's as if three years of my life have simply been erased."

        

        "That's true. I'm delighted that stability has finally been restored."

        

        "Well, minor issues still remain. We need to maintain good relations with the Courtney family, for instance."

        

        "They truly embody the feeling of guardians of the law."

        

        The Courtney family had become Felix's ally because there was no choice other than civil war if they didn't choose Felix in the current kingdom.

        

        Conveniently, the citizens also supported Felix the most.

        

        In truth, the Courtney family had always preferred Lilith over Felix.

        

        But Lilith herself had no interest in becoming ruler and had married Sylphie, the current Oberon.

        

        For the Courtney family, it was with great regret that they had to settle for Felix.

        

        And since the Courtney family was one that prioritized justice above all, while they had become Felix's allies, they weren't sycophants who would blindly agree to everything.

        

        If they felt something was wrong, they would speak up with an attitude of "You might as well kill me instead."

        

        "The Courtney family can be frightening at times. My heart trembles whenever they request an audience."

        

        "To be honest, so does mine."

        

        If work was handled poorly or something improper was done, the normally quiet Courtney family would suddenly request an audience and question, "Is that the right way to do things?" If someone was disrespectful, they would boldly stand their ground with an attitude of "Cut off my head if you must, but I stand by my words."

        

        But they were truly quiet most of the time.

        

        They remained silent until someone truly crossed a line, then they would come and speak their mind.

        

        And then they would become quiet again.

        

        For them, trials, law, and justice were paramount.

        

        That's why not everyone who broke the law was punished strictly according to it. They read the circumstances and sometimes reduced sentences, but fundamentally, they followed the law.

        

        The reason Belita could receive many mitigating factors was because of her past actions.

        

        Literally, numerous good deeds.

        

        Acts that saved many people.

        

        Without those, even if she had been transferred from a human trial, Belita couldn't have avoided the death penalty or life imprisonment.

        

        Even after entering prison, her continued goodwill and kindness had saved many people.

        

        While Lilith had been chosen as the saint of this era, if people were asked who seemed more like a saint, they would answer Belita.

        

        Partly because Lilith hadn't spent much time as a saint, but also because Belita had overwhelmingly done so much more.

        

        If she had lacked power, it might have been different, but Belita, who was destined to be born, live, and die as a saint, was considerably strong.

      

      
        

        Except for her inability to bestow blessings, she excelled over Lilith in many aspects.

        

        Therefore, when people thought of a saint, they probably thought of Belita, not Lilith.

        

        "Anyway, a quiet day is nice."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        Thud, boom!

        

        The door suddenly opened.

        

        "Knocking..."

        

        The knight standing nearby was about to scold the person who had entered so abruptly, but Felix raised his hand to stop him.

        

        The fact that they were panting, having clearly run here, was evidence that this was undoubtedly an urgent matter.

        

        "So, what troublesome matter is it this time?"

        

        "Your Majesty Felix, you have visitors!"

        

        "Visitors? How incredibly rude, coming without prior notice. Who are these impolite people?"

        

        "The Hero and the Sage, Your Majesty."

        

        "Pfft!!"

        

        The knight, still catching his breath, continued speaking.

        

        "That is... Hero Olivia and Sage Royce have come to visit!"

        

        "Your Majesty Felix?"

        

        "...Show them in."

        

        ***

        

        "It's been a while, Prince Felix... no, King Felix."

        

        "That crown really doesn't suit you, King Felix."

        

        "Stop that, I get goosebumps when you address me that way. This isn't a formal occasion, just act normal. Like usual."

        

        Olivia and Royce smiled.

        

        The atmosphere seemed slightly different.

        

        Olivia had clearly matured. Three years ago, she still had an undeniable childlike air about her, but now she gave the impression of a proper adult woman. Her hair tied to one side further enhanced that mature feminine aura.

        

        And while Royce hadn't changed as much as Olivia, he seemed to have gained a certain gentleness.

        

        If before he had resembled an old cat, now he was more like a sleepy one.

        

        Though he didn't appear to have changed much, he seemed to be enjoying life.

        

        Royce hadn't given up on living, but he hadn't seemed particularly happy about it either. He had lived simply because he was alive, like a slightly enlightened adult. But now he looked like an ordinary person with an ordinary smile.

        

        Some might view this change negatively, but Felix saw it as positive.

        

        He seemed more human than before.

        

        "You two seem to have enjoyed the past three years."

        

        "Honestly, it's the first time I've felt like a person."

        

        "I see."

        

        Olivia looked happy.

        

        "I'm glad Royce seems to be enjoying himself too."

        

        "Do I?"

        

        "The Royce I knew was kind and good, but I never thought he was enjoying life."

        

        "...Perhaps you're right."

        

        Royce readily admitted it.

        

        His past self probably wasn't someone who enjoyed life.

        

        "I've always thought that Olivia, or rather, the Hero, found a good man."

        

        "That's true."

        

        Olivia nodded in agreement with Felix's words.

        

      

      
        "But, well. Perhaps Royce also found a good woman."

        

        "...Didn't you know? I realized it quite a while ago. First of all, Livia is... quite entertaining to watch."

        

        Whether this was an assessment of a loved one or not, he was clearly viewing her positively.

        

        If all of someone's actions appear lovable, enjoyable, and amusing to you, that's not much different from love. Or rather, perhaps they appear that way because of love.

        

        It seemed that when Olivia entered Royce's life—which had been unbearably boring and merely virtuous—the element of joy was added.

        

        Strangely enough, the person who completed Royce's life was the ill-tempered hero who had once banished him.

        

        Life truly is unpredictable.

        

        When Olivia and Royce first met in the hero's party, they probably never dreamed they would become so important to each other, eventually marrying and becoming a couple.

        

        "The atmosphere is completely different from when you first traveled from the capital as a hero's party. It's surprising, truly surprising."

        

        "Felix, do you want to come see our children later?"

        

        "So they've been born. I'm already worried about what kind of monsters children between you two might be. I'd like to maintain good relations. Perhaps arrange an engagement with my child?"

        

        "Have a child first, then we'll talk?"

        

        "How about getting married first?"

        

        "You're quite talkative. I haven't had any leisure time these past three years. It's as if time itself disappeared."

        

        "I see."

        

        "I understand."

        

        "Your reactions are so cheap, it's infuriating."

        

        "Our second child is cute too, you should definitely come see."

        

        "How much do you want to show... Wait, second child? When did you have a second..."

        

        Felix sighed.

        

        It seemed they had conceived and given birth to another child in the past three years.

        

        If those children inherited even half of Olivia's talent, each one would be a national-level asset.

        

        The fact that half of Olivia's power would still be a national-level force was a terrifying prospect for Felix, but there was nothing to be done about it.

        

        Olivia possessed enough power to single-handedly destroy the world.

        

        The same was true for Royce.

        

        The world should be grateful that these two were good people who lived to protect goodness and tried to abide by laws and rules as much as possible.

        

        This was why attempts to change the nation to give equal rights to all citizens had failed long ago.

        

        From a national perspective, it was impossible to view the appeal, power, and value of an ordinary citizen as equal to that of someone who could sustain the nation.

        

        While their value as living beings might be equal, from the nation's standpoint, they were certainly not the same.

        

        "So? Surely you didn't call me just to brag about your children?"

        

        "Well, that's part of it. And we wanted to see your face after so long... but the main reason is."

        

        "Which is?"

        

        "We want to know the exact time of Belita's release. You know it, right?"

        

        "What do you plan to do with that information?"

        

        Olivia smiled and said:

        

        "Kidnapping."

        

        "Huh? What? What did you say? ...Ahem, Royce. Please translate."

        

        "Honestly, she's not wrong."

        

        "Hm? Uh, what?"

        

        "Hahaha, your expression is really funny."

        

        "That's an expression I'd like to preserve in a painting, Felix."

        

        "..."

        

        Don't mock a king of a nation, I have my dignity too.

        

        He wanted to say something like that, but there was no point in arguing with the two people before him.

        

        Just as Olivia had come to resemble Royce, it seemed Royce had also slightly come to resemble Olivia.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.305[Epilogue - 05]

      
        "The day of release has dawned."

        

        Belita maintained her proper posture as she confirmed the rising sun.

        

        There was no wavering in her stance as she prayed, just as always.

        

        She knew there was no such thing as a god anymore.

        

        No, perhaps there might be one, but it would certainly be different from what the world commonly referred to as god.

        

        Therefore, praying might be meaningless, but prayer was never meant for god in the first place.

        

        It was something one did to find their own path, to steady their heart in moments of uncertainty, danger, and confusion.

        

        In that sense, it didn't matter whether god truly existed or not.

        

        One could write it as prayer but read it as a form of meditation.

        

        About three years.

        

        It was a long time, but short compared to the crimes Belita had committed. Even this was shortened.

        

        Fortunately, Belita had the ability to save many people, and she had done so. Especially her prevention of the epidemic seemed to be highly valued.

        

        As a result, adding the lives she had saved and those she would have saved, a new trial was held, and Belita's prison time was drastically shortened.

        

        "......"

        

        However, that didn't mean she was completely free.

        

        There was also a probation period of two years.

        

        It was no exaggeration to say that with such clear reasons for her reduced sentence, accepting this much was reasonable for being released so quickly.

        

        She would live in society rather than prison, but had to abide by certain conditions.

        

        While Belita wouldn't be completely free for some time yet, it was no exaggeration to say that leaving prison was a form of freedom.

        

        Besides, even under probation, there would be no problems as long as Belita behaved as she normally did.

        

        Many people knew Belita and remembered her good deeds.

        

        'I wonder what happened to my lifespan.'

        

        Since fighting Alex during the Lucedia invasion and assisting Sylphy in her battle with Aiz, Belita hadn't used much magical power.

        

        Most situations could be resolved with her personal magical power, and there was no need to activate the spirit core.

        

        In other words, her physical condition had improved considerably.

        

        The itchy sensation on her skin had disappeared, and her mind felt strangely clear.

        

        The spirit core had been weighing on Belita more than she imagined, driving her mad and keeping her mind in a hazy state.

        

        It wasn't without reason that Royce and Alex highly valued Belita for maintaining minimal rationality in that situation.

        

        She truly possessed strong mental fortitude, and had her childhood been different, she would have literally become a saint.

        

        It was truly unfortunate that all of Belita's greatest abilities had emerged precisely because of her miserable past.

        

        Anyway, she was much better now.

        

        Royce had said he didn't know if her lifespan would recover.

        

        What was consumed sometimes returned to normal, but more often it didn't.

        

        Thinking about it that way, Belita might die before reaching her forties.

        

        No, perhaps her thirties.

        

        No, no, perhaps her twenties.

        

        Or maybe she would die right after leaving prison. Belita couldn't express how grateful she was for the fact that she had a tomorrow.

        

        She could smile at the path of living and breathing today.

        

        Even if she were to die tomorrow, what Belita needed to do wouldn't change.

        

        "Today is my release day."

        

        She showered as usual and completed her preparations as usual.

        

        Then a person who looked like a guard opened the door to Belita's cell.

        

        "Please come out."

        

        "I don't think using honorifics with a criminal is the proper attitude for a guard."

        

        "You don't understand. These days there's all this noise about human rights and such."

        

        "What! Belita is being released?!"

        

        "Belita is leaving?!"

        

        The criminals around noticed the commotion and caused a big disturbance.

        

        Belita was quite popular within the prison. She was good-looking, and some inmates had daughters around Belita's age.

      

      
        

        Among them were those who had been reformed by Belita despite their continued misconduct in prison.

        

        That was the true role of prison.

        

        While it served to punish criminals, it could be said that the true purpose of prison was to rehabilitate them and return them to society through repentance and reformation.

        

        In that sense, Belita understood the purpose of prison better than anyone and utilized it properly.

        

        She hadn't spent these three years just waiting for time to pass, but had strived to do what she could within the prison.

        

        "All of you shut up!"

        

        The guard struck the iron bars with a baton, making a clanging sound as he shouted loudly.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        "Human rights, you say?"

        

        "Please go."

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Belita walked out with a smile.

        

        Some in the prison shed tears of regret, while others waved their hands as they watched Belita leave.

        

        Walking down the corridor, the guard spoke.

        

        "To be honest, at first I thought all your actions were an act."

        

        "Yes, I understand."

        

        "But you were infinitely dedicated to the role of the prison. Even when we guards treated it as just a job and cut corners, you were sincere. This place is both for confining criminals and reforming them, for punishment and rehabilitation."

        

        "......"

        

        "These three years have made me realize that."

        

        "You're too kind. There were those who never understood me until the end."

        

        Belita often conversed with fellow criminals.

        

        Some were inspired by Belita and changed their ways, but others became angry and tried to use violence against her.

        

        Normally this would have been a problem, but it wasn't because Belita wasn't just kind-hearted—she was also strong.

        

        In a fight, it's somewhat expected that both sides would sustain injuries, but when there's an overwhelming difference, not only are there no injuries, the fight itself doesn't even happen.

        

        No matter how notorious a criminal might be, Belita was a member of the hero's party.

        

        Even if the title of saint was false, she had the skills that made no one doubt that falsehood.

        

        "But the possibility was created. The possibility that it could happen."

        

        "You might suffer more because of it. It might be better for you to treat this as just a 'job.' You might suffer later. Hope keeps people alive, but it can also blind them."

        

        "If I blind myself, then I should rightfully bear that pain."

        

        "...I see. If you put it that way, I won't say anything more."

        

        The door opened with a creak, and the wind blew in.

        

        It was quite a cold wind.

        

        "Until we meet again..."

        

        The guard hesitated for a moment, then finally smiled.

        

        "I hope we don't meet again."

        

        "Thank you for these three years."

        

        The guards were watching from the windows. Belita waved her hand and passed through the final door.

        

        People came into view, and the street became visible.

        

        Of course, Belita had occasionally been outside the prison.

        

        When diseases broke out or many people were injured, Belita was often called upon to treat them.

        

        Afterward, people tried to offer her meals and various conveniences, but Belita would only provide "treatment" and then return to prison, eating the same meals and sleeping in the same bed as everyone else.

        

        "Finally out!"

        

        "Yeah! Finally out!"

        

        "That voice...!"

        

        Belita turned around in surprise.

        

        She had reflexively responded to that familiar voice.

        

        As she turned her head, she saw familiar faces. Olivia and Royce, looking a bit more mature than Belita remembered.

        

      

      
        And two children she had never seen before.

        

        But the child holding Royce's hand clearly resembled him.

        

        They must be their children.

        

        Then the child being held must also be theirs.

        

        Two children in three years.

        

        That could be considered fast.

        

        "It was worth waiting since early morning!"

        

        "Lady Olivia! Sir Royce! And..."

        

        "I'm Liriel."

        

        "Ah, hello?"

        

        "This is Leon!"

        

        "I, I see...!"

        

        She was too surprised to speak properly.

        

        First of all, why were they here?

        

        Were they waiting for Belita?

        

        During these three years, Belita had imagined it.

        

        She imagined leaving prison to find Olivia waiting, extending her hand to travel together as promised. It seemed too foolish and idealistic, so Belita tried not to get her hopes up.

        

        She thought Olivia wouldn't want to return to the royal capital either.

        

        "Mom, who is this lady?"

        

        When Liriel asked, Olivia thought for a moment.

        

        Then, with a smile, she said:

        

        "A daughter born from the heart?"

        

        "No, we don't have that much of an age difference...!"

        

        "It's something like that. What do you think, Royce?"

        

        "Is my opinion that important? More importantly, could you explain properly? Belita is standing there in a daze."

        

        "Right, right."

        

        Olivia smiled and approached Belita.

        

        Just like before.

        

        Sudden.

        

        And bold.

        

        Full of energy.

        

        Belita stared blankly at Olivia. And just like before, Olivia extended her hand to Belita and said:

        

        "Let's go, Belita."

        

        "Um, where to?"

        

        "To see the world."

        

        Belita's eyes lit up.

        

        "You really came."

        

        "I promised, didn't I? I've already seen all the tourist spots, so I'll guide you! I felt my world expand while traveling, and I'm sure yours will too."

        

        "......"

        

        Belita was silent for a moment, then smiled.

        

        And taking Olivia's hand, she naturally walked alongside her.

        

        "But you only have two children. Is there perhaps a third one on the way?"

        

        "Not yet, but we have plans."

        

        "That's strange, I've never heard of such plans."

        

        "Am I getting another sibling? I just got a big sister, and now I'm getting a little sibling too?"

        

        "So I'm just considered a big sister now... Well, I don't mind."

        

        "So where are we going first?"

        

        Royce smiled and said:

        

        "Well, the path will reveal itself as we go."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.BONUS[Author's Afterword]

      
        Hello, I'm the very ordinary author, Ordinary Writer.

        

        My first serialization was on December 19, 2024. It was about a 6-month serialization period, but I'm not sure if you enjoyed it.

        

        I believe web novels should be easy and enjoyable to read.

        

        Originally, I prefer writing with longer pacing and build-up, but in a web novel environment where chapters are released one by one while getting paid, that approach wasn't feasible.

        

        So I think this work had a considerably faster tempo than my usual style.

        

        The thing I edited most while writing was preventing the descriptions from becoming too heavy, which would make the text difficult to read lightly.

        

        That's why I often deleted lengthy descriptions and rewrote them.

        

        1. Serialization Speed

        

        I was happy to receive many compliments. I had about 10 chapters in reserve when I first started serializing, and after using them all up, I just wrote as I went.

        

        Personally, I'd like to dare say that my greatest weapon as a writer might be my diligence.

        

        I wanted to maintain two chapters per day until completion, but between studying, writing papers, preparing for exams, and various other things keeping me busy, the final part was reduced to one chapter per day.

        

        I'm a bit disappointed about that too. Publishing two chapters daily until completion was something of a dream challenge I wanted to attempt.

        

        Even the author had to leave due to real-life issues.

        

        Still, I think I wrote quite diligently.

        

        2. Direction of the Story

        

        "I Picked Up the Hero Who Banished Me" proceeded according to plan from beginning to end.

        

        If anything changed, it was "Belita's fate."

        

        Originally, Belita was a character destined to die.

        

        All members of the old hero party except for Royce and Olivia were planned to die, but as I wrote, I found myself questioning this.

        

        The other characters from the old hero party chose their evil actions themselves.

        

        Even Reina ended up that way after her own mistakes.

        

        But Belita wasn't even given the choice to make mistakes; she was raised that way and destined to die that way.

      

      
        

        I started to feel that placing all that responsibility on young Belita seemed too harsh.

        

        Originally, she was supposed to help with Lilith's awakening during the Lucedia invasion and then die.

        

        In the end, the story changed to allow Belita to survive, and she lived until the ending.

        

        I wrote it this way because I found it more convincing.

        

        2-1. About Religion

        

        In this work, I tried to portray religion quite positively.

        

        I was disappointed that in many recent works, religion is often depicted as a gathering of fanatics or sophists—something negative.

        

        This work frequently touches on forgiveness and repentance.

        

        Do people who have done wrong always have to be cursed and die as villains?

        

        Olivia, the main heroine, is a prime example.

        

        She committed wrongs, was arrogant, and while inherently good-natured, she was stubborn and self-righteous.

        

        Asking for forgiveness, repenting, and reforming—these are things that seem rare to see these days, which is unfortunate.

        

        People say there's a difference between being kind and being a pushover, but in trying to be practical, they become selfish, and in trying not to be taken advantage of, they avoid being kind altogether.

        

        My life philosophy is that no human is without mistakes, and anyone can walk down the wrong path.

        

        I believe there's no human without flaws, and someone with only one or two flaws is practically superhuman.

        

        So we forgive and try to live as good people.

        

        Someday I'll make mistakes too, and I'd hope to be forgiven by someone.

        

        The reason "redemption" wasn't included in the tags for this work is because it wasn't a main element or particularly important.

        

        Oh, and in this work, there are beings called "Goddess" and "Death God," but is there really a "God"?

        

        I expressed that ambiguously.

        

        Or perhaps I should say I expressed it directly.

        

      

      
        I think different paths were presented once to both Royce and Alex. The difference is that Royce stopped, while Alex kept walking.

        

        Personally, I'm not sure whether God exists or not.

        

        I just hope there is one.

        

        It's more romantic that way, isn't it?

        

        3. About Royce

        

        Those familiar with my works know that I quite like protagonists with weaknesses.

        

        Those with obvious points to criticize.

        

        Those with aspects that leave something to be desired.

        

        Nevertheless, this protagonist, Royce, took a form close to perfection. Instead, the other members had weaknesses.

        

        If I were to summarize Royce's role in one word:

        

        Counselor.

        

        I focused on that role. Or perhaps he was someone who showed direction to lost lambs.

        

        4. Conclusion

        

        I have a few ideas for new works.

        

        I'm thinking about which one to start with.

        

        Originally, I considered serializing the next work right away, but while writing this one, I realized it might be good to build up some reserve chapters.

        

        After serializing 1-2 side stories, I'll take a short break, then meet you again with my next work.

        

        Well.

        

        If you're reading my parody works, you'll continue to see me anyway. Hehe.

        

        I hope we can meet again next time.

        

        I hope this work served as a good pastime to kill your boredom.

        

        Thank you.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.306[(Side Story) It Was Good Because I Couldn't Be Satisfied]

      
        The world is sometimes made up of astonishing events.

        

        There are people who handle matters more wisely than expected.

        

        And there are people who handle matters more foolishly than expected.

        

        There are those who cannot handle matters at all.

        

        And there are those who seem capable of handling anything.

        

        But most problems occur because of a lack of power.

        

        Without power, such things happen.

        

        Whether it's physical strength, speed, charm, intelligence, or authority, I'm not sure, but at least people needed power to accomplish anything.

        

        "The Hero is critically wounded again!"

        

        A terrified voice echoes.

        

        Again?

        

        Tired of looking at reality, I opened my eyes and looked at Belita's face. As always, with a frightened expression, she rushed toward Olivia, who had collapsed covered in blood.

        

        The hero, Olivia Reinhart, was still far too weak.

        

        She was experiencing growing pains in spectacular fashion. But it was something that could easily go in a strange and terrible direction.

        

        If Olivia were to die, unimaginable chaos would befall the world. However, there weren't many people who could stop Olivia's stubborn delusions.

        

        She kept charging at powerful magical beasts.

        

        Getting knocked back.

        

        Charging again.

        

        And getting knocked back again, repeating the cycle.

        

        While her abilities had somewhat blossomed, she lacked absolute combat experience against magical beasts, so she was bound to be overwhelmed.

        

        To Alex, she seemed like a mad dog doing mad dog things.

        

        Yet Olivia, who tried to stand up again with blood flowing and eyes shining, might literally be the very embodiment of a hero.

        

        "Aren't you going?"

        

        "I don't need to go over there and get threatened by the Hero. When a dog is excited, it's best to keep your distance."

        

        "What a coward."

        

        "Shut up, you're not going either."

        

        Alex shook his head in disbelief, and Reina yawned softly.

        

        "Well, my job is to keep my distance and draw my bowstring just in case."

        

        "What are you saying while eating bread?"

        

        "Want some?"

        

        "No thanks."

        

        "You're no fun. That's why you're unpopular."

        

        "And you are?"

        

        "My status is the measure of popularity."

        

        "This is why nobles are... tsk."

        

        "Hmm, that's a comment that would have cost you your head if it weren't for me."

        

        Alex, who came from the slums, was beyond speechless.

        

        Born in the slums, raised in the slums, and leaving when the slums collapsed, he wandered here and there gaining experience.

        

        And as a result, he succeeded in becoming a member of the Hero's party, but there seemed to have been some resistance since Alex wasn't of noble birth.

        

        Meanwhile, due to his hair and eye color, it was revealed that Alex was a child of the Reynolds family, causing quite a commotion, but ultimately it seemed that some kind of noble blood flowed in Alex after all.

        

        "We don't need to go over there anyway. All that's needed is Belita to provide healing."

        

        "Ah, Royce."

        

        Royce strode over to Olivia, who was receiving treatment.

        

        "He's going."

        

        As soon as Royce arrived, he started shouting something at Olivia.

        

        Olivia tried to escape while pretending not to listen, but escaping from Royce wasn't an easy task.

        

        "......"

        

        "......"

        

        Alex and Reina watched from a distance.

        

        "Bet on tonight's dinner."

        

        "Two hours."

        

        "No, I think it'll end quickly today. One hour."

        

        "By the way, you two grew up in the same place, right? In the slums."

      

      
        

        "A shitty place."

        

        "So you grew up shittily..."

        

        "Do you get nauseous or get headaches if you don't nitpick everything I say?"

        

        "Learn some healing magic from Belita. You've got a good eye for that."

        

        I really want to hit her.

        

        The urge to hit a woman...

        

        Well.

        

        I've had it before, but anyway, I really wanted to hit her badly.

        

        Alex sighed in disbelief.

        

        "Besides, I think Royce and Olivia unexpectedly make a good match."

        

        "That's nonsense."

        

        "Don't get angry because your beloved Royce is being taken away."

        

        "Hey! You, this bitch!"

        

        "Do you like women?"

        

        "It sounds weird when you put it that way."

        

        "Do you like men?"

        

        "No!"

        

        "Then you like women. You're really immature."

        

        "......"

        

        Just wait.

        

        Alex vowed to hit Reina on the day they defeated the Demon King.

        

        With Belita around, a few broken facial bones wouldn't be a big problem. He would definitely land a good hit on that face.

        

        This was a promise Alex made to himself.

        

        "Jokes aside... how should I put it, Royce is the only one who pays so much attention to the Hero."

        

        "...He's always been meddlesome."

        

        "Seems like it. Thanks to Royce, about six out of ten of the Hero's reckless actions are stopped."

        

        Olivia seemed to have various obsessions.

        

        And Royce apparently couldn't leave them unaddressed.

        

        No one told Olivia to stop when she said everyone should go.

        

        And now Royce was saying it.

        

        Olivia seemed to have an adverse reaction to Royce being the first to tell her "stop and look around," but regardless, as time passed, she seemed to listen to at least one thing Royce said.

        

        That stubborn loner.

        

        The fact that Olivia, who wouldn't listen to anyone and would charge into battle once she decided someone needed saving, would listen to even one word meant that Royce had already risen to a special position for her.

        

        "She doesn't look happy saving people."

        

        "Maybe not. For a woman like Olivia Reinhart, it seems that being a hero who saves people is more important than the act of saving people itself. Honestly, I think she's growing stronger too quickly these days."

        

        "Oh, you too? I think so too. Until recently, she almost died fighting one troll, but now she's taken down a Cobalt Wyvern. I wonder if this is a normal human growth rate."

        

        Her inherent physical abilities were excellent from the start, but it seemed to be more than that.

        

        It was absurd how she was growing stronger as if God was pushing her frantically, as if she had to become stronger.

        

        Royce had said it.

        

        Someday Olivia would become absurdly strong enough to challenge the world itself.

        

        And if she remained trapped in her current self-righteousness when that happened, it would be disastrous.

        

        So Royce was continuously teaching Olivia how to correct herself.

        

        Though she kept avoiding it, treating it as nagging, Royce persistently attempted to engage Olivia in conversation.

        

        "Take it easy! I'm not your sister or your subordinate! I'm the leader of this party!"

        

        "Then act like a leader. Being aggressive at the front doesn't make you a leader. For example, last time when Belita wasn't around, you charged in and almost died from poison."

        

        "That was—"

        

        "If you truly want to prove your worth as a Hero, please refrain from such actions even more, Lady Olivia."

        

        "...I... must become a Hero."

        

        The muttered words clearly reached Royce's ears.

        

        "Being a Hero isn't like awakening a skill. A Hero is someone who earns people's recognition."

        

        "......"

        

        "Now, let's go. We can't have the same problem as we did in Elvenheim."

        

      

      
        "F-fine. I can walk by myself. I don't need help from a nag like you."

        

        "You accepted my help last time, so accept it this time too. Just do it."

        

        "...I really hate you."

        

        "If that hateful person hadn't been there, you would have been practically expelled from Elvenheim. How can you say that?"

        

        "...!"

        

        Olivia glared at Royce with an extremely agitated face.

        

        "Even the Hero showing such a human reaction is only with Royce."

        

        The normally cold and detached Olivia suddenly seemed to drop about 10 years in mental age when interacting with Royce.

        

        It wasn't like that from the beginning, but it could be seen as evidence that she was gradually opening her heart to Royce.

        

        "Alex, you grew up with Royce, right? Was he always like that?"

        

        "Yeah, he was always like that. As I said earlier, Lady Olivia doesn't seem to enjoy saving people."

        

        "...Hmm, really? I think you seem more like that."

        

        "......"

        

        "I mean, you're somewhat okay during battles, but when people thank you, you just smile awkwardly."

        

        "To think my acting skills were so poor that even a fool like you could see through them. How disappointing."

        

        "Hey."

        

        Reina frowned for a moment, then sighed softly and said:

        

        "I'm worried about the Hero, but personally, I'm more worried about you."

        

        "No need to worry. I understand that I'm different from others."

        

        "What? Are you in that phase where you think you're special? Shouldn't you have outgrown that already? They say that late-onset adolescence is the worst disease. You should consult with Belita."

        

        "...I'm not talking to you anymore."

        

        "No, I'm joking. Just joking."

        

        Alex clicked his tongue.

        

        "Then why did you join the Hero's party? It's not like you followed along just because Royce was doing it, right?"

        

        That wasn't entirely untrue.

        

        Since he was already doing it, it was good to go together, and if successful, it would open up a path in life, so there was no reason not to do it.

        

        Defeating the Demon King and bringing peace wasn't something just anyone could do, and if successful, the honor would last a lifetime.

        

        And.

        

        "No matter what kind of person I actually am, this way I'll go down in history as a good person. That's the reason."

        

        "...You're really troublesome."

        

        "I'm aware."

        

        "More troublesome than Lady Olivia."

        

        "Hey, that's not true! Compared to that boar who only knows how to charge, I have culture and manners!"

        

        "Your cultured drinking was quite artistic."

        

        "It's you and Royce who are strange for staying sober no matter how much you drink."

        

        It was nice that they held a festival to thank them for saving the village, but everyone drank a lot.

        

        Except for Olivia, who didn't like alcohol, and Belita, who was still a minor, everyone drank. Alex drank until he literally vomited and passed out, but Royce and Reina, who drank even more than Alex, seemed fine.

        

        It was almost scary.

        

        "What will you do after defeating the Demon King, Alex? If you have nothing to do, come visit us in Elvenheim. We couldn't stay long this time."

        

        "What will I do? I'll do something that future generations will recognize as beautiful in my story. As for Elvenheim, well, I'll go if I have time."

        

        "You're no saint."

        

        "I'm not a true saint. I just want people who read my story to think of me that way. Inside, I'm thinking about punching your face."

        

        "Why don't you use the act you put on for others with me too? Try to make a good impression on me."

        

        "Where would I use it?"

        

        "You bitch."

        

        BOOM!!

        

        A loud noise echoed.

        

        "Waaah! R-Royce! Royce! Those two are fighting again! Roooyce!"

        

        Belita called for Royce in a tearful voice.

        

        And so they fought again until Royce intervened.

        

        And got scolded again.

        

        The main reason was: what are you doing in front of a child?

      

    

  
    
      Ch.307[(Side Story) A Night in Erkia]

      
        The darkness had arrived, but the time when one had to sleep because of it had long passed.

        

        In the past, people relied on candles and such, but recently there was no need for that anymore.

        

        With just a little money, one could obtain lighting created by light magic instead of candles, making it possible, though not perfectly, to live in a manner close to daytime.

        

        It was good to handle duties at night or take care of things that absolutely had to be done at night.

        

        The best part was that the light could be adjusted, making it possible to dim it to some extent.

        

        Some people even claimed they slept better with slightly colored light rather than complete darkness.

        

        So having lights on at night wasn't strange, and keeping them dim enough to make things slightly difficult to see wasn't particularly unusual either.

        

        "......"

        

        "...Livia."

        

        "Just a moment, let me take a deep breath. Let me breathe."

        

        "If it's too much, we don't have to do this today."

        

        "B-but you finally accepted. I want to do it today."

        

        Royce hesitated for a moment.

        

        It wasn't that he didn't feel the impulse to just pounce on her, but forcing it seemed wrong somehow.

        

        Considering it was the first experience for both of them, he understood why they would be nervous, but she seemed even more tense than expected.

        

        She had asked for the lights to be turned off, but apparently not wanting Royce's face to be completely invisible, the room was dim but still bright enough to see a person's face.

        

        The unfortunate part was that Royce, having a unique body that had merged with a spirit, could see almost as well at night as during the day.

        

        In other words, only Olivia was seeing things dimly because of the lowered lights; Royce could see everything perfectly well.

        

        He decided not to mention this, fearing Olivia's face might turn red enough to explode.

        

        "Yes, let's do it."

        

        With a slightly tense face, Olivia approached me.

        

        Had she prepared herself?

        

        "As I said earlier, we don't have to do this today. If you want, we can do it another time."

        

        "It's okay."

        

        Slowly bringing her face closer to Royce's, she said:

        

        "Quickly, even if just for one day, I want to get proof... that you're a man."

        

        He wasn't going anywhere.

        

        But their first meeting had been that incident, and afterward, she had been exiled. So from Olivia's perspective, she might need reassurance.

        

        Royce had fallen for the hero she became after that time, not the hero she was then, so he thought it shouldn't matter, but this wasn't a matter of reason or logic—it was simply about emotions, so it couldn't be helped.

        

        Royce had decided not to refuse.

        

        Slowly, their lips met.

        

        'If we're going to do it, it doesn't matter.'

        

        Royce carefully moved his tongue.

        

        For a moment, Olivia's body seemed to tremble.

        

        She must not have expected him to suddenly move his tongue, as he could clearly feel her body stiffen even while kissing.

        

        He wondered if he should stop, but contrary to her usual character, Olivia timidly moved her tongue as well, and the sensation of their tongues intertwining was somewhat novel.

        

        The pleasure of embracing a woman was something Royce didn't know either.

        

        So the pleasure that lightly pricked his consciousness felt quite good.

        

        It was especially strange to feel this way just from kissing.

        

        Perhaps because of their tightly pressed kiss, Olivia's chest was definitely touching Royce's, and it felt like not just their tongues but many parts of them were entangled.

        

        As they slowly separated, a thread of saliva connected them.

        

        With a reddened face, Olivia slowly placed her hand on Royce's pants.

        

        "It's getting properly hard."

        

        "What exactly do you think I am?"

        

        "No, that's not it... I wasn't sure if I could properly excite you."

        

        "Last time, Livia, you told me I would be popular with this face, voice, and personality."

        

        "Yes, I did."

        

        "Then conversely, do you think you lack charm with that face and figure? I told you I liked you from the beginning."

        

        "I did, but... I don't have much sense of reality, hehe. I see."

        

        Olivia laughed with a grin.

        

        That innocent smile didn't quite match the current situation.

      

      
        

        Carefully, Olivia lowered Royce's pants and visually confirmed his erect member. Swallowing, Olivia said:

        

        "Will something this big fit inside me?"

        

        "I don't have experience either, so it's hard to say..."

        

        Lick.

        

        Royce's body trembled slightly.

        

        It was because Olivia had suddenly licked his thing.

        

        "Your reaction is cute."

        

        Olivia smiled and continued to lick slowly.

        

        Eventually, she took it deep into her mouth.

        

        He could clearly feel it going deep, seemingly touching her throat. Lewd sounds echoed through the previously quiet room several times, and Olivia, taking it out of her mouth once, said:

        

        "It's twitching."

        

        "Where did you learn this?"

        

        "Lilith taught me that men like this. And there was a lot of this content in the romance novels Lilith lent me."

        

        "......"

        

        Come to think of it, those kinds of novels often had explicit content appearing quite casually.

        

        Olivia slowly removed the clothes she was wearing on top, and her violently large breasts came into Royce's view.

        

        Royce didn't show such obscene gazes, but in such an explicitly suggestive atmosphere, with something so blatantly presented before his eyes, he wasn't lacking in male desire enough to ignore it.

        

        Olivia somewhat awkwardly wrapped Royce's member with her breasts and slowly dripped saliva on it.

        

        Royce's member was already somewhat wet with pre-cum from her oral ministrations, and it was already a mess from Olivia's saliva, but she still spat more to make it even wetter as she moved in an interlocking manner.

        

        And Olivia sucked on the part that protruded above her breasts.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        

        "If you talk with it in your mouth..."

        

        That vibration transmitted a strange pleasure that overwhelmed Royce.

        

        Nevertheless, Olivia continued to move, and eventually Royce frowned. It wasn't from displeasure but from an expression of barely being able to contain his pleasure.

        

        Olivia could somehow tell by seeing Royce's member trembling.

        

        "Li-Livia."

        

        "Yes, cum for me."

        

        Royce ejaculated right then, and Olivia received it in her mouth. She sucked it in with the intention of swallowing everything.

        

        Royce quickly tried to give her something to wipe with, but Olivia silently chewed for a while and then swallowed.

        

        "Ugh, it tastes bad..."

        

        "Why did you eat it..."

        

        "That's strange, romance novels said it was sweet."

        

        "Normally it tastes bitter or fishy."

        

        It seemed she had acquired somewhat biased knowledge by studying everything from romance novels. It would be necessary to set aside a day for proper sex education later.

        

        The Reinhart family probably didn't provide any such education, and she had acquired all her information from romance novels.

        

        "......"

        

        "Livia?"

        

        With a slightly reddened face, Olivia seemed out of breath.

        

        Considering Olivia's stamina, she absolutely couldn't be tired, and Royce could understand that she wasn't exhausted but rather excited.

        

        Royce hesitated for a moment, then took Olivia's hand and laid her down on the bed.

        

        As he slowly moved his hand to caress her, she was already wet enough.

        

        Slightly surprised, he looked at Olivia, who blushed and said with a hint of embarrassment:

        

        "Sorry, I already... while sucking on yours earlier..."

        

        "......"

        

        Royce could feel himself responding in a way that surprised even himself.

        

        Honestly, Royce was surprised at himself right now.

        

        He could objectively tell that he was excited.

        

        Royce gave a gentler kiss than before and said:

        

        "I'm going to put it in."

        

        "Yes, do it."

        

      

      
        He inserted it toward her wet inside.

        

        "Nnngh...!"

        

        Olivia grabbed the bed sheet and clearly felt the sensation of him entering inside.

        

        Royce understood that Olivia was in some pain, so he didn't move while inserted and slowly stroked her head.

        

        As time passed bit by bit, Olivia accepted Royce's touch and said:

        

        "I-I'm okay now... You can move."

        

        "I'll go slowly."

        

        "Yes. It's a s-strange sensation... I've never felt anything like this in my life... My head feels weird."

        

        "Mine too."

        

        "R-really? I see..."

        

        Slowly.

        

        He moved little by little.

        

        Her insides were tight, seeming unwilling to let go of Royce's member.

        

        It even felt like it was sucking him in like a mouth.

        

        Even if he wanted to compare, Royce had no experience with other women, so he couldn't tell if this was normal.

        

        He only knew for certain that it felt good.

        

        The pace gradually increased.

        

        Slowly, sounds filled the room.

        

        "Ahh, mmm... hnn, ahh..."

        

        Olivia's voice was gradually changing into sweet moans. Her reddened face, large breasts, and erect nipples—everything seemed to excite Royce.

        

        "Something's coming, Royce. Royce...! H-hold my hand."

        

        "Of course."

        

        Not long after holding her hand, Olivia's body convulsed. Her toes stiffened, and with her entire body tensed, her waist lifted up as if bouncing.

        

        From the sweet voice and reaction coming from her mouth, he could tell Olivia had climaxed.

        

        Sweating profusely, flushed red, with her hair disheveled and damp with sweat—it was a sight rarely seen.

        

        No one else would be able to see Olivia so undone like this.

        

        It stimulated some kind of conquering desire.

        

        He was surprised again.

        

        Royce had thought his sexual desires would be minimal, and indeed, he had lived such a life until now.

        

        But now, for the first time, he was dominated by the desire to feel everything about Olivia.

        

        "Are you okay?"

        

        When he asked, barely holding onto his reason, Olivia, who had been breathing heavily with a flushed face, eventually raised herself up, laid Royce down beneath her, and said:

        

        "You haven't come yet, have you?"

        

        "That's true, but... um, Livia. Your face looks kind of... scary."

        

        Her slightly crazed expression showed that she was thoroughly excited.

        

        He could understand that they were both burning with desire, unsatisfied with just one climax each.

        

        Olivia licked her lips and said:

        

        "This time, I'll move."

        

        If until now she had been like a docile small animal.

        

        Suddenly, as if something instinctual had been switched on inside her.

        

        She had transformed from a small animal into a beast.

        

        "Your eyes look really dangerous."

        

        "It's okay, the night is long. You need to properly feel good and ejaculate too, right? Leave it to me."

        

        To be honest.

        

        Her face was like that of a beast that had awakened to sexual desire for the first time, and it was even a little frightening, but Royce didn't refuse.

        

        Because Royce had also awakened to sexual desire for the first time.

        

        "You're right, the night is long."

        

        Once again, their lips overlapped.

        

        There was too much time left until morning.

        

        Time to explore each other and satisfy each other.
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