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Trying to pursue the original heroine, I accidentally messed up with an extra
But actually, it seems like things turned out better this way


Ch.1 - Chapter 1. I Messed Up
# Wine, Women, and Gambling

A classical idiom referring to the elements that ruin people: drinking, lust, and gambling.

Historically, if one were to count the number of people who have ruined their lives because of these three vices, it would probably be enough to populate an entire nation, and that number continues to increase in real time even now.

That's why wine, women, and gambling are things one must be extremely cautious of to live a smooth life, and I too have been vigilant against these three things.

...Until just yesterday.

"..."

In the still quiet and dark room before dawn, I sat on the bed with my face buried in my hands.

My bare upper body was exposed outside the blanket.
My head was spinning.
My stomach was churning a bit.
But now wasn't the time to worry about such trivial matters.

I peeked through the gaps between my fingers to check beside me.

"Hah..."

After confirming for the fifth time, I came to one conclusion.
This isn't a dream.
This is goddamn reality.

After closing the gaps between my fingers again, I tilted my head back as far as it would go.

'AAAAAAHHHHH!!!'

I screamed internally, loud enough to make my head ring.
The reason I screamed only in my mind and not out loud was...

"Snore..."

Because of the woman sleeping beside me.

With skin as pure as white jade, long elegant blue hair, and a firm yet sensual figure, she was sleeping peacefully with a serene expression, completely unbothered by my internal meltdown.
Completely naked.

'I've gone insane!!!'

They say the three things one should be careful of in life are drinking, lust, and gambling.
Last night, I indulged in all three at once.

To celebrate the successful completion of a mission, I drank heavily.
In high spirits, I got provoked into a drinking bet.
I spent such a passionate time that my thighs now ached with muscle pain.
I royally screwed up my life.

Some might wonder if sleeping with a woman after drinking is really a mistake that ruins one's life.
Looking at the beauty of the woman lying next to me, they might even say I got lucky.

But once they learn her identity, they'd probably sympathize with my predicament.

This woman's name is Elaine.

The frigid northern lands, fortress of steel, land of true warriors.
The North.

She is the captain of the royal guard for the Northern Grand Duchess, known as "Humanity's Strongest," the Queen of Iron and Ice.

...That's who she is.

And my position? A guard in the 1st Division of the royal guard.
Yes, I just had an affair with my workplace superior.

Want to know what's even funnier?
The cause of this situation was a certain "plan" I had been working on.

Still with my head tilted back, I recalled the past days like a flashback.

It all started when I entered this world, the world of the novel "Brave Road."

***

The fantasy novel "Brave Road."

A story about a protagonist who, after defeating the final boss, is betrayed by his companions at the last moment. He barely survives and returns to take revenge on his former comrades and the shadowy kingdom behind them.

Neither a masterpiece nor a failure with only one reader, it was a mid-tier ranked novel on the web fiction site, suitable for killing time.

My interest in "Brave Road" wasn't anything special either.

The cathartic punishment of villains was refreshing, and the emotional portrayal of the protagonist's journey toward revenge suited my taste.

Above all, the characters.
As a revenge story, "Brave Road" placed great importance on the relationships between the protagonist and other characters. Both the villains and the allies were quite charming.
I cursed at the villains because they were truly despicable, and I cheered for the allies because they were genuinely good people.

...Hmm, thinking back, it seems I enjoyed it more than I initially thought.

'Well, that's why I immediately recognized this world.'

When faced with the cliché development of "transmigrating into a book I had read due to an accident," I was bewildered at first. But soon I realized that this place was Wintercannon, commonly known as "the North," from "Brave Road."

On the second day after transmigrating, I witnessed a military procession.

The beautiful and gallant white-haired female knight riding a white horse at the front was identical to the Northern Grand Duchess, Grace, whom I had seen in the illustrations. The ice lion emblem on the flag was also the symbol of House Northrain, Grace's family.

Having realized the identity of this world, I accepted the reality of being inside a book. While contemplating how to survive safely here, I came up with a brilliant and ambitious plan.

Grace Northrain.
In "Brave Road," she was not only positioned as humanity's strongest but also had another character trait: she was a sub-heroine.

Grace was the protagonist's mentor and comrade, one of the few people he could genuinely trust even when his heart was devastated by betrayal.

Powerful, wealthy, from a good family, kind-hearted, beautiful, and strong.
With no shortcomings whatsoever, Grace was considered the true heroine by readers.

Unfortunately, true to his harem protagonist nature, the main character was not just oblivious to romance—he was completely blind to it. Focused on revenge, he declared himself uninterested in romance. As a result, by the end of the Northern arc, Grace and the protagonist parted ways without forming a relationship. Besides, the protagonist already had a main heroine who had been with him from the beginning.

So, my plan was this:
Instead of the protagonist, I would form a relationship with Grace!

In the novel, despite the crises, the North never fell, and Grace maintained her position as Grand Duchess. If I could just form a relationship with her, I could live a long, prosperous, and safe life in the North.

It might sound crazy at first, but my plan was detailed and had potential.

As a reader of the novel, I knew exactly what kind of person Grace was. That means I knew what she liked and disliked, what methods would win her favor, and what to be careful about.

Judging from the rumors I heard, this was still the introduction part of the novel. That meant the protagonist had just been betrayed and was preparing for his revenge journey, still far from coming to the North.

Of course, in the past timeline of the story, Grace already had a connection with the protagonist, so there was a flag planted. But until the protagonist returned to the North, Grace believed him to be dead, so her side was genuinely vacant.

Moreover, although the body I transmigrated into was an extra, not even a supporting character, it was strong and sturdy like a true northerner—perfect material for carrying out my plan.

What are humans?
They crossed to the New World with nothing and built the superpower called America.
They achieved the miracle of developing war-torn countries within decades.
They are a species of survival that carries the Robinson Crusoe spirit of somehow surviving even when stranded on a deserted island, a spirit that continues in modern web novels.

With good timing, good material, and a good plan, everything was excellently prepared. To approach Grace, I first enlisted in the Northern army. By quickly becoming stronger and preempting the opportunities that originally belonged to the protagonist, I achieved the feat of rising to her royal guard.

'AAAHHH!!!'

As my reminiscence ended, I let out another internal scream.

Until yesterday, my plan had been perfect.

Grace, who loved rags-to-riches stories, quickly showed interest when a newly enlisted soldier began to stand out. When that soldier trained late into the night every day, true to her preference for hardworking people, she took a liking to me and selected me for her royal guard.

This meant I had succeeded in catching her eye.

I planned to continue gaining her favor while advancing in rank to close the distance further, and when the opportunity arose, appeal to her preferences to charm her.

'I drew more attention than I planned.'

Thanks to my efforts, I succeeded in catching the eye of my target, Grace. But naturally, I also caught the attention of others.

One of them was the North's greatest knight, Royal Guard Captain Elaine.

She appeared in the novel as Grace's right hand, but she was just an extra character occasionally mentioned in passing narration. I barely knew her name.

She said she had been watching my activities since I was a mere soldier. The decisive factor in my entry into the royal guard was also thanks to Elaine recommending me to Grace.

As the saying goes, "To catch the general, first shoot his horse."
To approach Grace, it was also important to gain the favor of her right hand, Elaine, so I did my best to build a relationship with her.

Elaine was very fond of my diligent and friendly demeanor, and she immediately assigned me, a newcomer, to her direct team, the 1st Division, taking me everywhere like a cherished doll.

Although it was part of my plan, I also genuinely enjoyed Elaine's company and became friends with her.

'I should have been less friendly...'

Where did it all go wrong?

Was it when Elaine said she liked me?
When she smiled at me during morning greetings?
When we started joking with each other in private?
When she became comfortable touching my shoulder?
Or... when we went for a second round of drinks alone after the team dinner?

'Hah! This isn't the time. I need to think about how to fix this.'

I had momentarily lost my senses due to the shocking development. Now is not the time to dwell on the past but to worry about the future.

'First, let's assess the situation.'

Thankfully, this is not the royal guard barracks but Elaine's private residence.
The 1st Division, having completed its mission, is currently on a three-day leave.
That's why she, as the captain, drank so heavily.

Moreover, Elaine's housekeeper recently quit, so she's living alone.
That means we don't need to worry about others seeing us.

'I can't change the fact that I came to Elaine's house. Then there's only one way. Fabricate what happened.'

My plan is as follows:

We came to her house together while drunk, but nothing happened.

I brought my intoxicated superior home, and I fell asleep here because I didn't have the strength to return.

The reason Elaine is naked is that she vomited, so I had to undress her. During that process, I averted my gaze from her private areas.

Our bodies are sweaty, and the bed is wet because the alcohol made us feverish and sweaty.

Good, the story sounds plausible.
Now I just need to put on my clothes, go to the corner of the room, and pretend to be sleeping while leaning against the wall.

There seemed to be other details to worry about, but time was running out. The moment Elaine wakes up and sees this situation, the entire story falls apart.

Hoping that Elaine had blacked out last night, I tried to grab my clothes that were thrown aside, but...

"?"

What's this?
Why can't I get off the bed?

My legs are fine, and I'm not tied to the bed, but strangely, I couldn't leave the bed.

I soon discovered the reason.

"Did you sleep well?"
"!!!"

At the husky voice in my ear, I felt a chill incomparable to when I first encountered a troll.

"How strange. After intertwining our bodies so passionately yesterday, I still don't want to be apart from you even for a moment. This is the first time I've felt this way."

The reason I couldn't get off the bed was simple.
My arm was being held. And there was only one person in this room who could be holding my arm.

"I see. So this is what it means to be in love. Hehe, my heart tingles, but it's not an unpleasant feeling."
"..."

Swallowing hard, I slowly turned my head.
There was Elaine, awake, looking at me with half-open eyes and a small smile.

"Rejoice. This feeling has arisen solely for you alone. In return, take responsibility, for you have made me a woman."
"Uh..."
"I love you, my dear."

My grand plan to form a relationship with Northern Grand Duchess Grace and live comfortably in wealth and peace as her husband...
It seems that's over now.

Because I've formed a relationship not with the Grand Duchess... but with her royal guard knight.

What will happen from now on?
I'm not entirely sure, but one thing I do know:

I will never again drink until I black out.

Ch.2 - Chapter 2. Even Better
Looking back.
It's been several months since I came to this world, and I feel like I've been incredibly busy during that time.

I trained hard because I needed skills to excel as a soldier.
I diligently built connections because reputation is important for advancement.
I sought out the novel's key elements because I needed something distinctive to stand out from the beginning.

I can say with certainty that these few months have been busier than the 30 years I lived on Earth.

'Why have I been rushing so frantically? Empty-handed you come, empty-handed you go. Life is ultimately fleeting.'

The tower I built with my own hands... well, not just hands. Ah, I did use my hands too.
Anyway, how do I feel now that I've demolished my own carefully built tower?

'This bread is delicious.'

I'm in a slightly unhinged state, finding it difficult to accept this sudden change in circumstances.

Right now, I don't want to think about anything.

My head is already spinning from a hangover.
The shocking sight I faced upon waking has overloaded my brain.
To the point where even deciding how much jam to spread on bread feels like a struggle.

While I sit here dazed with my frazzled mind...

"To think the day would come when I'd bring a man into my home and share breakfast at the same table. This is certainly my house, yet the scene feels unfamiliar."

The woman in a camisole sitting across from me is cheerfully smiling and munching on bread, clearly pleased about something.

"You have jam on your cheek. Hehe, you're always so reliable, yet at home you have this careless side. I'm happy to discover this new aspect of you."

She says this while trying to wipe my cheek with her handkerchief.
I'm a bit surprised by the gentle touch of her hand.

As befitting the top guard knight who shadows Northern Grand Duke Grace like a shadow, Ilaine is strict in everything.

She never tolerated even a minute of tardiness and would severely reprimand anyone whose minor mistakes caused trouble for the unit.
She distributed rewards and punishments impartially based on performance, without personal feelings, and placed great importance on ceremony and order.
In other words, she's like a rigid disciplinary officer.

Naturally, she was also meticulous about self-management.

Her attire and posture were always impeccable, and I've never seen her yawn even after staying up all night.
She never showed surprise or confusion in any situation, and she possessed the remarkable skill of walking silently even in armor.

'But that doesn't mean she's completely cold and expressionless.'

She never held back praise for subordinates who did well and offered heartfelt encouragement to those facing difficulties.
Though she valued rules, she had the flexibility to consider circumstances, and even if she scolded someone harshly in public, she showed warmth by looking after them in private.

Still, she was always quiet during meals and wasn't particularly talkative, saying that a knight should maintain a certain gravitas.

"Do you like the jam? I'm glad to see you enjoying it so much. I like jam too. Since the North has a climate that makes growing fruit difficult, it's important to keep various flavors of jam on hand. Among them, I particularly like apple jam, so remember that."

Ilaine continued chattering to me while eating her bread.
Even when my reactions were minimal, she took the initiative to keep the conversation going.

Of course, she didn't commit the rudeness of speaking with food in her mouth, but...
Her tousled hair, the slightly slipped strap of her camisole,
And even talking cheerfully during a meal...
All of this was so different from her usual self that it felt completely new.
I too felt a certain freshness in discovering this new side of her.

'My plan to be with Grace and become the Northern Grand Duke's husband has fallen through.'

While this world retains polygamous customs like the medieval era, which might make one think of harem developments, the idea of having both Grace and Ilaine is completely absurd.

First of all, I'm uncomfortable with the idea of juggling multiple relationships as it goes against my modern ethical standards.

The Northern Grand Duke's husband having relations with another woman? And that woman happens to be the captain of the guard?
That's just asking for universal condemnation.

In the end, I had to reluctantly give up on pursuing Grace.

'...But when I think about it, maybe this situation isn't so bad?'

While she's not a state power like Grace, Ilaine is one of Grace's closest confidants.
She may have been just an extra with little presence in the novel, but as the guard captain favored by Grace and a quasi-noble knight, her path to success is open.

Her strength goes without saying, being the Northern Grand Duke's guard captain.

The modest size of her house is due to her frugal nature, not a lack of wealth.
Having various types of jam in the North, where fruit is scarce, is evidence of her financial means.

As for her appearance...

"Why are you staring at me like that? Is there jam on my face?"

Honestly, Ilaine is quite beautiful.
She possesses beauty that doesn't pale even next to Grace, the heroine of "Brave Lord" and an official beauty. When the two stand side by side, it's like a magazine spread.

Not only does she have a perfect face, but her body proportions are excellent, made even more perfect through rigorous self-care.

Looking at it objectively, it seems almost dreamlike that someone like me shared a bed with such a woman.

'Actually, my goal was a safe fantasy life, not specifically winning over Grace.'

To survive in this fantasy world on the boundary between romance and barbarism, where magic and sword energy run rampant, I needed guaranteed safety.
For that purpose, marriage to the Northern Grand Duke was the most ideal plan.
Grace herself wasn't specifically the goal.

Of course I was attracted to her as a popular heroine of "Brave Lord" with plenty of charm, but I wasn't so invested that I'd be heartbroken if she wasn't the true heroine, or write lengthy comments about her.

'Hmm... there's that saying about how misfortune can turn to blessing.'

Is it because nutrients are finally reaching my brain?
Or because the effects of alcohol and sleep are wearing off?
My stalled mind is starting to work again.

Perhaps the life of the Northern Grand Duke's husband wouldn't be so smooth.

Pressure and checks from nobles,
Forced attendance at official functions and social gatherings,
Gossip due to commoner origins,
The constant focus of public attention...

I might have been under tremendous stress trying to act like the Duke's husband while breathing, eating, sleeping, and even using the bathroom.
Is a life physically comfortable but mentally stressful truly comfortable?

In comparison, the life of a guard captain's husband...

'There's not much to worry about.'

Compared to being the Northern Grand Duke's husband, there are hardly any burdensome elements.
At most, the risks of workplace romance?

'But even that's not an issue if we're married and living happily together.'

When my thoughts reached this point,
What I thought was a failed plan now seemed like a new path opening up.
It's like unlocking a new route for a heroine who wasn't originally available for pursuit.

'In that case.'

I hadn't even properly started pursuing Grace yet.

While I had caught her eye, Grace's current level of interest in me was merely curiosity about an unusual new recruit.
There had been no events to build personal feelings, and our only conversation was during my appointment to the guard.

'Good, I've decided.'

This is a branching point.
A fork in the road where I must choose between two heroines.

And I've already seen the event CG with one of them.
So the best course of action for me now is...

'To switch routes.'

Let go of any lingering attachment to the misaligned Northern Grand Duke's husband route, and take the sparkling pink route of becoming the guard captain's husband!

No problem.
While pursuing Grace's route, I've also gotten to know Ilaine well.

"There's something here."

I reached out and stroked Ilaine's cheek.

"Huh? There's nothing there."
"It was a joke. I just wanted to touch the captain's cheek."
"Oh? R-really? Hu, huhu, huhuhuhuh. You wanted to touch my cheek so much that you'd lie? You're quite the mischievous one."

Ilaine laughed happily, looking like she'd fallen for my surprise prank.

I had suspected it from how often she touched my shoulders and back.
She really does like physical contact.

"If you want to touch, you may touch as much as you like. Consider it an honor. I permit this only to you."
"Is that so? Then I won't hold back."

I gently stroked Ilaine's cheek again with my hand.
This time with a gentle touch, as if caressing something precious, not a mischievous prank.
Ilaine leaned her cheek into my hand, but then...

"S-stop now! I gave permission, but you're touching for too long! Right, we're in the middle of a meal, aren't we?"

As if embarrassed, she pulled away from my hand and took a large bite of bread.

Too long?
It wasn't even five seconds.

I chuckled at how cute she looked, stuffing bread into her mouth as if trying to prevent me from touching her again.

'Huh?'

I just laughed without even realizing it.

Although I came to live in this world through book transmigration,
I still strongly perceived the people of this world as "characters in a novel."
Similar to how being immersed in a game doesn't make you think of the game characters as actual humans.

Because of that, I never truly opened up or felt comfortable when interacting with people around me.
My actions were always underpinned by the awareness that I was "pursuing characters."

But you know what?
Even if it was influenced by alcohol, we clearly wanted each other, neither of us one-sidedly pouncing on the other.
Like lovers sharing feelings of love.

Moreover, if I had been perfectly executing my plan...
I would have mentally restricted myself from showing such a careless, drunk, uninhibited side, knowing it wouldn't help build affection.
To be with the Queen of the North, I couldn't have any history with women, so I wouldn't have gone drinking alone with Ilaine, even for building rapport.
But I did.

'Why did I do that?'

I quietly observed Ilaine as she continued eating her bread with a flushed face.

"!"

Wait. I just realized.
I haven't taken my eyes off Ilaine for a moment.
Even while thinking, my gaze has remained fixed on her eating.

'Could it be?'

They say alcohol brings out one's true feelings.
Why else would people turn to drinks when having heart-to-heart conversations?

That means...
The reason I got into this situation with Ilaine despite being drunk...
The reason I forgot about strategies and manipulation and acted comfortably around her...

'Huh?'

I wanted to deny it out of surprise, but...
Even now my eyes are fixed on Ilaine,
And in a corner of my mind, I find her chewing cheeks cute.

'Come to think of it, my ideal type is someone who expresses emotions freely...'

Someone with an easy-going atmosphere but also fun to tease,
A tall, older woman... wait, what?

"Ah, now that I think about it."
"?"

Ilaine swallowed her food as if something had just occurred to her.
There are bread crumbs on her lips.

"We've become, you know, special to each other now. I think it would be good to address each other differently."
"Address each other?"
"You called me 'Captain' earlier."
"Well, Captain, you are my captain, aren't you?"
"Hmm."

Ilaine frowned as if somewhat dissatisfied.
Even frowning, a beauty remains beautiful.

"'Captain' is too formal, don't you think?"
"Ah."
"When we're alone, you can... you can call me by my name comfortably. No, please call me by my name."

Ilaine stared at me with wide-open eyes as she spoke.
Her eyes are so clear and transparent.

"Right now."

Receiving that intense gaze, I stared blankly before shrugging.

That's not difficult.
What's so hard about calling someone by their name?
We're going to be on a first-name basis from now on anyway.

"Il..."

Huh?

"Il..."

For some reason, my tongue and lips wouldn't move easily, which was confusing.
This is difficult?

It's just three syllables: Il-a-ine.
Has the jam made my tongue stiff?

But strangely, the more difficult it became, the more determined I felt.
I wanted to call her name somehow.
I wanted her to hear my voice as she calmly waited.

I put all my effort into making a sound, using my throat, mouth, and lungs.

"Ilaine."

I finally succeeded in calling her by name.

Whoosh.
Ilaine beamed with a bright smile at the sound of her name.
In that moment, I recalled a verse from a poem I'd read long ago.

-When I called his name, he came to me and became a flower.

Ilaine's smile was literally like a flower.
As my mind went whiter than the northern snowfields, captivated by that sight...

"Yes, Luke."

Ilaine called my name too.

That name, which I initially thought was too common and unremarkable...
Why does it sound so beautiful when she says it?

When I called her name, and she responded by calling mine,
I became certain of one thing.

This morning I thought this situation was a disaster.
But no.
It's actually good.

Perhaps my true heroine wasn't Grace... but Ilaine.

Ch.3 - Chapter 3. The Perfect First Date (1)
After finishing breakfast, I was sitting on the sofa.

"Luke."

Turning my head at the sound of my name, there stood Elaine, as expected.

She sat down beside me, fidgeting slightly before subtly pressing her body against mine.

"It's a name I've called every day, but today it feels different. Luke, what a strong and powerful name. Luke. I want to keep saying it."
"Ahaha, really? That's embarrassing."
"Hmm. Aren't you going to call my name? It feels unfair that I'm the only one calling yours."

Elaine pouted, leaving me feeling somewhat dazed.

Ever since waking up.
During breakfast.
And until now.
Elaine had been actively closing the distance between us.

According to her, this was her first time in love, and these emotions were confusing for her.
From my perspective, it was extremely awkward to see my usually charismatic and dignified superior suddenly acting coy.
But it was truly adorable.

"Elaine?"
"Hehe, yes."
"You look happy, Elaine."
"Say it more. It sounds nice."

She smiled softly and rested her cheek on my shoulder.

She had already washed her face and fixed her hair, looking much neater than before, but she was still wearing the same camisole.
The thin fabric made me acutely aware of her skin, which was embarrassing.
But I didn't want to pull away.

No, no man would pull away in this situation.
What man would avoid it when his ideal woman was cutely expressing affection?

"You're so warm. Is it for embracing me? I want to stay like this forever."

Elaine was clearly in such a good mood that she naturally spoke cheesy lines without hesitation.
She had always been direct with her emotions, but when it manifested as love, the intensity of her words was considerable.

'Well, my body temperature is actually higher than most people's.'

The warmth Elaine felt wasn't the heat of love or an illusion created by her infatuation—it was real.
Though it wasn't specifically to embrace her; it was because I had acquired an ability from the novel.

One of the abilities from "Blade Lord" that I found in an icicle cave during a guard mission: [Salamander's Scale].

It made my skin as tough as a salamander's and maintained my body temperature even in extreme conditions, allowing me to train and carry out missions in the cold northern environment without issues.

I never expected it would also make me a human hand warmer for Elaine.
But if she liked it, that was all that mattered.

"By the way. Do you have any plans for this rare vacation?"
"Well..."

I trailed off, but not because I had no thoughts on the matter.

Plans? Of course I had them.
Even though it was a three-day vacation, I had originally intended to devote myself to training at the guard training grounds.

A passionate man who doesn't slack off even on his days off and dedicates himself to improving his skills.
That was Grace's type, after all.

However, since I'd given up on pursuing Grace, naturally that plan had disappeared too.
I had plans, but they were gone now.

"I thought you would have vacation plans already, being such a methodical man. How unexpected."
"Haha, I don't live every moment of my life according to a plan."

If I were that methodical, I wouldn't have slept with you.

"Hmm, that's a shame."
"What is?"
"I was curious how you spend your holidays. I don't think I've ever seen you enjoying hobbies while in the guard."
"Ah."

Elaine was right.
I didn't have any particular hobbies in this world.

I had been so focused on pursuing Grace that every minute was precious, and I poured all my time into that.
Besides, in a fantasy world without smartphones, internet, or game consoles, I couldn't enjoy my hobbies from Earth.

That's probably why I couldn't control my drinking and ended up in a drinking contest with Elaine.
It had been a long time since I'd had any fun.

"I don't really have any special hobbies. I've always been too busy. If I had to pick something, maybe eating delicious food?"
"Ah, you've always had a bit of an appetite, haven't you."

As she said this, for some reason, Elaine glanced at her own chest.
Why are you looking there?

"Ahem! Anyway, that's not good. How can someone live only for work? Taking appropriate breaks to refresh oneself is also part of the job."
"Ahaha."
"What's with that awkward laugh? Don't tell me you're not used to taking breaks?"

Elaine stared at me intently with a concerned expression.

Once again, she was right.
Having devoted all my free time to training, I wasn't familiar with how to spend leisure time in this world.

In fact, I felt somewhat empty right now.
I intended to rest, but I couldn't think of how to go about it.

She's sharp to have figured all this out.

"This won't do."

Elaine removed her face from my shoulder and stood up abruptly.

"I had planned to spend the entire vacation either stuck to you like this or enjoying your hobbies together. But I've changed my mind."
"?"
"Let's go out!"
"??"

I blinked at Elaine's energetic declaration about going out.

Come to think of it.
I don't think I've ever seen her enjoying leisure activities either.

In the guard, Elaine always spent her time either working or training.
She didn't even take tea breaks during work hours.

I was curious.
Judging by her declaration to go out, she seemed to have some plan.
How does Elaine spend her holidays?

***

When I thought about it, it was obvious.

Although I had invested most of my spare time in training,
I had also worked hard to build connections and interact with people around me.

Yet I had no idea what hobbies Elaine enjoyed.
And the reason she, like me, couldn't control her drinking and got caught up in a drinking contest the night before our holiday was...

"Hmm, I don't know."

Elaine, dressed in her outdoor clothes, declared confidently with her arms crossed as we stood in the street.

"I came out impulsively, but I don't know where to go. Where do normal couples usually go at times like this?"
"If we're talking about normal couples..."

The northern region is like Russia—winter all year round.
A white town full of snow and ice everywhere.

It's not an extremely harsh environment with daily blizzards,
but the temperature is generally very low, limiting the places one can visit outdoors.

'Even the parks have no flowers, just statues and benches.'

There aren't even fountains for fear of freezing, and if you sit on a bench without bringing a blanket, your bottom gets cold after a while.

So the remaining options are indoors.

'It's not like a fantasy world would have karaoke rooms, PC cafes, or multi-rooms.'

Manga cafes, board game places, arcades—none of these exist either.
The only other place to go would be a tavern, which is a hotspot for fantasy Russians.
But I'm currently abstaining from alcohol.

So among the remaining options...

'That's the only place left.'

While I'm not experienced in romance, I know what the standard date course is from what I've read.
And I have some business there anyway, so it should work out well.

"Elaine."
"Hmm?"
"I just thought of a place. Would you like to go there?"

Elaine tilted her head before smiling and answering.

"Oh? So you're going to take the lead because you're the man? How splendid. I've fallen for you again, Luke."

Seeing Elaine's sparkling eyes, I felt a slight discomfort at having raised her expectations.
But I believe that place will be able to meet those expectations.

***

"Oh... I never expected you to bring me to a place like this. I'm honestly surprised."

Elaine's eyes lit up as she looked around after entering the shop.
I felt relieved seeing that she seemed satisfied.

"Hey, Luke! It's been a while since you've dropped by. Doing well in the guard, I see? It's hard to catch a glimpse of you these days! Hahaha!"

A large middle-aged man came out from the back with a hearty laugh.
Then...

"Hmm? Who's that beside you... Gasp!"

He made a deflating sound, quickly stuffed the rag he was holding into his apron, and bowed deeply.

"Oh my goodness! If it isn't the Captain of the Guard! What an honor to have such a distinguished guest in my humble establishment! I'm truly, truly honored!"

"Oh?"

I'd never seen this man, who usually treated customers like relatives at a family gathering, be so respectful.
In fact, I don't think I've ever heard him use formal speech before.

"Hmm. I'm pleased to meet you too, craftsman. But I'm off duty now and came as a customer guided by my companion, so there's no need for such formalities."

Conversely, Elaine received the owner's greeting with a familiar attitude.

Feeling like an inadequate boyfriend proud of his impressive girlfriend, I asked him:

"Bill, you can stop imitating a woodpecker now. Is that thing I asked for before ready?"

Bill glanced at me after seeing I was treating him normally, then leaned in and asked in a low voice:

"Hey, what's going on here? Why are you with her? And in casual clothes too. Could it be...?"

As expected of a merchant who lives by his wits.
Seeing Bill's eyes light up with understanding, I put my finger to my lips.

"You know I respect your skills, right? Do you want to miss out on the fortune that's walked in because of unnecessary talk?"

"Gulp."

Bill covered his mouth with an exaggerated gesture.
He seemed to think I was introducing him to a VIP client.

That level of misunderstanding was fine with me.

Of course, neither Elaine nor I wanted this to be just a one-night stand, so we had started dating.
But we hadn't decided how to present our relationship to others yet.

While it might not be an issue for me, considering Elaine's social status, it was something that needed to be carefully considered.
It's similar to how celebrities are cautious about revealing their relationships.

That's why we took minimal precautions when going out, like wearing hats or scarves.
The north is cold anyway, so people generally wear thick clothing.

"So, about the item?"
"It's ready. I'll bring it now."

As Bill disappeared into the back of the shop, I approached Elaine, who was examining items on the wall.

"What do you think?"
"I see why you're a regular here. Everything is of excellent quality."

Elaine replied with a smile, raising the corner of her mouth.
She must really like it.

The place I had brought her to was my regular weapons shop.

A weapons shop might seem like an unusual date location.
What kind of standard date is this? Did I really learn properly from books?

But this is a fantasy world, and this region is the north where strength is revered, and she is a native of the north.
For someone like her, a weapons shop is like...
Yes, it's like an Artbox or Olive Young.

"Did you bring me here to introduce me to that craftsman?"

Elaine asked with a grin.

Faced with the same question Bill had just asked, I nodded with a smile.
What I told Bill wasn't completely a misunderstanding.

"Since our missions vary in difficulty, our sword blades often get damaged. This place has the best craftsmanship I know of."
"I know many skilled blacksmiths too."
"Without disparaging them, I'm confident Bill is no less skilled than any of them."

This wasn't a case of a modern person with zero knowledge of blacksmithing pretending to be knowledgeable.

Blacksmith Bill.
Currently an unknown craftsman, but the man who will one day forge the legendary sword that Grace will use.

I had built connections with him early on, hoping to gain Grace's favor by contributing to the creation of that legendary sword.
And I had benefited from it too. My achievements were made possible by the swords he crafted for me.

"It seems so. Every weapon has a properly honed edge and is impeccably maintained. This requires not just skill but also love."

Elaine's gaze suddenly fell on a particular sword.
It looked ordinary, but its well-honed blade gleamed with a silver light that was far from common.

"Try swinging it. Just as you'd try on clothes in a clothing store or pluck strings in a music shop. In a weapons shop, you should swing the weapons."

At my suggestion, Elaine gripped the sword handle.

"Hmm!"

With a short exclamation, she swung the sword through the air.

The sound of cutting through the air was so faint it was barely audible—a swift and sharp strike.
It was the beautifully chilling swordplay of the north's finest guard, impressive every time I saw it.

A weapons shop isn't as spacious as a training ground.
Nevertheless, Elaine didn't stop at one strike but continued swinging the sword.

Swish. Swish.
Her sword strikes didn't cut any innocent objects, nor did the wind from her blade disturb anything.
This was Elaine's swordsmanship. The Snow Blade, perhaps.

Like cold air seeping through, the swift blade passed precisely through the gaps between objects,
and like snow rapidly accumulating to cover the surroundings, each sword path came together to form a sword dance.

Even I, who had suggested it, was captivated by this display of skill.

Finally, after completing her test, Elaine withdrew the sword with an elegant movement.

"It's light. A good sword."

She stroked the sword gently with a satisfied smile.

"What do you think?"

As she turned to me with a proud look that was as beautiful as a painting, I was about to spontaneously applaud when—

"Gasp!"

Another deflating sound was heard.
Turning my head, I saw Bill frozen in place, mouth agape, holding something wrapped tightly in cloth.

He clutched the object like a mother holding a swaddled baby, slid over to Elaine, knelt before her, and exclaimed:

"Oh! Would you, would you allow me the honor of crafting a sword for you?!"
"What?"
"I don't need money! Please, please perform that beautiful swordsmanship with my sword!!"

He begged with crazed eyes fixed on Elaine, even drooling in his fervor.
His burning passion made even the mighty Elaine flinch slightly as she glanced at me.

'Success.'

I smiled inwardly.

For Blacksmith Bill, a VIP customer wasn't someone wealthy and affluent,
but someone with the skill to perfectly draw out the performance of the weapons he crafted.

The craftsman who would forge a legendary sword for Grace, the strongest in the north according to the novel, would now extend his craftsmanship to Elaine as well.

'Isn't this a perfect first date?'

Indeed.
This place was actually a luxury boutique disguised as an Artbox.

Gifting luxury items on the first date.
Weapons shop, romantic, successful.

Ch.4 - Chapter 4. The Perfect(?) First Date (2)
After promising to make a sword for Ilaine, Bill finally regained his senses.

Well, well.
Instead of a customer insisting on having a weapon made, here was the shopkeeper insisting on making one.
Is this what they call a role reversal?

"Here's the item you commissioned."

Bill placed the cloth-wrapped object on the shelf.

"But Bill, why won't you make it free for me? I've brought you rare materials and everything."
"Can you do what I just did?"
"No, I can't."
"That's why."
"Ah, I see."

So helping make good weapons and handling them well are completely different things.
He really is a man of firm principles.
No wonder he appears as a master craftsman in the novel.

"Still, I'm only accepting such an unusual request because it's you. As you said, you did bring me some truly rare materials."

Oh ho, so I am getting special treatment after all.
Well, Bill is a stubborn craftsman with firm principles who only makes weapons he wants to make.

I thanked Bill and unwrapped the cloth around the object.
Ilaine, who had been curious about what Bill was holding, came closer to peek.

As I unwrapped it, what appeared was...

"Hey, Bill."
"What?"
"Did you know that excessive packaging causes waste problems and harms the environment?"
"What are you talking about?"

I had expected something sizeable since the burly blacksmith had been cradling it in both arms.
But what actually appeared before my eyes was...

"Oh, what a fine dagger this is. The blade is sharp, and the ratio of length to size is excellent. That unique color of the blade—is it obsidian?"

As Ilaine murmured in admiration, Bill immediately responded.

"As expected of the Captain of the Guard! You recognized it at once! I made the base with cold iron, but coated it with obsidian. It's excellent not only for durability but also for containing magical power. Though it's a prototype, I dare say it's my masterpiece."
"Cold iron, you say? And coated with obsidian on top of that. What a unique concept. It could function as a magic sword too."
"Yes! Exactly!"

Bill was ranting with bulging eyes, while Ilaine nodded along with "hmm, hmm" as she listened to his explanation.
Standing beside the two of them, I picked up what Ilaine had correctly identified as a "dagger."

'It does look well-made at a glance.'

But I'm certain what I ordered was a longsword.
Is this blade only visible to good people?
Is there a switch somewhere that extends the blade when pressed?
Is this actually a magic light saber where the dagger part is just the hilt?

Of course not.
I swung the incredibly lightweight dagger around with one hand and stared directly at Bill.

Only then did Bill offer an awkward smile and an excuse.

"Ahem! Well... it was more difficult than I expected. Coating iron with another mineral to enhance a weapon's performance—I'd never thought of such a concept before. So I got carried away midway, wondering what if I tried this ratio or that ratio, and after all those trials and errors..."
"And then?"
"I ran out of the materials you gave me, haha!"

Despite his hearty laugh trying to smooth things over, I continued to stare at him steadily. Bill quickly stopped laughing and instead raised his voice defensively.

"What! There's nothing to complain about! I told you I couldn't guarantee results with a method I'd never tried before, and you said it was fine to experiment in different ways as long as I completed it!"
"..."
"Still, as I told the Captain of the Guard, it's truly a proper piece. There's probably no stronger dagger in the world. I tested its strength twenty times."
"How did it go?"
"One hundred percent success. All the swords that clashed with this one turned into cookies. Tough cookies you can't even eat."
"Hmm."

If the stubborn Bill tested it twenty times with such results, there's no doubt about its quality.

'The fact that this is completed means the primary objective has been achieved.'

What I commissioned from Bill was indeed a longsword coated with obsidian over cold iron.
But while part of it was to procure a sword for myself, there was a more important purpose.

This is a fantasy world.
All sorts of mysterious minerals that don't exist in reality can be found here, and some, like obsidian, share names with Earth minerals but have completely different properties.

The famous sword Bill made in the novel was a kind of artifact that mixed "cold iron," a special iron, with "ice crystal," a mineral containing mysterious power.
I wanted to give him experience in advance for when he would later make Grace's famous sword.

Although I know where ice crystal is located, I still lack the ability to access and obtain it.
But I did manage to get a piece of cold iron during an external mission.

While obsidian in reality is just glass with good cutting properties,
In this fantasy world, it's not "black volcanic glass" but "black magical stone" that can contain magical power, so I suggested combining cold iron with obsidian.
Even if it's not ice crystal, working with the special mineral obsidian would provide similar experience.

'Cold iron, known as the ultimate iron tempered with the chill of the north, is a rare special material. I didn't give Bill much to begin with.'

Considering that the amount of cold iron I obtained was only about a bundle's worth, it's impressive that Bill could create such a finished product, even if it's just a dagger, after all his trial and error.

Since I know where to find more cold iron, and what's important right now isn't my weapon but Bill gaining experience, I decided to be satisfied with this.

"Thank you, Bill. I'll make good use of this fine item."
"Don't worry about the money. The down payment is enough."
"Really? You said you'd charge me full price."
"Thanks to you, a blacksmith like me got the rare experience of working with cold iron, which is valuable enough. Plus, that coating idea you told me about will be useful in the future."

He really is a blacksmith with firm principles.
With losses like that, it's no wonder that despite his skills, he remains a small-time weapon shop craftsman known only to a select few.

"Then let me pay you with the coating idea."
"Huh?"
"I mean I won't tell it to anyone else."
"Hmph. You can tell them for all I care. As long as I make better weapons than those guys, it doesn't matter."

As Bill snorted with enthusiasm, I gathered up the dagger and suddenly thought to ask:

"Bill, you said earlier you'd make a sword for Il... the Captain of the Guard."
"That's right."
"Could you make that with cold iron too?"

Ilaine blinked at this unexpected suggestion.

"Of course I could. In fact, I'd like to ask you a favor. Bring me some more cold iron. Now that I've worked with it once, I can do even better next time."
"Sounds good. If I find more cold iron while I'm out, I'll bring it to you."

Bill bowed respectfully to Ilaine beside me until the end, and thanks to that, I received my first formal bow from him as we left the shop.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"May I embrace you? No, I will embrace you."

As soon as we left Bill's weapon shop, Ilaine wrapped her arms around me.
After checking with startled eyes that no one else was around, I finally embraced her back.

"Whew, now I feel somewhat relieved."
"Is this your way of expressing gratitude? I like it."

When I shared my honest impression with Ilaine after breaking the embrace, she too smiled honestly and replied:

"I originally planned to just express it in words, but that seemed insufficient. A sword made of cold iron—it's a dream weapon for knights."

Cold iron is so rare that only a limited number of people can use it.
Even in "Brave Lord," only about five people, including the protagonist Grace, wielded weapons made of cold iron.
No matter how prestigious her position as the Northern Duke's Captain of the Guard, the probability of Ilaine getting a cold iron weapon was low.

In fact, it was abnormal for a mere guard like me to possess a cold iron weapon.
If Bill hadn't been interested in forging cold iron and had reported it, this would have been confiscated outright.
Not that it was a crime, but because of its rarity.

Well, I knew where to find cold iron thanks to my reader's advantage, and I knew Bill was trustworthy, which is why I asked him.

"But how did you obtain cold iron? You promised the craftsman you could get more."
"Ah."

Finally, the inevitable question.
But there's no need to panic.
Regressors and possessors always carry answers to such questions.

"I happened to find it during a previous mission. If we ever go back to that area, I plan to look for more."
"Oh? What mission? You've always been with me."
"Remember when we exterminated the ice trolls at Big Mountain? I found it in a cave there."
"Ah, I remember. Who would have thought that place also functioned as a mine."
"The mountain is so treacherous that no one dared to mine there, so it's understandable."

It's a location that gets discovered later in the novel anyway. There's no problem in revealing it to her now.
Perhaps mining will start earlier, and we'll obtain more cold iron than in the novel.

"About that weapon."
"?"
"Coating it with obsidian was a good choice. Keep the fact that its core is cold iron hidden. Nothing good will come from revealing it."

Ilaine advised with sharp eyes as she looked at my dagger.

I understood what she was concerned about.
If it became known this was a cold iron weapon, things would get very troublesome.

Of course, I was planning to keep the true nature of this weapon strictly secret.

"Does that mean you're allowing me to keep this weapon, Captain?"

Given Ilaine's strict adherence to hierarchy and strong loyalty, she might have confiscated this dagger and reported it to Grace.
Such a valuable item should be used by someone of higher rank than a mere guard like me.
But...

"What a foolish question."
"Pardon?"
"As I told the craftsman, I'm off duty right now. Here stands not the Captain of the Guard, but simply a woman in love with a man."
"..."
"And I know what kind of man you are, having given myself to you, so I entrust that weapon to you, believing you'll use it for good. However."

Ilaine poked my chest with her index finger.

"If you use that weapon to harm the North and betray my trust, you will pay for toying with a woman's heart with your body."

A chill ran down my spine.
Even though I had no ill intentions, my instincts feared the pure threat Ilaine delivered with just one finger.
No matter our relationship, she was a strong woman who could sever personal feelings without hesitation if the situation called for it.
That was Ilaine, Captain of the Northern Duke's Guard.

Looking into Ilaine's cold eyes,
I felt my heart racing near where her finger touched, for reasons other than fear, and answered:

"Have you heard the old saying that when a woman harbors resentment, frost falls even in midsummer?"
"Hmm? Frost naturally falls in midsummer here."

Oops. This is the North.

"Um... it's a proverb from the warm southern regions. It means never do anything that would turn a woman's heart against you."
"Haha, interesting. A warning that when a woman gets angry, a disaster occurs where even warm regions become as bitterly cold as the North."
"Something like that."

Ilaine seemed pleased with my answer and withdrew her finger along with her killing intent.
My body relaxed, but my heart continued to race.

"Let's continue our date then."
"Gladly."

Though she had said it herself, Ilaine cleared her throat with a bright red face, embarrassed by the word "date."

"I'm getting hungry. Since you gave me a nice gift, I'll introduce you to a good place. I think you'll like it."
"Oh, are you taking the lead now?"

When I echoed her own words back to her, Ilaine grinned and pulled my hand.
Her hand in mine was warm.

'Don't worry. I will never betray your trust.'

Although frost falls even in midsummer in the North,
That frost's chill will never reach Ilaine's heart.
After all, she believes my high body temperature is meant for embracing her.

***

The name of the shop Ilaine escorted me to was...

"Milky Way? That's an unusual name."
"Hehe, you can look forward to it."

Galaxy, huh. It's a poetic name, but I couldn't tell what kind of establishment it was just from that.
From the exterior design, it looked like a brunch café.

'Since Ilaine chose it, the taste must be guaranteed.'

This isn't love-blindness speaking.
I genuinely respected Ilaine's taste.

My bones and flesh may be those of a northerner, but my soul is Korean.

And who are Koreans?
A tribe that might shrug off a sleepless night, but would be shocked if someone skipped a meal.
People whose first greeting is "Have you eaten?", whose promise is "Let's have a meal together next time," and whose greatest daily concern is "What should I eat today?"

For a Korean who takes food seriously, figuring out how and what to eat in a strange world was a crucial matter.
That's why I always made sure to eat properly, if nothing else.

And Ilaine also placed great importance on meals.
Her principle was that eating well leads to training well and fighting well.
She didn't keep various types of jam for nothing.

Even during camping, she always seriously considered ways to add flavor to field rations, and one of the reasons I connected with her was over food.

"Let's go in."

Ilaine opened the door with a confident voice.
The warm air from inside was already soothing to my cold body.

She must be a regular, as she smoothly acknowledged the friendly greeting from the staff and walked forward with familiar steps. I followed her, looking around, when...

Thud.
Ilaine suddenly stopped walking.

"Ilaine?"

Finding her abrupt halt unnatural for someone reaching their usual seat, I glanced at her questioningly.
When she remained motionless, staring at something, I turned my head to follow her gaze and...

"!!!"

I nearly screamed in genuine surprise.

The shop was quiet as it was still early and there were no customers.
However, there was one person sitting and dining.

That customer had:
Snow-white, pristine hair.
A delicate, beautiful face like a fairy's.
Attire that was elegant without being flashy.
Graceful and beautiful table manners.
A dignified presence that transformed the place into a banquet hall.

Her identity was:
The Queen of Iron and Ice.
Head of the Northrain family with the Ice Lion emblem.
Lord of Wintercannon.
Humanity's strongest knight.

Grace Northrain.
The Northern Duke.

Ch.5 - Chapter 5. A Difficult First Date (1)
# Northern Grand Duke Grace Northrain.

The protagonist of the northern episode in the fantasy novel <Brave Road> and a sub-heroine.
Though she ultimately doesn't end up with the main character, she's a character who enjoys unrivaled popularity among the heroines.

What's the secret behind her overwhelming popularity, despite not being a main heroine with significant presence from the beginning, but rather someone who was merely mentioned before appearing midway through the story?

Jack of all trades.
That's the one phrase that perfectly describes Grace.

A heroine with supreme abilities who doesn't engage in irritating behavior.
Not only are her abilities exceptional, but her character arc is outstanding as well.

Yet she doesn't act like a lone wolf, knowing exactly when to step forward, thus avoiding any favoritism controversy.
Even readers who initially frowned at her being pushed as a love interest eventually came to admit, "Well, it's nice to have someone like her around."

Ah, she wasn't entirely without flaws.
Due to her perfect abilities and high status, Grace did have an arrogant side with her high chin and head held high.

However, that personality trait only applied to her enemies.
To the northern citizens and her subordinates, she was a virtuous and considerate ruler, which actually became part of her appeal.
Her willingness to move forward strongly for her people without caring about others' opinions was quite attractive.

'Why on earth is that person here...'

In a street shop, alone without guards, dressed in civilian clothes, cutting and eating French toast.

Grace wiped her mouth with a napkin and spoke.

"I understand your surprise, but couldn't you at least greet me? We're not strangers, after all."

Is this the ultimate human perception?
She noticed us precisely without even glancing in our direction once.

"Yes! I apologize, Your Grace."

At Grace's call, Elaine saluted her with a clean posture no different from when in armor, despite being in civilian clothes.
I also stood at attention and saluted.

Only then did Grace turn her head, meet our eyes, and nod slightly, pointing to the seat beside her.

"It seems you came to eat. If you haven't chosen a seat yet, how about joining me? I think there might be some things we can only discuss at times like this."

This is a dinner invitation from a workplace superior, and not just any superior—the chairperson.
How could one refuse?

Whether in a fantasy world or the modern world,
In the end, if we receive a salary working under someone, we're all the same—just employees.

"Thank you. If it's not an inconvenience, we'll join you."

Elaine immediately responded to Grace's invitation, and I had no choice either.
In the current situation, saying we'd eat separately would be asking for misunderstandings.

The table where Grace was sitting was a square four-person table, with one person sitting on each side.
Elaine sat across from Grace, and I sat between the two.

Somehow, I ended up with Elaine on my right and Grace on my left.
For a moment, I recalled the "flower in each hand" thought I had briefly this morning, but quickly dismissed it.
This is not that kind of flowery situation.

'Ah, I already feel sick.'

What kind of development is this?
Just a moment ago, I was enjoying a date with Elaine on my right, moving toward a new life.
Now, on my left sits a heroine I was trying to pursue until yesterday but gave up on.
Since I never actually had a romantic relationship with Grace, this isn't a caught-cheating disaster, but mentally, it's an extremely awkward arrangement.

"For the order..."

Elaine, uncharacteristically flustered for a moment at meeting Grace,
quickly composed herself like a professional and calmly ordered food.

Her determined gaze seemed to indicate she knew exactly what action she needed to take.

"Ah, I'll have the same, please."

As expected, Milky Way was a fantasy-style brunch café.
A place that serves meals along with simple beverages like coffee.

Despite being in the North, where food is limited due to environmental constraints, it offered a variety as diverse as modern establishments. They even served fruit.
Indeed, this was Elaine's regular spot.

Originally, I had planned to get recommendations from Elaine and learn about her tastes.
But with Grace beside us, it didn't seem like the right time for that, so I simply ordered the same menu.
Whatever Elaine chose would surely be delicious.

After ordering, I tried to glance over at Grace.

'Whoa, geez, that startled me.'

Grace was staring at me.
She was looking so intently without blinking that I almost cried out involuntarily.

'She must be wondering.'

It's not just anyone but the Captain of the Guard and a new recruit she's recently taken interest in, spending time alone together on a day off.
As someone connected to both of us, Grace can't help but be curious.

"I should explain myself first."

Finally withdrawing her gaze, Grace took a sip of coffee and began speaking.

"I was tired today too. I decided to take a day off. Wondering what to do, I remembered this shop that you mentioned last time."

Grace's voice was very calm and serene.
Her manner of speech was similar to Elaine's, but
while Elaine's had a stiff, polite knightly feel, Grace's contained the dignity and composure unique to someone of high status.

'I never expected Grace to be on vacation today too.'

Well, the unit that Elaine and I belong to is the Northern Grand Duke's Guard.
Our going on a mission means we were escorting Grace.
If the Guard received a three-day vacation after an intense battle, then Grace, the master of the Guard, must also have accumulated fatigue from the battle.

"Is the food to your liking?"
"I've just started eating, but it's excellent. As expected from a recommendation by a subordinate I trust. The fluffiness of the eggs suits my taste perfectly."

Though her expression remained impassive as always, Grace's nod meant she approved of this place.
Elaine briefly bowed her head in gratitude for the compliment, but then:

"Still, leaving the Guard behind is not good behavior. Even if the first squad is on vacation, there are other squads. To prevent any possible accidents, you should have them accompany you when you go out."

She unleashed a barrage of admonishments right to Grace's face.

Strong loyalty, always standing one step behind to respectfully serve her lord.
But not just a silent, obedient tool—a true loyal retainer who doesn't spare criticism and harsh words when necessary.

This was one of the reasons I became attracted to Elaine as a person.

"Sigh, I knew you'd say that."

Grace didn't seem at all bothered by the stream of admonishment and smiled faintly.

"With this, do I need any more protection?"

She said, tapping the sword she had placed beside the table.
Though it might have sounded arrogant, since the speaker was Grace, I mentally gave her a thumbs up.

If Grace has a sword in her hand,
to assassinate her, one would need at least a high-ranking demon.
Or a dragon polymorphed into human form.
If there were a human skilled enough to assassinate Grace...

'They would have appeared in the novel long ago. As an incredibly powerful villain.'

As a reader, I can verify.
There isn't one.
The villain faction does have an assassination organization, but even they can't handle Grace.

'Actually, there was one assassination attempt in the novel when Grace didn't have her sword.'

That day, readers learned why "Humanity's Strongest" was among the nicknames of this heroine, not the protagonist or villain faction.
So I wasn't worried at all.

'Still, I should prevent the assassination incident.'

I had been keeping it in mind as a good event to raise Grace's affection, and I still plan to take care of it even though I've given up on pursuing her route.
Protecting Grace's safety would allow me to show a cool side to Elaine.

"Besides, bringing guards would cause a commotion and inconvenience the citizens using this shop. And I wouldn't have had this chance encounter with you."
"Still, please always bring guards with you. Your safety is the safety of the North."
"Alright. Today's walk was only possible because you were on vacation. Usually, you'd be watching me like a hawk, so I couldn't go out alone like this."

Grace grinned mischievously at the troubled Elaine, then scooped up some mashed potatoes with her fork and said quietly:

"And I'm not really alone."

After this ambiguous statement, Grace resumed her meal, but Elaine, understanding her words, stopped her admonishments and said:

"Shei is nearby, isn't she?"

Shei.
My ears perked up at that name.

Surprisingly, a character I'd never heard of in the novel—not even an extra.
But after joining the Guard, I learned who she was.

If Elaine is the Captain of the Guard who protects the Northern Grand Duke in the light,
there is a shadow warrior who protects the ruling Northrain family in secret.
Something like a ninja.

That's Shei.
A secret agent whose face, age, and even gender I don't know, having only heard of their existence.
I'm not even sure if Shei is a real name or some kind of code name.
It seems only Grace, the head of the Northrain family, and Elaine, the Captain of the Guard, know about them.

"Well, I think I've talked enough about myself, so I can finally satisfy my curiosity."

No sooner had she finished speaking than Grace broached the subject.

"Sir Elaine, and Guard Luke. I knew you two were close, but how did you end up here together on your day off?"

True to her dignified character, she didn't give a mischievous smile, but her eyes sparkled.

The reason she bothered to explain her own circumstances was probably to set up this question.
I had suspected this since she first stared at me intently.

"Ah, we were..."
"We are dating."
"?"

Did something just happen?

"What?"

Grace also stopped with her fork of mashed potatoes midway, blinking as she asked again.
Then:

"Luke and I are dating. We're on a date right now."
"??"

Both Grace's and my gazes turned to Elaine.
However, the person who had detonated a bomb at the table without warning maintained a very calm face.

"We'll both be careful not to let our personal feelings interfere with our duties, so Your Grace need not worry."

Elaine said this while placing her hand over mine.

No.
Of course, we would have to tell Grace eventually, but
to come out with it so suddenly, without any mental preparation?

Given Elaine's personality, it's not incomprehensible, but still, it was quite a rapid development.
Above all, she's not the type to make such a sudden move without discussing it first.

I was quite concerned about Grace's reaction and cautiously shifted my gaze.

"..."

Grace was looking at our joined hands with her usual expressionless face.
But then:

"?"

Did I see wrong?
It was really just for a moment, but I thought I saw Grace's eye twitch slightly.

Ch.6 - Chapter 6. A Difficult First Date (2)
The table was suddenly hit with a bomb called "dating."
At least the food had just arrived, so there was no need to worry about the freshly toasted bread and coffee getting cold.

'Though in this atmosphere, they might cool down quickly.'

Grace remained frozen, still holding her fork with mashed potatoes on it, staring blankly at our hands.
Like she was frozen solid.

Because of this, I couldn't reach for the bread despite the delicious aroma reaching my nose.
To begin with, one of my hands was being held by Elaine.

"I see."

Fortunately, the silence didn't last long.
Befitting humanity's strongest knight, Grace broke through the ice by her own power and spoke.
However, she didn't bring the fork to her mouth but placed it back on the plate.

"I apologize for appearing momentarily flustered by such sudden news. Please understand."
"?"

Though Grace was speaking normally, a question mark floated in my head.

She hasn't eaten anything yet.
Why is she wiping her mouth with a napkin?

"I had no idea you two were dating. How embarrassing as a lord to be so unaware of my cherished subordinate's affairs. Or perhaps you, with your meticulous self-discipline, simply hid it well?"
"Neither, Your Grace. We only began dating yesterday. It's natural you wouldn't know."

To be precise, we officially started dating this morning.
But Elaine seemed to count from last night when we so desperately wanted each other.

"Since yesterday? After the mission ended? Ah yes, the guard unit had a dinner gathering in the evening."

Our Northern Grand Duchess, like a true superior, didn't join the First Guard Unit's dinner but simply instructed them to put the bill on her tab.
So after the dinner ended, Elaine and I went for a second round separately, and then things happened, but...
She was aware of the First Unit's dinner schedule.

"Yes, that's how it happened. I understand. That's how it was."

Grace muttered to herself as if organizing the situation, and eventually showed a face of comprehension.

Both meeting Grace and Elaine's sudden move were unexpected variables.
But as they say, all roads lead to Rome.

If Grace acknowledges our relationship and Elaine's route becomes fixed, a great burden will be lifted.

Since Elaine is the captain of the guard and the Grand Duchess's closest aide, no one would dare interfere with her private life.
As long as it doesn't affect our duties, Grace wouldn't object to our relationship either.

I don't need to worry about the original plot.
The Northern region appears in the middle of the novel.
While the protagonist struggles in the early parts, I have the leisure to prepare for upcoming episodes outside the story.

During that time, I can steadily build my relationship with Elaine,
And when the protagonist arrives in the North, I can smoothly resolve situations with what I've prepared.
That would complete my planned stable fantasy life.

'Though there is one concern even if I safely complete the Northern episode.'

The truth is,
I never saw the ending of <Brave Lord>.
I was transported here while waiting for the final chapter.
So while I know how the story progresses until the end, I don't know how it concludes.

But that's the protagonist's job.

If I'm really worried, I can just give him a hint when he comes to the North later.

Now all that's left is to gratefully receive Grace's blessing and finally enjoy this appetizing meal.

"While I believe a third party shouldn't interfere in matters between two people..."
"?"
"It seems like inappropriate behavior."
"??"

Grace's response surprised not only me but also Elaine.
We never expected Grace to openly object.

It wasn't just the content of her response.
Her voice was cold.
Because of this, though Grace was usually expressionless, she now seemed even colder.
As if she were upset.

'Is she angry that the guard captain who should be solely focused on her is distracted by a man?'

I suppose a guard should only be concerned with their lord's safety, and if they worry about someone else's well-being, gaps might naturally form.
Grace's discomfort makes sense.

But Elaine has a clear distinction between public and private matters, as when she warned me about using seasonal weapons, and she just swore that it wouldn't interfere with her duties.
Grace, having spent a long time with Elaine, must know her subordinate's character.

Even if she's concerned, Elaine hasn't made any mistakes yet, so Grace should just give a warning rather than embarrassing her like this.

"Are you concerned I might neglect my duties and cause trouble for Your Grace?"
"..."
"As I said, I will exclude personal feelings during duty. If by any chance I let emotions cloud my judgment and cause even a minor issue, I will take appropriate responsibility."

Elaine seemed to share my thoughts as she pledged to Grace again.
Grace listened to Elaine's pledge with the same expressionless face, took a small breath, and spoke.

"I know you're not that kind of person. Even if I don't punish you, you're someone who would take responsibility yourself."
"Then why?"

Grace's gaze shifted to me.

"My concern isn't about Captain Elaine, but about you."

Me?

"Guard Unit First Division member Luke. Your physical ability assessment ranks in the upper-middle tier among the Northern Army, and though you haven't taken the knight exam and aren't yet a knight, you can manipulate fire energy, suggesting you can handle magic to some extent."
"!"

I was honestly surprised when information about me flowed smoothly from Grace's mouth.

My position is a new recruit in the guard.
I'm a fresh recruit who hasn't been a soldier for long, even within the Northern Army.

Of course, I am a monstrous rookie who climbed this far in a short time through bone-breaking effort.

'Was Grace this interested in me?'

We've only spoken once, and she didn't even look at me during missions.

While she might have seen my documents when reviewing my guard unit application, knowing I could use fire energy was unusual.
Because I had hidden the Salamander's scale, and only a few guard members who were on the mission with me had seen me use fire.

"Your achievements are certainly the most outstanding among the rookies I've seen. But I didn't bring a recruit who's only been in the Northern Army for a few months into my guard unit solely because of excellent performance."
"Then...?"
"Conversely, there's another reason I kept someone suspiciously impressive for a rookie soldier close to me."

Grace spoke to me with sharp eyes that seemed to see through me.

"It's because I expected your daily dedication and growth."
"!"
"The guard unit consists entirely of personnel I personally selected, the elite of the Northern Army. I hoped you would gain momentum in this good environment."

In other words, my everyday behavior scored higher than my achievements.

Well, that was my intention, targeting Grace's preferences, but what does this have to do with the current situation... Ah.

"To think that after bringing you into the guard unit, you'd be busy finding a spouse, getting distracted. And with my most cherished aide at that. I'm a bit angry."

Now I understand why Grace objected.

The cause wasn't Elaine but me.
If Elaine's partner wasn't me, Grace would have stayed quiet,
And conversely, if my partner wasn't Elaine, she would still have objected.

She liked my diligence and deliberately provided a good environment for me to progress further.
She's displeased thinking I've become lax, neglecting training and getting distracted by women.

'This is quite troublesome.'

My meteoric rise to the guard unit was possible because Grace evaluated me positively.
Now Grace is feeling self-doubt, wondering if this is why she brought me into the guard unit.

'Of course, even while dating Elaine, I'll continue to progress.'

I will continue to advance for my goal of a stable fantasy life.

While having the guard captain as a wife would ensure I don't struggle to make a living,
To prevent the upcoming events in the novel for a stable life, I need to prepare more, and that requires a position to smoothly execute my plans.
Above all, we're not married yet.

If I get cut from the guard unit, making actions difficult, and my relationship with Elaine sours,
My plans would completely collapse from the roots, beyond recovery.

But even if I tell Grace I'll continue to work hard, she's already feeling betrayed and wouldn't take it positively.
She'd think it's just an empty promise to avoid immediate crisis.

"Your Grace, I think your words are excessive."

Elaine interjected.
She maintained her usual businesslike, rigid expression when dealing with Grace, but now she seemed somewhat angry, with a more serious look.

"You know what kind of person Luke is. He's diligent and hardworking, not someone who would become lazy just because he has a lover. Rather, having someone to be responsible for would make him work even harder."

As Elaine stepped forward to defend me, I felt a surge of emotion but quickly contained it.
While I'm happy my lover is defending me, now is not the time to show it.

"Your defense lacks persuasion. Who would speak ill of their own lover?"
"I'm not speaking about Luke as my lover, but as the Luke you've observed all along."
"The Luke I've observed would have saved the time spent wooing you for training."
"There's a misunderstanding. Luke didn't seduce me with ulterior motives. We started dating because our feelings were mutual."

My spine chilled as the two women argued.
This cannot continue.

Even though they've spent a long time together and can freely exchange harsh words,
Even blood relatives can have their relationships strained over trivial matters.

If Elaine's relationship with Grace becomes rocky because of this, it's dangerous.
My guilt isn't the important thing; Elaine and Grace will suffer from the aftermath of this emotional fight.
And that could have a butterfly effect, negatively impacting the original novel's development.

When you think about it, this happened because I deliberately worked to catch Grace's eye,
And because I couldn't control myself and had an incident with Elaine.

Even if it's not a complete mess, since I'm the cause of these two women arguing, I should step in to resolve it.

"Grand Duchess."
"Speak."

When I opened my mouth, Grace stopped arguing with Elaine and turned her attention to me.
I faced her gaze, which seemed to say "let's hear what you have to say," with confidence and dignity.

"I sincerely thank you for thinking well of me and appointing me to your close guard unit."
"..."
"Having received such grace from you, I believe I should not become complacent but continue to progress and properly respond to your expectations."
"Skip the flattery. Get to the point."

Grace waved her hand as if bothered, but I know.
Asking for the main point means she's willing to give me a chance.

"I will prove that I haven't become lax. Not with verbal promises, but with visible results."
"Hmm."
"I will challenge and pass the knight exam exactly two months from now."
"!"

Elaine, who had been watching Grace, turned to look at me with wide eyes.

"Oh?"

Grace also showed interest with a slight smile, raising the corner of her mouth.

That's natural.
What kind of existence is a knight?
A symbol of military might, a professional combatant, a measure of a faction's strength.
The number of knights indicates a country's strength, and their quality represents its military power.

Therefore, the knight examination is never easy.
It's a high-difficulty test that takes years of preparation even for talented individuals with good bloodlines.
It's not something a mere soldier of a few months should even mention.

Moreover, the Northern exam is even more demanding.
In the North, which reveres strength, knights are perceived as superhumans and selected with even stricter and tougher standards.

That's why challenging the knight exam is an extreme move that even Grace couldn't ignore.
Sure enough.

"An interesting proposal, but what will you do if you fail the knight exam?"
"If I cannot become a knight, I will have betrayed your grace. Then... I will leave the guard unit."

As I declared without avoiding her gaze, Grace looked at me for a moment and then...

"Very well."

She nodded with a brief response.

Grace nodding means she acknowledged it.
She accepted my proposal.

"But two months is unreasonably short by common sense. Since you'll have to prepare for the exam while performing guard duties, I'll generously give you half a year."
"Two months is sufficient."

Despite her consideration, when I insisted on the timeframe, Grace blinked at me and then...

"Ahahahaha!"

She burst into laughter, uncharacteristically loud.

"Impressive, Luke."

Grace smiled with satisfaction and concluded by urging us to eat before the food got cold.

While Grace resumed eating with a smile,
Elaine looked at me with a worried face, tugging my clothes very slightly under the table and giving me a concerned look.

I smiled back at her worried eyes.
Though that alone wouldn't alleviate her anxiety,
Elaine read the confidence in my face and slightly offered me her bacon.

"..."

Grace glanced at the two of us and then continued her meal.

Ch.7 - Chapter 7. Not Perfect, but an Enjoyable Vacation
Two months later, I'll challenge the knighthood exam and pass it.
That will prove that even while dating Elaine, I won't become lazy but will continue to strive forward.

After making that promise, the meal proceeded in a calm atmosphere.

Grace accepted the condition and didn't ask or question anything about our relationship.
She did throw in some objections because she was annoyed.
It was just like her to have no interest in other people's love lives.

But occasionally she would glance at us, or more precisely, at me.
Since Grace was present, Elaine and I didn't engage in any affectionate behavior, so I wasn't sure why she kept looking at me.

Perhaps passing the knight exam within two months was such a big claim that she was wondering, "Is this guy crazy?"

Well, it might seem a bit hasty, but it's not an empty boast.
I set myself this two-month time limit because I have my own methods, knowing through the novel how difficult the knight exam is.
I have the special privilege of being a transmigrator with knowledge of the future. I know what events will unfold.

Elaine chattered when we were alone, but now with her superior present, she maintained her usual solemn demeanor.

With two important figures before me, I wasn't sure what to say, so I naturally followed the atmosphere.
Fortunately, neither Grace nor Elaine enjoyed small talk, so I didn't have to struggle to liven up the mood.
I just needed to respond appropriately when spoken to.

***

Since we arrived early, Grace finished her meal first and stood up, saying she had business to attend to.
We sat a little longer before leaving the restaurant.

"That was really delicious. I'd like to come again sometime."

It wasn't just a polite comment but genuine.
As expected of Elaine's regular spot, both the restaurant and the food were excellent.
I was particularly impressed that we could eat bananas roasted in the north, thanks to the fantasy world's magical preservation methods.

But the food wasn't the only reason I wanted to return.

'Whew, that was tense.'

After my declaration about the knight exam, Grace softened a bit, making the atmosphere more comfortable.
But still, we were dining with the Grand Duchess of the North—the fantasy equivalent of a president or CEO.

CEO, department head, and new employee.
How could a new employee feel comfortable dining with such company?
Regardless of how good the food was, it was difficult to digest.

'A new employee dating the department head—definitely crazy.'

I was imagining Elaine in office attire when...

"......"
"Elaine?"

Come to think of it, Elaine had been quiet even after Grace left.
Rather, she maintained her composure while Grace was present, but once Grace departed, her expression darkened.

As I was trying to observe Elaine, who was hanging her head...

"Oh!"

Elaine suddenly grabbed my hand and pulled me toward a nearby alley.
I was concerned about her expression, and since I couldn't resist her strength anyway, I let myself be dragged along.

As soon as we entered the alley away from prying eyes...

"I'm sorry."

She apologized to me.

"It seems I've caused you trouble. That wasn't my intention... I didn't expect Her Excellency to be so cold toward you."
"......"
"I-I'm sorry. I spoke carelessly. I never meant to burden you."

Elaine's shoulders trembled slightly.
She seemed to feel guilty, believing that what happened at the restaurant was her fault and that I was now in a difficult situation because of it.

'Though I'm the one who escalated things.'

It was Elaine who first provoked Grace, lighting the fuse.
If she hadn't declared our relationship, Grace wouldn't have challenged our relationship.

'There's nothing more pointless than assigning blame.'

They say if you start assigning blame, you'll eventually trace it back to the first human.

If Elaine's declaration was the cause...
Then my drinking and becoming intimate with her was the problem,
And my joining the guard to pursue Grace and gaining favor with those around her was the problem,
And my possession after reading "Brave Lord" was the problem,
And so on and so forth.
Ugh, it's dizzying.

I gently took both her hands and said:

"I'm fine. I know you didn't mean for this to happen."
"...Really?"
"Yes, I'll be busy from now on, but I'll never blame or resent you for it."

To show my sincerity, I smiled, and seeing this, Elaine's lips trembled before she buried her face in my chest.

Earlier, Elaine had expressed strong anxiety about my knight challenge.

As someone who passed the knight exam herself, she knows its difficulty better than anyone, which made her even more worried.
But with Grace present, she couldn't express her concern and had been holding it in until now.

I patted Elaine's back, trying to reassure her by giving her some hints.

"I've been planning to challenge the knighthood for a while. That's why I made it a condition."
"...I see."
"Remember how I refused when the Grand Duchess offered to extend the deadline? That wasn't stubbornness. I really do have a method."
"...I see."
"So don't worry. I won't have to leave the guard, and you won't suffer any disadvantages because of our relationship. I promised, didn't I? I won't betray your trust."
"...I see."

...This conversation isn't going anywhere.
Still, her trembling seems to be subsiding, so it must be having some effect.

Elaine perceives me as a methodical person.
Once she calms down, she might realize that my seemingly reckless challenge to Grace must be backed by something I believe in.

"If you really feel sorry, could you tell me one thing?"
"Ask anything. I'll even reveal my weaknesses."

Ah, I already learned about that yesterday. It was definitely between the neck and collarbone.
...No, that's not it.

Thinking it might help alleviate her guilt, and because I've been curious, I decided to ask:

"Why did you suddenly reveal our relationship? It's not like you."
"That's..."

Despite her promise to answer anything, Elaine hesitated.
With her forehead still resting against my chest, she answered:

"...Because you're so impressive."
"What?"
"You're truly impressive. I was worried that Her Grace might take a liking to you."
"?"
"So I declared it when the opportunity arose. Yes, I know. I don't understand why I did it either. But it felt necessary."

What is she saying?
The reason for Elaine's impulsive action was because of me?
Because she feared Grace might set her eyes on me?

"!"

That impulsiveness led to an awkward situation.
Though I resolved it, a difficult task has been added.
But still...

I couldn't suppress the twitching at the corners of my mouth.

A beautiful woman desiring me so much that she acted on impulse without realizing it.
What man wouldn't be pleased by that?

'She's adorable.'

We were in a secluded alley, away from Grace or anyone else.
Elaine was leaning her face against my chest, her hands touching my body.

Without hesitation, I embraced her.
Just as she had done to me when we left the weapon shop earlier.

"...!"

Elaine flinched when I hugged her, but then spoke from within my embrace:

"You heard me. I always take responsibility for my mistakes."
"I did hear that."
"I'll take responsibility. I'll do everything in my power, except cheating, to help you pass the knight exam."

Though I couldn't see her expression while holding her, Elaine's voice was resolute.
I couldn't help but smile at how she specifically excluded cheating—it was so like her.

This is perfect.
In terms of skill, she's the best knight in the North after Grace, and the current captain of the guard.
With Elaine, a knight exam passer herself, helping me, the success rate of my plan will increase significantly.

"I'll definitely succeed."
"And if you do..."
"?"
"That night, I'll grant one of your wishes. That's the extent of my responsibility to you."
"!!"

I had briefly experienced burnout after abandoning my long pursuit of Grace in a single day.
But now, with a new goal, my motivation has reignited.
People always need good motivation to stay enthusiastic.

"Then let's continue our date. We still have the rest of the holiday."
"......"
"Elaine?"
"About that. I have a good idea. Would you like to hear it?"
"?"

***

Thud.
Grace carelessly placed her coat on the table and sat down in the chair.

"Miss, shall I prepare some herbal tea? It will warm you up and help relieve stress."
"Please do."

After answering the maid who was collecting her coat, and once the maid had left...

"Sigh."

She sighed, holding her head.

The life of the Grand Duchess of the North was always busy.
As time in the North continued to flow even when others rested, Grace Northrain never had a moment of leisure, whether at home or in her office.

But no matter how much of an iron lady she was, the human body occasionally needs time to breathe and recover.
That's why Grace always made the most of her brief vacations.

Today was no exception.
She had slept for eight hours for the first time in a long while.
She wore light, comfortable casual clothes.
With her perception-inhibiting necklace, she wasn't surrounded by people, so it was peaceful.

For lunch, she visited a restaurant recommended by a close aide that had piqued her interest.
True to the recommendation of a subordinate who took dining seriously, the furniture, sounds, and aromas were all excellent.
There were no other customers, so she removed her cumbersome necklace, and she appreciated the staff's sensibility in recognizing her as the ruler of the North without making a fuss.

Then she encountered unexpected faces.
One was Elaine, the guard captain she trusted most, and beside her, a man.

'Luke.'

A young recruit who had recently joined the guard.

His record had been exceptional since his days as a soldier.
He showed outstanding performance in monster hunting, and despite being a new recruit, he was quick and efficient, earning a good reputation.
Though his weapon skills were somewhat lacking, he had good stamina and the composure to overcome situations.

Above all, he was diligent.
Whether out of ambition or not, despite already performing well, he continued to hone himself, progressing steadily.

Seeing such qualities, she had viewed Luke positively and agreed to the proposal to bring him into the guard.
She wanted to keep an eye on a soldier who had caught her interest after so long.

After joining the guard, Luke exceeded her expectations.
He neither became arrogant nor complacent with his rapid promotion. Instead, he worked even harder.

His growth was visible to her eyes, and with his skills, he consistently performed admirably in missions.

Watching Luke train through the window had become part of Grace's daily routine.
There was something enjoyable about watching someone still unskilled but giving their all to improve step by step.

"Enough."

Grace cut off her deepening thoughts.

If he were alone, it might be different.
It's not good to think deeply about someone else's lover.

'Come to think of it, when I entered Milky Way earlier, Luke was calling Elaine by her name.'

She had observed and knew.
That Elaine was very close to Luke.

All this time, Elaine had never allowed any man to get close to her personally.
Yet with the new recruit Luke, she smiled, waved, and patted his shoulder without hesitation.

She had thought Elaine was just pleased to have a promising new recruit, like herself.
But there had been signs from the beginning.

Elaine wasn't the type of woman to be easily swayed by anyone's advances.
How many men had approached her, coveting her beauty and position?
Each time, they were coldly rejected, to the point where even Grace had worried about Elaine's future.

'Yes, I knew, but why did I react so sharply at the café? They're both valuable subordinates, and I know they're not the type to act irresponsibly while dating. I was too harsh.'

Grace pressed her forehead, reflecting on her actions.

Why had she said such unnecessary things? Looking back now, she couldn't understand her own overreaction.
Because of her, they had taken on an unreasonable task.

It was too late to take back her words, but since it was her loose tongue that started it all, she decided to take some responsibility.

'But how could he confidently claim to prepare for the knight exam in just two months? That look in his eyes wasn't stubbornness or bluffing. It was a firm belief that he could do it.'

Suddenly, a person from her memories came to mind.

A clumsy, awkward man, but with eyes full of fighting spirit and a strong conviction.
She had taken the time out of her busy schedule to make him her disciple, and she had liked how he persistently followed her guidance with determination.

"Aran..."

When she heard the news of the man's death, Grace felt as if a piece of her heart had been torn away.

He had been such a good fellow.
Hearing that he had finally succumbed to demonic corruption during the last expedition was so heartbreaking that she had even brought out alcohol, which she didn't usually like.

Was that why?
Was that the reason she had been particularly drawn to Luke, who exuded a similar aura?

"Not a perfect vacation after all."

On a vacation meant to relieve fatigue, she had only recalled old memories that made her heart ache.
Grace let out a hollow laugh and cut away all the stray thoughts that kept surfacing.

'However.'

She kept her expectations for Luke.

How long had it been since she had laughed so heartily?
Though it wasn't a perfect vacation, that moment had been more enjoyable than any other vacation.
The conversation was still vivid in her mind.

She wondered how he would surprise her two months later.
Honestly, Grace... wanted to see him succeed in the bet and remain in the guard.

'Wait. In that case, do I have to acknowledge Luke and Elaine's relationship?'

Hmm...
Since it was a condition of the bet, she supposed she would have to.

'But wasn't the content of the bet to acknowledge that Luke is a man who continues to strive forward without becoming complacent if he passes the knight exam?'

The bet was clearly about acknowledging that Luke would continue to strive forward without becoming complacent if he passed the knight exam.
...Aren't those two different things?

'Why am I even pondering this?'

These stray thoughts keep emerging no matter how many times she tries to cut them away.
Grace swung her mental sword once more and closed her eyes.

In any case, Luke passing the knight exam wouldn't be bad for her.
It would mean the birth of a new excellent force, strengthening the North.
Plus, personally, she would be pleased to see a subordinate she liked grow.

Yes. Without any problems, it's all good.

Ch.8 - Chapter 8. New Mission
Unless your brain is made of a sponge, everyone who works a job groans in pain after the weekend ends.
This is because the body, which had completely relaxed during the holiday, tenses up again with work-related stress, causing pain as a reaction.

I'm not sure if there's any scientific or medical evidence for this. But doctors probably groan on Mondays too, so they'd understand.
However.

"Oh, my aching body."

There was actually a medical reason for my groaning.
I was genuinely in pain.

To get straight to the point.
I had a total of 3 days off.
And I only rested for exactly one of them.

The day after enjoying a date with Elaine,
I found myself standing in an empty lot holding a wooden sword from dawn.
And facing me was...

"Well then, let's begin!"

Elaine, also dressed in training clothes.

How did this happen, you ask?

***

"Luke, your basic physical strength is good. The fact that you could hold me several times at night without collapsing... No, forget I said that. That was a slip of the tongue."

I only had about two months until the knight's trial.
Even with my planning abilities, that's objectively a tight schedule.

"There are three subjects evaluated in the knight's exam: Combat Prowess, Character, and Leadership."

In a medieval fantasy world with high illiteracy rates, there are no written exams.
Hooray.

Of course, literacy is an important quality for knights, who are minor nobility. But it's just a quality, so I can learn it after passing.

'Thanks to my possession privilege, I can at least read.'

So to become a knight, I need to focus on three areas:
Combat Prowess, Character, and Leadership.

"Combat Prowess needs no lengthy explanation. It's evaluated through duels."

Strength is paramount for knights, who form the core of military power, making Combat Prowess the highlight of the knight's exam.
Apparently, the public can even watch the examinees' duels.
Indeed, watching fights is the most entertaining spectacle no matter where you go.

"Character. This is evaluated through a Q&A session where the examiner presents specific situations and assesses how you would resolve them."

I listened carefully to this explanation since it wasn't covered in the novel.

It seems they're testing chivalry, one of the virtues a knight should possess.
In other words, it's a morality test.

However, giving overly idealistic answers results in deductions. You need to demonstrate chivalry within realistic boundaries.
They'll probably present some really tricky scenarios.

"Finally, Leadership. The examinee is randomly assigned several soldiers. After interacting with them for a week, on the last day, you're given a group task to solve, which evaluates your capability as a commander."

Knights from the rank up have the authority to command soldiers.
That's why leadership is essential.

A leader who completes the mission but loses all squad members except himself, versus a leader who fails the mission but keeps all squad members alive.
Which one would soldiers prefer to follow?

Beyond that, Northern Knights are frequently deployed on difficult missions, so they must possess the quality to lead and guide their comrades in emergencies.

'The evaluation subjects themselves are simple.'

The knight's exam is indeed difficult.
But it's like saying if you're good at core subjects, you can get into a top university.
So the answer is clear.

'Prepare like hell.'

That's why I'm standing here even though it's a holiday.

Elaine suggested that since I don't have much time, we should start preparing from the second day of my holiday.

While being told to study instead of playing during holidays might normally cause complaints,
I gladly accepted her proposal.
Because...

"First, Combat Prowess. Your strength and endurance are excellent, but your weapon skills are lacking. Have you ever learned swordsmanship separately?"
"I've only learned Winter Sword, the Northern Army's basic swordsmanship."
"I thought so. Your stance is clean, but your sword movements are monotonous. Winter Sword has solid fundamentals and is good as a basic style, but that alone won't guarantee passing the knight's exam."

Elaine picked up her wooden sword and took a stance.
The stance was familiar even to my eyes.

"I'll teach you my sword style, the Snow Blade."

The current Captain of the Guard, a skilled warrior favored by the Northern Archduke, top scorer in the knight's exam—Elaine was offering me 24-hour one-on-one tutoring.
The course content: a special lecture on her specialty, the Snow Blade.
How could I pass up this precious opportunity!

***

'I eagerly accepted the chance for private tutoring from Elaine since such opportunities are rare, but...'

I received truly Spartan training for two days.
I regularly went to the gym on Earth, endured military training, and have been building my strength in this world too.
But I can declare that compared to Elaine's training, those were nothing.
It was only two days, but for the first time in my life, I got a nosebleed from exhaustion.

Fortunately, she was a sensible trainer who balanced rest and training.
She even provided meals and bath water after training—a generous master indeed.
A five-star satisfaction rating, so I've already scheduled the next PT session.

'Still, it was truly valuable time.'

I'm not some cheat-like genius protagonist from a novel who could master the Snow Blade in just two days.
But I did learn the basic movements.

The Snow Blade master instructor guaranteed that if I continue training and developing based on this foundation, I could master all the beginner movements within two months.

'For Combat Prowess, I should continue physical training while learning the Snow Blade.'

There are no flaws in my character.
I'm someone who never received a single demerit point during my school days on Earth.

Leadership isn't an immediate concern either.
I've built a good image since my recruit days, so my reputation in the unit is solid.
I also have a good image among the seniors in the Guard.

'Besides, I scheduled my knight's exam for two months later because I have a method I can use then.'

I need to prepare well for that too.
That's the basis of my confidence.

I massaged my body, stiff from training, and completed my arrival at work.
The start of another energetic day.

***

"Hey, Luke. Had a good holiday?"
"Good morning, senior."

While waiting for the morning roll call that starts the day's duties, Garen, a senior from the 1st squad, approached and greeted me.

"How's your arm?"
"Don't even ask. I spent the whole holiday treating this thing. Damn... I was planning to show my face at the Fox Den after so long."

The Fox Den was the name of his regular tavern.
Like fantasy Russians, Northern people typically have at least one regular tavern.

Garen, who injured his arm during the previous mission, would naturally have been prohibited from drinking while recovering.
But the reason he was annoyed about not being able to visit the Fox Den wasn't because he couldn't drink.

"Linda must have wondered why you didn't come, senior."
"Exactly... Wait. Did you go to the Fox Den?"
"No, I didn't. Do you think I'm crazy enough to go there alone without you?"

Garen was dating Linda, an employee and the first in line to inherit the Fox Den (the reason an employee is first in line for inheritance is because the owner has only one child, a daughter).
They were childhood friends, apparently. After Garen joined the Guard, he gathered his courage to confess to Linda, and she, who had liked him too, accepted.

Every time they went to the Fox Den, the two would brag about each other so affectionately that the other members always felt a chill in their sides.
...Surely my attraction to Elaine wasn't influenced by this?

"You know, you should take an interest in romance sometimes. Don't tell me you just trained like a brute during your holiday? If you miss your chance, you'll grow old alone."
"Hahaha..."
"Huh? The way you're avoiding eye contact tells me you really did just train. Don't be too complacent just because you're young and good-looking. If you keep staring at walls like that, you might lose the woman who likes you."

It was really awkward to hear this from someone who couldn't even spend time with his lover during the holiday because of an injury.
It's true that I trained during the holiday, but I wasn't alone. I wasn't staring at walls either. And I didn't lose the woman.
Now, who's the winner here?

While helping with my posture, our bodies would occasionally touch, and outside of the strict training sessions, we sat side by side and talked pleasantly.
Not in her usual armor but in thin training clothes, her sweat-soaked appearance was somewhat, ahem.

'Ah, so this is how people develop fetishes.'

As I was letting the senior's words go in one ear and out the other with a winner's mindset, suddenly all surrounding sounds disappeared.

I straightened my posture.
Garen, who had been chattering until just now, also looked forward in a flawless attention stance.

The gallant blue-haired female knight who ascended the platform with other Guard squad leaders.
Elaine had returned to her usual strict and strong expression in her armor.

For a moment, I thought it would be fun to ask Garen later, "Senior, I'm marrying the Captain, should I give the wedding gift to the groom's side or the bride's side?" to see his reaction.
But I quickly suppressed the thought before my lips could curl up.

"For the Winter Lion!!"
"Mm."

After receiving the salute, Elaine scanned the lined-up Guard members once and opened her mouth.

"Those who rested seem to have replenished their energy well. Those who maintained their posts haven't slackened and remain well-disciplined. I'm satisfied."

Despite the Captain's words of praise, no one reacted and maintained their rigid posture.
This alone showed the strict discipline of the Guard.

"Except for the First Squad members whose injuries from the previous mission haven't healed yet, everyone will resume normal duties. The injured should not overexert themselves and attend to duties within the barracks. Understood?"
"Yes!!"
"Then I will announce today's schedule."

Elaine briefly outlined each squad's guard duty times, training times, rest periods, and so on for the day.

Needless to say, since the Guard is also military, everyone has preferences about duty hours.
Everyone wants to avoid night duty and prefers day duty.
However, during the duty schedule announcement, there wasn't the slightest change in the members' expressions. Not even a twitch of an eyebrow.

I'm newly impressed, but this is truly an amazing unit.
With this level of focus and discipline, they truly deserve to be the elite unit guarding the Northern Archduke.

"That's all. Make sure you understand and perform without mistakes. Understood?"
"Yes!!"

Responses too are short and strong, only when the Captain permits.

While a second round of military service isn't exactly a pleasant experience,
Being with such strong and reliable comrades makes something...
Something that stirs a man's heart, making it not so bad after all.

"Additionally, I will announce a mission. His Grace the Archduke has planned the next expedition."

The main duty of the Guard is to protect Northern Archduke Grace.
Therefore, whenever Grace goes on an expedition, it's not just natural but essential for the Guard to accompany him.
And since expeditions led by Northern Archduke Grace are always significant events, the Guard must approach them with tension and readiness.

"The time is next week. The location is Crystal Lake, south of Big Mountain. The mission is to subjugate the magical beast Silver Sabertooth and its pack that have appeared there."
"!"

I don't know what a Silver Sabertooth is, but just the name sounds powerful, causing the Guard members' eyes to sharpen.
But my eyes sharpened for a different reason.

'The fang of the Silver Sabertooth. So that's what I need to obtain now.'

A weapon from the original work. The dagger Silver Sting, said to pierce through anything.
The material for it is the fang of the Silver Sabertooth.

In the story's past timeline, the Silver Sting, made from the fang of the already subjugated Silver Sabertooth, was Northern Archduke Grace's secondary weapon before being passed to the protagonist as a farewell gift.
But what caught my interest wasn't the saber-toothed tiger's fang.

'Crystal Lake, that's where the Ice Crystal is.'

Ice Crystal.
The mysterious mineral that becomes the main material for Grace's famous sword, "Crystal Sword," which Bill will make in the future.

With its cold energy, it looks like an ordinary ice crystal but contains tremendous freezing power that can freeze its surroundings just by existing.
The reason Crystal Lake is frozen solid is also because of the Ice Crystal.

The reason Bill could create the Crystal Sword was because he was the only blacksmith in the North who successfully refined that complex Ice Crystal.
When Grace infused the Crystal Sword made of Ice Crystal with magical power and swung it, a cold wave swept through, freezing everything in front.

'In the novel, the time when Ice Crystal is revealed to the world isn't now, but right before the Northern episode begins later.'

But if it's something that will eventually be discovered and become important, wouldn't it be good to discover it a few months earlier?

Perhaps in the novel, the Crystal Sword had to be deployed to the battlefield immediately after completion, so the Ice Crystal was used as an ice bomber.
But if we take time to research the Ice Crystal more, it might be used in more diverse ways this time.

'I'm lucky. I was planning to go to Crystal Lake after becoming stronger since it's not easily accessible due to the pressure of cold magical power and magical beasts. Who would have thought that the place where Silver Sabertooth was subjugated was Crystal Lake?'

Why go twice when I don't need to?
In this expedition, I can get both the saber-toothed tiger's fang and the Ice Crystal.
Kill two birds with one stone, dig a ditch and catch a crayfish, pull a tiger's tooth and pick up minerals.

'If I'm lucky, just like I got a piece of Cold Iron to make a dagger, maybe I can get some Ice Crystal pieces too?'

The scene where enemies freeze every time Grace swings the Crystal Sword is so cool that I'm a bit envious.
After all, fire swords and ice swords are every man's fantasy, right?
Like with Cold Iron, I could have Bill practice handling Ice Crystal before making the Crystal Sword.

I was internally organizing my plans and feeling quite satisfied when...

"I will announce the squads participating in the mission. The First Squad is excluded as they just participated in the previous mission. This mission will be... Second and Third Squads."
"?!"

Oh no, this isn't good.

My ice sword.

Ch.9 - Chapter 9. The Guard Captains (1)
I should clarify in advance to avoid any misunderstandings—I'm not dissatisfied.
I'm definitely not angry or irritated.
But the way things are unfolding does make me chuckle a bit.

Whenever I make any sort of plan, Elaine always manages to intervene with impeccable timing.

I was building up my approach to Grace when I had that incident with Elaine.
When I tried to clean up the mess in the morning, she woke up, held me, and confessed her love.
When Grace asked about our relationship and I tried to be vague, Elaine stepped forward and floored the accelerator by announcing we were dating.
Now I was planning to go to Crystal Lake, but she's sending the 2nd and 3rd units instead.

Of course, she doesn't harbor any malicious intent to interfere with me.
The world isn't conspiring against our relationship either.
If anything, her actions stem from her consideration for me.

The official reason for sending the 2nd and 3rd guard units to Crystal Lake is that the 1st unit worked hard on the last mission, so they should take it easy this time.
But there's another reason that no one else knows.

'So I can focus on preparing for the knight examination.'

The guard units are divided into four teams.
When there's a mission, two teams escort the Grand Duke while the other two protect the Grand Duke's stronghold.
Of the two teams on the mission, they're further divided into the main unit accompanying Grace and the reserve unit, but anyway.

'It makes sense. Last time, we were the main unit and the 4th unit was the reserve, so now it's the turn of the two units that were on standby then.'

Since the core duty of the guard is to protect Grace, the units that remain behind do have it relatively easier than those who accompany her.
Elaine targeted this point to ensure I could concentrate on preparing for the knight examination.

'I would gratefully accept this for any other mission, but...'

The problem is that this particular mission's location is Crystal Lake, where the ice crystal is located, which concerns me greatly.

In the original story, they didn't discover the ice crystal during the Silver Sabertooth extermination, so if I don't go along this time, the same thing will happen.
Then I'd have to go back to Crystal Lake later to find the ice crystal.

'By that time, other monsters will have already moved in and established themselves. And as a guard, it would be difficult for me to find another opportunity to visit Crystal Lake.'

To secure the ice crystal early, the correct answer is to join this mission.

And ironically, this is also why I'm not at all upset about Elaine's intervention.

'For some reason, whenever Elaine interferes and my plans go awry, it always leads to a better situation.'

That night's incident led to me becoming the lover of the Northern Guard Captain.
The difficult "Northern Grand Duke's husband" route transformed into the relatively simpler "Guard Captain's husband" route.
Feeling responsible for her bet with Grace, Elaine agreed to give me private lessons and teach me her Snow Blade swordsmanship.
So then...

'Could this actually help me obtain the ice crystal fragment?'

Looking at it closely, Elaine isn't someone who disrupts my plans.
She's the best driver who corrects my course, steering my plans toward better outcomes.
That's what I call support.

***

Therefore, after the morning assembly, I went to find Elaine.

"Captain, I have something to discuss with you."

When I visited Elaine's office, she was alone, catching up on paperwork that had piled up during her vacation.

"What is it? The 1st unit should have training in twenty minutes. Is this something that can be handled within that time?"

A stiff, businesslike response.
Far from welcoming me, she maintained a mechanical, expressionless face without even the slightest upward curl of her lips.

Indeed, as she told Grace, she clearly separates public and private matters.
Who would think we spent the night in a tight embrace and went on a date holding hands the next day?
This woman wouldn't have been caught having an office romance even in the real world with smartphones and messaging apps.

I shouldn't feel disappointed.
Thanks to her professional demeanor, I have one less thing to worry about.

Besides, there's something universally appealing about a boss who's strict and cold at work but freely shows their pent-up affection when alone at home... ahem.

"It's about the next guard mission."
"Go ahead."
"I would like to participate in that mission."

Tap.
Elaine put down her pen and looked at me.

"That mission has been assigned to the 2nd and 3rd units, and you belong to the 1st unit."
"That's correct."
"Why do you want to act separately from your unit? Unless you provide a valid reason, I'll reprimand you for wasting your superior's time with nonsense."

She's not being extra cold to avoid showing we're lovers.

This is just how Elaine is.
Her tone may be cold without personal emotion, but she's so strict that she comes across as frigid.

But those who know her understand.
While her tone is cold, if you examine her words, there's a generosity there—she's willing to reconsider if your reasoning is sound.
So I need to persuade her in her own style.

"As you know, Captain, I'm preparing for the knight examination. While training is important, there's much to learn in the field—watching senior knights fight, learning how to respond to crises with improvisation, and other valuable lessons."
"..."
"Especially this Silver Sabertooth operation differs from our previous Mountain Bear mission in both the nature of the monster and the battlefield environment, offering me even more to learn. If possible, I don't want to miss this opportunity."
"Is that all?"

Elaine listened to me silently before asking briefly.

This isn't a dismissive response either.
The fact that she's asking instead of refusing means she wants something more from me, and knowing what that is, I immediately answered.

"I will speak with the unit leaders and the 1st unit's deputy leader to persuade them. I've come to you first to request permission for taking such action."

Not simply begging to be sent, but showing I've considered the implications of my actions.
She doesn't expect a mere guard to have every method or plan prepared, but she does expect a guard to take responsibility for their actions.

"Very well. Come back after you've received approval from the unit leaders."

As Elaine concluded and returned to her paperwork, I mentally made a victory sign.
She was giving my request a chance.

But I can't let my guard down.
She approved because my words contained the elements she wanted to hear.
If things don't work out with the other unit leaders, she'll reject it without mercy and never listen again.
She's not one to give special treatment just because I'm her lover.

"Luke."

As I was about to leave after saluting, Elaine called my name while still focused on her documents.

"Work hard today as well."

She spoke with a completely flat tone.
Nevertheless, I smiled slightly as I saluted.

"You too, Captain."

During our three-day vacation, staying at Elaine's house, I came to understand her better.

Before making that brief encouraging remark, Elaine probably worried internally, 'This much should be fine, right? It's just a captain encouraging a subordinate, not showing personal feelings?'

No matter how well we separate our professional and personal lives...
We're still people with emotions.
There's no need to suppress even these everyday conversations out of excessive self-restraint—that would only make us sick.

Let's keep things simple.

***

While the 1st unit's leader is technically Elaine, who serves as the Guard Captain, she's also the leader of the entire guard and can't focus solely on the 1st unit.
That's why the deputy leader effectively leads the 1st unit.

This is why I didn't say, "Well, since you're the 1st unit leader, can you just approve it now?" while in Elaine's office.
If I had, my plan would have been immediately rejected, and I'd have been disciplined for joking around.

After completing the morning training, I approached the deputy leader during lunch.

"Deputy Leader, may I sit beside you?"
"Oh, Luke! Sit, sit."

Unlike Elaine, the 1st unit's Deputy Leader Anduril had a gentle and easygoing demeanor.

As much as Elaine was strict and cold toward the guards, someone was needed to balance her coldness.
Like whip and carrot.
Anduril's appointment as deputy leader was due to his embracing and gentle nature in all matters.
Of course, his exceptional skills befitting a deputy leader were a basic requirement.

Moreover, if the 1st unit members were to follow the deputy leader emotionally rather than Captain Elaine, there could be ulterior motives.
But since Anduril was selected by Grace and appointed as deputy leader by Elaine, his character was guaranteed—he faithfully fulfilled his role as deputy leader without greed.
I, too, had strong faith in him.

I told Anduril about my bet with Grace.
With some editing—removing the parts about dating Elaine and such—
I changed it to Grace taking a liking to me and offering sponsorship if I passed the knight examination.

When Anduril heard about my knight challenge:

"Oh, challenging that ordeal? Your courage is remarkable. I'll support you, so do your best."

Not all guards are knights.
After all, I'm a guard who came from the regular military.

But all the senior officers are knights, including the 1st unit's Deputy Leader Anduril.
That means Anduril has also experienced the knight examination.

'Even the gentle deputy leader uses the word "ordeal."'

How grueling must the Northern knight examination be for this compassionate man to use such a raw term?
Honestly, that just made me a bit nervous.

"Well, I'm sure you didn't come just to report your knight examination challenge. Do you have something to ask?"

As expected of the deputy leader trusted by Elaine, he's quick-witted.

"Actually, I promised to complete it within two months."
"You're crazy."
"Pardon?"
"Hm? What? Continue."

Did I hear wrong?
I must have heard wrong.

There's no way Anduril, nicknamed "Our Uncle" because he never even speaks harshly, would say "crazy."
He must have said something about seaweed soup.
But do they even have seaweed in the northern mountainous region?

"Ah, yes. To prepare as much as possible within two months, I don't think conventional methods will work. So, I was wondering if I could join the Silver Sabertooth subjugation mission with the leaders' permission, as it would be valuable experience."

I added a detailed explanation of why I particularly wanted to participate in this mission.

Anduril set aside his usual smiling expression and sank into serious thought.
Even while thinking, his spoon moved diligently—clearly showing he's Elaine's subordinate.

"Hmm."

Finally, after finishing his thoughts, Anduril smiled again and answered.

"Our unit is staying behind this time, so we're not busy—one person shouldn't be a problem. Everyone will support you in preparing for the knight examination, as it's important."

When the permission came easily, I smiled both inwardly and outwardly.

"Thank you!"
"It's nothing. If it were someone else, I might have thought more about it, but I'm allowing it because you're always diligent in your training. Since you're going without your seniors, make sure not to burden the other units."
"Despite appearances, I'm a junior that other units would love to have."
"Hahaha, that's true. The Captain personally brought you to our unit, and Gi, who was supposed to receive a new recruit, was spitting blood over it."

Gi is the name of the 3rd unit's leader.
Since I joined the 1st unit, he's been constantly approaching me in a friendly manner, saying if I'm ever interested in the 3rd unit, I should let him know.

"I'll put in a good word with the Captain for you. I think she'll approve."
"Ah, I already spoke with her. She said to talk to her again after getting the unit leaders' permission."
"Right, that's the proper order. Anyway, I support you. Since the knight examination has no restrictions on challenges as long as you have the skill, don't feel too pressured or rushed about this exam."

True to his nickname "Our Uncle" among the 1st unit members, Anduril encouraged and supported me.

Having overcome the easiest barrier with his warm encouragement, I decided to tackle the most troublesome one next—the 3rd unit leader, Gi.

Ch.10 - Chapter 10. The Guard Captains (2)
The Royal Guard, true to their strict military discipline, are meticulous about punctuality.
During guard duty hours, one must focus solely on duty, and during training hours, solely on training.
Likewise, during rest periods, one must focus exclusively on rest (in typical Northern fashion where they love strength, personal training counts as part of resting).

Since each unit has a different schedule, even within the same Royal Guard, members from different units sometimes rarely see each other.

'Where in the world do natural encounters exist? If I really want to meet someone, I need to make myself noticeable first.'

While I was diligently "resting" during my break time as instructed...

"Hahaha! Working hard today too, Luke!"

Someone called out to me with a boisterous laugh.
From the tone and volume of the voice alone, I could tell who it was, so I lowered my wooden sword and turned to salute.

"Good day, Squad Leader Gi. It's a fine afternoon."
"Indeed, it's a truly fine afternoon. The cold weather today makes it perfect for working up a sweat. Hah hah hah!"

He was the leader of the Royal Guard's 3rd Squad, Gi—a man who displayed his rugged muscles with his upper garments removed even in the biting cold wind.

"Your muscles are as solid as rock and sharply defined today as well."
"Hahaha! If you want muscles like these, join our squad anytime. I'll personally coach you properly."
"Haha, thank you for the offer."

I've always spent most of my rest time on personal training, but today I had a specific reason for lingering nearby during the 3rd Squad's training time—to catch Gi's attention.

Sure enough, after I complimented his muscles, which he loves most, he immediately invited me to join his squad.
I never intended to join anyway, and if I said I'd join the 3rd Squad now, our captain would take offense, so I let the comment slide.

"Hmm, your training method seems different today. That's not the Winter Sword you usually practice with, is it?"

Like Ilaine and Anduril, 3rd Squad Leader Gi is also a knight.
However, Gi has one peculiar trait—unlike other knights, he only uses the Winter Sword, the Northern Army's basic swordsmanship.

It's not that Gi is too stupid or dull to learn other sword techniques.
Though his thinking is quite simple, he's a proven elite who passed the knight examination that even blue-blooded geniuses fail.

His insistence on using only the Winter Sword stems from his personal belief:

A sword is ultimately just about cutting, thrusting, and blocking.

That was Gi's principle, and indeed, he achieved the remarkable feat of passing the knight examination using only perfectly honed basic swordsmanship.

The most important elements in swordsmanship are the person wielding the sword and the sword being wielded.
So if one lacks the intellect to master complex techniques, one should simply prepare a stronger body and a stronger sword.

Following this simple philosophy, rather than developing his own sword style or learning other specialties like magic or secret techniques,
Gi took the straightforward approach of building his muscles and increasing the size of his sword.

'The reason Gi shows such strong favor toward me is partly because he regrets losing an ace rookie like me to Ilaine, but also because I use the Winter Sword.'

Moreover, since I spend every day training just like him, a fantasy gym enthusiast,
Gi sees me almost as his successor and younger brother.

"Actually, I'm preparing for the knight examination. So I thought I'd try learning a new sword technique."
"Knight examination! Hahaha! An excellent choice. Ah... I miss it. What a thrilling moment of passion and glorious struggle."

This crazy gym rat, who enjoyed having his muscles torn when arm-wrestling giant trolls, reminisces about it like a first kiss.
It gave me chills, though for different reasons than with Anduril.

"Hmm? But what does preparing for the knight examination have to do with learning a new sword technique?"
"Considering the difficulty, I thought I might need an extra weapon in my arsenal."
"Hmm..."

Gi, who had been jovial until just now, clicked his tongue in disappointment.
Then, placing his hand on my shoulder with the most serious expression, he said:

"What do you think a knight is?"
"A knight? Well, one who protects the North..."
"A knight is! One who crushes enemies with overwhelming power to establish authority. One who shows a sturdy back that all people can rely on! And one who inspires dreams in young people who grow up watching that back. Showing them that if they work hard and train diligently, they too can become like this!"
"..."

It seemed he wanted to make a profound statement but got too excited and started too early, so I decided to listen quietly.

"The most important thing in preparing for the knight examination is none other than the basics! And those basics are an extremely trained, solid body and a steadfast posture that no enemy can break!"

It's all good, but I wish he'd lower his voice a bit.
Having a nearly 2-meter tall giant shouting enthusiastically right in my face is starting to hurt my ears.
It feels like someone's beating drums against my eardrums.

"Therefore, Luke! If you truly aim to become a knight, you should focus on strengthening your muscles like a lion's and training to the extreme until you can shatter rocks with a single strike!"

Ah, is he done?
I can't hear well because of the ringing in my ears, but judging by his stopped mouth, he seems to be finished.

I don't think Gi's words are wrong at all.
I've often seen in comics how geniuses distracted by flashy techniques and tricks end up losing to plodders who focus solely on the basics.
Well, even without referring to comics, there are plenty of real-life examples of buildings with fancy exteriors but poor foundations that end up collapsing.

It's just that I can't afford to spend five years like Gi due to my tight time constraints.

'Anyway, the plan seems to have succeeded.'

The sword technique I was practicing in front of Gi was the Snow Sword, which I had just started learning.
Fortunately, Gi, who only knows the Winter Sword, wouldn't have the discernment to recognize Ilaine's basic Snow Sword movements, but with his experience as a knight, he'd notice that my swordsmanship was amateurish.

Could the Royal Guard's biggest gym enthusiast resist giving advice to a new member practicing incorrectly?
Especially when a rookie who had been faithful to the basics until yesterday suddenly starts showing off—he'd be concerned.

I deliberately swung the Snow Sword somewhat awkwardly, spending precious time like blood, and thankfully, he took the bait and came running.

"I understand the meaning behind your words, Squad Leader."
"You do!"
"But I still have limited field experience and, being young, lack insight. So honestly, I wonder if I can perform well in actual combat with just the basics."
"!"

His expression looks good.

"Therefore, if possible, could you give me the opportunity to learn from you by observing your combat during the upcoming Silver Sabertooth subjugation mission?"

I don't even need artificial tears.
If you've built a good image beforehand, voice modulation and facial acting are sufficient.

As I looked at him with the expression of a young professional struggling to find direction and eyes desperately seeking answers:

"Of course you can! As I said, a knight is one who inspires dreams. As your senior, I should show you a true knight's battle! Isn't that right, lads?!"
"Yes, Squad Leader!!"

As Gi pounded his chest and shouted, the other members of the 3rd Squad, who were training with their upper garments removed like their captain, responded in kind.

3rd Squad Leader Gi, recruitment complete.

***

Having successfully overcome the easiest wall and the most tiring wall,
I also cleared the most straightforward wall.

'4th Squad Leader, Wizle. As the most junior squad leader, he still shows signs of being conscious of his seniors.'

When I told him that 3rd Squad Leader Gi and 1st Squad Deputy Leader Anduril had agreed, Wizle essentially approved, saying he had no objections if the 2nd Squad Leader also agreed.
We went through the necessary question-and-answer procedure, but as I answered smoothly, Wizle didn't raise any objections and acquiesced.

A new squad leader still struggles just managing his own squad.
If my own squad and the squad assigned to this mission had approved, he seemed to think it wouldn't be proper for him, as the least involved squad leader, to raise objections.

'Only one remains.'

The most troublesome wall.
2nd Squad Leader, Loron Tevar.
As his surname suggests, he's an elite from noble lineage.

The Royal Guard follows Grace's policy of selecting members solely based on ability.
That's why squad leaders Ilaine, Gi, and Wizle are all commoners.

Loron is the only high-born noble among the squad leaders.
The novel doesn't cover all the Northern noble families in detail, so I'm not sure what the Tevar house does, but I assume they have the usual—mansion, territory, money.

After finishing my guard duty, I used my spare time to find Loron.

Each squad leader has their own way of spending time.
Gym enthusiast Gi trains with his upper garments removed or instructs other members.
Wizle focuses on socializing with his members to build rapport and familiarity.

As for Ilaine...
She trains, handles paperwork, attends to Grace, checks on members, sometimes just rests quietly.
She does everything except removing her upper garments.
Not that I'm disappointed about that—I've already seen her.

So what about Loron?
How does this young nobleman, with noble blood, wealth, and outstanding ability, yet living and eating with commoner colleagues, spend his time alone?

"What's your business? I'm busy. I can only spare ten minutes for a regular member from another squad."

I feel déjà vu.
This morning, there was someone else in an office, buried under a pile of documents, giving me just a little time.
The way he spoke without looking at me was exactly the same.

The man with a slender face and matching lean physique continued moving his pen as he asked.
To his right were neatly organized documents he had already processed, and to his left were documents yet to be handled.

'Indeed, the Royal Guard's housekeeper.'

Let me reiterate, the Royal Guard is entirely selected by Grace personally.
There are absolutely no noble connections or parachute appointments.

This means that while Loron is a young, well-born, capable elite nobleman,
he's not the type to look down on colleagues or abuse his status.
If he had pulled rank on his subordinates, Ilaine would have made sure his bones and flesh were no longer acquainted.

'To begin with, the Royal Guard isn't an environment conducive for noble young masters.'

While the salary is generous and the prestige is high, the work is arduous and there are no privileges based on status.
If someone entered for the name value but then became lazy or sloppy because it was too difficult, Grace would ensure their head and body were no longer acquainted.

That's why it's a coveted workplace for commoners and ordinary soldiers, but a 3D job for nobles.
The fact that he's even a squad leader here means:

'This isn't a typical case.'

That doesn't mean Loron is a modernized nobleman overflowing with love and compassion who transcends class consciousness.
As evident from his prickly comment about time just now:

He's capable, high-born, and doesn't abuse his status.
But he's also strict, prickly, and unsociable.

"Yes, I'll get straight to the point. I'd like to join the Silver Sabertooth mission, so I've been seeking permission from the other squad leaders. Currently, the leaders and deputy leaders of the 1st, 3rd, and 4th squads have approved, and I'd like to get your approval before reporting to the captain."

Loron continued to keep his eyes on his documents as he listened to my rapid explanation.

"Your reason for participating?"
"I'm preparing for the knight examination. I want to gain more experience and insight. By participating in the Silver Sabertooth mission, I hope to gain new experiences and broaden my perspective by witnessing actual knights in battle up close. The specific reason I want to join this battle is that I made a promise with the Grand Duke regarding my knight examination, and I only have two months left."

I'm confused about what I just said even after saying it, so I wonder if he heard it well while working on his documents.

"Two months is tight. If you want field experience, you'll need to be assigned to the main unit, not the reserve. Note that the main unit for this mission hasn't been decided yet. Even if you join, your temporary assignment won't be determined immediately."
"Thank you."

Though he didn't explicitly approve, the nuance suggests it's essentially done.
Having cleared all four heavenly kings, I was about to head to the champion's room when:

"Stop, there are still eight minutes left."

I froze.
That's right.
The reason I came to Loron last.
It's because this person is the "most troublesome wall."

"If my squad becomes the main unit, and you're assigned to my squad, how can you be of help? You said you want to gain field experience and broaden your perspective. How do you plan to gain experience and broaden your perspective in my squad? I'm not soft like Sir Gi and Sir Wizle. Explain logically within the next seven minutes."

Ah, that meticulous personality.
I'm already tired.

Loron is an eccentric who kicked away the comfortable life of a nobleman's son to deliberately step into this difficult place.
For one reason:
The Royal Guard, though arduous, serves closest to Northern Grand Duke Grace.

What does that mean?
It means that excelling here provides many opportunities to catch Grace's eye, and being recognized by the highest authority guarantees advancement.
The North values strength, after all.

In a way, he joined the Royal Guard for reasons similar to mine.
Which means:

"I won't need to take up seven minutes of your time, Squad Leader."
"Oh?"
"I'll fight right beside the Grand Duke. After all, the most excellent knight on this battlefield is the Grand Duke himself."

Though he still hasn't given me a single glance, Loron's pen paused momentarily.

"How can you be certain the Grand Duke will keep a low-ranking member by his side?"
"As I mentioned, this knight examination is a promise with the Grand Duke. He expressed his hope and expectation for me to pass. Being someone who listens to his subordinates, I believe he'll grant my request if I plead."
"Your argument lacks sufficient basis. Possibilities can always fall through."
"In your opinion, Squad Leader, do you think the Grand Duke is the type of person who would refuse such a request?"
"..."

Loron was silent for a moment, then resumed moving his pen.

"Four minutes saved. Very well."

The key element in persuading someone verbally?
It's establishing common ground.

2nd Squad Leader Loron, recruitment complete.

Ch.11 - Chapter 11. Greed and Promise
The average quitting time for South Korean office workers is 6 PM.
The average end of duty time for South Korean military is 4 PM.
Then, when is the quitting time for the Northern Guard, fantasy office workers?

The answer is 'none.'
Assassins prefer nighttime, so why would guards clock out at 4-6 PM and hand over their shifts to assassins?

A guard's duty continues whether the person they're protecting is awake or asleep.
Only when the protected person is killed does the guard finally "quit" along with losing their job.
It's not for nothing that I consider the Guard a demanding workplace.

Of course, since guards are human and can't work 24 hours straight, while there's no quitting time, there are shift changes.
But if an emergency occurs, every single member must deploy immediately without exception.

So where do they live if commuting is difficult?
There's a dedicated dormitory for the Guard inside the inner walls of Wintercannon, the northern capital, where all members reside.

The Guard has only about 20-30 members per unit, with a total of around 100 people, so space is plentiful.
They even have separate male and female dormitories, with permanent staff managing the facilities, making daily life extremely convenient.

Visits home happen only during leave periods.
It's similar to living in military barracks and returning to your hometown during leave.

Ilaine, the Guard Captain, is the same—despite owning property in the precious capital land, she normally lives in the Guard dormitory.
Especially as Guard Captain, she needs to be the first to rush to Grace's side in emergencies.

The reason I suddenly brought this up...

"I've received approval from all unit leaders and Deputy Leader Anduril of the First Unit."

I reported to Ilaine, who had stayed late and personally served as the beacon of the barracks.

Normally, she would guard Grace's bedroom until after her shower when she was most vulnerable before sleep.
But today, Weasel, the Fourth Unit leader, was handling bedroom duty, perhaps because Ilaine needed to catch up on work accumulated during her leave.

When I found her, Ilaine blinked in surprise before responding.

"That was quick. Were you that eager to go?"
"There's not much time to apply since it's next week."

If I delayed and tried to join after plans were already set, I'd be cursed at for holding things up.
Better to handle it now while the topic is fresh.

There were no signed documents or official seals needed. We both knew what would happen if I lied, so such formalities were unnecessary.

"Very well. I'll reconsider your participation with the unit leaders."
"Thank you."

As I bowed my head, Ilaine observed me carefully and asked:

"Are you perhaps pushing yourself too hard?"
"?"

Her voice was lower now, with a hint of emotion unlike her previous formal, businesslike tone.
That emotion was concern.

I raised my head to meet Ilaine's gaze.

Her hand had stopped moving, and her eyes were fixed on me.
Gone was her strong, firm gaze, replaced by slightly trembling, gentle eyes. I smiled faintly and asked:

"Aren't we in the middle of work hours?"
"Coincidentally, I just finished. I was about to head back."

Ilaine truly put down her pen.
Indeed, she had just finished her paperwork and was about to return to the dormitory when I happened to walk in.
My timing was impeccably intrusive.

"Hmm. But now I see a junior subordinate pushing himself too hard right before me, and as captain, I can't ignore it. Good timing. I have some time left, so let's have a talk."

She gestured for me to sit down.
I was slightly confused.
Was Ilaine in work mode or lover mode right now?

'Let's assume it's half and half.'

Too emotional for work mode, yet too restrained for lover mode.
I'll match her approach.

As soon as I sat down, Ilaine asked again:

"So, your answer?"

To her question about whether I was pushing myself too hard.
Her sharp eyes demanded an answer, and after consideration, my best response was:

"There are things I want to do even if I have to push myself."

Neither lying that I was fine nor showing weakness to cause worry.
I acknowledged the difficulty while showing strong determination to overcome it.

It must have been the right answer, as Ilaine smiled faintly and softened her gaze.

"Selfishly, I wish you would remain here. While the mission would provide valuable experience, I'm uncomfortable assigning you another difficult task so soon after your hardship with the Mountain Bear subjugation."

The Mountain Bear subjugation for which we received three days of leave as compensation.

We successfully drove away the Mountain Bears that had come down the mountain, but the problem came afterward.
Due to the treacherous terrain where the Mountain Bears' caves were located, only a select few, including Grace and the First Guard Unit, were chosen to enter.

I was assigned to the reconnaissance team with Garen and several others. We advanced ahead but encountered a sudden blizzard and became stranded halfway up the mountain.

No matter how elite the Guard may be, nature's power operates on a different scale than human capability.
With the bad weather making support from below impossible, we found shelter and waited for the mountain's capricious weather to improve.

But as luck would have it, Mountain Bears attacked our position.
And they were furious after their earlier defeat by humans.

The weather made escape impossible, and the terrain was unfavorable.
With no choice, we armed ourselves and fought the Mountain Bear pack. Garen and several others were injured, and just as the situation became critical:

-Sorry I'm late. You've held out admirably.

In our desperate moment, salvation arrived.
Ilaine had climbed the mountain alone through the blizzard and appeared before us.

With Ilaine's help, we managed to drive off the Mountain Bears with desperate resistance.
The bears that fled deep into the mountain were completely eliminated when Grace and the remaining Guard members scaled the mountain as soon as the blizzard weakened.

Fortunately, thanks to Ilaine's timely support, I avoided injuries like Garen's, and my Salamander scales protected me from cold-related illnesses. But I was completely exhausted after fighting the Mountain Bears.
That must be what Ilaine was referring to.

"I believe what you need now is growth in skill rather than strenuous experience. That's why I taught you the Snow Blade technique. Instead of throwing yourself into danger, I'd prefer you to train in the Snow Blade technique, build your skills further, and join the next mission."

Ilaine's reasoning was perfectly rational.
If not for the ice crystal issue, I wouldn't have considered joining this mission.
But the value of the ice crystal made it worth the effort, and since I was preparing to become a knight, it was important to observe their battles from a different perspective. So I decided to be a bit stubborn.

"Ilaine."
"Huh?!"
"You said you'd provide any help as long as it wasn't cheating, right?"
"Well, yes, but..."
"I'm sorry for being stubborn. Thank you for worrying about me. But I really must participate in this mission."

Looking into her eyes and speaking sincerely, Ilaine's response was:

"That's unfair. Don't whisper like that. Don't look at me like that. Even if we're not on duty, this is still the Guard barracks."

Ilaine covered her slightly reddened face and turned away.
Since I had indeed used an unfair tactic, I knelt on one knee before her and declared:

"If I make a mistake and get hurt, I'll take full responsibility."
"Responsibility? How?"
"Um... I hadn't thought that far. Ah! How about I grant one of your wishes in return?"

At that moment, I wasn't imagining the flash in Ilaine's eyes.
She was actually flashing her eyes.
Even now.

"Promise me. No, there's paper right here, let's write up a contract on the spot."
"Is that necessary?"
"Do I look like someone who would joke about your welfare?"
"You didn't write anything down for your promise last time."
"That... ahem."

In the end, we agreed not to write a contract.
If a document stating "I'll grant your wish if I break the contract" were accidentally lost, it would be a disaster.
Especially since her promise included the special clause "that night," which made it truly dangerous.

"Very well. Since your attitude is sincere, I won't insist further. I'll consider this matter positively. But since I've yielded, you must yield on one point as well."
"What is it?"
"I'm filled with worry. But if that worry interferes with the mission, I would be breaking my promise to Her Excellency, which cannot happen. Therefore, I'll approve your participation, but I'll determine your placement."
"You can't put me in the reserve unit."
"Since you're going on this journey anyway, I won't waste your time with such petty concerns."

Though she mentioned contracts earlier, she's not the type to be petty.

'Demanding more would be crossing the line.'

Having already pushed to join a mission through stubbornness, insisting on choosing my position would be too much even for Ilaine.
I had no choice but to trust her and back down.

"Then I'll leave it in your hands."
"Wait."
"?"

Ilaine stopped me as I was about to leave, grabbing her coat from the rack and saying:

"I told you, I just finished work. I want to return to the dormitory and rest for tomorrow. Surely you wouldn't make a woman walk alone at night?"
"..."
"Or should I put it this way? It's a captain's duty to protect her soldiers, and I'm concerned you might have an accident walking back alone."

I couldn't help but smile at the second strongest woman in the castle saying such things to an elite Northern Guard soldier.
But it wasn't a smile of incredulity—it was one of joy.

"Excuse me, my manners are lacking. Since we're heading in the same direction, I'll escort you. And..."
"And?"
"It's a soldier's duty to attend to their captain."

Ilaine looked satisfied with my response.

"Let's go. Even if the path is slippery, I can't hold your hand, so walk carefully."

I smiled as I watched Ilaine using superhuman strength to suppress her twitching lips.
Office romance is fun.

We didn't hold hands or link arms, but we walked side by side back to the dormitory.

***

Grace, dressed in a neat uniform, was working in her office when her knight guard approached and handed her a document.

"Your Excellency, I'm reporting the list of Guard members participating in the next expedition."
"Let me see."

As she reviewed the document, Grace slightly furrowed her brow.

"The Third Unit is the main force for this mission, with the Second Unit as reserve."
"That's correct."
"But there's a name here that doesn't belong to either unit."

As she pointed to one particular name, her knight guard, Ilaine, immediately responded:

"The member in question expressed a strong desire to participate, so after discussion with the unit leaders, we decided to include him."
"Is that so?"

If the Guard unit leaders had discussed and decided, she had no objections.
However, one part of what she just heard caught Grace's attention.

'Luke himself strongly requested to join.'

What reason would he have to strongly request a mission that wasn't even his unit's?
She could think of only one reason.

'Is he throwing himself into trials to grow in preparation for the knight's exam?'

What else could it be?
It's not like he had any connection to Silver Sabertooth.

'Hmm...'

Luke's First Guard Unit had just fought a fierce battle in the Mountain Bear subjugation.
Yet he was volunteering for the next mission immediately after.

Even top-tier knights like herself found consecutive major missions somewhat tiring, so how much more difficult would it be for a new recruit like him?

'This must be because I pushed him.'

Grace was genuinely concerned.
It seemed like a promising recruit was overworking himself because of her mistake.

She had already decided to take some responsibility for this matter.
Since he strongly desired to participate, and Ilaine and the unit leaders had approved, it wouldn't be right to block Luke's participation now.
If so, she could allow him to join the mission but make accommodations.

'Yes, I'll place him by my side.'

Next to humanity's strongest knight.
It would greatly benefit someone preparing for the knight's exam, and she could offer some useful advice to ease her conscience.
With her nearby, he wouldn't face dangers like during the Mountain Bear incident, so there would be no need to feel sorry toward Ilaine.

"Knight Ilaine, since Luke is joining as a special case without belonging to another unit, have you decided on his placement?"
"Yes, I have."
"Oh? Where?"
"I've assigned him as an attendant by my side."
"?!"

Ilaine answered smoothly without blinking an eye.

"I am both the Guard Captain and the First Unit leader. And he is a member of the First Unit. As his superior, I will take responsibility and keep him with me."

Grace was slightly puzzled by Ilaine's confident statement.

Ilaine had previously stated she would set aside personal feelings during missions.
Even now, her reporting manner showed no trace of selfish desire.
All that was evident was a captain's concern for her subordinate.

'I suppose that's acceptable?'

It didn't seem bad.
Ilaine, like herself, was an excellent knight with many admirable qualities.
Being at Ilaine's side meant he would also be near her, so it wasn't much different from her own plan.
In fact, she found the idea of being guarded by these two people she liked quite appealing.

"That's a good idea."

Grace nodded, approving Ilaine's report.
With this, Luke's participation in the Silver Sabertooth expedition was officially confirmed.

Ch.12 - Chapter 12. Silver Sabertooth Expedition (1)
After several days had passed.

"Now, we depart!"

Grace, clad in brilliant white armor that matched her snow-white hair, declared proudly from atop her horse.
As the Grand Duchess of the North announced the start of the expedition, soldiers raised their weapons in unison with a roar, while citizens lined the streets to pray for victory.

The guard unit moved around Grace, matching her pace.

'It's always such a magnificent sight.'

Perhaps due to the climate making instrument maintenance difficult, or the social custom that soldiers should carry blades instead of instruments.
The Northern Army uniquely had no military band. All they had were trumpets and drums for battle signals.

Yet even without background music, it didn't feel quiet or solemn at all.

"Waaaaaah!!"

Even without the army playing music, citizens voluntarily sang songs and played instruments to offer their blessings.
Their bright expressions were filled with genuine sincerity, not forced performances.
It was a scene that instantly revealed what Grace, the Guardian of the North, meant to these people.

The Northern Army received their adoration while marching silently in orderly formation.
Not one soldier waved or smiled at the citizens. Yet that very gravity further emphasized the Northern Army's strength.

The Silver Sabertooth expedition to Crystal Lake had begun.

***

When soldiers go to the battlefield, being good at fighting isn't enough.
They must also clear the surroundings, build encampment fences, prepare sleeping quarters, cook meals, and so on.
There's an enormous amount of work.
Moreover, when there's spare time, they train, so it's absolutely not about lounging around when not fighting.

In that respect, the guard unit has one overwhelming advantage.
Exemption from all those tasks.

How could members who must protect the Grand Duchess of the North, the core of the Northern Army, waste their strength on building fences, cooking meals, or clearing branches?
The guard's strength must be focused solely on protecting the Grand Duchess.

'Though we still have to train.'

Since it wasn't my duty hours, I was dedicating myself to personal training at the guard unit+knight exclusive training ground set up at one corner of the encampment.

'The essence of the Snow Blade technique has two key points: swing the sword quickly, and target accurately.'

It was indeed swordsmanship befitting the captain of the guard.
With fast and precise attacks, end fights quickly to secure the Grand Duchess's safety without prolonging combat.
For this, there was an essential prerequisite.

"Whew, I'm glad I kept up with running in my previous life."

Like all martial arts, footwork was especially important in the Snow Blade technique.
The fast and precise swordsmanship required equally quick footwork, and if your feet got tangled, the entire movement would collapse.
When I received private lessons from Ilaine, what she criticized most wasn't my sword swinging but my footwork.

'Executing the sequence of movements quickly and accurately... that's actually not a problem for me.'

I wasn't an athlete or a cultural heritage bearer of traditional martial arts in my previous life, just an ordinary small company employee.

But what is a company employee?
They are posthuman beings who naturally acquire fast and accurate work execution skills to leave the office on time amid the deluge of tasks from above.

Peripheral vision developed by watching two monitors simultaneously.
Reflexes honed to silence superiors who would throw fits if the phone rang more than twice.
And meticulous attention to detail developed from having to quickly correct typos in documents to avoid work delays, especially while dodging Gappa who would inexplicably break into freestyle rap battles without accompaniment.

'The movements Ilaine taught me weren't that difficult since they were beginner level.'

Having begged Ilaine and the squad leaders to come along, I absolutely had to pull my weight.
Otherwise, I'd embarrassingly become someone who tagged along on others' missions with only enthusiasm but no substance.
To avoid looking foolish, I needed to master the Snow Blade technique as quickly as possible.

'Alright, again.'

Now that my breathing had settled, I was about to run another five laps and practice my footwork when—

"Such diligence."

Just as I was about to take a step, a voice came from beside me.
Recognizing the voice, I immediately turned and saluted.
Because there stood—

Not the blue-haired female knight who always wore armor but looked even more gallant on the battlefield, but the white-haired female knight in front of her.
The Grand Duchess of the North, Grace.

"For the Winter Lion!"
"Judging by your energetic voice, you must still have stamina left."

Grace had her guard unit members wait at the entrance, approaching me with only Ilaine, who provided close protection.
I remained at attention, barely breathing as she approached.

"I heard from the captain of the guard. You volunteered for this mission to gain experience."
"Yes, that's correct."
"Hmm, good enthusiasm. I support your ambition, as I too am interested in our agreement."

Her words of encouragement seemed to fill me with strength, though I was slightly puzzled.

Grace was currently in armor, not training clothes.
She didn't seem to be here for training, so was she making an inspection?

But Grace isn't someone who interferes to encourage soldiers.
On the contrary, she usually just quietly observes without interrupting, not wanting to break concentration.
In the novel, she only ever intervened in someone's training once, and that was with the protagonist.

"Thank you! I will work hard!"

Not knowing her reason but having received encouragement, I bowed my head in gratitude.
What Grace did next surprised even me.

"It wouldn't be right to just verbally encourage a soldier after putting pressure on them. I'll give you one experience you desire."
"?"

Wondering what she meant, I raised my head. Grace turned her back, walked to a certain point, and then—
Whoosh.

"?!"

As she extended her arm, a wooden sword from the training ground wall flew into her hand on its own.
Grace's technique, Sword Spirit—the art of controlling a sword without hands using magical power.
I knew about it from the novel and had seen it once during a mission, but it was still amazing.

"You must know about the three subjects of the knight's exam? And the method of testing martial prowess."

Among the three subjects of the knight's exam, martial prowess is tested through dueling.
Unbelievable.

"Pick up the sword. I'll give you the experience of dueling a knight."

A wooden sword was now stuck in the ground before me.
Grace must have brought two swords with her Sword Spirit.
I stared at the wooden sword, then—

"I humbly request your guidance."

A chance to duel with the Grand Duchess of the North?
What an opportunity.
When the industry's top chef offers to feed you, you gratefully eat until you're stuffed.

As I gripped the wooden sword and prepared myself, Grace observed me carefully, then—

"Hmm."
"!"

Suddenly, I felt my entire body freeze as if engulfed by a cold wave.
Like that eerie feeling when a game you're enjoying suddenly freezes and won't respond to any commands.

At the same time, fear welled up.
With my body frozen, if Grace attacked now, I would be finished without being able to do anything.
If this were real combat... I'd be dead!

'Nnngh!'

I couldn't end so pathetically without even taking a single bite!
Even if I lose, I should at least receive one strike from Grace's sword before going down.
Moreover, if Grace became disappointed and sent me to the rear—

'Ice Crystal! Ice Sword! Fantasy Life!'

Above all, there was one more person here besides Grace and me.
I couldn't look pathetic.

As I exerted all my strength to resist, my body finally broke free from the ice.

Grace hadn't actually frozen my body with cold energy.
She had merely projected killing intent.
It was so powerful that I had the illusion of my body freezing.

Since this was a duel, she must have adjusted to my level, but was this the strongest killing intent among humans?
It was certainly different from something like a mountain bear.

"Oh ho."

Grace looked at me with interest as I withstood her killing intent.
The corner of her mouth rose slightly.

***

'Freezing up is unavoidable, but he regained control quickly.'

Grace was honestly surprised.
It might seem harsh, but she had deliberately pressured him slightly above his level.
If he boasted about passing the knight's exam within two months, he should be able to withstand this much.
Even so, Luke overcame her killing intent faster than she had expected.

Grace wasn't the only one surprised.

'He withstood that?'

Ilaine, standing as the duel's referee, widened her eyes.

The level of killing intent that "a knight should withstand" was by "Grace's standards," not the general standard for knights.
The killing intent released by Grace—a born genius with unusually strong nerves even among Northerners—was difficult for even novice knights to endure.
Even Ilaine, standing nearby, felt a slight jolt.

'We did practice resisting killing intent together, but...'

In fact, when giving him private lessons, Ilaine had already exposed Luke to a knight's killing intent.
At that time, though Luke didn't faint, he had struggled to overcome it.

'Could he have already adapted to killing intent from that experience?'

Like Grace, Ilaine had deliberately projected it a bit strongly.
If he experienced something difficult in advance, he would easily handle the level of the examiners in the knight's test,
and as a knight herself, she had genuine expectations for Luke, who showed more remarkable growth than other soldiers.

Still, she hadn't expected him to withstand Grace's killing intent just because he had experienced it before.
What kind of adaptability was this?

'Impressive.'

Huh? What was I just thinking?

This is work time.
Ilaine slightly shook her head when no one was looking to clear away the stray thought.
Her reason became ice-cold again.

'He must have quite the nerve.'

Having recovered from her surprise, Grace observed Luke with a cool gaze again.
The killing intent was just a taste.
The real thing hadn't even started yet.

"You've earned a reward for withstanding that. I'll let you attack first."
"Yes, here I come."

Luke accepted Grace's concession without hesitation.
Tap.
He began to move.

'His fundamentals are solid.'

Luke's stance was the Winter Sword technique that she knew well.
The distance, speed, and power of his horizontal slash targeting the midsection were all clean.

Clang!
But the fact that she could see it all meant that Grace had read his attack.

"A knight must be righteous, but your attacks don't need to be honest. To win, you should introduce appropriate variables."

Since the purpose of the duel was to train Luke rather than defeat him, Grace gave appropriate advice while blocking his attack.

Though he didn't answer—not out of disrespect but because he had no leisure to respond while facing Grace—Luke maintained his concentration and launched his next attack.

This time, a diagonal slash from high to middle.
Despite her advice about introducing variables, he still delivered another straightforward attack, perhaps not having absorbed the advice yet.

'His swordsmanship is still lacking, as expected.'

Her swordsmanship was only permitted to members of the Nosrain family, so she couldn't teach it to him.
Based on what she saw today, she would have to recommend a swordsmanship style suitable for him.

After that, Luke continued to launch attacks at Grace using the Winter Sword technique, and Grace parried all of them while pointing out problems and areas for improvement.

'Would it be too much to go further?'

This duel was for gaining experience for the Grand Knight Tournament.
If she remained too defensive, it might be counterproductive for his education.

Grace pushed Luke back with force, then—

"Try to receive this."

The strongest swordsmanship that had maintained the Nosrain family's position as Grand Dukes of the North.
Lion Sword.
One of its movements.

'Hm, I originally planned to counter with Winter Sword as well, but...'

His withstanding the killing intent earlier, plus the impressive completeness of the Winter Sword technique Luke demonstrated.

These things piqued Grace's interest.
If she let him experience a higher level, she felt she might see something interesting.

Lion Sword, Small Claw.
She didn't infuse it with magical power and held back her strength, so if he used the Winter Sword technique well, he should be able to block it.

But then—

"?"

Grace's eyes wavered for a moment.
Luke's stance...
had changed.

Luke abandoned the Winter Sword stance, lowered his body, extended his leg widely, and moved his foot.

"!"

The Winter Sword technique, true to its fundamentals, places weight on the lower body for a firm stance and puts strength in the arms to give one's all in each attack.
It's characterized by being heavy, simple, and powerful.

But the movement Luke was now demonstrating was...
fast and nimble.

Whoosh!
Grace's attack missed Luke and sliced through empty air.
Having successfully evaded, Luke turned and launched a fierce thrust targeting Grace's flank.

Grace easily avoided the thrust by turning her head, but...
as if anticipating her dodge, Luke showed no disappointment or confusion, immediately withdrawing his sword and launching a much faster strike than when he was using the Winter Sword technique.

Clang!
Though his best strike was easily blocked by Grace's defense, it was actually Grace who was shocked.

'Fast.'

As their swords clashed, Grace perfectly gauged Luke's speed.
Not slow, but not particularly fast either—an average level.

But the strike Luke just showed was unexpected.
It had less weight, but as if converting all the resulting lightness into speed, it was very sharp.
If she had been careless and assumed his speed was still at the previous level, it might have penetrated deeper.

'Careless?'

Ah, I see.
So that was his intention.

How impudent.
Against the Grand Duchess of the North, when even using all your strength would be insufficient, you hide your cards and use deception?
Do you really think you can win?

A smile escaped Grace's lips.
Not a sneer.
It was a smile of pleasure.

This duel was meant to give him experience fighting a knight.
True to that purpose, Luke wasn't resigning himself to defeat from the start, thinking he should just train since there was a gap in skill.
He was doing his best to find a way to defeat the knight before him.

'Good. I'll give you a win.'

After dodging and blocking all of Luke's consecutive attacks while standing in place, upon finding an opening—

"Dodge this. At your level, blocking would be fatal."

Lion Sword, Great Claw.
Again, she didn't infuse magical power...
but she did put strength into it.

"!"

Alarm and dread flashed across Luke's face. As he hurriedly moved his feet...
Grace swung her sword in a great arc from behind.

KWAAANG!
Grace's strike shook the entire training ground.

Ch.13 - Chapter 13. Silver Sabertooth Expedition (2)
Fantasy Novel <Brave Lord>.
While reading this, I've often thought it was fun, but I've never praised myself for reading it.
That's right. Usually, after reading a novel, you say, "Wow, that was really fun." Who goes as far as to say, "Wow, I really made a good choice reading this."

'I really made a good choice reading this.'

I sincerely praised my past self for discovering <Brave Lord> among countless novels and continuing to read it without dropping it midway.

'I almost died.'

My eyes widened the moment I saw the movement Grace took.

A technique where she pulled her sword far back as if throwing a stone, then swung it at tremendous speed to cleave the enemy in front of her.
Lion Sword, Great Claw.
Its power can shatter even steel.

Of course, since this was just a sparring match, I couldn't feel the magical energy.
But the pressure was exactly as described in the novel.
The warning to dodge rather than block because blocking would mean death wasn't just intimidation—it was a genuine warning that I would die.

'Using Lion Sword in a sparring match...'

We're on completely different levels.
Shouldn't she match my level when I'm using the basic Winter Sword?

The moment I saw the Great Claw stance, I focused all my strength on evasion and launched my body away without Grace having to tell me.
Even then, I barely avoided it thanks to Elaine who intervened and offset the impact of the attack.

I wondered if I had somehow offended her.

'Maybe it's because I hid the Snow Sword and then used it.'

I used the Winter Sword because I thought I'd get scolded for using the Snow Sword that I hadn't fully mastered yet.
No matter how much I'm in a learning position, it hurts one's pride to be completely toyed with by an opponent.
I'm genuinely grateful that she blocks all my Winter Sword attacks while giving feedback, but I didn't spar just to learn swordsmanship right now.

Thinking that continuing with just the Winter Sword would make for a boring match, I decided after some deliberation to bring out the Snow Sword.

This is a sword technique Elaine created independently.
Grace hasn't learned the Snow Sword, so it should be more effective than the Winter Sword.
Besides, I wanted to see how far I could fight with the Snow Sword.

'I thought she was smiling at the end because she thought I did well. Maybe she thought hiding my cards was presumptuous.'

In <Brave Lord>, during a sparring match between Grace and the protagonist, when the protagonist caught her off guard, Grace was flustered but satisfied with his growth, deliberately launching an excessive attack to test his limits.
Recalling that, I could assume Grace was deliberately testing me too.

But his case and mine were different.
The protagonist nearly defeated Grace with a perfect exploitation of an opening that anyone would admire during an evenly matched fight.
I was just being toyed with by Grace the whole time. Even the Snow Sword I finally brought out was completely blocked.

'Should I... apologize?'

As I was contemplating whether to thank her for sparring with me or apologize for being cocky—

"That last move was excessive, Your Excellency."

Elaine, standing protectively in front of me with her sword, reprimanded Grace in a cold voice.

"Yes, I admit it."

Grace acknowledged it straightforwardly without being shameless, as if the cold wind had cooled her head.
In her hand...

"Hmm, it was a bit much."

The wooden sword was shattered except for the handle.

'This is insane.'

During Grace's final attack, I was so busy dodging that I couldn't even counterattack.
That means I didn't parry Grace's sword.
If I didn't counterattack, the reason her wooden sword shattered was...

'Just how hard did she swing it?'

It was purely that the durability of the wooden sword couldn't withstand the power of the Great Claw.

"Since the sword is broken, we should stop here. Luke, was it beneficial?"

Grace's expression showed no anger and actually looked somewhat refreshed.
Perhaps she had vented through the Great Claw just now.
Thinking there was no need to apologize and risk irritating her again, I bowed and expressed my gratitude.

"I learned a lot. Thank you."

"I'm glad to hear that."

Well, it's true that I learned.
Points to improve in the Winter Sword, the fact that my Snow Sword is still insufficient for actual combat, the lesson that I should never act cocky with Grace, and so on.

It also motivated me.

'The path to strength is truly long.'

Though comparing myself to someone called humanity's strongest is too great a mountain to climb.
But as long as I'm in the guard, I'll be involved in the events that person experiences in the novel, so I need to become stronger to survive.

Since I used a lot of energy in the sparring with Grace, I decided to skip individual training.
Besides, my shift starts soon.

Although I don't belong to the main 3rd Squad or the reserve 2nd Squad, and am assigned under Captain Elaine like an orderly.
That's during combat situations; during normal times like now, I perform guard duty with the 3rd Squad.

I was heading to my tent to rest a bit before my shift when—

"Your Excellency."
"What is it?"
"May I allow Luke to rest in my tent?"
"?!"

As the captain of the guard, Elaine has her own individual tent.
Elaine's tent is located right next to Grace's. That's why she seems to be asking Grace for permission first.

'What about my opinion?'

Elaine's tent, sounds nice. As the guard captain's quarters, it must be well-equipped, so I'd recover from fatigue quickly.
But while my body might be comfortable, my mind would be burdened. How could a mere soldier relax in an officer's quarters?

"Didn't we agree not to put personal feelings ahead during duty?"
"The attack you just launched was severe enough that I had to dispel its aftermath. Luke also had to strain himself to dodge. I'm asking for your consideration to help a guard member recover his fatigue before his upcoming shift."

Though Elaine was making a polite request, there seemed to be some edge in her rigid tone.
Grace seemed to notice this too and made a slightly awkward expression.

"Still, it doesn't look good to have a man enter a woman's space."
"I won't be visiting my tent until you retire for the night as I'm accompanying you, and Luke has a virtuous... not lewd and diligent character. I believe the concerns you have won't arise."
"You hesitated a bit in the middle just now."

Grace stared at her pointedly, but Elaine maintained her impassive expression.
Seeming to find all her reasoning sound, Grace shrugged and answered.

"There's no injury... but since I'm the one who tired you out, I'd feel bad if it affected your duty. If you want, you can rest in my tent."
"?"

What is she saying now?
An officer's tent is already burdensome, but the chairwoman's tent?

Moreover, Grace's tent is guarded by members of the guard.
Is she telling me to go rest in a tent that my seniors are guarding?
Is she still upset?

"Your Excellency, that seems excessive. Even I wouldn't be comfortable in your tent, so it would be too burdensome for Luke."

I was at a loss for how to respond, but fortunately Elaine stepped in to prevent it.
Even she seemed taken aback by the suggestion, as her voice softened from her previous rigid tone.

"Hmm, thinking about it, you're right. I was a bit carried away by your admirable struggle and misspoke. Let's forget it."
"Yes."

Grace withdrew her offer.
Phew.

By the way, my sparring seems to have left a good impression on Grace.
So that last move wasn't because she was upset, but really was a test?
I don't think there was anything about me that would interest her though.

"Ah! That sword technique you used from the middle, it was the Snow Sword, wasn't it?"

Grace exclaimed as if suddenly remembering, then turned to Elaine and asked.

"Did you teach him?"
"Yes. I taught him the basic movements."
"Oh? I was under the impression you hadn't passed your Snow Sword to anyone. Are you thinking of taking Luke as your disciple?"
"He mentioned he hadn't learned any sword techniques besides the Winter Sword, and since I bear some responsibility in this matter, I taught him."
"Hmm."

At Elaine's answer, Grace pursed her lips as if somewhat disappointed, then spoke to me again.

"It's still awkward, but considering the time frame, the foundation is actually quite well established. The Snow Sword is an excellent technique, so continue to practice and master it."
"I understand."

After giving one final piece of advice, Grace turned to continue her inspection.

"Your Excellency, do you approve of letting Luke rest in my tent?"
"Ah, I forgot."

Grace stared into space for a moment, seeming to ponder something.

"Yes."

She left after that brief word.

'But I'm uncomfortable with it.'

Grace approved the request, but she didn't order me to rest in Elaine's tent.
So I should politely decline to Elaine and go back...

I flinched.
Elaine, who was about to follow Grace, gave me a look.
A glare with slightly furrowed eyebrows.

I can't read minds, and there's no agreed-upon signal between us.
Nevertheless, I could understand what that expression meant.

'Is she saying I'll be in trouble if I don't go rest?'

Sigh.
This is awkward.

***

To cut to the conclusion.
I rested in Elaine's tent.
And very soundly at that.

While Grace's tent is guarded by the guard, Elaine's tent next to it is not.
Moreover, her tent reflects her frugal and practical taste—not noticeably large, with a simple interior.
A cot, weapons, clothes, and other small items. That's it.

First, I changed clothes in my tent and then moved to Elaine's tent.
I took a short but incredibly sweet nap.
Perhaps because I'd spent so much time close to Elaine during the vacation.
Smelling the faint scent permeating the cot, I felt at peace before I could even feel burdened.

Fortunately, I woke up in time, put on the armor I had prepared, and took over the shift.
Even that short nap helped alleviate the fatigue from the sparring.
Or maybe it was because Elaine's bedding was more comfortable.

Today my shift is from evening to night.
In my previous life, night duty was my least favorite time slot in the military, but surprisingly, I don't dislike it as much here.
There are several reasons for this, but the biggest one is:

'This is actually quite healing.'

Perhaps because this world has no air pollution or light pollution.
The stars in the sky shine so brightly and beautifully.

I don't know any constellations, but just seeing so many stars makes me happy.
There's a reason why hours-long celestial or Milky Way videos are popular on streaming platforms.

I haven't seen an aurora yet, but since the northern region is cold, I might be able to see one.
Some people travel all the way to Iceland just to see an aurora. I've come all the way to another world, so I should at least see an aurora once.

"Are there dragons flying around? What are you looking at so intently?"

Jimmy, a guard member from the 3rd Squad who was on duty with me, asked.

He wasn't really checking if something was flying around; it was just light conversation.
The guard discipline is strict, but how can a person stand still for hours without doing anything?
That would just make you sleepy quickly.

This is still a place where people live, so as long as it's not disruptive, minimal conversation to maintain alertness was tolerated.
Of course, officially it's not allowed, so if caught chatting, you have to take responsibility.

"Don't you find it peaceful when you look at a sky full of stars like that?"
"Really? How romantic. I'm so used to seeing the night sky that I don't notice it much."

I could only smile at Jimmy as he tilted his head.
This kind of sentiment can only be appreciated by someone who has lived in a city of lights for over 30 years without seeing stars, and then experienced the shock of mistaking artificial satellites for stars.

"What's with that smile after saying something so sentimental? It's creepy. I'm not into that."
"I don't know what 'that' is, but I don't think I'm into it either."

I quickly wrapped up the conversation that was about to turn dangerous and looked back at the night sky.

"I heard the Grand Duke watched your training earlier."

Although only Grace, Elaine as the referee, and I were at the sparring session.
The guard members waiting outside the training ground must have noticed what happened and word spread.
After all, Grace created a thunderous sound with her Lion Sword.

"Ah, yes."
"How was it?"
"I thought I was going to die of fear. I was grateful to be born human and not a monster, that's how terrifying it was."
"Really? Well, that makes sense. She startles us even when she's on our side."

Jimmy shuddered as if the thought gave him chills, then spoke again.

"Do you think the Grand Duke is interested in you? I've only seen her personally instruct someone twice."
"Twice? Besides me... was it Captain Elaine?"

I knew who it was from the novel, but I played dumb.
It would be strange if I, who wasn't part of the Northern Army at that time, guessed correctly right away.

"No. The name was... what was it? Ala?"

Whoa, that's a dangerous name to come up.

"Could it be Aran?"
"Ah, yes. Aran. How did you know?"
"Well, he's famous, isn't he? The hero Aran."

The protagonist of <Brave Lord>.
The betrayed hero.
The blade of vengeance.
The indomitable holy sword.
Aran.

The man I cheered for, expected great things from, trusted, and sometimes cursed.

'His revenge journey must have started by now.'

Since I was incarnated in the North, I hadn't thought much about him as we wouldn't meet for a while.
But as the protagonist of a novel I enjoyed, I was curious about how he was doing.

'He'll come to the North eventually.'

I wonder how we'll meet then.
As a fan of the novel, photos are impossible, and an autograph might be too much, but I'd like to at least have a conversation.
Like any fan's dream, I'd also like to fight alongside him as a comrade, preventing events from the original work.

'But my goal is to live peacefully with Elaine here, so that's probably the extent of it.'

Aran was also part of my motivation after fighting Grace.
I realized that if I wanted to intervene in the novel's events that Aran—who is at a level to have good matches with Grace—would face, I was far from adequate.

"So what do you think? Why do you think Her Excellency is showing interest in you?"
"Senior, trying to link a rookie soldier with the Grand Duke? How romantic of you."
"Hey, interest doesn't always mean romantic feelings. You're just like Garen. Who knows? Her Excellency might sponsor you."
"Shh, the captain's coming."

The moment Jimmy heard that Elaine was approaching, he immediately closed his mouth and straightened his posture.

"Any issues?"
"No, ma'am."
"Good, carry on."

Elaine checked our situation, gave us a quick glance, and left.
After she left, I quietly asked Jimmy.

"Senior, has the captain never had any romantic rumors?"
"Her? Damn, I almost laughed. I'd sooner believe wild strawberries grow in winter than believe the captain is interested in men."

I chuckled as I suddenly recalled a folktale about a filial son who found wild strawberries in winter for his sick mother.
So Elaine has no rumors with men. That made me feel good.

Ch.14 - Chapter 14. Silver Sabertooth Expedition (3)
The expedition force diligently advanced toward the Crystal Lake where the Silver Sabertooth resided.
During this time, I had been steadily improving my skills—sometimes practicing the Snow Blade technique alone, sometimes requesting sparring matches with comrades, and occasionally seeking advice from Ilaine.

Originally, my reason for becoming unexpectedly sociable in the Northern Army was to build a reputation, enhancing the "Luke brand" to use as leverage when forming connections with the Grand Duke of the North.
But even now, when that's no longer necessary, I still maintain friendly relationships with the Northern Army personnel.

Since my body was destroyed in that bus accident, I'll never return to that other world.
I'm not even sure if my physical body still exists there.
And honestly, even if it does, I'm afraid to think about how I would live out the rest of my life.

So I have to live in this world now.
Having been possessed for only a few months, much of this world still feels unfamiliar to me.
Because of this, I have a lot to learn and master—even a five-year-old child knows more than I do and is my senior.
Maintaining good relationships with seniors to gain knowledge is a lesson I learned in my previous life.

Besides.
Since crossing the line with Ilaine, I think my perspective on the people around me has changed a bit.

I used to see them merely as "characters in a novel," as "elements for conquering heroines."
But once I realized I could share genuine emotions with the people of this world, I began to open my heart.

Yes.
To live a fantasy "life," I need to consider my days here as my "life,"
And I must acknowledge that everyone living here is living their own "life."
That means...
I should think of them not as characters, but as people like me.

I'm not sure if this is the right way to put it.
There are people inside this novel.
And since I'm in the same world as them, this is my life and my reality.

Well then, shall I move forward energetically for my fantasy life today?

"What are you doing, stopping in the middle of washing your face? Are stars coming out in the morning now?"

Jimmy, a member of Guard Unit 3, asked with a look like he was watching a madman.
It's understandable—his junior stopped mid-face wash, water dripping from his face, raising his fists to the sky in a fighting pose.

"Good morning, senior. It's a fine day today."
"Fine, my ass. It's cloudy. Did you get hit in the wrong place during your sparring match with His Excellency?"

As concern spread across Jimmy's face, someone threw an arm around his shoulder and laughed loudly.

"Hah hah! What's wrong? Luke's right, it is a good day. In the North, every day without snow is a good day."
"But Captain, you always say snow removal work is good exercise too."
"Hahaha! I'm talking about the general case, the general case."

I see. Ki is aware that he's not the general case.
That's a relief.

"Don't get complacent just because the weather's nice. Stay alert. We'll reach Crystal Lake tomorrow. The mana is dense there, so there will be plenty of monsters besides that Silver Sabertooth."

Though his mouth was still smiling, Ki advised us with serious eyes befitting a captain, and we responded with nods.
Seemingly satisfied with the look in Jimmy's and my eyes, Ki grinned, showing his teeth, and patted me on the back.

"Don't worry too much. I promised to show you a true knight's battle, so I'll put in even more effort than usual. Watch carefully and prepare yourself to join our unit."

After delivering his daily Unit 3 recruitment pitch, Ki returned to his tent.
As we watched him walk away, Jimmy asked casually:

"That guy still hasn't given up? Tsk, that's our captain for you. His tenacity is truly the best in the Guard."
"Can't you talk him out of it, senior?"
"Why should I? I also agree with you joining our unit. When are you going to join?"
"......"

Keeping a bit of distance might not be such a bad idea.

***

Finally, the expedition force arrived near Crystal Lake.

Grace immediately redeployed the troops.
To prepare for contingencies and secure a retreat path, she left the elite Guard Unit 2 and some forces in the distant rear,
While Guard Unit 3 and the main force positioned themselves near Crystal Lake.
Naturally, Grace was at the very front as always.

While Grace discussed the expedition with the commanders, the Guard was also busy.
Like other units, but especially the Guard, every action was directly connected to the Northern Grand Duke's safety, so everything had to be perfect without a single mistake.
So while Unit 3 Captain Ki gathered his subordinates to explain their mission, I...

"According to the scout report, the Silver Sabertooth's danger level is classified as a first-class monster."
"That's one level higher than the Mountain Bear we faced last time."
"Yes. Moreover, monsters gathered near the target range from fifth-class at the lowest to third-class, with some second-class monsters also spotted."
"So they've formed a pack. We need to subjugate them before it's too late. Let the commanders of each unit share their opinions."
"I'll speak first."

Unlike the other members of Unit 3, I was observing the commanders' strategy meeting in Grace's tent.

'This is my first time experiencing something like this—how refreshing.'

Of course, I wasn't here because I was someone important.
My position in this mission was, simply put, Ilaine's attendant.
My job was to follow the Guard Captain and assist her.

Naturally, this meant I accompanied Ilaine to the leadership meeting.
I was standing like a decorative screen with my mouth buttoned, but still.

Though I'm called an attendant, it seems more like I'm guarding Ilaine rather than Grace.
But since I'm guarding Grace from Ilaine's side, the fundamental premise remains the same.

'I was curious where I'd be assigned when she agreed to let me join the mission.'

I never expected she'd keep me by her side.
When she boldly claimed that as the captain of Unit 1, she would take care of me, a Unit 1 member, I was impressed by her creative approach.
This way, she could monitor me with her own eyes to keep me out of danger.

I wondered if this was appropriate, but Ilaine wouldn't have acted without thinking it through.
In fact, except for last evening when she acted slightly friendly after finishing her duties, she maintained a clear distinction between public and private matters without showing any gaps.

Besides, when you think about it, I'm the only one who knows we're lovers, so I'm overthinking this. From others' perspective, there was nothing suspicious about Ilaine's logic.
Even Ki, who was desperate to recruit me, accepted it.
Looking at Jimmy, it seemed the Guard members didn't even consider the possibility that Ilaine would use some scheme to keep a man by her side.

'Since Ilaine directly guards Grace, I'm automatically assigned to Grace's side as well.'

Our Northern Grand Duke is that precious combat-oriented ruler.
When fighting strong enemies, she nobly stands at the front, so my position is not in the rear.
It's safe, I gain experience, and I can watch the battles of top-tier fighters like the Northern Grand Duke and Ilaine—it's a sweet position in many ways.

I'll take what I can get.
I focused on the strategy meeting.
Thanks to the novel, I roughly know where the ice crystal is located.
But as a Guard member, I can't move freely, so I need to look for opportunities to approach the crystal within their plan.

"Good. We'll proceed with the operation as discussed. Commanders of each unit, make sure you understand today's discussion and execute it flawlessly. The attack begins tomorrow morning. It could be prolonged, so make sure the soldiers eat well."
"Yes, sir!"

With Grace's instructions, the meeting concluded.
After saluting, the commanders all left to relay orders to their subordinates,
Leaving only Grace, Ilaine, and me in the Northern Grand Duke's large tent.

"Phew."

Grace took a short breath as if to clear her mind and leaned back in her chair.

"You were very focused during the meeting. Do you have dreams of becoming a commander?"

She suddenly addressed me.
Though surprised, it wasn't a difficult question to answer.

"Since I'll be participating in this operation, I wanted to familiarize myself with all possible details. I believe knowing the operation plan will help me perform my duties more perfectly."

In reality, the Guard also receives an explanation of the plan from Ilaine before operations begin.
However, what she explains is mainly related to Grace's movements, with only a general overview of the operation.

To get my hands on the ice crystal, it would be good to know not only Grace's movements but also those of other units, so I didn't want to miss this opportunity to learn the entire operation plan.

"That's a good attitude. The knight examination also evaluates your capacity as a commander, so such an approach will help you."

Unaware of my true intentions, Grace mistook my interest as preparation for the knight examination and smiled with satisfaction.

"If you pass the knight examination, I can no longer treat you as a new recruit. What do you think? Do you have any plans in mind?"

Grace's gaze turned to Ilaine.

"Your Excellency, since his passing is not yet confirmed, I think it's premature to consider that far ahead."
"Oh, come now. It's just light conversation. Besides, shouldn't you be more eager for his success than I am?"
"...What do you mean by that?"
"Having more capable subordinates would make your work easier. And you do acknowledge his abilities."

I found Grace's teasing grin refreshing.
I knew Grace thought of Ilaine comfortably and was more casual with her than with others.
But I didn't know she could make such mischievous jokes.
Then again, when we met at the Milky Way, she did joke about not needing guards while tapping her sword.

Ilaine seemed to notice Grace's teasing and responded with a slightly troubled expression.

"As I said, it's premature, so I haven't planned anything. However, if Luke passes the knight examination, as you mentioned, treating him as a new recruit would be inappropriate, so I'll consider appointing him as an adjutant."
"An adjutant would officially make him your close aide. How nice."
"Your Excellency."
"Alright, I'll stop."

When Ilaine gave her a stern look, Grace waved her hand and turned away.

"This must seem unfamiliar to you. Please understand. I tend to be a bit more relaxed with those I can open my heart to, like Lady Ilaine."
"It's fine. It's good to see you two getting along so well."
"Really? We are indeed close. It's been about ten years, hasn't it? Since I've been with you."
"It's been exactly thirteen years."
"Right, right. That's correct."

This was a story that didn't appear in the novel—the connection between Northern Grand Duke Grace and Guard Captain Ilaine began when they were teenagers.

At that time, Grace, still a Grand Duchess, discovered Ilaine, who had passed the knight examination with top honors.
Being a commoner with exceptional strength and not much older than herself, Ilaine caught Grace's attention.

Initially as a sparring partner, then as a conversation partner, the two quickly became friends.
So when Grace ascended to the position of Northern Grand Duke due to certain circumstances, she first approached Ilaine when planning to establish the Guard.
Ilaine accepted without hesitation and became the sword that protects her.

'If only one of them had been a different gender, this would be perfect for a fantasy romance novel.'

This would have been quite an interesting story if it had been included in "Brave Lord."
But since the novel revolves around the protagonist's perspective, Ilaine, who had no connection with Aran, was probably not covered.

'In the novel, Aran was the only one Grace was comfortable with. Just thinking about that makes it noticeable how specially she treats Ilaine.'

That's why I found it amusing rather than surprising when Grace teased Ilaine.
It felt like seeing a behind-the-scenes story that wasn't in the novel.

"You should feel honored too. The fact that I joke with Lady Ilaine in front of someone else means you've earned my trust."
"!"
"In fact, I might be teasing Lady Ilaine more than usual because of my interest in you. Are you upset?"
"If you keep teasing like this, I might temporarily set aside the distinction between public and private matters in front of Your Excellency."
"Oh my, I'm sorry."

Ilaine threatening with a stiff, expressionless face, and Grace hastily apologizing.
I was reminded again of why I loved "Brave Lord."
It was because of this kind of banter.
Thinking about it now, perhaps the conversations felt so vibrant because they were all people living in this world.

Setting aside complicated thoughts about my plans for a moment, I watched the two of them with a smile.

***

The next day.

"It's a good day."

Not because it wasn't snowing, but because there were few clouds, making it truly a bright, fine day.
Grace looked over the assembled troops once, then drew her sword and raised it high.

"Northern Army, begin the attack! For the North!"
"For the Winter Lion!!"

As Grace's signal fell, the Northern Army, arranged in a crescent formation stretching to the left and right, roared and began their charge.

The target was Crystal Lake.
The house-sized saber-toothed tiger lying in its center.
The Silver Sabertooth.
And all kinds of monsters scattered around, perhaps submitting to it.

The Silver Sabertooth subjugation operation had officially begun.

Ch.15 - Chapter 15. Hunting the Saber-Toothed Tiger (1)
"A Saber-toothed Tiger is lying on the frozen lake."
"Huh? What did you just say?"
"What? What do you mean?"
"Hmm, did I mishear? Never mind."

I played dumb as Ilaine tilted her head in confusion.
The moment I saw that creature, a familiar melody from my past life unconsciously slipped out.
Maybe it's because I'm nervous.

The target, the massive Silver Saber-toothed Tiger, was positioned in the middle of the crystal lake as if it had made its nest there.
And surrounding it were all sorts of magical beasts, encircling it like walls protecting a king.
You could compare them to the guards protecting Grace.

But seriously, there are so many of them gathered here.
Considering the setting that magical beasts are drawn to places with high magical energy concentration like they breathe it, does that mean the Ice Crystal's magical power is that strong?
All the more reason to get my hands on it.

The Silver Sabertooth subjugation operation goes like this:

"Waaaaaaah!"

As the Northern Army units on both sides advanced with deliberate commotion, the magical beasts at the crystal lake all reacted at once.

"Grrrrrr!"

The biggest difference between humans and animals isn't actually appearance.
It's how they use their intelligence.
In technical terms, it's called "cunning."

If these creatures obey the Silver Sabertooth, they won't just sit still but will try to repel intruders to protect their master.
But being beasts, they'll just growl mindlessly and charge, ramming into us without any strategy.

"Kyeong! Kyeong!"

Wolf-like magical beasts, Wolfpangs, glared and charged first.
Behind them followed magical beasts resembling foxes and elks.

Though they act like beasts, don't think of them as simple animal herds.
Why would they be called "magical beasts"?
They're infused with magical energy, which has either terrifyingly transformed their bodies or allowed them to instinctively use that power.
Some magical beasts that were originally herbivores even change their diet!

"Everyone! Shield formation!"

At the commander's shout, the soldiers stopped in unison and quickly formed a formation with large shields in front.
A flawless, solid defensive wall was completed in an instant.

Bang!
A Wolfpang that was running at the front rammed its head into a shield but couldn't budge it.
The hardness of a stone head versus an iron shield is completely one-sided.

"Fire!"

As soon as the order was given, the archers who had been waiting fired all at once.

Arrows shot from behind rained down on the magical beasts, and those that had gotten tangled up due to the shields blocking their path were hit directly.

"Kyaak!"

Though their bodies were strengthened by magical energy, making thin arrows insufficient to cause serious damage,
pain is still pain.
Just as a person doesn't die from stepping on a thumbtack but still feels pain.

The magical beasts with arrows stuck in them became even more excited, roaring and charging again, wanting to tear apart the humans behind the shields.
Then,

"Spears!"

At the commander's order, sharp spears suddenly protruded from between the shields, like a pufferfish inflating its body.

Thud-thud-thud-thud.
The magical beasts charging at the front couldn't slow down in time and were impaled by the suddenly emerging spear blades.

"Now's our chance! Open the gates!"

Clank-clank-clank.
The shields spread apart like opening doors, disabling the defensive wall, and heavily armored warriors emerged from between them.

The Northern Army's assault team.
Among the rough and fierce northern men, those with the most beast-like physiques and wildness raised their weapons, burning with fighting spirit.

And standing in front of them were others:
Knights.
Humanity's core fighting force and warriors worth a hundred men each.
Human weapons who control the flow of the battlefield with mastery-level weapon skills and powerful combat techniques utilizing magical energy.
They exerted their power, emanating magical energy.

A full-scale battle between humans and magical beasts began.

***

While the Northern Army was successfully leading the battle against the magical beasts,

"Your Excellency, the magical beasts have scattered to the left and right. Only about thirty percent of the original number remain around the target."
"Understood."

Grace, having received the report, looked around and shouted.

"Lightning attack! From now on, we advance in a straight line to where the Silver Sabertooth is. Remember, our swift action determines the survival of our comrades and the outcome of the operation. Are you ready?"
"Yes!"

This is the core of the operation.
When the Northern Army lures away the beasts and their numbers decrease, that's when Grace and the elite forces charge to subjugate the Silver Sabertooth.
Considering animal behavior, if we defeat the Silver Sabertooth, the leader of the pack, the remaining magical beasts will lose their focal point and flee.

"Sir Ki will take the vanguard."
"Hehe, understood."
"Charge!"

At Grace's resounding order, the waiting 3rd Guard Unit and elite soldiers all moved at once.

Ki, assigned the role of vanguard, jumped more vigorously than anyone else and landed on the crystal lake.

"Ha! Ha!"

With his mouth wide open, he ran at an incredible speed that didn't match his size.
Like a rhinoceros charging with its horn, Ki held his greatsword and leaped into the remaining herd of magical beasts.

Bang!
He entered the battle by vertically splitting a gorilla-like magical beast with a powerful downward strike.

"Kraaaah!"

The magical beasts that spotted Ki let out furious roars, but,

"Urachachacha!"

Without showing any sign of fear, Ki cut down another magical beast and continued forward.
His winter blade, tempered to the extreme, was a very simple movement, but its power was anything but simple.

I was a bit nervous about fighting on a lake,
but the Ice Crystal's performance is truly remarkable. Despite Ki swinging his greatsword with tremendous force and magical beasts flying in all directions, not even a crack appeared on the surface.
It seems even sturdier than most ground.

"The incursion has begun. Sir Gunter, I entrust the rear to you."
"Understood."
"Sir Rine, take care of the flanks."
"Leave it to me!"

The Northern Knight Gunter, captain of the elite soldiers, and Rine, vice-captain of the 3rd Unit, responded and moved.
The elite soldiers and 3rd Unit members following their orders also swiftly moved to their assigned positions, completing the charging formation.

"Sir Ilaine, I trust you to do as you always do."
"Yes."

After giving all instructions, Grace increased her speed with her sword in hand.
Since I was assigned under Ilaine, I glanced at her.

"Luke, can you keep pace alongside me?"
"To be honest, I think it would be difficult."
"Then I'll protect the front of Her Excellency, and you guard her back. In a lightning attack, it's hard to look after you, so don't let your guard down for a moment."
"Yes!"

I gripped my sword tighter.
Though I've experienced several battles since coming to this world and am not as restless as during my first real combat,
I still felt tension whenever I held a sharpened sword.
So I accepted this tension not as a negative factor that frightened me, but as a positive one that kept me alert and prevented carelessness.

Slash!
Ilaine cut down a Wolfpang with a single stroke.
Her winter blade, Snowflake, was clean and swift, incomparable to mine.
So fast and precise that the blood of the cut Wolfpang didn't even splatter around.

'She takes a big step to fix her posture before swinging her sword, delivers a perfect strike, and then pushes off immediately after cutting the enemy to maintain speed.'

I could barely see the principle, but I was somewhat worried if I could do that.
Well, what can I do? I'll just have to practice like crazy.

'I need to be careful here too!'

I quickly blocked an attack from a bat-like magical beast trying to ambush us from the side.

'Block with the sturdy winter blade, then counter with the quick snow blade!'

I rapidly processed thoughts in my head and immediately executed the inputted action.
Slash!
My snow blade cut the bat magical beast's wing, wounding it.

'Got it!'

Though I still lack proficiency and can't perform a one-hit takedown like Ilaine,

"This is enough."

Though we're called the Guard Unit, we're not just close protection; we're essentially a royal guard that carries out direct orders from Grace.
That's why Guard Unit 2 stays in the rear for emergencies, and two of the four units are assigned to defend Wintercannon while the Northern Grand Duke is away.

But our primary duty is still to protect Grace.
That means it's not just Ilaine and me protecting her right now, but also,

Stab, Slash.
Two members of Guard Unit 3 following right behind perfectly finished off the bat magical beast I had cut.
After I blocked its attack and cut its wing to stop its movement, one person pierced its heart, and the last person beheaded it to finish it off.
It was an impromptu coordinated attack that flowed smoothly without any prior arrangement.

I gave them a thumbs up and then followed Grace again to maintain distance.

Of course, since Grace and Ilaine weren't here to help with my training, they moved at their normal pace.
Thanks to my diligent lower body training, following them wasn't life-threatening even though it was challenging, and I even had moments to observe Ilaine's movements despite being out of breath.

'It's not just about obsessing over taking down an enemy in one hit. The purpose of the snow blade is to quickly render the enemy unable to fight. I see, there's no need to narrow my vision by focusing solely on vital points; it's important to target areas that can reduce the enemy's combat effectiveness.'

Ilaine killed magical beasts in one hit when possible, but when not feasible, she cut their legs or sides to temporarily stop their movement.
Of course, this was to minimize fighting time to quickly reach the Silver Sabertooth, but it was good reference for me.
Unlike her, I don't yet have the skill to subdue enemies quickly, so the strategy of cutting legs or sides is a method that increases my chances of winning by even 1%.

'Grace is conserving her strength for the battle with the Silver Sabertooth.'

If you were to pick the strongest among the Northern Army, it would undoubtedly be Grace, whose strength is guaranteed in the novel.
In reality, she possesses overwhelming power, earning the nickname "One-Person Army" from other factions.

However, despite her immense power, Grace advanced while receiving our protection and engaging in minimal combat.
If she had exerted her power from the start, she could have easily cleared the remaining magical beasts even without the Crystal Sword from the novel.
The reason she doesn't is,

'Indeed, she's cautious.'

Grace wouldn't make mistakes by recklessly charging alone, but what if she exhausted all her strength dealing with small fry?
What if, by bad luck, an unexpected strong enemy suddenly appeared?
What if she fell behind in battle due to just one breath being insufficient?
There's an old saying:
Don't use a butcher's knife to kill a chicken.

Moreover, I understood why Grace was being cautious.

'The dagger Grace used in the novel, Silver Sting.'

It had the highest penetration power that could pierce anything, and its material was the fang of the Silver Sabertooth.
Though there would have been processing during manufacturing, the original material, the Silver Sabertooth's fang, must have been incredibly powerful to be used as material.
That means if you get bitten by that creature once,

'That's the end.'

Unlike me, Grace might not know about the Silver Sabertooth's fangs, but as a born warrior, she seemed to have instinctively grasped the danger of the creature.

Still, I should give some advice.
I spoke to Grace, who was running ahead.

"Your Excellency, its teeth, especially the fangs, don't look ordinary. Please be careful."

...Was I too direct?
But there's no time for lengthy conversations while charging quickly.
Wouldn't she just think of it as concern from a subordinate?

Grace glanced back after hearing my words, then turned her head forward again and replied.

"Thank you for the advice."

Fortunately, she didn't seem to think it strange.

By the way, I should warn Ilaine too, just in case.
But since I'm guarding Grace's back and the two ahead are moving too fast, the timing isn't right.

'I'll tell Ilaine when we engage in combat.'

Once we reach the Silver Sabertooth, this running will stop.

The efforts of the Northern Army fighting on both sides had a significant effect.
We soon broke through the magical beasts and reached the center of the crystal lake.

"......"

The Silver Sabertooth, which had been maintaining its dignity despite the noisy human invasion, slowly raised its heavy body, perhaps finally irritated.

In the animation I saw in my past life, the saber-toothed tiger was large but smaller compared to the mammoth next to it.
But this creature was as big as a mammoth.

I'm suddenly curious how they processed its fang into a dagger.

"Kha! How terrifying!"

As the Silver Sabertooth, leader of the magical beasts, prepared to join the battle, Ki let out a loud laugh, readied his greatsword,
and delivered a horizontal slash at the creature with a powerful battle cry.

Ki's horizontal slash had enough destructive power to not be pushed back even in a head-on collision with Grace's Lion Sword.
Bang!

"Ugh?!"

Something swiftly intervened and blocked Ki's strike.

"Ha! Mountain Bear, you're here too?"

A magical beast larger than even the burly Ki, apparently a remnant of the Mountain Bears we thought we had subjugated before, seems to have positioned itself under the Silver Sabertooth.

With the Mountain Bear blocking the way like a bodyguard, we had no choice but to defeat it first.

"Third Unit Captain, after defeating the Mountain Bear, join the other allies. You've consumed a lot of energy."
"Sigh, what a shame. Then I'll catch my breath."

We were able to reach the center of the lake quickly thanks to Ki's hard work.
The human heavy equipment, now low on fuel from breaking through magical beasts, followed Ilaine's instructions without complaint and held the Mountain Bear's attention.

With Ki withdrawing, Ilaine took the lead.
With the Mountain Bear being the last obstacle, there was now nothing blocking our way to the Silver Sabertooth.

Ilaine adjusted her grip on her sword as if preparing to deliver a first strike.
The Silver Sabertooth also spotted Ilaine and bared its teeth.

"!"

At that moment, a thought flashed through my mind.

The Silver Sabertooth has two fangs.
But in "Brave Lord," Silver Sting is...
One dagger.
If there are two fangs, shouldn't there be two daggers?

In the novel's description, the sub-heroine Grace has no record of being injured in the battle with the Silver Sabertooth.
But,

Guard Captain Ilaine.
She's an extra character in "Brave Lord," so her actions aren't detailed.
Despite having skills second only to Grace, her activities in the Northern episode weren't prominent.

I didn't question it when reading the novel.
But now, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
What if, at that time, she was in a state where it was difficult for her to engage in intense combat for some reason?

'Damn!'

I'm not certain.
It could just be my imagination.
But if this sense of incongruity is real,

'This is more important than finding the Ice Crystal!'

Heat began to gather in my hand gripping the sword.

Ch.16 - Chapter 16. Hunting the Saber-Toothed Tiger (2)
Originally, Grace was designated to face Silver Sabertooth according to the plan.

The hierarchy among magical beasts is very simple.
Strength. That's it.

The charisma to command such a large number of magical beasts, the powerful magical energy felt even from a distance, and an appearance that was frightening at first glance.
Everyone in the army agreed this was no ordinary magical beast.
If it had been just a moderately strong magical beast, the Northern Grand Duke wouldn't have come on this expedition personally.

So the core of this operation was, simply put, "How do we safely get Grace to Silver Sabertooth?"

To accomplish this, the northern army would lure and hold back the beast's horde, while escort team 3 and elite soldiers would protect Grace like an iron wall, allowing her to conserve her strength.
They successfully delivered Grace, the super-powerful bomb, right to Silver Sabertooth.

Rider Elaine, having completed the delivery, demanded a tip from the customer.
Since magical beasts don't have money, they'd have to pay with their body.

Snow Blade, First Snow.
As the high-speed thrust aimed for Silver Sabertooth's face,

"GRAAAARGH!"

Silver Sabertooth announced the start of battle with a mighty roar.
But it wasn't just a roar to signal the beginning of combat.

"Ugh!"

As if the roar was filled with magical energy, the spreading shockwave made the entire area vibrate.
A scheme to intimidate with sound while simultaneously dominating the area with magical pressure.

Not just me, but my other comrades also flinched when the roar's shockwave pressed against our bodies.
The fortunate thing was that the magical beasts were also affected by the magical shockwave, momentarily stopping their movements and staggering.

"Tsk."

As the power in her sword was negated by the magical shockwave, Elaine clicked her tongue and withdrew her thrust, about to switch to a different attack when—

"Kyaak!"

Silver Sabertooth let out a sharp cry, took a leaping stance, and charged toward Elaine.
Seeing it open its mouth wide and bare its teeth—

'Dangerous!'

I hurriedly tried to help Elaine, but my body hadn't yet recovered from the aftereffects of the shockwave, making me break into a cold sweat.

Elaine calmly twirled her sword and gripped it.
Snow Blade, Snowflake.
A heavy blow filled with magical energy struck Silver Sabertooth's teeth.
Phew. I felt relieved inside.

Indeed, Silver Sabertooth's teeth lived up to their reputation with extraordinary hardness.
What kind of beast has teeth that don't even get scratched when struck by a magic-infused sword?
Elaine also seemed to feel uneasy about that abnormal hardness, furrowing her brow.

"Step back, Sir Elaine."

Just then, Grace's voice was heard from midair.

"!"

Silver Sabertooth hurriedly turned its head toward the direction of the voice.
And there—

"Don't raise your head, beast."

While Elaine was engaged in combat, Grace had somehow approached above Silver Sabertooth's head and swung her sword.
Lion Sword, King's Roar.
As the sword swung, her magical energy transformed into a white blade aura that fell as if to crush her opponent.
Facing the enormous blade aura that seemed like it would crush it, Silver Sabertooth looked up at the sky and—

"KYAAAAA!"

It raised its fur and howled even more fiercely than before.

KWAAANG!
Grace's blade aura directly engulfed Silver Sabertooth.

Grace landed beside me, glanced at me, and asked,

"You don't seem relieved at all."

"Forgive my presumption, but I don't think that finished it."

"Sharp eyes. Or perhaps cold judgment. Either way, you're correct."

Of course. No matter how powerful Grace's attack was, it didn't seem likely that Silver Sabertooth would die from just one blow.

Above all, that hazy smoke.
We're on a frozen lake. There's no dust here.
If there's no dust, a sandstorm occurring is scientifically impossible.
So that must be an unscientific phenomenon—smoke produced by the collision of magical energies.

The beast's howl just before the blade aura hit must have been an act of releasing magical energy.
With that much magical power used, the beast should be unharmed.

"I was at least trying to make it kneel. How unpleasant."

As the magical smoke cleared, Silver Sabertooth revealed itself again.
Without any wounds, standing firmly, causing Grace to let out a hollow laugh.

"It seems more troublesome than I thought."

I found myself nodding at Grace's murmur.

Those fangs that penetrate anything are impossible to defend against.
It knows how to use magical energy for defense.
And it has the skill to perform consecutive actions—negating attacks with magical shockwaves and then biting with its teeth.
A formidable opponent with both strength and intelligence.

"Your Grace, I'll assist you again."

"Good, this time let's go from the sides. I'll go first, and you follow half a beat later, aiming for its legs."

"I'll use Big Claw technique as requested."

Like the well-coordinated pair they were, the two quickly formed a plan.

"Luke, you've done well coming this far. Now withdraw and join the other members."

Before beginning the attack, Elaine tried to send me to the rear.
She was being considerate, thinking I might be in danger if I joined this fight due to my insufficient level.

I wanted to do that too.
How could I, who couldn't even properly match Grace, fight against a magical beast that the two of them were facing together?
Just now, Elaine barely blocked that tooth attack; if it had been me, I would have become an excellent protein source.

Nevertheless.

"I'll help."

I gripped my sword and stood proudly beside the two.

"I know I can't fight in sync with you two. But I can at least be a fire ant that annoys it."

"Fire ant?"

Though there are ants even in the cold northern regions, Grace, being a noble, probably never had the occasion to see ants, so she seemed unfamiliar with the term.
Ah, the wealth gap.

Having already struck a pose, I felt too embarrassed to correct my expression now, so I decided to just go with it.

"I'll block the magical beasts trying to join Silver Sabertooth. And if an opportunity arises when you two are in a difficult situation, I'll fill that gap so the beast won't have time to catch its breath."

In summary, I was saying that if a good opportunity arose while they were facing Silver Sabertooth, I would also jump in.
It was somewhat presumptuous for a low-ranking member without sufficient skill to say this in front of the Northern Grand Duke and the Captain of the Guard, but—

"I have a method that can definitely inflict damage on it."

When I declared with a confident voice, Grace raised the corner of her mouth as if intrigued.

"You have a strange credibility that makes people expect things despite your reckless words. What do you think, Sir?"

"..."

Elaine looked at me with a stiff face.
Having directly clashed with Silver Sabertooth, she must be the one most aware of its strength.
Seeing her conflicted between worry and curiosity about my confident gaze, I eased her concern.

"Captain, you must know. The weapon I possess."

"!"

At those words, something seemed to dawn on Elaine, and her eyes widened.
Then,

"You know what happens if you betray trust?"

"I know well."

"Good. I'll trust you, Luke."

Regaining her composure, she nodded, showing her trust in me.

"Hmph, if even the rigid Elaine trusts you to this extent, whatever it is must be guaranteed without even seeing it. But I can't deliberately create openings for you. Use your judgment well. Momentary judgment is also important for a knight."

"Yes, you don't need to accommodate me. In fact, Your Grace's sword is probably stronger than my method."

"Hehe, that's not flattery, I suppose."

"It's a calculation based on my experience of witnessing Your Grace's sword up close last time."

I knew well the power of the Lion Sword from the descriptions in the novel.
And as I just mentioned, I had directly experienced it before my eyes.
So making an objective judgment wasn't that difficult.

But.
At my words, Grace and Elaine both blinked and then looked at each other.

"Experienced it once and already... Hmm. This really might be worth trusting."

"Yes, I... think the same as Your Grace."

"?"

I didn't understand what they were talking about, but there was no time to ponder it.

"KYAAAAA!"

Silver Sabertooth let out a howl.
Again, it seemed to be trying to restrain our movements by infusing its roar with magical energy, but—

"How presumptuous. Do you think a move shown once will work again?"

As Grace swung her sword, Silver Sabertooth's magical shockwave was cut and disappeared before it could reach us.

"I'll go first."

"I'll follow."

Grace dashed to the left at an incredible speed, and Elaine jumped to the right exactly half a beat later.
Watching the backs of the two aiming at Silver Sabertooth from both sides, I turned my attention to the surroundings.

Magical beasts, sensing their master's crisis from the recent magical collision, were trying to approach stealthily.
Thanks to Ki and other allies guarding to ensure Grace's battle wasn't interrupted, there weren't many, but some had managed to slip through the cracks in the wall.

"Well, let's do this."

Just then, a Wolf Fang was approaching, drooling.
Judging by the bloodshot eyes, it seemed to be a fairly high-ranking individual among the pack.
I firmly planted my feet like a batter aiming for a home run and pulled back my sword.

"Kheung!"

The Wolf Fang made a big leap as if to devour me in one bite, and I exploded with all my gathered strength, delivering the strongest blow I could.
Snow Blade, Snow Wind.
A horizontal slash with all my might shot out to sever the wolf's head.

CHWAK!
Snow Wind cut the Wolf Fang's protruding snout.
Even in the midst of this, it turned its head to minimize damage—look at the combat sense of a magical beast.

There was damage.
For a wolf, the mouth is like a human's—both a respiratory and digestive organ, as well as its main weapon.
But unlike a human's main weapon, it's not made of steel.

"Kaehang!"

As the Wolf Fang landed on the ground, writhing in pain and shaking its head violently due to its cut mouth, I launched a follow-up attack.
Snow Blade, First Snow.
A thrust aimed at its neck shot out like a bullet, and at that moment—

"!"

Is this because it's a magical beast?
A sparkling mist, too bright to be water vapor, rose around the Wolf Fang, forming an ice barrier.

CLANG!
The ice barrier was easily shattered by First Snow, but the problem was that I had lost my timing due to this exchange.

"Keong!"

The Wolf Fang, blood dripping from its mouth, showed its resilience.
As my attack paused, it opened its mouth wide again, displaying its sharp teeth.

"Your breath stinks, you bastard."

Snow Blade is strong but attack-oriented swordsmanship.
So here—

KANG!
The Wolf Fang's teeth were barely blocked by the defensive move of the Winter Sword.

"Grrrrrr."

The wolf, confident in its bite force, held onto the sword and wouldn't let go.
It seemed intent on breaking the blade.

If I attack, my sword is caught.
If I counter-attack, releasing strength here might put me in danger of being pushed back.
If I defend, continuing this test of strength would be difficult against a magical beast with superior physical specs.
If I have to fight like this... right.

'Yes, keep biting it well.'

There's one thing I learned about dog behavior in my previous life.
When dogs are holding a toy, if a person applies force, their competitive spirit surges and they bite even harder.
At first, I thought they were giving me a gift and tried to accept it, but was startled when they growled.
My friend called it a "tug game," something that stimulates dogs' hunting instincts for play.
I'm not a dog person, so I don't know much about it.

Anyway, this isn't a warm, playful situation right now.
But if tug games stimulate dogs' hunting instincts, this wolf might behave similarly.

'Earlier, my concentration was briefly disrupted by the magical shockwave, stopping the loading, but—'

While talking with the two, I had resumed the download and had now gathered everything.

From ancient times until now.
What beasts fear most...
Is fire.

"Kheung?"

The Wolf Fang, sensing something strange while biting the sword, made an oddly cute sound.
Regardless, I gripped my sword tighter and concentrated.

"Snow Blade."

The blade turned red-hot.
A sizzling sound was heard, like something cooking.

"Kaeng!"

Feeling its mouth getting hot, the Wolf Fang hurriedly released the sword, but—
It was about 3 seconds too late.

"Snow Wind!"

The mouth is a respiratory organ, digestive organ, a beast's main weapon, and also—
A vulnerable spot with delicate skin.

The function of 'Salamander's Scale'—heat manipulation—made the sword hot like a branding iron.
The sharp and sturdy blade, crafted by the excellent blacksmith Bill,
Following the horizontal slash motion of the Snow Blade, the aggressive swordsmanship Elaine taught me,
Penetrated into the Wolf Fang's mouth.

CHWAAAK!
The completely reddened blade sliced through the Wolf Fang.
The Wolf Fang, experiencing squared pain from both the cut and the burn, rolled its eyes, flailed about not knowing what to do, and—
CHOK.
As the blade exited its body, it collapsed limply.

Only after confirming that the Wolf Fang had fallen to the ground and gone silent did I let out the breath I'd been holding.

"Phew."

I had reason to be confident. Its bite force was no joke.
Even if the sword hadn't broken, I might have lost it.
My arm was trembling from the strain of forcibly cutting through its mouth.
Still—

'It works in actual combat.'

A technique I had practiced since obtaining the Salamander's Scale because it seemed interesting.
But what I can use is precisely 'heat manipulation,' not fire magic, so I had failed repeatedly.
Then one day, I remembered a scene from a hero movie I'd seen before, where a high-temperature sword cut through ada*antium, and I changed direction.

Not emitting fire, but concentrating only on the blade to increase destructive power.
Not a flame sword... would "heat sword" be appropriate?

However, it was difficult to make it a main technique because measuring its power was challenging.
Indeed, crisis makes people grow.
While struggling against the terrifying wolf, I had a flash of inspiration about how to split its mouth.

"This is enough."

Looking at Silver Sabertooth fighting violently against Grace and Elaine's coordinated attack in the distance, I placed my hand on my waist.

"Alright, perfect. Fire injection coming up."

I grinned as I drew a dagger with a black blade.

Ch.17 - Chapter 17. Hunting the Saber-Toothed Tiger (3)
Clang!
Parrying the claws of the Silver Sabertooth, Elaine clicked her tongue at the heavy vibration transmitted to her hand.

Just a week ago, she had faced a Mountain Bear, a Grade 2 monster, while the Silver Sabertooth before her was a Grade 1 magical beast.
Despite being just one grade apart, the pressure of combat felt completely different.

'If Mountain Bears were groups of strong individuals forming packs, the Silver Sabertooth is a single overwhelmingly powerful individual.'

Of course, Mountain Bears were formidable opponents too.
However, they were dangerous because they always moved in groups of four or five, fighting as one unit. Individually, anyone at the level of a Guard Vice-Captain or higher could defeat them without much trouble.
Grade 2 when together, Grade 3 when separated, one might say.

In other words, the Silver Sabertooth was a step above even four or five Mountain Bears combined.
Moreover...

'This lake has dense magical energy. Having consumed high concentrations of magic here, this creature can exert even greater power.'

The energy she sensed from the lake wasn't ordinary magic but a special force with cold attributes.
And the power the Silver Sabertooth was using...

"KRAAAAAAA!"

The beast roared, raising its front paw high and then—
CRASH!
—striking down at the lake.
Ice spikes erupted from the ground like daggers, rushing toward Elaine.

Recognizing it as ice magic at a glance, Elaine moved quickly.
But it had been a feint—the Silver Sabertooth had somehow closed the distance and lunged with its sharp teeth.

Elaine swung her sword in a flurry of strikes against the gleaming fangs, but—

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!
Only the solid sound of metal striking metal rang out.

'It's hard.'

Deciding it was better to dodge, she moved her feet.
CRUNCH.
The sound of teeth snapping at empty air was ominous.
She had the foreboding sense that any armor caught between those jaws would crumble like a cookie.

After evading the attack and rejoining Grace, the woman spoke to Elaine.

"Troublesome claws and teeth, and it can use ice magic too. Quite the headache this one is. It certainly lives up to its grade."
"Yes, especially beware of its fangs. Their hardness is extraordinary."
"Hehe."
"Your Grace?"
"It's nothing. I just heard something similar a moment ago."

Elaine found Grace's sudden laughter puzzling but refocused on the Silver Sabertooth.

"Sir Elaine, I'll need to draw it away from the lake to use my full power. Do you think that's possible?"
"This magical beast has made the lake its nest. It might follow if Your Grace retreats, but it might also prioritize protecting its territory."
"I see."

The Lion Sword style, befitting the Northern Grand Duchy of Northrain, consisted of destructive and powerful techniques.
Because of this, Grace was secretly bothered by this battlefield.

They were fighting at Crystal Lake.
A lake—a depression in the ground filled with water.
What lay beneath their feet wasn't solid ground made of earth and stone, but rippling water.

Of course, it was currently frozen, creating an environment where they could battle on the lake's surface.
To check its exact strength, Grace had deliberately aimed a powerful technique at the ground during combat.

When the Lion Sword hit, cracks formed in the ice surface.
Water rose between the cracks.

'Though for some reason, it repaired itself quickly.'

Was there some secret to Crystal Lake that attracted so many magical beasts?
No matter how cold the northern weather, it was impossible for cracked lake ice to repair itself in just seconds.

Anyway, what mattered was that while Crystal Lake's ice was very solid, it couldn't withstand the full power of the Lion Sword.
One wrong move could harm allies standing on the ice while trying to catch the Silver Sabertooth.
That's why Grace had been playing a supporting role, with Elaine taking the lead in attacks.

'Tsk, I chose the wrong battlefield.'

But regret was useless now.
Besides, even if they had known the Silver Sabertooth's strength beforehand, if they couldn't lure it from its nest, they'd still have to fight on the lake.
That left Grace with only one option.

"You'll have to work hard for me. In return, I'll give you another vacation when this is over."
"Thank you."

Elaine assumed the distinctive stance of the Snow Cold Sword style.
Unlike the destructive Lion Sword, the Snow Cold Sword style focused on speed and precision, making it perfect for this battlefield.

Moreover, while it was normally the Guard Captain's duty to stop magical beasts that broke through the guard's defenses,
Luke had volunteered for that role, allowing her to focus entirely on the Silver Sabertooth.

Swoosh.
Grace charged in first.
To draw the saber-toothed tiger's attention, she deliberately unleashed a large technique that wouldn't strain the ice too much.

Lion Sword, Beast Charge.
Magical energy erupted not just from her sword but her entire body, taking the form of a massive lion that pounced on the Silver Sabertooth.

"Kruk!"

When the magical energy mass, as large as the beast itself, collided, the Silver Sabertooth staggered momentarily but quickly regained its balance and counterattacked.
Its already enormous paws were enhanced with magical ice gauntlets, creating a violent form.
It tried to stomp on Grace like an ant, but—

"Now that I've confirmed it can withstand this much—"

Lion Sword: Small Claw, Large Claw.
A powerful horizontal slash followed by an even stronger vertical slash shattered the ice encasing the Silver Sabertooth's front paw.

"I'm not done yet."

Small Claw, Large Claw combo.
Lion Sword, Front Paw Strike.
CRASH!
A powerful impact struck the Silver Sabertooth hard.

Though it defended with magical energy, the Silver Sabertooth lost its balance from the impact and staggered.
Seizing the opening, Grace closed the distance further and launched another attack.

Lion Sword, Small Claw twisted its head.
Lion Sword, Large Claw applied pressure, forcing its legs to bend.
Then came Lion Sword, Front Paw Strike.
BOOM!
The Silver Sabertooth was sent flying by the heavy sword pressure and tumbled across the ice.

Yet, befitting a Grade 1 magical beast, it didn't seem badly injured as it regained its posture with the agility characteristic of beasts.

"Phew, that's all from me. I'll leave the rest to you."

Swish.
Elaine wasn't one to miss the perfect opportunity Grace had created.
She lunged at the Silver Sabertooth with the fastest thrust she could muster.

THUNK!
Snow Cold Sword, First Snow pierced the Silver Sabertooth's chest.
The thick hide prevented the blade from penetrating deeply, and the Silver Sabertooth tried to counterattack using the opening created by the embedded sword.

Slash. Slash-slash-slash.
Before its claws could reach her, Elaine quickly withdrew her sword and delivered three consecutive slashes to the beast's body.
It was master swordsmanship too swift for even the beast's agility to react to.

'The hide is tough. With this thickness, my sword can't kill it in one strike. I'll have to keep pressing and increasing its wounds to wear it down.'

Elaine continued to evade the Silver Sabertooth's teeth and claws while executing Snow Cold Sword techniques.
Though she couldn't inflict major damage due to the beast's hide and magical energy, she kept creating small wounds.
Eventually, the accumulated injuries would exhaust it and bring it down.

As Elaine increased her speed to press her advantage—

"Krr."

The Silver Sabertooth's eyes changed.
Not in the sense of becoming sharper or more ferocious—
Its pupils literally turned blue.

"KRAAAAAAAA!"

A massive storm swept in, and frigid cold gathered around it.

Sensing danger in the extreme cold that seemed to freeze the entire space, Elaine tried to distance herself, but—

"Ugh."

The intense wind battered her body, preventing her legs from moving at full speed.
The blizzard also limited visibility.

She needed to dispel the cold wave first.
Snow Cold Sword, Sleet.
She scattered sword energy in all directions to repel the fierce cold, but—

"?"

Elaine frowned as she fought against the cold wave.
Her Snow Cold Sword style might not have the raw power of the Lion Sword, but its speed was unmatched in the North.
Dispersing mist with high-speed swordplay should have been effortless for her.

Yet the cold wave didn't disperse at all.
No, it was growing thicker by the moment.
Elaine quickly realized why.

The Silver Sabertooth's body, wrapped in intense cold, had transformed into mist.
Having become the cold wave itself, the Silver Sabertooth let all of Elaine's attacks pass through harmlessly, and then—

[Grrrrrr.]

It appeared in the mist with only its face intact.
The rest of its body had dissolved into the mist, leaving only teeth and eyes in a beast-like form that was quite grotesque.

'Ice magic?'

As Elaine had suspected, the Silver Sabertooth was using ice magic—Cold Wave Assimilation.
Its physical body transformed into a cold wave, making it immune to physical attacks, but at the cost of losing body heat—a dangerous magic even for magical beasts.
Angered by being pushed back, the Silver Sabertooth had pulled out its trump card to eliminate the humans.

[KRAAAAA!]

Despite its body turning to mist, its howl was even more chilling than before.

'Even if it's transformed into mist, there's no need to panic. This isn't a natural phenomenon but magic cast by a living being. There must be a core somewhere, a medium. Find it and destroy it—that's all.'

Befitting the Guard Captain of the Northern Grand Duke, Elaine remained calm and analyzed the situation.
Her analysis as a knight was accurate.
And she had a good idea where the weak point was.
The facial part—the only part that still retained the beast's form while everything else had turned to mist.
That must be the core.

However, the Silver Sabertooth hadn't used Cold Wave Assimilation merely because it was cornered.

"Hmm?"

Elaine felt something off about her body.
She was using magical energy to defend herself, so she could resist the sweeping cold wave without freezing.
But her movements were becoming increasingly sluggish, her body unresponsive.
She was moving half a beat slower than intended.

'What's happening? The beast's ice magic has grown stronger since it transformed into mist.'

Elaine was already aware of the dense magical energy in this place.
Even so, this power had become abnormally strong.
Did the creature have some other ability?

"!"

There was no time to think.
WHOOSH!
The mist transformed into a gale and rushed fiercely toward Elaine.
She tried to dodge by reading the wind's trajectory, but—

'My body is indeed heavy. Even with magical enhancement, I can't prevent my body temperature from dropping.'

It wasn't just body temperature.
Breathing.
The cold air entering through her nose and mouth made even breathing difficult.

'A prolonged battle is not an option.'

Dodging the cold winds attacking from all directions while looking for an opportunity, Elaine gathered magical energy in her sword.

Looking closely, she noticed that even though it had transformed into a gale, it still charged with its face forward like a beast when attacking.
The nature of the fight as close combat hadn't changed.
If so, when it targeted her, she would strike its face first to break the magic.

WHOOSH!
But the gale's speed was incredibly fast.
No matter how swift the Snow Cold Sword style was, her body couldn't reach its full speed due to the cold wave.
The gale was not only fast but also carried freezing cold in all directions, giving it considerable power.
Above all—

[KYAAK!]

CLANG!

Elaine met the teeth that protruded from the passing gale with her sword, but—

'My blade!'

She had tried several times to break the teeth, but instead, her own blade was wearing down.
What incredible hardness.

After evading another gale, Elaine kept her eyes fixed on it, waiting for a definite opportunity.

[KRANG!]

"?!"

Startled by a sound right beside her, she uncharacteristically turned her head.
There—

"What?"

Half a dozen small saber-toothed cubs bared their teeth at Elaine's arm from all directions.
Reflexively, she used Snow Cold Sword, Sleet.
Her swift swordplay cut them all down before they could bite her, but—

'Silver Sabertooth cubs? Was there more than one? No, they were made of ice. Not living creatures. That means... magic!'

Oh no.
Elaine hurriedly turned her head back.

But in that moment of hesitation, the gale had already approached right in front of her.
She had been completely caught off guard.
The time spent dealing with the ice cubs had cost her the chance to dodge.
She was now in a position where she would inevitably take the beast's attack.
In this critical moment, Elaine made her choice.

'I won't go down so easily!'

If she couldn't possibly dodge—
She would sacrifice flesh to strike bone.

She had also chosen her target.
The teeth that remained even after transforming into mist.
Those must be the beast's strongest weapon.
If she could destroy them, Her Grace could handle the rest more easily.

Though she would suffer some damage from the fierce cold wave,
She gripped her sword with determination to break the beast's teeth with the strongest technique she could use.

Snow Cold Sword Ultimate Technique, Heavy Snow.
The only technique in the speed-focused Snow Cold Sword style that sacrificed speed for power.
Yet the magical energy layered on the blade was like a compressed avalanche, powerful enough to break even the Northern Grand Duke's Lion Sword head-on.

"Here I go."

As the approaching gale formed a distinct saber-toothed face and opened its mouth horrifyingly wide, Elaine resolutely channeled power into her sword, but—

"Hey now, that won't do!"
"?"

A human voice was faintly heard amidst the howling wind.
Then—

"Get back! You'll get bitten if you stay there! Ah, but keep your magical energy up!"

Though confused, Elaine's body moved instinctively at those words.
As instructed, she maintained her magical energy while stepping back.

Even after retreating, she had only bought a little time and was still within the beast's attack range.
She had originally chosen to trade blows because evasion was impossible.
Confused by her body's involuntary retreat despite knowing this fact—

"YAAAAAAAH!"

The voice grew closer, and the person who had shouted appeared.
Guard uniform, black hair, sturdy build, he was—

"Luke?"

He had said he would jump in if he saw an opening, but this was clearly a dangerous situation by anyone's standards.
Elaine was bewildered by his appearance beside the Silver Sabertooth, but then her eyes widened at what he held in his hands.

In Luke's hands was a weapon familiar to her as well.
A dagger made of iron and obsidian.
But that dagger—
It was glowing red-hot as if it had been dipped in lava.

Luke gripped the dagger in reverse and—

"HOT HOT HOT!"

THUNK!
He plunged it into the face of the Silver Sabertooth made of cold energy.

[KRAAAAAAAAAAA!!!]

The red dagger pierced deep into its face, causing the Silver Sabertooth to twist its face in agony and let out a terrible groan, abandoning its attack on Elaine.

Having embedded the dagger in the Silver Sabertooth's face, Luke flew backward and shouted to Elaine:

"NOW!"

Seeing this, Elaine composed herself, nodded, and—

Whoosh.
Closed the distance in an instant.

Snow Cold Sword, Heavy Snow.
CRASH!
With an upward motion, the magical energy concentrated on her blade was released as a heavy sword energy that split the gale in half.
The sword energy didn't stop there—like heavy snow covering the ground in white, it completely erased the gale's existence.
As the gale and the cold mist dispersed and vanished—

"Kuheooooo..."

A single saber-toothed tiger collapsed to the ground with a gasping sound.
Its face was split exactly in half.

Ch.18 - Chapter 18. I Can Tell Just by Looking at Your Eyes
"What an annoying prank."

Grace clicked her tongue irritably at the sudden storm of cold air that appeared before her eyes.
There was no reason for a blizzard to suddenly strike a perfectly normal lake, so it must be Silver Sabertooth's magic.
At that size, Elaine, who was close to that beast, would be in danger.

'As much as I'd like to blow away this measly ice storm in one go.'

She had already tried to dispel the cold wave, but it didn't leave any physical damage.
Like cutting water with a blade, any gap that formed was immediately filled.
It seemed impossible to do anything unless she blew it away entirely.
But that would endanger the lake bed.

If there were an exceptional mage here, they might devise a way to counter this cold gale.
Unfortunately, no such convenience existed.

"I need a day off too, it seems."

Grace sighed and adjusted her grip on her sword.
If she couldn't eliminate the cold wave from outside, there was only one option left.
She would have to go in directly and smash that saber-toothed tiger.

Just as she was positioning herself to charge through the cold wave—

"Your Excellency! Please wait a moment!"

Luke approached her and spoke.

"Do you have some kind of plan?"

It was an urgent situation where she shouldn't waste even a moment before entering.
Yet somehow, Grace felt it would be good to hear this man's opinion, even if it took a brief moment.

Luke, who was dating Elaine, must be just as eager to save her as she was.
The fact that he was stopping her made her curious.

And what came out of Luke's mouth was even more surprising than the question Grace had.

"I'll go in there."
"What?"

As Grace blinked in surprise, Luke continued without hesitation.

"That powerful cold wave. It's not simply created by Silver Sabertooth's magic alone."
"...Go on."
"The unnaturally intense cold emanating from this crystal lake. The high concentration of magical energy that attracts other monsters despite a high-grade magical beast having claimed territory here. There must be something here. Silver Sabertooth is utilizing it."

It was a speculative statement without evidence, but Grace felt Luke's words were correct.

She had thought it was strange.
Even when she made cuts with her Lion Sword, they were quickly repaired, and the ice surface was thick enough for an army to battle on.
No matter how cold the north was, it was too extraordinary for a natural phenomenon.

She had thought the monsters gathered because of their habit of following places with dense magical energy.
But hearing it explained this way made her uncertain.

"I agree that there's some power in the crystal lake. But why should you go in there instead of me?"
"As you know, Your Excellency, I can handle the power of fire. Fire is the opposite of cold. I can deliver a critical blow to Silver Sabertooth, who uses ice magic."

Grace knew that Luke could use fire power.
She had mentioned it herself during their last vacation at the Milky Way.
So it wasn't surprising information, but—

"Are you saying you can handle fire strong enough to do something about that cold wave?"

The information Grace had didn't include Luke possessing such strong power.
To begin with, dealing with that cold wave with fire would require bringing in a renowned mage.
Or a skilled magic swordsman who had mastered both swordsmanship and magic.

Luke was certainly not a mage, nor was he a knight, just a rookie guard.
Although he was showing remarkable growth, he wasn't yet at the level to stand shoulder to shoulder with the aforementioned powerhouses.

"Yes, that's the method I mentioned earlier to deliver a definite blow to that beast."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, he had said something like that before the battle.
Whether it would still apply now that the saber-toothed tiger had become a storm was uncertain.
But seeing the confidence in Luke's eyes, Grace nodded slightly.

"As I said before, you have a strange talent for making people expect things from you."

Then she turned her gaze toward the storm.

"I'll trust you with this, Luke. I can open that wall with a sword blast just once, so enter during that time."
"Yes!"

Luke lowered his stance, ready to sprint at any moment.

"Run."

Tadadadadat.
As soon as Grace's signal dropped, he kicked off the ground and ran toward the wall of the storm at tremendous speed.

Grace silently watched his retreating figure, and then—

"Hmph."

She laughed once and gripped her sword handle.
She would create a large enough gap for that spirited soldier to enter.
While controlling her strength to avoid breaking the ground—a troublesome condition, but compared to what that man was about to face, it was hardly worth calling difficult.

"Here I go."

As magical power gathered in her sword, Grace shot a blade of energy toward the cold storm.
Lion Sword, King's Roar.
She struck as wide an area as possible with a huge white blade of energy!

Crack!
The ice floor around her split with a terrifying sound from the recoil of firing the massive energy blade, but Grace didn't move an inch as she watched ahead.

Kwaaaaaaaa!
Like a lion charging with its mane shaking, the energy blade advanced and crashed hard into the wall of the storm.

Kwang!
The energy blade shattered the storm wall, forcibly opening a gap.
Luke jumped up vigorously and entered through that gap. As soon as he entered, the cold wave surged again, sealing the wall.

"Show me."

Grace sent a small word of encouragement to those beyond the wall, hoping they would answer her expectations.

Meanwhile, she prepared herself to enter at any moment.
While it was good for her subordinates to perform beyond expectations, more important was not losing precious subordinates.

***

'Yes, I made it in!'

The key issue was how to penetrate that blizzard and get inside, but with Grace's help, it was resolved.

Just as expected from Grace's character as seen in "Brave Lord."

During the northern episode, there was speculation that if Grace had taken the lead in everything, most issues would have been resolved early.
However, if that had happened, Grace would have been cursed as a balance-breaking character that ruined the tension of the work.

The reason Grace didn't receive criticism despite her overwhelming specs and abundant initiative—
It was because she wasn't a lone wolf, self-centered character,
but someone who sometimes knew to take a supporting role for her comrades' growth, and to yield important moments to those better suited.
Of course, she didn't do this for just anyone.
It was limited to people she was interested in or expected potential from, like Aran, the protagonist of "Brave Lord."

Targeting that point, I declared to Grace that I would help Elaine, and Grace, who had expectations of me, accepted it.
I was surprised she didn't ask about my method.
Perhaps there was no time to listen because the situation was urgent.

Anyway, thanks to Grace, I passed through the biggest problem most easily and immediately checked my surroundings after entering.

'This past event wasn't shown in the novel, but it probably proceeded like this.'

Because of the ice floor, Grace was restricted from exerting her full power, so Elaine took the main attack role.
Cornered by the north's best combo, Silver Sabertooth used the power of the ice crystal.

In the novel, Silver Sabertooth was subjugated, and both women survived.
So the result is predetermined—Silver Sabertooth will be defeated, Grace will find a way to attack it, and Elaine will escape the crisis.

But.
There's no way nothing happened in the process of defeating Silver Sabertooth, who even used the power of the ice crystal.

The reason Elaine's position in the novel was limited to that of an extra—
Calculating coldly, the probability of Elaine emerging without a scratch is slim.
Considering her personality, she might have chosen to trade blows rather than dodge in a moment of crisis, possibly sustaining an injury with unexpected aftereffects.
I'm not sure when I came to know Elaine in such detail, but...

'Found her!'

Sure enough.
Elaine was preparing to exchange blows with the approaching Silver Sabertooth.
Judging by her stance, she was preparing the Snow Sword's fifth technique, Snowfall.
The fact that she was preparing the most destructive technique suggests she intended to break the beast's main weapon—its teeth—even if it meant taking a hit.

"Hey, that won't do!"

If Elaine had sustained an injury with lasting aftereffects as I thought, it was likely because of this.
In this exchange, she might have been engulfed by the cold wave after breaking the fangs, or been injured somewhere because she broke the fangs incompletely.
Even without knowing the full details, the puzzle pieces fit together perfectly.

But with me watching with wide-open eyes,
would I allow that?

'The only person who can leave teeth marks on that body is me, you damn cat!'

Well, I don't actually have a biting fetish during intimacy.
But if I'm not going to do it, others shouldn't either.

As soon as I spotted Silver Sabertooth, I jumped as high as I could with all my might.
At that moment, I felt a slight discomfort in my legs.

"?!"

My body feels lighter.

From training my lower body every day to learn the Snow Sword, I've built muscle and become more skilled at moving my legs.

'Is it thanks to this?'

The trump card I'd been holding all along.
The basis for my confidence that I, insufficient to fight a first-class magical beast, could deliver a decisive blow to Silver Sabertooth.
The obsidian and cold iron dagger was glowing red with heat, creating visible heat haze around it.

It seems that while continuously manipulating heat to give the fearsome saber-toothed tiger a taste of fire, some of the rampant magical energy had flowed into my legs by chance.

'Good, this height is enough!'

When I reached the perfect angle to target Silver Sabertooth's face, I immediately instructed the bewildered Elaine to step back, and then—

"Urrrgh."

I drew out not just all my strength but even the last scrap of tenacity from the bottom of my soul.
While I easily entered through the entrance thanks to Grace, I was overwhelmed by the cold wave hitting my entire body after coming inside.

I don't yet have the skill to strengthen my entire body by manipulating magical energy.
Even if I did, I wouldn't have the capacity while pouring all my magical energy into the dagger.
It's only thanks to the salamander scales that I'm not losing body heat.

"Yaaaaaaah!"

I suddenly understood why protagonists in comics shout battle cries when launching surprise attacks.
It's not stupidity—it's because they're in pain from squeezing out their muscles to exert full power.
It's like self-encouragement.

To respond to that encouragement, I desperately launched my body and—

Thwack!
I plunged my dagger into the face of Silver Sabertooth, which was formed of cold air.

[GRAAAAAAAH!!!]

A scream that could burst eardrums rang right beside me, but this was no time to waste strength covering my ears.

"Now!"

I should have finished with "finish it," but I had no strength left to speak.
Still, it wasn't a problem.

Just as men and women who have connected deeply with each other seem to have engraved a communication spell inside their bodies, afterward they can roughly guess each other's intentions just by looking at each other's eyes.
As soon as I signaled, Elaine swung her sword and cut Silver Sabertooth deeply.

My dagger was made of cold iron, which has the highest hardness in this world, and obsidian, which responds to magical energy—two special minerals.
On top of that, I had poured heat manipulation into it without restraint, turning it into one massive soldering iron.

Imagine such a weapon deeply embedded in a face made of cold air.
How painful and hot it must be.
They say fire and ice are opposites.
But when the two fight, fire always wins by melting ice.

In a situation where strength was rapidly weakening due to the pain of a high-temperature dagger being embedded—
When hit head-on by the Snow Sword's ultimate technique—
Silver Sabertooth, struck by this tremendous synergistic blow, had its magic dispelled and tumbled to the ground.

'Done.'

Elaine wasn't bitten by the saber-toothed tiger's teeth. Additionally, both of the beast's fangs were preserved.
With the magic dispelled, both the pumpkin carriage and glass slippers were gone. Grace would take care of the rest.

'I said I had a way to deliver a blow, and I really did deliver just one blow.'

Still, what's done well is done well.

By the way, having used all my strength, I had no power left to land.
As I was wondering how painful it would be to fall onto the ice—

Thump.

"?"

My body didn't fall onto the ice.
Someone caught me in their arms as I fell.
That someone was, of course—

"You know what? This is a performance often done at weddings."
"Is that so? I know it as a type of first aid."
"In the end, it's about carrying someone in your arms, so the meaning is the same, isn't it?"

Elaine, who had caught me in a princess carry—formally known as a one-person carrying transport method—continued to hold me even after I had safely reached the ground.
Eventually, I had to plead first.

"Um... it might be embarrassing if others see, could you put me down?"
"..."
"Captain?"
"I told you. This is a type of first aid. I'm carrying you because you're injured. And."

Elaine looked around.
With Silver Sabertooth's defeat, the magic was dispelled, and the cold wind was gradually disappearing.

"Thank you."
"?"
"If you hadn't intervened there, I would have allowed a strike and barely broken just one fang. But thanks to the opportunity you gave me, I was able to defeat it."

Elaine, who had always maintained a strict expression during missions without showing any change in expression, looked at me intently and then—

"As expected of the man I acknowledged. You're impressive."

She said with a faint smile.

Being on the receiving end of such a smile while being princess-carried made me feel shy and happy. Above all, my heart was racing so much that I tried to avert my gaze...

'No. This is a smile I'll never see again if I don't look at it now, in this moment.'

With the conviction not to lose something precious by falling for embarrassment, I firmly looked back at her.
It was truly the right choice.

There was no particular display of affection. No skinship, no whispers.
Just looking into each other's eyes.

Yet until the wind disappeared and Elaine put me down,
we shared a deep connection, just like that first night we were joined.

Ch.19 - Chapter 19. Treasure Hunt (1)
The Silver Sabertooth finally fell to Elaine's sword.

True to its nature as a demonic beast, it tried to rise again with extraordinary ferocity and fighting spirit.
But as soon as the cold gale subsided, Grace rushed to our side and struck down the beast as it attempted to muster its final strength.
After taking blows from both Elaine and Grace, the Silver Sabertooth was completely defeated.

With their leader fallen, the other demonic beasts became agitated and most began to flee.
A few that were deeply entranced by the crystal lake's magical power remained until the end, but they were no match for the northern army's morale that had pierced the sky.

And so, the subjugation of the Silver Sabertooth successfully concluded.

***

"I didn't ask how you planned to defeat it. An obsidian dagger—you had quite the weapon."

After the battle, Grace came looking for me and expressed her admiration.
I gave her an awkward smile in response.

When I made the dagger, I had coated the metal with obsidian, so Grace, like Elaine before her, recognized it as an obsidian dagger.
She seemed to think the obsidian had amplified the fire energy, allowing me to deliver a decisive blow to the Silver Sabertooth.

That wasn't entirely wrong, but...
I was secretly tense, wondering what I'd say if she asked how my dagger had pierced the Silver Sabertooth's body so easily, or why the blade remained intact despite being lodged in the beast's face when Elaine attacked it with all her might.
Even though Elaine had permitted me to carry the dagger, ultimately all decisions in the North were made according to this person's will.

However, my awkward smile wasn't due to feeling self-conscious about the dagger's true materials.

'Well, I am feeling self-conscious, but...'

After the battle, I was lying down in my tent.
I had no major injuries, but I was recovering my strength after fighting the Silver Sabertooth to the point of exhaustion.
And now Grace was standing before me...

Yes. I was sitting on a makeshift bed in the tent.
And around me stood Northern Archduchess Grace, Guard Captain Elaine, 3rd Squad Leader Gi, and Knight Gunter, the elite troop commander.
Damn it, they were standing. While I was sitting.

'You useless fox-tiger bastard. If you wanted to immobilize me, you should have knocked me out for days, not left me barely able to function. Is this your revenge?'

I had tried to stand up when I first saw Grace.
But she ordered me to stay put with a sharp look, so I ended up sitting rather than lying down.

As I always remind myself, I don't want a life where only my body is comfortable while my mind suffers.
My legs were trembling, so not forcing myself to stand was physically comfortable.
But with these stars surrounding me, I honestly felt dizzy.

I was also conscious of the puzzled stares from my senior squad members who stiffened and widened their eyes at me when Grace and the officers burst in.

'Maybe I should have just stayed in Elaine's tent.'

After the battle, Elaine had actually offered her tent as a reward for the subordinate who had risked himself to save his captain.
But I firmly declined, thinking it was too much. Last time I had used it secretly for a moment. Using it openly would surely cause talk.
What captain would give up their own quarters as a reward?

Anyway, Grace, who had come all the way to a common soldier's tent even if I was part of her guard, commended my contributions in battle.

"Even with a good dagger, throwing yourself into the middle of a gale—that courage alone makes you an outstanding warrior."

Gi was delighted at my exploits as if they were his own, and Gunter showed interest by giving me a look.
Elaine simply answered Grace's questions without much comment, but her gaze toward me was full of pride.

'It feels good, but it's burdensome.'

I listened to their words with appropriate smiles, recalling that heavy, tense atmosphere from my previous life when a battalion commander visited the barracks.

After a bit more praise, Grace changed the subject.

"There's another reason I've come to see you despite your condition, beyond praising your battle performance."
"What is it, Your Grace?"
"You speculated that the Silver Sabertooth's strength might be related to the crystal lake, didn't you?"

Ah! We've finally reached the final phase.

When fighting the Silver Sabertooth, I had subtly hinted to Grace about the crystal lake.
I wanted her to maintain interest in the crystal lake after this battle.

Thinking about it, the process of finding the Ice Crystal in the novel seemed odd.
I didn't know the details since it was mentioned as background story.
Grace didn't investigate the crystal lake after the expedition, only to return much later and discover the Ice Crystal.
The fact that she ordered exploration of a crystal lake inhabited by demonic beasts meant she must have sensed something unusual about the place.
So why the time gap?

In the novel, she probably didn't have the capacity to focus on the crystal lake.
Her most cherished subordinate, Elaine, had been injured by the Silver Sabertooth, making Elaine's treatment Grace's top priority.

After that, she forgot about the crystal lake until danger threatened the North, and while searching for weapons, she suddenly remembered and investigated the lake, finding the Ice Crystal.

This time, I had planned to save Elaine, but I also prepared for the possibility that things might not go well.
So before jumping into the cold gale, I reminded Grace about the suspicious nature of the crystal lake.
Since Elaine wasn't injured and the battle ended safely, Grace seemed to remember and intended to investigate.

'That's good.'

Nodding with hopeful expectations that I might receive a bonus if Grace found the Ice Crystal, I replied.

"Yes, that's right."
"I think the same. Especially when it transformed into that cold gale. The instantly regenerating gale, the instantly regenerating ice—there must be a correlation."
"I agree! My greatsword can shatter rocks, yet that mere ice floor withstood it! It's incomprehensible!"

Don't tell me that Sir Gi...
Did he actually strike the ice floor with his greatsword during the battle?
What if it had been just ordinary thick ice and the floor had broken?

No, wait.
That man would probably say, "A man's passion won't be extinguished by mere icy water! I'll protect you, so come up confidently! Swimming tears all your muscles apart—learn it while you can!" even if his subordinate fell into the water.
A warrior doesn't choose his battlefield.

"What do you think?"

Asked by Grace, Elaine pondered briefly before answering.

"I also felt that the Silver Sabertooth became unusually strong after transforming into the cold gale. The situation was too urgent for me to think about it then, but looking back now, it seems suspicious."

With Elaine, who had fought closest to the Silver Sabertooth, also agreeing, opinions naturally converged.

"Your Grace, is this why we're maintaining our position instead of retreating after eliminating the target?"
"That's right, Sir Gunter. Partly to treat the injured soldiers, but also because I think this matter needs further investigation. If the crystal lake itself is the problem, other demonic beasts might occupy this place again in the future."

In reality, the crystal lake wasn't a strategic location that needed to be held, just a place with remarkable natural scenery.
It was too far from any city to develop tourism, and the North wasn't known for tourism like the warmer southern regions anyway.
That's probably why the Ice Crystal remained undiscovered despite being there.

But if the place had special power, that changed everything.
The North's military industry was top-tier, and their desire to strengthen their forces bordered on madness.

"I'll select those in good condition and begin the search immediately."
"Wait."

Grace stopped Gunter as he was about to withdraw and looked at Elaine and me.

"You two fought the Silver Sabertooth, so I'd like your opinion first. If there's a treasure hidden in the crystal lake, where do you think it would be?"

When Grace asked, Elaine fell into thought.
I roughly knew where the Ice Crystal was, but to avoid seeming suspicious by answering too quickly, I pretended to think for a moment.

"The center of the lake."
"Below the center of the lake."

We answered simultaneously and then looked at each other in surprise.
Grace chuckled at our comedy-like exchange and said to Gunter:

"Did you hear that? Below the center of the lake. No need for the soldiers to search the entire area."
"Indeed not."
"Why did you think it would be there?"

This time Elaine answered first.

"The Silver Sabertooth had positioned itself at the center of the lake. Since it manipulates cold magic, it likely instinctively sought out a place rich in magical power to absorb cold energy and grow stronger."

Elaine's assessment was accurate.
I simply added to it.

"I agree with the Guard Captain. I think it's below the lake because the phenomenon of water freezing instantly suggests some power within the water itself."

After hearing both our opinions, Grace nodded.

"Below the lake, huh. Simply put, we could just break the ice and go in, but the ice regenerates quickly."
"Your Grace! Leave it to me! I'll make a hole so large it won't regenerate quickly!"
"Alright, let's try it. I was a bit annoyed at having to hold back during the fight. Sir Gi and I can break through if we strike the floor with full force."
"I'll select soldiers skilled in swimming."

Grace adopted Gi's suggestion, and Gunter responded accordingly.

I didn't strongly object either.
If Grace didn't restrain the power of her Lion Sword, breaking the lake ice would be no challenge.
With Gi added, they were a heavy equipment combo.

'However...'

I know from the novel that the Ice Crystal is below the lake.
But I don't know exactly where.
It could be at the bottom of the lake, floating in the water, or even drifting on the surface.

If it's the third case...
What if Grace swings her Lion Sword and shatters an Ice Crystal attached to the ice surface?
That would be a real emergency.

'It's probably not at the bottom.'

Logically, if it were at the lake bottom, how could a search party without Grace in the novel have broken through the ice and reached the bottom?
My conclusion is that it's either floating in the water or attached to the surface.

So if I don't want to see the Ice Crystal shattered, I need to interject here, even if it seems tactless.
None of the three would be angry at my interruption, and Gunter didn't seem like someone who would object either.

"Your Grace, I have a suggestion."
"Yes, speak."
"?"

I was slightly puzzled by Grace's immediate granting of permission.
But her coming to find me probably meant she expected such contributions.

"I can manipulate heat. Instead of you two exerting yourselves, I can melt the ice."
"Sir Elaine."
"Yes."
"How capable is Luke? I'd like to hear your assessment as someone who's seen him firsthand."

Elaine glanced at me and then said:

"We were able to defeat the Silver Sabertooth because Luke neutralized it with his dagger. If Luke's heat can counteract the Silver Sabertooth's ice magic, he should be able to melt the floor as well."
"I see."

The support was nice, but there seemed to be some exaggeration in her statement.
The timing felt awkward to interject, so I had to remain silent.

After hearing the answer, Grace thought for a moment before smiling and speaking:

"Then we'll leave the lake ice to Luke."

Huh? She's coolly approving it just like that? Even for our Northern Archduchess with her refreshing personality, that trust seems too quick.
Anyway, that's fine. Now I can melt the ice without worrying about damaging the Ice Crystal.

"If there's something powerful freezing the water under the lake, ordinary soldiers might struggle to find it. I'll go myself."

Grace's declaration surprised everyone present.
The senior guard members who had been standing like wallpaper were even gaping in shock.
Elaine hastily stepped forward.

"Your Grace, it could be dangerous. Let me go instead..."
"But you can't swim, can you?"
"I'll go! I'm confident in my swimming!"
"Very well, Sir Gi will go with me."

I was also taken aback.
Grace herself going to find the Ice Crystal?
With the Northern Archduchess taking the lead, finding the Ice Crystal would be easier.

'Hahaha, things are going extremely well.'

I felt slightly dizzy at how smoothly everything was progressing.
By the way, Elaine can't swim, huh.

Even in this situation, I was efficiently gathering useful information while becoming increasingly hopeful about what else I might gain.
If I directly help with the Ice Crystal search, the crumbs I might receive would be even larger.

Ch.20 - Chapter 20. Treasure Hunt (2)
Fortunately, I didn't have any serious injuries, and after resting for three days, I fully recovered my strength.

Since I was in charge of breaking the ice, the treasure hunt couldn't begin until I recovered. Elaine told me not to worry about it, as everyone else needed to replenish their strength anyway.

Grace, who was responsible for searching the lake, had also fought alongside Gi and needed to recover her strength just like me. Especially Gi, who had taken the vanguard position, had expended a lot of energy and recovery was essential for him.

"If you find it burdensome to rest quietly, I'll give you lessons during the break."

While my body was tired, my mind was clear.
So during my rest, I took the opportunity to receive one teaching from Elaine.

It was about how to handle magical power.

***

For this, I inevitably had to come to Elaine's tent.
It would disturb the other soldiers who were resting if we were having lessons in the tent.
Of course, in reality, it was Elaine's scheme to teach me while letting me rest in a more comfortable place.

...Come to think of it, Elaine does seem to distinguish between public and private matters, but she's not completely indifferent either—she seems to be treading a fine line. The guard members know that Elaine cares for me, so contrary to my worries, they don't seem suspicious at all.

"You already know how to manipulate magical power. How much can you do?"
"I can only regulate body temperature or transfer heat somewhere."
"Heat manipulation. A very useful ability in the north. You're not from a noble family, nor a magician family. Where did you get that power?"

In response to Elaine's question, I had no choice but to reveal the salamander scale.
Just that I had saved it by chance during a mission, and after obtaining it, I awakened to magical power and became capable of heat manipulation.

"So that's why you weren't cold when I embraced you despite being naked. I thought it was naturally hot since it was my first time with a man."

Then she muttered, "Well, even without sleeping together, just being next to you was warm."
After pondering something seriously for a moment.

"Like Hancheol, you seem to be quite lucky."

She looked at me with curiosity.
I couldn't help feeling a bit uncomfortable, but since there was no other way to explain it besides luck, I just nodded in agreement.

"So what is this salamander scale? Is it a tool?"
"No, it disappeared after being absorbed into my skin when it touched it."
"A bound artifact, I see."

Elaine asked a few more questions after that, mostly about my current magical power proficiency, which I answered without difficulty.

Could I, a modern person, easily master a fantasy ability like magical power?
There was a lot of effort and hardship... actually, there wasn't.

Perhaps Elaine was right that I was lucky.
Originally, Aran, who was supposed to be the owner of this artifact, could already use magical power, so this effect didn't appear in the novel.
But surprisingly, the moment I obtained the salamander scale, I could feel the magical power inside my body.
Since the scale made of magical power was absorbed into my skin, I could feel magical power just as people feel sensations through their skin.

Moreover, while people cannot control the flow of blood in their bodies,
magical power made this possible, perhaps because fantasy genetics differs from modern genetics in its worldview.

Of course, this required a lot of effort here.
Practicing magical power control was like driving a bus in the middle of a big city, staying in the lane—it was tricky, but not unfamiliar.

"Then, can you emit or sense magical power?"
"No, I can't do that."
"Hmm, your order is unique."

According to Elaine's explanation, the normal sequence of magical power training is:
recognizing magical power, storing magical power, handling internal magical power, and then emitting magical power externally.
It's like a martial arts novel.
Looking at it this way, martial arts might be Eastern fantasy, and fantasy might be Western martial arts. Magical power and inner energy are the same thing.
Anyway.

I had skipped steps and accumulated magical power in my body, and I could handle it,
but I couldn't sense magical power or emit internal magical power externally.

"If I could emit magical power, could I breathe fire from my body?"
"It would be possible."
"Oh."

So I could create fire just by snapping my fingers, or breathe like a dragon?
That stirs a man's fantasy.

"Magical power emission has its difficulties. The sword energy used by knights is a type of magical power emission. As for emitting elemental magical power... even I'm not sure."

Elaine cut off the explanation, saying that would have to be learned from a magician, and returned to the original lesson content.

"What you need is to recognize magical power and increase your internal magical power."
"Do I do something like magical power breathing?"
"Magical power breathing?"
"I heard a rumor that there's a method to absorb magical power from the air through breathing."
"Absorbing magical power through breathing... that's not wrong. When you consume magical power, your body absorbs magical power from the atmosphere to replenish it. But absorbing magical power through breathing is a method used by magical beasts, and increasing the total amount of magical power is done differently."

I guess fantasy and martial arts are different genres after all.

"There are two ways for humans to increase magical power: using potions, or continuously using magical power to make the body accustomed to it, thereby expanding its capacity. Or just having a lot naturally, but that's generally irrelevant except in special cases."

The former is like clicking to enhance abilities with items,
and the latter is like steadily building up magical power through diligent practice, like building muscles through exercise.
Simply put, it's like doping versus natural training.
But I'm also tempted by potions, and since I've already entered the world of magic with the cheat key of the salamander scale, I decided to compare it to supplements rather than steroids.

"I understand the importance of increasing magical power, but how does recognizing magical power help?"
"It greatly helps in sharpening your senses. For example."

Elaine stopped mid-sentence and threw a punch.

"!"

Her fist was aimed directly at my face.
I tried to dodge, but my reaction was too slow, and I was about to get hit squarely on the nose.

Freeze.
Fortunately, Elaine's fist stopped right in front of my nose, but I was so startled that I hiccupped involuntarily.

"I gathered magical power in my arm before throwing that punch. Didn't you see it?"
"No..."
"If you could have detected the magical power gathering in my arm, you could have dodged or responded earlier."
"What if the opponent attacks without magical power?"
"Then you can use magical power first, can't you?"
"Ah, I see."

I inwardly marveled at Elaine's explanation.

As I felt during the special Snow Sword lesson last time,
Elaine was truly a master instructor.
Her explanations were concise, simple, and easy to understand.
It reflected her practical personality well.

"Now that I've explained, let's start practicing. I'll teach you how to recognize magical power. Listen carefully and practice."
"Yes!"
"First, take off your clothes."
"What?"

I asked again, feeling like I'd just heard something completely out of context.

"You're assigned to melt ice during the lake exploration. For that, you need more magical power and proficiency than you have now. So while teaching you magical power recognition, we'll also train to increase your magical power."
"Could I... get a more detailed and friendly explanation, please?"

I complained when her explanation, though concise and simple, was difficult to understand.

"You said heat manipulation is your specialty. Heat manipulation is a skill that's good for everyday use, so the training method is easy. From now on, wear thin clothes, and if you feel cold, generate heat to compensate. Don't worry, you only need to take off your upper garments."

Ah, so since increasing magical power requires continuously using it to make the body accustomed to it, she wants me to keep circulating magical power through my body with heat manipulation.
Come to think of it, Elaine is not just a master instructor.
She's also quite Spartan in her methods, which I had forgotten.

"So I have to stay undressed throughout the lesson?"
"That's right. Even outside of lessons, practice heat manipulation as a basic parallel to other activities."
"Won't it be strange if I'm here alone without a shirt?"
"Don't worry about that either, His Excellency has permitted me to be absent under the pretext of teaching you."
"Uh..."
"And you needn't worry that I'll be overcome with lust at the sight of your body. We're on a mission now, so I won't try to seduce you yet."

Elaine stared at me as she said this, as if telling me to hurry up and undress.
At this point, I was starting to wonder if this person really did distinguish between public and private matters.
Isn't this an abuse of power?

But what could I do?
I took off my clothes as instructed and immediately raised my body temperature using heat manipulation.
Thanks to the heat, I wasn't very cold despite being undressed.

"Wait a moment!"
"Yes?"
"I didn't mean take everything off. Keep your undergarments on!"
"Oh."

Since the model I'd been observing and learning from was a gym rat who trained with his upper body bare, I unconsciously stripped my entire upper body when told to undress.

That aside, I tilted my head at Elaine, who had covered her eyes with her palm and turned away.
She was showing such an innocent, maiden-like reaction.
Didn't she kiss me here before, saying she liked it, and even grope her own bare chest?
She usually showed no interest when seeing Gi and the 3rd unit members training shirtless in the training ground.
Could it be...

"I learned from the 3rd unit leader that training is better this way."
"Be quiet and put it on!"
"The 3rd unit members always train like this for physical conditioning."
"If you keep this up, I'll discipline you for indecent exposure!"

Ah, so despite her outward composure, she was actually fighting her instincts.
That's amusing.

***

While Elaine's words, "Just wait until our vacation..." were quite concerning,
once I put on my undergarments, we began magical power training.
And as expected, I got worked over.

Since I needed to recover, it wasn't physically demanding this time.
Instead, it was mentally exhausting.

Magical power recognition was difficult to understand even after explanation.
It's about finding energy similar to the magical power I feel in my body from the outside.
It's like trying to guess the current humidity percentage in the air using only your senses.
This will need more practice.

Heat manipulation was surprisingly manageable.
I already had experience practicing infusing heat into my dagger several times.
Being shirtless made me focus naturally, as I would get cold if I didn't pay attention.

After being thoroughly trained by Elaine for three days...

"Are you ready, Luke?"

When we arrived at the Crystal Lake, Grace and the others greeted me.
Grace had removed her usual white armor, probably to enter the water, and was dressed much lighter.

"I'm sorry for the delay."
"Not at all. I arrived early to check the operation. Did you benefit from Lord Elaine's teachings?"
"Yes. Let me show you."

At my response, Grace smiled with satisfaction and gave instructions to those gathered.

"We will now investigate the unknown power covering Crystal Lake! Magical beasts attracted by magical power may come, so the unit must maintain strict vigilance in all directions. Lord Gunter will take command!"
"Yes!"
"When guard member Luke and Lord Elaine create a hole, Lord Gi and four search personnel will enter the water to explore beneath the lake!"

Elaine, who as the guard captain would have liked to accompany Grace but was excluded due to her inability to swim, was assigned to break the ice with me.
Additionally, thinking that just Grace and Gi wouldn't be enough, four more knights who could swim and were sturdy were added to the team.
This would increase the chances of finding the ice crystal.

"Let's begin!"

The Northern Grand Duke declared the start of the lake search operation, and the soldiers assigned to guard the perimeter moved to their designated areas.

Since I was in charge of starting, I drew my dagger from my waist.

I decided to name it since calling it the "Hancheol obsidian dagger" all the time was cumbersome. After considering what to call it, I simply settled on "Heukyo."
Unfortunately, I lacked naming sense. There was also a strategic calculation that if I called it Heukyo, people would be less likely to associate it with Hancheol.

Holding Heukyo in a reverse grip, I used the heat manipulation I had practiced to turn the blade red, then...

"Captain, if you please!"

At my signal, Elaine swung her sword toward the ice floor.
While the Snow Sword doesn't have the destructive power of the Lion Sword, the sharpness of its high-speed swordsmanship exceeds that of the Lion Sword.
Elaine's swordsmanship slashed the floor.
Deep scars formed where the sword had passed.

Crack!
Before the scars could heal, I plunged the heated Heukyo into them.
Sizzle!
It sounded like putting ice cubes on an induction cooktop.

"Ohhh."

In truth, who among those present would have trusted a mere guard member?
Everyone probably just had expectations and interest.

But when the ice around the embedded dagger began to melt gradually, one by one they gasped in admiration.
Only Elaine remained calm, watching without amazement.

Soon, the place where Heukyo was embedded had completely melted, creating a hole that wouldn't repair itself due to the intense heat.
But this hole was only big enough for fishing mountain trout.
So we moved on to the next step.

'Now to use the Snow Sword this way!'

Like when I cut the wolf fang with a heated blade, I would slash the ice floor with Heukyo full of heat.

At my nod, Elaine nodded back and raised her sword.
Snow Sword, Sleet.
She slashed the floor at incredible speed, leaving marks.

Sleet is an advanced technique among Snow Sword skills. I can't use it yet, but...

'Just like how honeycomb pork belly cooks more evenly and quickly than regular pork belly!'

Snow Sword, Snow Wind.
A full-power slash was swung in the direction of Elaine's cuts.

Crack!
The heat-infused slash broke through the floor in a domino effect.
However, since I still couldn't use sword energy, I couldn't break as much as I had thought.

"Leave the rest to me."
"?"

Elaine took her stance once more.
Snow Sword, Snow Wind.
Though she lacked heat manipulation ability like mine, her Snow Wind, with greater power than mine, struck the ice floor that had been weakened and cracked by the heat.
Boom!
With a satisfying sound, a hole large enough to catch an orca, not just mountain trout, was created.

"No time for admiration! Once you've wrapped yourselves in protective magic, enter the water immediately!"

At Grace's command, the diving team, who had been preparing, all jumped into the hole at once.

"Good job."

Gi, the 3rd unit leader, patted my shoulder before following his members into the water.

"Phew."

Having accomplished one task, I exhaled deeply and recharged Heukyo with magical power.
The treasure hunt was just beginning.

Ch.21 - Chapter 21. Treasure Hunt (3)
According to Elaine, passing the knight's exam doesn't immediately make one a knight.
Those who pass the knight's exam first become apprentice knights and receive knightly education under a senior knight for a certain period.

Passing the difficult knight's exam means you have all the necessary qualities.
The lessons from senior knights focus on knightly attitude, etiquette, and chivalric spirit.
It's like a new employee learning company protocols from their senior.

But just as new employees receive practical training after passing interviews,
apprentice knights also learn something important from senior knights:
how to handle magical power.

This was why Elaine and Grace found me peculiar.
It was surprising to see a mere soldier who hadn't even taken the knight's exam freely using magical power.

Apprentice knights can only become proper knights after internalizing chivalry, mastering the basics of magical power usage, and receiving recognition from a senior knight.

This means everyone bearing the title of "knight" is a magical power user,
and high-ranking knights like the Northern Grand Duke or the Guard Captain have long since mastered magical power techniques.

'They say all knights can enhance their bodies with magical power.'

Body enhancement through magical power is a basic skill taught during apprentice knight training, and it allows one to endure longer in cold lakes than usual.
With protective magic from the accompanying mages, that time extends even further.
But there are still limits.

So I took advantage of Grace's trust in me to drop more hints disguised as guesses.
I suggested that seeing how quickly the water was freezing, something might be near the surface rather than the bottom.
Fortunately, Grace found merit in my words and listened.

After Grace and the others entered the lake, I maintained the hole's size by poking the ice with my heat-infused Black Yew whenever it tried to reform.
If I got distracted and the hole closed, I'd instantly become the Northern Grand Duke's assassin.

The mages Grace brought also helped maintain the hole, making it much easier than creating it in the first place.

"Hmm..."

Elaine stood beside me, staring intently at the hole.

"Are you worried about His Grace?"
"Yes."

It must be unsettling for the Guard Captain to send her charge underwater and just wait.
And how wounded her pride must be, being excluded because she can't swim.

"Don't worry. The Third Squad Leader and other knights went with him. He'll be fine."
"Yes."
"Even if there's a problem, His Grace could break through the ice himself if needed. He took his sword too."
"Yes."

Ah, I know this pattern.
Elaine repeats the same answer when her mind is preoccupied.
Encouragement is useless at times like this.

"If you're really concerned, how about practicing swimming later?"
"?"

Finally, she looks at me.

I learned something surprising since coming to this world.
Amazingly, the North has... swimming pools.

Of course, they're not modern pools or civilian sports facilities, but military training facilities.
Still, they're indoor pools. Being training facilities, the water temperature can be regulated with artifacts.
A fantasy swimming pool—truly fitting for Northerners serious about training.

"I have tried swimming practice before."
"Really?"
"It didn't work. No matter how I moved my limbs, I kept sinking."

Elaine seemed even more like a beer bottle than I'd thought.

I feel a sense of kinship.
In my previous life, I couldn't enter water without a float.
How hard I worked to learn swimming because of that.

"Would you like me to teach you?"
"You? You know how to swim?"
"Well, a little."

I can float and paddle.
I might not survive falling into the deep sea, but I'm confident I could survive in a 2-meter pool.
That should be enough, right?

This is just my guess, but Elaine probably never had a proper opportunity to learn swimming.
A genius who passed the knight's exam as a teenager.
Who would have bothered to teach her swimming?
And with her somewhat prideful personality, she'd likely be embarrassed to ask someone to teach her.

"If it's you... alright. I'll be in your care."

She readily accepted when someone else offered first.

Wait a minute.
I didn't intend it, but isn't this basically a swimming pool date?
Oh. Nice.

"Come to think of it."
"?"
"You're remarkably composed. Even Silver Sabertooth, whom I found intimidating, you confronted without fear. And when told about suspicious power in the Crystal Lake, you immediately found your role."

Oops.
Thanks to the novel, I had information, so I wasn't surprised. But to Elaine, I must have seemed unnaturally calm.

True, even if Northerners are known for being rough and tough,
it would be strange for an ordinary soldier to think of fighting a first-class magical beast or to deduce there's special power at the lake bottom and volunteer to help.

'I've gotten quite involved in this matter.'

I became urgent thinking Elaine might get hurt in battle, and excited at the prospect of obtaining the Ice Crystal earlier than expected.
It would be awkward to pretend to be nervous now.

"I guess I have a lot of nerve."
"I know that. That's why you thought to embrace me."
"!"

I quickly looked around, wondering if such comments were appropriate in public.
Fortunately, no one was nearby.
The mages were focused on maintaining the hole, and the guards were either watching the surroundings or staring at the hole.

"Hehe, perhaps you're not as bold as you claim."

Elaine chuckled very softly.
Ah, she was teasing me in a voice too quiet for others to hear.
She got me good.

"I'm joking. I know you're bold. Who else would dare challenge His Grace to a bet?"
"Ahaha..."
"But don't be too reckless. I worry you might fall and hurt yourself rushing ahead."

Her tone was the same as usual, but her voice had dropped slightly.

She had worried about me overexerting myself before the mission began.
And now that I was acting in ways that might seem excessive to others, her concern resurfaced.

"Will you catch me if I'm about to fall?"
"As long as you don't rush too far ahead."
"I don't like getting hurt from falling, so I'll have to be careful."

Once I get the Ice Crystal, I plan to focus solely on knight preparation for a while.
Since this is still a point in time before the North appeared in the novel, I don't know exactly what will happen in chronological order.
But recalling the events that took place in the North, nothing should happen immediately.

This is the time to calmly build up my strength.

As we were conversing and waiting,

Splash!
Water sprayed from the hole as several people emerged.

Among them, a white-haired woman brushed back her dripping hair.

"Towels, quickly!"

At Elaine's command, waiting guards approached with towels.
Female guards wrapped towels around Grace and dried her, while male guards handed towels to the following knights.
Grace dried her hair with the towel she received and spoke.

"I need to warm up and go back in. It's getting cold."

Going back in? Did they fail?
In the novel, the Ice Crystal was described as a large diamond.
Seeing Grace and everyone empty-handed, it seems they didn't find it.

Even with trust, I couldn't presume to ask the Northern Grand Duke about her success.
I had to restrain myself from asking about progress.

"Your Grace, did you not find anything unusual under the lake?"
"Oh, we found it. We found it, but I need to replenish my strength to retrieve it."

Thank you, Elaine. Love you, Elaine.
Thanks to her, I could learn about the progress.

But finding it yet needing to replenish strength to retrieve it?
Wasn't the Ice Crystal just a large diamond?
Does this mean "things are larger in reality than as described in the novel"?

Anyway, she said they found the Ice Crystal and would go back for it after replenishing their strength, so we waited.
Wait, does this mean we have to make another hole? That's tough.

"I'll have to trouble you again. But I can't ask for such work without giving something in return."
"?"
"Captain Elaine, there should be magic potions in my tent. Give one to Luke."
"Which one should I give him, Your Grace?"
"A low-grade red or orange wouldn't be enough for this kind of work. Give him a blue one."
"!"

Magic potions are graded by rainbow colors. The redder they are, the lower grade; the more purple, the higher grade. Blue is the third grade from the top.
It's an expensive item that ordinary soldiers can hardly even look at.

As expected, our chairwoman is radiant.
How many more holes would you like me to make?

***

While Grace and the lake diving team warmed up and replenished their strength,
I not only recovered my magical power by consuming the potion His Grace bestowed upon me.

"The cobalt color is beautiful, and the doping effect is incredible."

I understand now why everyone in novels seeks elixirs, covets items, and craves magical enhancements.
After drinking the magic potion, my total magical power increased even further.
It increased so much that if Elaine hadn't been beside me teaching real-time magical control, I might have had problems.

'It's fortunate that my first magical enhancement was the Salamander Scale.'

If I hadn't been accustomed to magical power, or if my body had been weak, it might have been truly dangerous.
In that sense, the Salamander Scale, which awakened my magical power and strengthened my body, was the best helper for a modern person who had been possessed.

Initially, I obtained it to endure the cold North.
But I'm using it more effectively than I had expected.

'I should help Aran somehow when he comes to the North later.'

I felt a bit guilty for taking such a precious item all for myself.
I even worried that by consuming it, I might be weakening the novel's protagonist.
Since I was able to obtain the Salamander Scale thanks to witnessing his journey, I feel I should compensate him somehow.

But that's for later. Now that I've replenished my magical power with the potion,
and Grace and the knights have recovered their strength, we began our second operation.

'Snow Blade, Snowstorm!'

Thanks to the potion's effects, I made the hole much more easily than the first time.
Of course, I was still exhausted after making just one hole, but my chest was filled with confidence that I could do more.

"With your increased magical power, if you further hone your swordsmanship, you'll be able to make holes by yourself."

Elaine, sheathing her sword, acknowledged my strength as she looked at the ice melted by heat.

By the way, the Snow Blade is a sword technique that embodies snow and cold air, and its technique names include "snow."
I asked the copyright holder if it was contradictory for me to generate heat while using the Snow Blade.

"Is that so? I don't see much issue."
"It's not an issue?"
"It would be strange for magic, as you say, but Snow Blade is swordsmanship. I don't actually create real snow with my sword either."
"Hmm..."
"If you find it strange, try creating your own technique later. It might be impressive."

As I was keeping Elaine's advice in the back of my mind,

Splash!
Earlier than before, water sprayed up, and Rine, the 3rd Squad's Vice-Captain who had gone in with Grace, surfaced and said,

"Please make the hole bigger! Quickly!"

Then she dived back down.
Elaine and I hurriedly enlarged the hole at Rine's request.
Then,

Splash! Splash!
Rine and three knights surfaced and pulled on the ropes they were holding.

Seeing them trying to pull something up, the nearby guards immediately rushed over.
Together, they all pulled on the ropes, and then,

SPLASH!
With a sound like hot spring water erupting, it finally revealed itself to the world.

The Ice Crystal—a mysterious mineral with a freezing chill that seemed to freeze the surrounding air and a jewel-like, subtle radiance.
Except...

"What, what is this?"

I opened my eyes wide in astonishment.
As I said, the Ice Crystal was described in the novel as a large diamond.

I had been puzzled by Grace saying she needed to replenish her strength to retrieve it,
the diving team suddenly bringing ropes,
and Rine urgently asking to enlarge the hole.
I had kept quiet, thinking there might be something else in the lake they wanted to retrieve.

'Is this... a large diamond?'

It was too large to be called a jewel.
Enormously big, thick, heavy, and crude.
It was literally...

"Not an Ice Crystal but an Ice Boulder?"

What came up through the hole was a massive chunk of ice.
Even I, who had been certain there would be an Ice Crystal here, was dumbfounded, and the ever-composed Elaine gaped involuntarily.

After completely pulling the Ice Crystal out of the lake, Grace, the last to emerge, shook off the water and straightened her back.

"Whew, this is more tiring than fighting."

She genuinely seemed stiff as she stretched her shoulders.
Then she approached us and said,

"Just as you said. Something very interesting was sleeping there. It doesn't look like ordinary ice. Should be quite useful, don't you think?"

She smiled cheerfully, seemingly in a good mood.
Looking at Grace and then back at the Ice Crystal again,

"Uh... that's great."

Not knowing how to react, I responded in a dazed voice.
It felt like planting sweet potatoes but harvesting gold along with them.

And the thought that crossed my mind was,

'With an Ice Crystal that size, maybe I really should share some of it.'

The ice sword I joked about seems to be becoming a reality.

Ch.22 - Chapter 22. End of the Expedition and Vacation
After washing her body with warm water, Grace, still in her usual white armor due to being on an expedition, came to where the ice crystal was kept.

"You've arrived, Your Grace."
"Have you found anything?"

She asked the mages who were studying the ice crystal retrieved from beneath the lake.
With Captain Ilaine standing beside Grace, and me standing next to Ilaine, I naturally could hear the report as well.

"We've determined this ice mass to be the mysterious mineral known in literature as an ice crystal."
"Ice crystal?"
"It contains powerful cold energy and magical power. If it has sufficient internal magic, it possesses the unusual property of not melting even under heat. Additionally, by infusing it with magic, one can manipulate cold energy regardless of magical proficiency. Those who can already handle ice magic can amplify their power with it."
"Oh my."

Grace's eyebrows twitched with interest at the mage's explanation.

"So the crystal lake was frozen because of this ice crystal?"
"That's highly probable. Since Your Grace removed the crystal, the hole in the lake hasn't regenerated."
"Indeed, it was particularly cold near this thing even underwater."

Grace stared at the ice crystal for a moment before asking another question.

"But why didn't we know there was an ice crystal at the bottom of Crystal Lake all this time?"
"Crystal Lake has always been a magically rich area. We suspect it might have been newly formed by the mixture of the cold environment and magical energy."
"Hmm."
"Finding this ice crystal here was truly fortunate. It was rapidly depleting its magic by continuously freezing the lake water. If left alone, the crystal would have disappeared or shrunk within a few months."

Ah.
Now I understood why the ice crystal's size was different from what I knew.

In the original novel, the ice crystal was obtained several months from now.
During that time, it had been wasting magic like a constantly running motor, freezing the water in Crystal Lake,
and magical beasts like the Silver Sabertooth that were drawn to Crystal Lake would have further drained its power.

"How can we utilize this?"
"We need to research more, but... given its cold magic specialization, it would be better used as a weapon rather than for daily use. For example, installing it in wall defense systems to emit cold waves from a distance."
"It could also be attached to a sword to create a magic blade!"
"What about making a staff specifically for ice magic? The North has plenty of ice mages!"

True to their Northern heritage, they immediately jumped to weapon ideas. These firepower addicts.
Among them was the sword idea that had appeared in the novel.

Given that it's ice that doesn't need electricity and won't melt as long as there's magic, it could make an excellent refrigerator.
If this were the southern region, someone might have thought of that, but in the cold north, nobody considered refrigeration.

'Even if the ice crystal is huge, it's only the size of a rock, so a refrigeration business probably wouldn't be very profitable anyway.'

Since I also intended to use it as a weapon, I silently agreed with the mages' opinions.

"Very well, we'll discuss that part slowly when we return. We've eliminated the magical beast, confirmed the anomaly at Crystal Lake, so this expedition is now concluded. Lord Gunter."
"Yes, I'll begin preparations for withdrawal."
"Lord Ilaine, please inform the guard unit about the withdrawal as well."
"Understood."
"Will there be any issues moving this ice crystal? The size can be managed with a cart, but it emits cold in all directions, which could harm nearby living beings."
"We can wrap it in a large cloth inscribed with defensive magic circles to block the cold."
"I see. If that didn't work, I was going to ask Luke to stay next to the crystal and emit heat to suppress the cold. But that won't be necessary."

What? Me? That thing?
You're joking... right?
Judging by her unchanged expression, it wasn't a joke.
I was sincerely grateful to the mages for finding a solution.

"Let's head home then."

With Grace's declaration, the Silver Sabertooth expedition officially ended.

***

On the way back, my place was still beside Grace.
Since Ilaine was at Grace's side, it was natural.

But I was very satisfied with my current position.
Being next to the Northern Archduke was much better than being stuck next to the ice crystal as a human heat pack.

"Oh right! Have you heard from Lord Ilaine about the special leave?"
"Special leave? No, I haven't."

I did hear something about seeing what happens during leave.
Could that leave apply to me too?

"You two are undoubtedly the greatest contributors to this battle. I'll give you five days of leave to rest."
"Thank you!"

Taking bonuses and pocket money without hesitation when offered was a life wisdom I'd learned since my previous life.
The fact that it was two days more than the three days I received last time meant this Silver Sabertooth expedition was truly difficult.

Grace also granted three days of leave to Ki's third unit.
Even the always-passionate Ki gladly accepted the leave.
Due to the nature of their duties, the guard unit rarely got time off, so they needed to rest properly when they could.
Of course, knowing Ki, he'd probably spend his days off training at the training grounds.

'I should also focus on training during this leave.'

There were 40 days left until the promised time. It would be tight to build up the necessary skills by then.

'Was Ilaine's "we'll see" comment about working me hard during the leave?'

That's a bit scary.
Last time I got a nosebleed after just two days of training, but this time it's five days.

'Still, I've built the foundation for both the Winter Sword technique and magic power, and now I'm at the stage of building upon it. Ilaine probably won't push me as hard as before.'

I smell something burning.
It was my happiness circuit overheating.

"By the way, you came on this expedition for learning and experience, but ended up going through a lot of hardship. Did you find it beneficial?"
"Yes, very beneficial."

This wasn't just empty social courtesy.
Besides obtaining the ice crystal and changing Ilaine's future,
I received magic lessons from Ilaine and confirmed Black Feather's capabilities.
I improved my Winter Sword technique by using it in actual combat.
And during the fights with magical beasts, I finally grasped the Heat Sword technique that had been eluding me.

When I killed the Wolf Fang, there might have been some crisis-induced buffs and beginner's luck.
For now, I still needed to use Black Feather as a magic-boosting item to properly execute the Heat Sword. Nevertheless, having a powerful finishing move made me feel accomplished.

'And I got a magic potion too.'

Considering that most knights learn about magic during their training period after passing the exam,
I was now several steps ahead of others, being able to use the Heat Sword, receiving magic lessons from a veteran knight, and consuming a blue magic potion.

Satisfied with my answer, Grace turned her attention to Ilaine.

"Lord Ilaine, regarding the matter we discussed previously. I think it's time we proceed with it. With you taking consecutive leaves like this, there's a gap in duties. Yet I can't deny you leave either."
"Are you referring to the selection of a deputy commander for the guard unit?"

The guard unit's command structure consisted of Captain Ilaine, followed by each unit's captain and vice-captain.
Below them, knights or senior soldiers served as officers, but
Ilaine was the only one overseeing the entire guard unit.

"Currently, you're also serving as a unit captain, so we need someone in a general management position to reduce your burden."
"Do you have someone in mind?"
"It would be best to select one of the unit captains as deputy commander. Excluding you, that would be one of the three."

So the deputy commander candidates would be 2nd Unit Captain Lorron, 3rd Unit Captain Ki, and 4th Unit Captain Wizzle.
Wizzle, being a new unit captain still adjusting to the guard unit, was unlikely to become deputy commander.
Between the remaining two candidates...

'Hmm... Ki as deputy commander seems a bit...'

He's not a bad person, nor is he incompetent, but
he seems more suited for fieldwork than management.
Like those police officer characters in dramas who say they're more comfortable with a baseball bat than a gun.

'As for the rival candidate...'

Even now, Lorron was essentially acting as deputy commander, filling in for Ilaine's absence as the guard unit's administrator.
He excels at administrative work.

However, his stiff and rigid personality makes his relationship with unit members less smooth compared to other captains.
It's not that they have a bad relationship, but they don't seem particularly close either. Just a business relationship.

Compared to how the 3rd unit members are becoming passionate under Ki's influence, the 2nd unit's atmosphere is, well...
To put it bluntly, stiff and dull.

Judging by Ilaine's serious expression, she seemed to be contemplating this as well.

"Who do you have in mind, Your Grace?"
"We should decide in the Northern way."
"The Northern way..."
"Whoever proves themselves worthy through competition becomes the deputy commander. If you want the position, prove it with skill."

True to the North's meritocratic principles, Grace's suggestion was a test.
While it might seem cruel to some, competition and testing have always been the fairest and most just methods for selecting positions throughout history.
Using a test to select the important position of guard unit deputy commander was very reasonable.

"I'll ask the unit captains for their opinions on participation when we return, then report back to you."
"Do that. If one of the unit captains becomes deputy commander, there will be organizational changes in that unit."

Logically, if a captain position becomes vacant, the vice-captain would be promoted to captain, and so on up the chain.
But the North is strictly meritocratic.

While the vice-captain, being second in skill to the captain, would likely become the next captain in most cases,
that's not guaranteed for non-officer positions. Ranks can change according to skill at any time, so one should never be complacent.

'Whichever unit it is, it'll be interesting.'

Since this didn't concern me yet, I just listened with one ear while speculating about who would become deputy commander.

***

"Woooooah!"
"Long live the Winter Lion!"
"Northern warriors are amazing!"

As the Northern army successfully returned from the Silver Sabertooth expedition, citizens came out to the streets to celebrate their victory, just as they had when the army departed.

Unlike the solemn atmosphere when they left, the returning Northern soldiers waved their hands and shouted with joy, sharing the celebration with the citizens.
Grace also made eye contact with the citizens, wearing a gentle smile.

Only the guard unit maintained their stern expressions, vigilantly scanning the surroundings as always.
Assassination during parades is historically common both on Earth and in fantasy worlds, so they maintained strict vigilance to prevent the celebration from turning into a funeral.

Though I knew from my knowledge of the future that Grace wouldn't die in such a situation,
I couldn't relax inappropriately and was scanning the surroundings when I spotted a familiar face.

The blacksmith and weapon shop owner, Bill.
He was grinning his characteristic hearty laugh but also glaring at me.
It seemed he was asking if I had brought back anything this time.

'He got a taste once and now he's completely hooked.'

Brought something back? Of course I did. Something very big.
I subtly gestured toward the back with my eyes.
Bill's head whipped around, and his already large eyes bulged even more.
He must have spotted the huge cart at the back of the procession.

Though the ice crystal was covered with specially made cloth by the mages and couldn't be seen,
the large something loaded on a cart that wasn't there when they departed was clearly extraordinary and would stimulate imagination and expectations.

'Yes, use that interest to make me a crystal sword again.'

Seeing Bill's excitement made me smile involuntarily.

***

After completing the victory march, Grace gave words of encouragement to the Northern soldiers who participated in the expedition and disbanded the unit.

The guard unit immediately transitioned to regular duties with Grace's return.
The 1st and 4th units, which didn't participate in the expedition, began guarding Grace, while the 3rd unit, which received leave as a reward, packed their belongings. The 2nd unit, which had been on standby, took the day off to rest before returning to duty.

Like the 3rd unit, I also received leave and was about to head home, leaving behind colleagues who were both envious of my five-day leave and curious about how I earned it, when...

"Stop."
"?"

As I was leaving the guard unit barracks after gathering my clothes from the dormitory, someone called out to me.
That person in civilian clothes was... Ilaine?

She seemed to have just started her leave after handing over her duties to each unit captain.

"Come on, let's go."

Ilaine approached me with quick steps and nodded her head as she spoke.

"Where to?"
"Home, of course. Where else? Unless you want to go for a drink first?"

No, I'm currently abstaining from alcohol.
And will probably continue to do so.

"Whose home?"
"Whose home? What do you mean?"

Huh?
Something seems off about this conversation.

"Ah! You haven't organized your home yet. During your last leave, you spent all your time training with the Winter Sword. That's good. We can organize it together during this leave."
"Organize what? My home?"
"Don't worry. As you saw last time, I live alone and have spare rooms. There's not much stuff, so there's plenty of space for your belongings."

Uh-oh, something is definitely off.
Something is happening.

"Hehe, you won't need separate bedding, right? The bed is big enough for two."

Ilaine, who had seamlessly switched to perfect lover mode now that we were on leave, smiled faintly.
Looking at her, I was confused whether I should be sad about losing my home or happy about living with a rich older sister.

"We'll start the busy stuff tomorrow. Let's go now. I'm in the mood to rest today."

Ilaine grabbed me, who was standing there dumbfounded.

"Oh, and..."
"?"
"Remember what I said about seeing what happens during leave?"
"??"
"Since I'm sober today, you'll need to put in extra effort. I'll let you sleep for tomorrow's sake, so don't be too nervous."
"..."

I used to not understand why married men trembled when seduced by their wives.
Though we're not married yet, I think I understand now.

That beautiful smile directed at me suddenly seemed frightening.
I shouldn't have teased her.

Ch.23 - Chapter 23. This Is a First
"Thank you for everything until now. My room."

When seeing one's home completely emptied, people tend to become sentimental.
Naturally, memories from when I first possessed this body until now came flooding back.

Perhaps this is the sorrow of being an extra character without any established setting or narrative.
A life given just one room, without family or background.

Still, it was better than the stress of constantly worrying about hiding my changed behavior from people I previously knew.
Living alone in this small corner of an unfamiliar world was somewhat lonely.
It's fortunate that I was already accustomed to a solitary life from my previous existence.

'At least the rent was cheap.'

Since I was a tenant, I also said goodbye to the landlord.
The gruff old man wasn't particularly warm, but he wasn't a bad person either. He showed no special reaction when I told him I was leaving.

Still, considering he gave me a part-time job when I first possessed this body and offered me well-wishes to stay healthy as I left, he was clearly a good person.

"You have very few belongings."

Elaine, who had been helping me pack since morning, tilted her head curiously.
Even to me, it seemed like there weren't many possessions to show that a person had lived here.

"Most of my things are at the dormitory."

Looking back, I don't have many memories in this house except for training before entering the military.
It was literally just a place to sleep.
After joining the military, I lived in the barracks where meals were provided, training grounds were available, they paid me, and gave me a place to sleep.
This place was half-abandoned, making it feel even less lived-in, and I kept the room only because I needed somewhere to sleep during leave.

'In reality, the guard dormitory is my home now.'

Looking at it this way, it was truly an uninteresting life.
How could someone live only for training?
Even I think I wasn't in my right mind to consider the military as my home.

However, it was comforting to think that all that hardship led me to where I am now.
If I had lived a more ordinary life, I wouldn't be spending time with Elaine like this now.
That's the Luke way of thinking.

"You seem more ascetic than I am. Is that why you're so greedy in bed? Releasing all your pent-up desires?"
"Ahaha."
"I was really surprised yesterday. How could you put it in your mouth..."

Elaine's face turned bright red as she touched her lips, embarrassed by what she had done last night.

Yesterday, I went to her house, we cooked dinner together, and spent time closely cuddled up, having a sweet time together.
As the night grew deeper, as she had declared, Elaine didn't leave me alone. I couldn't stay still either.

Unlike last time, both of us were clearly sober, so what started awkwardly soon ignited as our bodies remembered.
We embraced fiercely, then rested, then collided flesh again, then rested, then got up briefly to drink some water, but it was cold so we returned to seek each other's warmth, our eyes meeting.
We didn't stay up all night, not because we didn't want each other enough, but because we were exhausted from giving so much.

'Next time I should be a bit more gentle.'

It's not that I particularly enjoy intense activities.
Maybe it's because we're both young, full of energy, and in the burning early stages of romance.

But thinking about how we'll continue to hold back normally and then pour out our emotions during leave...

'I should just build up more stamina.'

I decided to compromise with reality to some extent.

"But if we're talking about that, Elaine also forced me down when I tried to rest..."
"Let's stop. What are we discussing so shamelessly in the morning?"

Really, she started it first.
I couldn't help but smile seeing her fan herself as if feeling hot despite being from the North.

Until now, I've been so focused on my goals in this world that I haven't paid attention to anything else.
But now that I have someone by my side to care about and look at, I think I'll try living with a broader perspective.
Elaine also told me not to rush ahead too much. And I don't want to walk alone, leaving behind this precious relationship.

By then, these small belongings...
Will probably be several times larger than they are now.

***

"Then I'll be in your care again."
"Hoho, it's your home now too, so feel free to make yourself comfortable."

Although I had already spent my last leave here and stayed here yesterday as well.
The thought of living here from now on gave me a fresh feeling.
The unfamiliarity was inevitable, but it was a pleasant kind of unfamiliarity.

In any case, the room was better, there was more furniture, food and daily necessities were abundant, and above all.
My heart felt at ease knowing I would be sharing the same space with someone I could connect with in this strange world where I had no ties.

"By the way, didn't you say you hired a housekeeper? I should introduce myself to them as well."

Despite being away for about 20 days at the dormitory and on expedition, the house was kept immaculately clean.
According to Elaine, she had hired a new housekeeper. I'm not sure when she found the time to do so, but it made sense given her meticulous personality.

I didn't see the housekeeper yesterday.
They might have been absent because Elaine wanted us to spend time alone.

"Yes, we should. I'll introduce you when you meet them next time."
"Aren't they coming today?"
"My previous housekeeper lived with me, but this time I contracted them to only manage the house while I'm away."

With all her wealth, if she's going to hire a housekeeper, wouldn't it be better to entrust everything to them?
I wondered why she specifically contracted them to only manage the house during her absence.

"Because..."

Elaine made an awkward expression.

"It would be too embarrassing to show others the aftermath of our lovemaking."
"Ah."

So it was because of me.
No wonder she insisted on washing the bedding herself right after breakfast.
Come to think of it, last time she briefly left, telling me to practice alone, and when I returned in the evening, the bedding had been changed.

"You're so hot that it makes me sweat more. I appreciate you trying to prevent me from catching a cold, but honestly, it's a bit too warm."
"I'm not using heat manipulation. I don't have the luxury to control magic in that situation."
"What? Then, is your... thing naturally that hot?"
"Ah, all men are like that."

As Elaine's eyes widened and her gaze shifted toward my lower body, I hastily changed the subject.

"Since I had so few belongings, the move finished quickly. How should we spend our time?"
"Hmm, we've used energy moving, so let's replenish our nutrition first."

Moving day calls for jajangmyeon by tradition, but there's no way a fantasy world would have jajangmyeon.
Instead, there was a place I wanted to visit.

"Would you like to go back to Milky Way, the place we went last time?"
"You really liked it, I see. Sounds good."

Grace won't be there today, right?
Oh, is this raising a flag?

***

Grace wasn't there today.

Instead, there were a few other customers, but as a regular, Elaine knew a corner seat that wasn't very noticeable.
Thanks to that, we enjoyed our meal with menu recommendations as planned.
I thought it was a nice place when we came before, but enjoying a meal in a comfortable atmosphere made it even better.
Sorry, Grace.

As a bonus, I learned that Elaine doesn't just like jam but fruit itself, as she ordered grilled bananas additionally.
Maybe that's why she likes this brunch place—because they serve fruit.
Fruit is delicious.

'I wonder if she'd like it if I made fruit preserves and brewed tea for her.'

Suddenly, I remembered the warm citron tea I used to drink at home during cold winters. It was so sweet and tangy.
Citron is a winter fruit, so it should be available in the North.
I haven't seen it at the market, so I'll have to look for it next time I go out.

"Do you plan to focus on training during this leave as well?"
"Yes, there's not much time left until the deadline I promised His Excellency. Even with the advantage of magic, I need to further hone my swordsmanship and build my stamina."
"That's a good attitude. I'll help you."

I felt like crying at her willingness to help with my training when she probably wanted to rest herself.

"Then could you check my Snow Sword stance? You're the only one I can ask."
"Of course. Feel free to ask anytime. I can provide sword guidance at the barracks too."
"That's true."
"You've been diligent with your physical training as well. Your lower body has become even stronger. You were quite vigorous yesterday without tiring. At this rate, your sword stance should be much more solid too."

I felt slightly dizzy at Elaine's comment connecting our intimacy with training achievements.
When in lover mode, she makes such remarks without hesitation. Seeing how she becomes embarrassed shortly after speaking, it seems she's not being mischievous but genuinely expressing admiration.
It's like the violence of purity.

"But if I use the Snow Sword, won't others recognize it and suspect our relationship?"

Apart from the Winter Sword, those without interest wouldn't recognize it, and Grace, who recognized it immediately, already knows about our relationship.
But if other knights or guard members recognize that the sword technique I'm using is Elaine's Snow Sword, they might question our relationship.
Does Elaine have something in mind?

"Ah."

However, that expectation crumbled as soon as Elaine made an expression of realization.
She hadn't thought that far, it seems.

"I see. Since there are no other Snow Sword users besides me, you would attract many gazes. What should we do?"

In reality, she would be the one under most suspicion, not me. Yet seeing her worry about me first even in this situation made my heart melt.
This woman is a master of flirting.

"If I'm questioned, should I say I'm your disciple?"
"Disciple?"
"Yes, they say the best way to cover a rumor is with another rumor. Rather than denying any relationship, if we say we have a master-disciple relationship, wouldn't that be accepted?"

Even if someone hears about our master-disciple relationship and doesn't back down, saying, "Come on, there's something more, isn't there?"
What can they do if we insist we're master and disciple?
If they really want to know and try to dig deeper, they'll have to deal with the consequences of crossing the Northern Grand Duchess's Guard Captain.

"That's a good idea. You're really reliable."
"It's also true that I'm learning the Snow Sword, so we are in a master-disciple relationship."

Grace also asked Elaine if she had taken me as her disciple.
If even a sword master like her thought so, then others would believe we have a master-disciple relationship too.

"Hoho, a disciple? As you know, I'm a busy person. I thought I would never form such a bond with anyone because I don't have the leisure to teach someone patiently. Thanks to you, I'm experiencing various firsts."
"We're learning from each other. I promised to teach you swimming, remember?"
"That's right. Swimming practice isn't urgent, so let's go after your knight exam is over."

But you know what?
I've only heard about the North's swimming pools but never been to one, so I don't know exactly what they're like.
But a swimming pool is a place for swimming, and to swim, you have to get in the water.
Then...

'Will I get to see Elaine in a swimsuit?'

The swimming pools here are training facilities rather than leisure facilities, so the swimwear won't be as pretty as modern ones—more like sports swimwear if I had to compare.
But still, it's a swimsuit. Elaine's swimsuit.

"I want to go soon."
"Hmm?"
"What?"

Wait, did I just say that out loud?
You caught me off guard. Swimsuits are truly powerful.

"Do you like swimming? I don't think I've seen anyone from the North who enjoys swimming. Or is it that you want to teach me something?"
"That's... right?"

Fortunately, the idea of wanting to see someone in a swimsuit doesn't seem to exist here, so I narrowly avoided Elaine's misunderstanding.

"Hoho, what a cute mindset. Or perhaps you feel burdened by receiving too much?"
"Well, that's not entirely untrue. It feels bad to just keep receiving help."
"After helping me in the fight against Silver Sabertooth, how can you say that? Besides, you're already teaching me something."
"I am?"

I wondered if this was the moment for a cheesy line about teaching her love, and while I was secretly looking forward to it as the recipient...

"I'm still shocked. That there's an act done with the mouth. I never thought of such a thing in my life."

My face burned hot as Elaine spoke about embarrassing things with a serious expression.
She mentioned it earlier too. She must have been really surprised.
Certainly, I did get a bit carried away when things heated up.

"...I'll be more careful next time."
"No, I was surprised, but I didn't dislike it since it was you. Please continue to show me various things."
"You shouldn't say such things carelessly to a man."
"I'm saying it because it's you."
"Oh come on."

Even though she has a clear distinction between public and private, this is too clear.
She's so rigid in public settings, but in private, she doesn't hide her affection at all, making it hard to keep my composure.

Moreover, those comments hit harder because they're not attempts at seduction but contain pure affection.

'This isn't easy.'

I should learn to separate public and private matters professionally like Elaine.

By the way, didn't she just say with her own mouth that she wants me to show her more things?
I'm a man too.
I definitely won't forget those words.

Ch.24 - Chapter 24. Snow Flower Tower (1)
I tense my lower body as I step forward.
I transmit the momentary acceleration through my arms as I thrust my sword.
My eyes never lose sight of the target, piercing precisely at the intended point.
Snow Blade, First Snow.

As I complete the motion, Elaine, dressed in training clothes and watching from the side, speaks.

"You stabbed about a hand's width above the target. You focused too much on tensing your lower body, which resulted in insufficient power in your upper body, affecting your accuracy. Swordsmanship is ultimately the art of fighting with a sword. The sword must not err."

Saying this, Elaine assumes the same stance as me and demonstrates the correct form.
Indeed, the transfer of acceleration from her lower body to her arms is much smoother.

"You have good physical strength, so you needn't worry about lacking power. Trust in your muscle strength and thrust your sword without hesitation."

Elaine's guidance remains strict yet highly beneficial, precisely pointing out my shortcomings.

Since the Silver Sabertooth expedition, I've established the direction for my swordsmanship.
Trying to master too many techniques at once would leave me mediocre at all of them.
I'm no genius with the sword, after all.
So I focused on training the techniques that proved particularly useful in the last battle.

High-speed thrust, First Snow.
Strong horizontal slash, Snow Wind.
Quick slash, Powdered Snow.
I decided to make these three my primary techniques.
Beyond these, I concentrated on fast and precise swordsmanship to better wield the Snow Blade.

'It would be nice to have a defensive technique too.'

When I asked Elaine about it, her answer was simple.

"The Snow Blade doesn't have defensive techniques. Then how do you block enemy attacks?"
"Either attack faster before the enemy's attack connects, or use an offensive technique to nullify their attack. One of the two."

There are no specific defensive techniques, but offensive techniques can be adapted for defense when necessary.
In other words, it depends on the user's flexibility.

'Since Elaine has been the only user until now, she must have relied on her instantaneous sense and judgment.'

That means it's still difficult for me, a Snow Blade novice, to apply this.
I needed to find another approach.

"I'll try once more!"

My goal for the next 40 days is to hone my weapons to their maximum potential.
The Snow Blade, Salamander's Scale, magic power, and Black Feather.
These are excellent cards to deal with what's coming.
If I can utilize them properly, my knightly aspirations won't be mere foolishness.
Plus, I have one decisive hidden card too.

I devoted myself to Snow Blade training under Elaine's guidance.
By the end of my vacation, I had mastered at least one of the three Snow Blade techniques.

***

When I returned to work after the five-day vacation.

'Ah, I want to go home.'

Huh?
I was startled as I recalled what I had just muttered to myself.

All this time, I had considered the guard quarters my home.
My outside residence was empty and only used for sleeping, so I hadn't grown attached to it.
Even the brief sentiment I felt when moving in disappeared that very night.

Above all, I had a "home" with memories from living in another world for several years.
Psychologically, there was a distance in accepting a place I hadn't properly lived in for even a few months in this strange world.

'Did I just think of Elaine's house as my home?'

Counting the days I've stayed there, it's barely over a week. In fact, it hasn't even been a week if I start counting from moving day.
It's not originally my house; I've moved into someone else's home.
Yet I was naturally considering it "home."

'It's not in my name, I don't have any stake in it, and I'm not even renting it.'

The furniture feels unfamiliar, I don't know where things are, and household chores feel awkward.
Except for having my belongings there and having meals and sleep, there are few elements that would make me think of it as home.
Yet when I think of "home," that place comes to mind first.
Does that mean I've adapted to Elaine's house so quickly?

'No. Rather than adapting to the house, it must be because of the person there.'

No matter how much larger and better furnished it is than my previous place.
If Elaine weren't there, I wouldn't have accepted it as home yet.
I learned anew that while where you live matters, who you live with can be just as important.

"Hey, Luke. Had a good vacation?"

Turning my head at the greeting that somehow felt like déjà vu,
Sure enough, there was Team 1 senior Garen.

"You bastard, don't tell me you spent your vacation boringly training alone again?"
"Senior, please stop with that."
"Oh, did I hurt your feelings? I'm... sorry."

No, I feel like crying.
The guard unit prohibits drinking except during vacations, so this senior couldn't even visit the tavern where his girlfriend works.

If I told him what I did during my vacation, Garen would probably turn colder than an ice crystal.
Wait, mass-producing ice crystals?

Before that dangerous thought could take hold, I hurried to change the subject.

"Is your arm all healed?"
"Of course! It's super strong now. I could do a handstand and run a lap around the training ground!"
"Really? I'll relay that to Captain Gi. I think he'd be pleased to hear it."
"I said I'm sorry. That guy lives in a different world. Even today, he was shoveling snow shirtless in this weather."

It was snowing today.
In the North, snow is more common than rain, so shoveling is a daily chore more frequent than sweeping.
But even in the North, a muscular man in his thirties clearing snow with his upper body exposed on a snowy day is rare.

"Well, he looks healthy, which is good. A healthy mind dwells in a healthy body, they say."
"His mind doesn't look that healthy."
"The guard unit is exempt from such duties, so we don't have to shovel snow. But he personally joins the soldiers in their hardship—isn't that the mark of a truly healthy-minded superior?"
"Haha, you're right. It's nice to see Team 3 getting healthier together as they're dragged along by their captain."

Anyway, it's good that Garen's attention is diverted.
I had to butter up Captain Gi a bit when seeking his approval to join the Silver Sabertooth expedition.

Until now, I've naturally avoided him by either being with Grace or Elaine, or by taking vacation.
Now that I've returned, if Gi had seen my combat and tried to recruit me into Team 3, it would have been awkward, but thanks to the snow, I'm safe.

"So where are we going in this weather?"

During the morning roll call, Elaine, back in work mode, announced that Team 1, today's escort duty, had an external schedule.
By external schedule, she meant not leaving the castle but accompanying Grace somewhere within the castle grounds.
In this snowy weather, no less.

"Probably the Snow Flower Tower."
"The Snow Flower Tower?"

The Snow Flower Tower is, simply put,
the North's magical research institute.

It's home to the world's finest cryomancers and, befitting a magical institute in the North where strength is the primary value, it focuses more on developing combat magic than on practical applications or theoretical interpretations.

Most mages pursue truth, establish various theories, or attempt forbidden achievements.
But as evident from how they immediately thought of weapons upon seeing the ice crystals, these people are eccentrics who view magic as powerful firepower.

Anyway, while the Snow Flower Tower sounds pretty and mysterious by name, and the building's exterior is indeed beautiful,
they say explosions occur there almost daily.

'It's a place I've wanted to visit. That's fortunate.'

I can guess why Grace wants to go there.
It must be because of the ice crystals.
As mysterious minerals containing magic power and cold energy, research on ice crystals would have been conducted at the Snow Flower Tower.
I wonder what progress they've made in five days.

"The Grand Duke is departing. Garen, Luke, let's move."
"Yes!"

When Team 1 Deputy Captain Anduril appeared and gave instructions, we stopped chatting and handed over the guard duty to Team 2 members.
Shortly after, Elaine appeared escorting Grace, and we began our escort duty for Grace.

Our destination: the Snow Flower Tower.

***

The Snow Flower Tower wasn't far as it was located within Wintercannon.
Here again, one can see the eccentric nature of the Snow Flower Tower mages.

Normally, magic towers are located far from castles, maintaining their own independent domains.
The reason is that they don't want their magical research to be hindered by power struggles with authorities or religious groups.

However, since magical power has influence and magic towers are also worldly forces, they can't completely sever ties.
So the basic stance of magic towers is to cooperate only when necessary and otherwise keep to themselves inside their towers without interference.
They draw a perfect business line.

In contrast, the Snow Flower Tower boldly built its tower in Wintercannon, the direct territory of the Northern Grand Duke.
The reason? The walls of Wintercannon had powerful defenses, and having a tower with offensive capabilities inside would create a formidable fortress.
In other words, they turned an entire city into a giant battery.

Naturally, the Northern Grand Duke at the time was intrigued, the northern power players were intrigued, and the Snow Flower Tower Master reportedly raised his arms in a mountain pose.
That's how, unlike elsewhere, a magic tower came to exist within the city.

"Welcome, Grand Duke."

A tall elderly man with a white beard but clear eyes and a straight back, showing no sign of weakness, came out to greet the Northern Grand Duke's visit.
It was the Snow Flower Tower Master, Dariel Zenon.

The relationship between the Northern Grand Duke and the Snow Flower Tower Master wasn't hierarchical but cooperative.
However, being in a landlord-tenant relationship, and with Grace's prestige spreading beyond the North to the world, Dariel was respectful to her.
Grace, in turn, recognized Dariel's dedication and affection for the North and granted autonomy within the tower, ensuring the Snow Flower Tower's domain.

"Tower Master, I've come about the ice crystals. How far has the research progressed?"
"Well, it's been about five days of progress."
"A question answered with a question. Then let's go see right away. That would be more convenient for you too, Tower Master?"
"Let's go see. This way."

Grace treated Dariel like an old friend with a smiling face.
Yet going straight to the point without any pleasantries was very typical of northerners.

As we were being guided to where the ice crystals were kept.

"Ah! You must be that soldier. The one who broke the ice at Crystal Lake."
"?"

Dariel, who had been talking to Grace until just now, suddenly acknowledged me.
Elaine, who was beside Grace, quickly gave me a signal, so I quickly composed myself and stepped forward to greet him.

"Greetings, Tower Master. I am Luke, a member of the Grand Duke's guard."
"Yes, I've heard your name. Heheh, you look sturdy and intelligent, with a good spirit."
"Thank you."

I was bewildered to suddenly receive the Snow Flower Tower Master's attention and praise.
But I maintained my manners for now.
This old man is among the top five power players in the North.
What a great opportunity to have such a powerful figure showing goodwill toward me.

"Can you manipulate heat?"
"Yes, though it's a modest ability. I can change my body temperature or imbue tools with heat."
"Tsk tsk tsk, for someone who's not even a mage, that's quite an impressive magic. Why so humble?"

Come to think of it, is my heat manipulation considered magic?
I've never formally studied magic, know nothing of magic circles or formulas, and gained this ability by absorbing the Salamander's Scale, so it's ambiguous.
Not all abilities activated by magic power are magic. By that logic, sword energy would be magic too.

"I've been quite interested in your ability. Other mages too. If you don't mind, I'd like you to help satisfy our academic curiosity at the Snow Flower Tower. What do you say?"

Though I didn't particularly mingle with the mages during the previous expedition,
they must have been watching me because I broke the ice with my heat sword.

"Tower Master, your words honor me greatly. However, as a member of the Grand Duke's guard, I cannot leave Her side."

As I said this, I carefully glanced toward Grace.
Grace, whatever she was thinking, listened to our conversation silently without much reaction.

"Ah, I see? Hmm, it would be difficult to ask the Grand Duke to weaken her guard for the sake of our academic curiosity."
"That won't do."
"It won't, you say. Then what to do..."

Dariel pondered alone and then:

"I've got it! If you can't come to us, we'll come to you. I'll send one of the Snow Flower Tower's elders to the Grand Duke's side, and when you have time, you can help us. Grand Duke, what do you think?"
"Having an elder of the tower in my palace? Good, it adds a powerful force to my side. But my guard is busy, Tower Master. It might be difficult to give you as much time as you want?"
"Hmm, is that so?"

Objectively speaking, it is busy.
I barely have enough time for knight preparation with less than 40 days left, and if I help with the Snow Flower Tower's research too... Wait. Knight preparation?

"Your Grace, may I speak?"
"Go ahead."
"If possible, I would like to help with the Snow Flower Tower's research. It would be an honor beyond measure if this power could contribute to the development of the Snow Flower Tower and the strengthening of the North's military."
"Aren't you already pressed for time with your knight exam preparations?"

The reason Grace indirectly refused Dariel's request was out of consideration for me.
But I couldn't miss this opportunity.

"I would like to discuss that aspect with the Tower Master."
"Very well."

As soon as Grace gave her approval, I turned to Dariel.

"Tower Master, I gladly accept your offer. But may I make one request?"
"Oh! Speak. Any statement is permitted within this Snow Flower Tower. Even criticizing His Majesty the King."
"Tower Master, I'd prefer if you refrained from that. If criticism of His Majesty is heard, it would be difficult for me to protect you all."
"I see. Then no criticizing His Majesty the King."

What's this? This old man is amusing.

"This might be an impertinent request, but if you're sending an elder from the tower, could it be someone skilled in observing the flow of magic power or proficient in enchantment magic?"
"The flow of magic power and enchantment magic?"

Dariel tilted his head, then quickly clapped his hands as if understanding my intention.

"I have just the right person! Understood, I'll send someone with the expertise you desire. Grand Duke, is that acceptable?"
"If the person concerned has agreed."

Nice.
What is a magic tower?
It's a magical research institute teeming with mages.
And among them, those at the elder level are the top elite intellectuals.

Learning from a magic tower elder would help me grasp the elusive magic power perception method and learn more about heat manipulation.
And those would greatly aid my leveling up.

But you know what?
I noticed Elaine briefly furrowing her brow before relaxing it again.
Is something bothering her?

Ch.25 - Chapter 25. Snow Flower Tower (2)
While talking with Dariel, we arrived at the location of the ice crystal.

The ice crystal was on the fifth basement floor of the Snow Flower Tower.
From what I'd heard, it was the deepest part of the tower and the place where the most important treasures were kept.
Considering that the Snow Flower Tower's main attribute was ice, the ice crystal that maximized cold magic was indeed its greatest treasure.

There were many other mages studying the ice crystal on the fifth basement floor.
They varied in age, attire, and the tools they held, but they all wore bluish robes, marking them as cold magic users.

I recognized some familiar faces among the mages who had accompanied us on the previous Silver Sabertooth expedition.
Though I didn't know their names.

"Welcome, Tower Master."

Dariel acknowledged their greetings and guided Grace to the ice crystal.

"Why has this gotten bigger?"

Grace tilted her head as she looked at the ice crystal.
Even to my eyes, the ice crystal had grown larger than before.
If it was the size of a large boulder before, now it was the size of an extra-large boulder. Though not a dramatic change, it was noticeable.

"I believe this is its original size. It had shrunk after using its power to freeze the Crystal Lake. After injecting sufficient magical power and cold energy, it grew back."
"Can it get any bigger than this?"
"No, this is its limit. We tried to make it larger by pouring in the magical power of two elders, but it wouldn't budge. Even restoring it to this original size required an enormous amount of magical power. Because of that, the research schedule at Snow Flower Tower has been significantly delayed."
"So even if the ice crystal is consumed, it can be regrown by injecting cold energy and magical power."
"Hehehe, that's right. But we shouldn't waste it counting on regeneration. The entire tower could end up becoming just a charging station for the ice crystal."
"Noted."

This was the first time I'd heard that the ice crystal was rechargeable.
In the novel, the quantity of ice crystals was limited, and this setting probably didn't appear because they were urgently used in battle.

Although Dariel warned against overuse, suggesting the energy charging efficiency was quite low.
Still, the fact that such an overpowered item could be recharged was an incredible advantage.
As Grace said, they could store it here, use what they needed, and recharge it later.

"How can it be utilized?"
"I knew you'd ask that first. Bring them here!"

At Dariel's shout, a mage with a bowl haircut brought a stack of papers.
Dariel received them, spread them out one by one on a nearby table, and began his explanation.

The papers contained designs for magical tools.
...Let me correct that. Rather than magical tools, they were designs for weapons of war.

An ice cannon that fired cold energy when magical power was injected into an ice crystal fragment placed inside a cylinder.
A staff with a processed ice crystal fragment embedded at its tip.
There was even something like a grenade that, when injected with magical power and thrown, would explode the ice crystal fragment inside, freezing everything around it.

'Is this a magic research lab or a weapons development facility?'

It was quite surprising.
Even for a combat magic specialist, these weapon designs were remarkably systematic.

"This ice bomb seems effective but inefficient due to consumption, the staff seems reasonably practical, and this ice cannon looks interesting."

Grace carefully examined each design Dariel had brought and evaluated them.

"They're all intriguing weapons, but ultimately, only knights or mages could use them."
"Well, yes. Even though the ice crystal is like a blessing from nature, it requires magical power injection to use its cold energy."
"Considering that, there are many constraints in applying these weapons in actual combat. Especially this ice cannon, which would require stationing at least one knight or mage alongside it."

Grace sharply pointed out the flaws in the designs.
While Dariel might be superior in weapon development and magical application, Grace's insights from her extensive combat experience were accurate, so he nodded and listened attentively without showing any displeasure.

"Hmm, considering the number of personnel, we should assign our disciples rather than knights."
"The same goes for the ice bomb. Knights would find it difficult to carry such heavy objects during combat. This too should be used by mages."
"I suppose so."
"As for the staff, it's a mage-exclusive weapon..."
"Hmm..."

After completing her evaluation, Grace asked Dariel:

"Tower Master, are there no weapons suitable for knights? I vaguely recall someone suggesting a sword idea before. Was that idea scrapped?"
"Ah, the sword."

Dariel made a troubled expression at Grace's words.
Is there some problem?

"Indeed, there was an idea to embed ice crystal fragments into sword or spear blades to develop magic swords and spears. However, it was immediately rejected."
"Why?"
"Because of the ice crystal's durability. Even with magic swords or spears, bladed weapons ultimately clash in combat, right? That's why they're made of hard iron."
"That's true."
"Ice crystals are delicate objects that can shatter if struck improperly. And if we only use them as cold energy emitters, there's no reason to make them in blade form. A blade that isn't swung is no different from a staff."
"That makes sense."
"Even if we were to make them solely for cold energy emission, the ice crystal would shatter during the hammering process. Rough blacksmiths would find it difficult to handle."

While Grace acknowledged Dariel's words, she still looked somewhat disappointed.
As a swordsman herself, the Northern Grand Duke Grace probably had a pure desire to see weapons made with such a powerful material as the ice crystal.

'What should I do? I want to interject here.'

Having read the novel, I knew parts of Dariel's explanation that could be addressed.
Mixing in Hancheol would solve the durability issue, making it usable as a sword.
I knew exactly one blacksmith capable of handling ice crystals.
If I brought Bill, I could resolve all the issues Dariel had pointed out, which would please Grace.

However, while I had grounds and timing to express my opinion during the Crystal Lake incident.
If I suddenly stepped forward and revealed this information here, I would appear extremely suspicious for knowing all this. I was wondering if I should wait for another opportunity when...

"Your Grace, may I offer an opinion?"
"?"

Ilaine, who usually quietly accompanied Grace from behind, unusually stepped forward first.
Grace also seemed surprised, widening her eyes as she granted permission to speak.

"Go ahead."
"Luke here made a dagger from obsidian. As you know, obsidian is a mysterious mineral imbued with magical power, but it's weaker than iron, making it insufficient as a sword material. Yet Luke cut through the ice of Crystal Lake with that obsidian dagger."
"?!"
"The blacksmith who made Luke's dagger seems to have a special technique. What if we called him to hear his opinion?"

Wow.
Nice assist, Ilaine. That was perfect.
I wish I could give her a thumbs up and even kiss her on the cheek.

For the first time, I felt frustrated that I couldn't express affection to Ilaine due to professional boundaries. Grace and Dariel's gazes fixed on me.

"Come to think of it, how do you have a sword made of obsidian? You even struck Silver Sabertooth with it."
"An obsidian sword! Aha, so that's how you amplified heat to break the ice of Crystal Lake!"

Grace, who knew my dagger was made of obsidian, expressed her curiosity, while Dariel became excited as if discovering a new idea.

'Now, what do I do?'

Thanks to Ilaine, a good opportunity had arisen, but I was conflicted inside.

Is it right to reveal information about Hancheol here?
If so, I'd have to disclose that my dagger was actually made with Hancheol, that I recognized it, and that I used it as my personal weapon without reporting it.
Ilaine had let it slide, but Grace didn't know. Ilaine probably didn't mention Hancheol to Grace out of consideration for me, so it would be strange to self-destruct now.

The time for deliberation is short. They're both looking at me, expecting an answer.
After a brief moment of thought, my conclusion was:

"During a mission, I found obsidian and thought it might be possible to make a sword with it. So I visited my regular weapon shop's blacksmith, discussed it with him, and came up with the idea of mixing obsidian with iron to create a sword."
"Obsidian with iron?"
"Yes, there were many challenges, but the end result was this dagger, Black Hunger."

I finished my explanation by showing the Black Hunger from my waist.
Indeed, as I had told Ilaine before, it's more effective to partially reveal the truth than to hide it completely.
After all, my goal is to have Grace meet Bill and commission him to make a crystal sword.
I can reveal information to that extent.

"That dagger, may I see it for a moment?"
"!"

I momentarily felt my breath catch.

There was no suspicion on her face. Just curiosity.
But a swordsman of Grace's caliber might sense the Hancheol energy in Black Hunger.
I wondered if I had made a mistake with this performance.

But how could I refuse? Hoping the Hancheol wouldn't be detected, I handed Black Hunger to her.
Grace took the dagger and carefully examined the black blade.

"..."

Since it was a short dagger, she swung it freely in the air a few times, then closely examined the blade again.
She tilted her head slightly.

"It's a well-made sword. Seems crafted by a very skilled blacksmith. Where was it made?"
"Thank you. It was made by Bill, the owner of 'Billsmith' in the commercial district."
"Hmm?"

When I mentioned Bill's name, there was a reaction from someone other than Grace.
Grace and I turned our heads in that direction.
The person who made the sound was a senior member of Guard Unit 1 standing nearby.

"You know the place too?"
"Yes, I also entrust my sword maintenance to him."
"His skill?"
"He's the most skilled blacksmith I know."
"Oh ho."

I was surprised to meet another of Bill's customers here.
The senior and I exchanged glances, giving each other a "You too?" look, feeling a strange sense of camaraderie.

"I know the place as well."
"You do too?"

Ilaine, who usually maintains an expressionless face during work, brazenly interjected.

"Not just swords, but his overall weapon maintenance skills are excellent, and he's a talented individual with both enthusiasm and diligence. His firm belief in blacksmithing was also reassuring."
"Is that so?"
"During the last expedition mission, my sword blade was damaged, so I entrusted it to him during my leave, and it came back perfectly maintained."

Grace's eyes were now filled with interest, thanks to Ilaine's explosive assistance today.
Three members of her guard, whom she respected, and one of them her closest aide, were lavishing praise on this blacksmith.

"I regret not knowing such a master craftsman until now. I'd like to meet him, even at this late stage."
"If Your Grace would specify a convenient date, I'll summon him as soon as you return."
"Meeting people is my job, so don't worry about me. Arrange an invitation at the earliest date that suits the craftsman's schedule. Tower Master, may I take a small piece of the ice crystal? I'd like to hear that craftsman's opinion."
"No problem at all. A sword made with an ice crystal—I'd like to see it too, if possible."

With Dariel's approval, the crystal sword production plan smoothly moved to the next stage.

Bill, who had recently tasted Hancheol, would likely use this opportunity to request Hancheol from the Northern Grand Duke, and I had already told Ilaine where I found Hancheol.
This way, Hancheol mining could begin without my awkward intervention.

'All's well that ends well.'

We came to check on the progress of ice crystal research and unexpectedly gained something.
This is why people should always stay alert and look for opportunities.

"Next, I'd like to see the effects of the ice crystal."
"Ho ho ho, of course I must show you that as well."

Both Grace and Dariel seemed to be in good spirits as the conversation progressed favorably.
Dariel demonstrated the performance and effects of the ice crystal to Grace.
Although I already knew about it from the novel, seeing it directly was different from reading about it. I watched like I was enjoying a magic show.

As the ice crystal infused with magical power emitted cold energy, scattered ice fragments, and froze moisture in the air to make snow—a mysterious and beautiful sight—

'Snow... cold energy... coldness...'

Why did the "Snow Cold Sword" suddenly come to mind?
If Ilaine were to wield a sword made with the ice crystal, actually scattering snow while using the Snow Cold Sword technique...
It would be quite magnificent.

Ch.26 - Chapter 26. Elder of the Snow Flower Tower
Grace and I returned to the "Winter Palace," the Northern Grand Duke's castle, after watching a demonstration of ice magic using ice crystals.

Before leaving, I felt a bit uncomfortable when the Snowflower Tower Master Dariel approached me once more to show his interest. Nevertheless, I figured that establishing a connection with him would benefit rather than harm me, so I considered it a positive development.

'But someone of the Snowflower Tower's caliber wouldn't find heat manipulation to be such a remarkable ability, so why is he so interested?'

Unless heat manipulation was an extremely rare ability in this world.
In reality, it's essentially a type of flame magic, so it's not that special.

While the Snowflower Tower specializes in cold magic, they're all exceptional mages who can naturally use flame magic as well.
Considering this is the cold northern region, there are probably many who specialize in flame magic.

Moreover, I can only adjust temperature with heat; I can't shoot or emit flames, so I could be considered a lower-tier fire user.
The Tower Master Dariel and elder-level mages could probably produce heat far stronger than I could.

'That's why I don't understand.'

No matter how I think about it, there's no reason for the Snowflower Tower Master to personally express interest in me.
Offering to dispatch a tower elder for cooperation clearly means he wants something.
Wants something.
What could I, a mere soldier, possibly offer to the Snowflower Tower Master?

"Of course you have something."

When Grace questioned me about my deep thoughts, I shared my recent doubts.
I tilted my head at Grace's answer.
What could I possibly offer to the Snowflower Tower Master?

"A rookie soldier who never studied magic and isn't a knight can not only handle magical power but also use elemental abilities. The Snowflower Tower probably thinks you might be a magical prodigy."
"Ah."

So that's the misunderstanding.
If I explain to the visiting elder, "I can use heat manipulation because of the salamander scale, and I'm not a genius at all. Haha," a magical tower in a novel would probably...

-Salamander scale? What's that? You have that in your body? Let me research it more!

And they'd detain me.
Perhaps like in Shakespeare's comedy "The Merchant of Venice," they might ask to take a pound of my skin that absorbed the salamander scale. For research purposes.
Would Elaine then disguise herself as a judge like Portia and save the protagonist from crisis?

"Simply put, what the Snowflower Tower Master wants is you yourself, not your heat manipulation. If it turns out you have exceptional magical talent, he'll probably beg me to send you to the Snowflower Tower."
"So they're dispatching an elder-level person just for recruiting talent?"
"In the Tower Master's eyes, you must be more than 'just talent.'"

To be honest, I was curious about my magical aptitude.
Just as one can't take an MBTI test or aptitude test in a fantasy world,
I couldn't test my magic or magical power in the modern world, so I don't know my potential.
Who knows? I might have magical talent regardless of the salamander scale.
People should always live with dreams and hope.

"If I do have magical talent, what happens to me?"
"What would you do, Sir Elaine?"
"No."

Grace shrugged at Elaine's cold expression and immediate rejection without any hesitation.

"I see."
"I understand."

I decided to keep the salamander scale story hidden as much as possible.
If the Snowflower Tower elder asked me for a pound of flesh,
Elaine wouldn't disguise herself as a respectable judge like in "The Merchant of Venice"—she'd probably grab a knife herself.

Speaking of which, now I not only have to avoid being lured into the 3rd Division but also avoid being recruited by the Snowflower Tower?
I feel like a popular student being asked to join clubs from all directions, which secretly makes me proud.
But my concerns outweigh that feeling.

I just hope the visiting elder isn't a muscular old man like Gi.
That would be too similar in character.

***

Whether Grace was right about the Snowflower Tower targeting me or not,
The very next day, an elder arrived at the Winter Palace.
I thought I had set quite difficult conditions, but they seemed to have chosen who to dispatch as quickly as a game of rock-paper-scissors.

Still, an elder from the Snowflower Tower would be among the top ten magical authorities in the North.
Considering the Snowflower Tower's focus on attack magic, they would surely have practical skills, not just theory.
Moreover, having a Snowflower Tower elder in residence would not only strengthen the castle's defenses but also allow positive exchanges with the knights who also use magical power.
Everything seemed to be going well.

Although I had approved the Tower Master's proposal,
There were two personally troubling aspects.

First was the Guard's attention toward me.
That elder was essentially brought here because of me.
Even though the Snowflower Tower maintains closer relationships with local authorities than other magical towers, they're not generous enough to readily send their core personnel.
So naturally, the guards were curious about why an elder-level figure was dispatched because of me.

As a result, during training, breaks, in the dormitory, while eating, bathing, and even during guard duty,
I was tired of the barrage of questions.
Especially the seniors from the 1st Division wondered what I had done during the expedition.

But I had anticipated this much, so it wasn't too stressful.
Catching the Snowflower Tower's eye resulted from my proactive actions, and seeing Elaine safe made me have no regrets when recalling the large ice crystal.
Rather, imagining the day I announce my marriage to Elaine, this level of attention feels merely ticklish.

What really concerned me was the second reason.
It was about the Snowflower Tower elder who came to see me.

"Pleased to meet you. Since you said you're not a knight... Mr. Luke? Luke? Sir Luke? What title would you prefer?"

It wasn't a muscular old man with a bare upper body like Gi.
On the contrary, someone who might be dangerous if they bared their upper body came.

"...Just Mr. Luke, please."
"Alright, Mr. Luke. Let me introduce myself. I've been dispatched from the Snowflower Tower to stay at the Winter Palace for a while to research your heat manipulation ability. I look forward to working with you."

That's right.
Not a muscle-bound man like Gi, but a young woman shorter than me with a delicate frame.
Age-wise, she could be in her 20s, or at most in her 30s if she has a youthful appearance.

"Excuse me if this is impertinent, but... are you really an elder?"

Just as knights must pass rigorous tests,
To be recognized as an elder in a magical tower requires magical skill, theses on one's specialized school, notable achievements, and more.
It's not just about exceptional skill; there are many requirements.
Logically, it's not something achievable at a young age.

"Haha, I am quite young, aren't I?"
"When people think of elders, they usually imagine older individuals."
"Strictly speaking, I'm not an official elder."
"What? What do you mean?"
"Don't worry. I have the skills of an elder. Hmm, I should properly introduce myself. I know about you from what I've heard, but you might not know about me."

The young elder(?) cleared her throat and began her introduction.

"My name is Sophia Zenon. You can just call me Sophia. I have the qualifications of an elder, but due to my young age, I haven't built up experience as an instructor yet, so I'm designated as the next elder but haven't officially received the elder position."
"!"
"Oh, I share the same surname as the Tower Master, but I'm not his biological daughter—I'm his adopted daughter, so please don't feel pressured. It's common for mages to adopt talented children."

Wait.
Sophia Zenon?

Now I remember.
The young female elder of the Snowflower Tower who appeared in the Northern episode of "Brave Lord."

Sophia Zenon.
The North's greatest magical prodigy after Dariel and a strong candidate for the next Tower Master.
She appeared occasionally in meeting scenes and contributed to battles as a member of the Northern forces.
She wore a wide-brimmed hat, and unlike Grace, she had no illustrations, so I couldn't immediately recall her face.

Looking at her again, she indeed has the cute, round face and intellectual aura described in the novel.
In the story, Sophia showed interest in hero Aran's power and approached him, only to be checked by the female members of Aran's party.

Among readers, there was initially talk about whether there was another heroine besides Grace.
That talk quickly disappeared for some reason. Anyway.

"I apologize. I've heard of you, but meeting you for the first time surprised me."
"That's understandable. I do look younger than I am."

Sophia's cheerful smile genuinely showed she didn't mind, which reassured me.

"The reason I was dispatched despite not being an official elder is that among the elder-level members of the Snowflower Tower, I was deemed most suitable for this task by the council."
"Ah, you mean the condition I requested."
"The reason I became a provisional elder at such a young age was my exceptional understanding of magical flow. Do you see these eyes?"

Sophia pushed her hair aside and brought her face close to mine.
I flinched as her round face with large eyes suddenly approached, but
My gaze was fixed on her eyes behind her glasses rather than her face.

Sophia's eyes had a unique color.
A dreamlike mixture of purple and blue, with sparkling light particles scattered like stars in the night sky.

"I was born with a special constitution. I have an excess of magical power in my body, which may have developed my eyes, allowing me to see the flow of magical power in the atmosphere since I was a baby. I didn't know it was magical power until I met my father."

So that's the Magic Eye.
It's even more fascinating to see it in person.
In the novel, only three people, including Sophia, possessed this ability.

"But are you also skilled in enchantment magic, Sophia Elder?"
"What do you mean? Oh, and just call me Sophia."
"I thought your specialization was flame magic."
"Oh? How did you know I specialize in flame magic?"

Oops, I was so surprised by her presence that I revealed too much knowledge.

"You're one of the most renowned mages of the Snowflower Tower, so I've heard about your achievements."
"Hehe, I'm pleased my reputation precedes me. As you said, my specialization is flame magic. Currently, the elder who specializes in enchantment magic is focused on ice crystal research. As a provisional elder, I have some knowledge of enchantment magic too. I hear your ability is heat manipulation?"
"Yes, that's right."
"For a field dealing with fire, I'll be more helpful than enchantment magic. When it comes to fire among Northern mages, I'm the one to talk to."

Despite Sophia's smiling eyes, I remained emotionally unmoved.
Earlier, I was startled when she suddenly brought her face close, but I didn't feel any heart flutter.

Objectively, Sophia has a cute puppy-like appearance.
Statistics show men prefer cute women over pretty ones, so anyone would be thrilled if a woman like Sophia smiled at them.

However, I could remain indifferent to her smile.
Because Sophia had an incredible twist that shocked readers at the time.
No, she's not a cross-dresser.

"Besides ability, there's another reason."
"What reason?"
"The Tower Master thought I'd be easier to talk to since we're similar in age compared to the other elders."

I can guess Dariel's intention.
Even if adopted, she's his daughter. A daughter in her 20s, at an age to think about her future.
And then a magical prodigy (supposedly) of her age visits the Snowflower Tower—of course he'd be interested.

But Dariel's ambition is destined to fail completely.

'At first I was worried because the elder was a woman.'

That was the second reason for my concern.

Judging from the recent Milky Way confession incident,
Elaine is a jealous woman who shows subtle wariness even toward Grace, her superior and close friend.

And now the elder who will help with Snowflower Tower research and teach me about magical power isn't a bearded old man or a wrinkled old woman, but a woman around my age.
Elaine wouldn't be pleased at all.

But if it's Sophia, there's no problem.
Even if she's prettier and cuter than most women, I'm safe.
Despite Dariel sending her with ambition, I'm not worried.
Because it's Sophia.
I won't feel any desire even when I'm with an intelligent, round-faced beauty.

"I look forward to working with you, Sophia."
"Yes, likewise, Luke."

As we exchanged greetings with smiling faces, someone approached us.

"Welcome, Elder of the Snowflower Tower. I apologize for not greeting you earlier due to official duties. Please understand. I am Elaine, the Grand Duke's Guard Captain and Luke's superior."

Elaine approached Sophia and greeted her with courtesy.
She must have heard I was at the training ground with her and made time to come greet her.

Sure enough,
Elaine's eyebrows trembled ever so slightly upon seeing the cute-faced woman under the wide brim.

While I understood her wariness, I was about to subtly hint that it wasn't necessary when—

"?"

This time my eyebrows trembled.

"Pleased to meet you, Guard Captain. I've heard much about you."

Unlike Elaine's stiff expression that seemed somewhat displeased, Sophia's voice remained kind and gentle, but
In that brief greeting, I felt a different kind of anxiety rising than before.

Sophia's eyes were sparkling as she looked at Elaine.
Not because of her Magic Eye, but for another reason.
And I knew that sparkle well.

'Wasn't Sophia's type someone with a round face and a soft, cute vibe?'

Oh no.
I forgot.
Sophia's preference is indeed for cute girls with round faces and a soft atmosphere, but
There's one more really important thing:

"My, you're truly beautiful. I'd heard the Grand Duke's Guard Captain was beautiful, but I didn't know you'd be this radiant. As a woman, I find myself admiring you."
"What? Oh, thank you."

That would be large breasts that you can bury your face in.

And Elaine...
Has a very good figure.
You can bury your face in it. How do I know? That's not the important issue right now.

"Hehe, let's get along well."

It seems that...
The person I should be wary of isn't Elaine, but myself.

Ch.27 - Chapter 27. The King Has Donkey Ears (1)
*Knock knock.*

"Captain, it's Luke. I'm coming in."

After knocking—a basic courtesy both on Earth and in this world—I entered.

"Sit down."

Did she leave the window open?
A chilling cold enveloped me.

Strange. Thanks to my salamander scales, my body temperature is higher, and I barely feel the cold even in a blizzard.
Why is it so cold in here?
Fortunately, the chair looked warm, so I quickly went and sat down.

As I took my seat, Elaine sat down across from me.

"How did your ability research with Elder Sophia go?"
"Since it was the first day, I explained how I manipulate heat, and I learned that to use heat manipulation more effectively, I need to know how to smoothly channel mana from my body to my arms and legs. There was no physical contact during the process. We concluded that to achieve the results the Snow Tower wants, I first need to strengthen my abilities, so starting tomorrow, I'll receive teachings about mana. We also agreed to conduct an aptitude test during the process."

As a subordinate, it's my duty to report in detail to my superior, so I gave a thorough account of what happened with Sophia.

"I see."

For my lengthy explanation that would take up about 238 characters if typed on A4 paper, all I got was a three-letter response. Not great value, but cheap for the price of my life.

I'm glad I included the TMI about no physical contact.
Actually, considering TMI stands for Too Much Information, what I just said was essential information, so it wasn't TMI at all.

'The king has donkey ears...'

I wanted to say that it wasn't me she was glaring at, but you, especially that heavy, warm chest that makes such a strong impression even in armor.
But if I said that, I'd clearly be misunderstood.
I had no way to explain how I knew the Snow Tower Elder was a lesbian.

This is a fantasy world, so I'm not sure if attitudes toward homosexuality are as strict as in the real medieval period.
Even in the 21st century, there were negative views toward homosexuality. It's probably worse here, certainly not more tolerant.

That's why Sophia hid her sexual preferences so well that even her adoptive father Dariel didn't know.
Even readers of "Brave Lord" were confused about whether Sophia was a heroine when she approached Aran's party.
The twist was that Sophia approached Aran purely out of curiosity about the hero's power, and her reason for approaching "Aran's party" was something else entirely.

Because the mage who was a member of Aran's party and the main heroine of "Brave Lord" was a cute girl with a round face and short hair that suited her well.
And she had large breasts.

'The king has donkey ears.'

If only I didn't know, I could have focused solely on Elaine and ignored Sophia completely.
Having knowledge from the novel has never been as uncomfortable as it is today.

'The king has donkey ears... ah, screw it.'

It's so frustrating that I can't tell Elaine about that blonde honor student's preferences even though I know them.

That blonde likes women but isn't the type to force herself on others, and I'm confident she won't steal anyone.
How ridiculous it is from my perspective to watch Elaine worry about losing her man to a lesbian.

While I was internally ranting, Elaine sighed softly and spoke again.

"I called you because I was curious if you did well. Dealing one-on-one with an Elder of the Snow Tower is never easy, so I'm glad you're doing well. The opportunity to receive an Elder's teachings is rare, so learn well."

At first glance, it sounds like she called me out of jealousy and is now relieved.
But interpreting the content more carefully, it means that while she's uncomfortable with me being alone with a cute beauty, she trusts that I'll handle it well.

"The Elder is a mage, and you're preparing to be a knight. Because of this, there might be parts of the lessons that are difficult to understand due to differences in aptitude. When that happens, feel free to come to me for advice."

Is that also a form of jealousy?
It seems like it.
If I were to tactlessly say, "No, I can't waste the Captain's time," the life I just saved would instantly be forfeit.
That's truly frightening.

"Thank you."
"You may go if your report is finished. You have night duty today, so rest up and replenish your energy beforehand."

The Guard Captain has granted me leave.
I was about to withdraw, partly because I was tired from the ability research with Sophia.

"Captain."
"Do you have something else to say?"
"Yes. When I showed my heat manipulation to the Elder, she asked various things about you."
"About me?"
"Whether you've learned mana control before, how you broke the ice of the Crystal Lake, where you learned swordsmanship. As I answered, I realized they were all related to you."

I'm having a slight existential crisis about how I ended up becoming a woman's rival.
I can't be the first to expose Sophia's sexual preferences.
Aside from how I know, it's not good behavior to carelessly spread someone else's private preferences.

Still, I'm concerned about Sophia showing interest in Elaine and Elaine being stressed because of Sophia.
There's only one solution.
Guide Elaine to suspect Sophia herself and let her realize it on her own.
Technically speaking, it's a hint, in English, gaslighting—no, just a hint.

Besides, what I just said isn't a lie.
Sophia did ask me who taught me mana control, how I was able to break the ice of the Crystal Lake, and if I had learned swordsmanship before.

Of course, Sophia, who hides her preferences well, didn't blatantly target Elaine with her questions; it was simply basic inquiry as a researcher.
If anything, I was the one who first mentioned learning from Elaine.
Well, when messages pass between rooms, content and nuances tend to change slightly, don't they?

"Is that so? Hmm..."

Elaine tilted her head, wondering why such a conversation had occurred, but she didn't doubt the truth of my story.
It's true that I learned swordsmanship and mana control from her. She seemed to think the other side was curious about my foundation.
That's good enough for now.

"I understand. Do you have anything else to say?"
"No."
"Then you may go."

I saluted Elaine and went outside.
Phew.

***

Today, the light in Grace's office remained on late into the night, suggesting she had work to do.
This isn't the seaside, so why are there so many lighthouses?
Whether she sleeps or not, the Guard's duty hours and mission content remain the same.

Scratch, scratch.
In the quiet room, the sound of a quill pen etching black ink onto rough but clean paper could be heard.

In modern times, such everyday white noise is used in ASMR to create a sense of comfort or stimulation by affecting the ears, making people feel at ease.
I don't know what ASMR stands for or if it has scientific effects, but I've benefited from it a lot.
The sound of crackling fire, rain, keyboard typing, writing—playing these while sleeping really helps with insomnia.

Is it because of the conditioned reflex in my brain?
No, considering this brain isn't from a modern human body, it must be engraved in my soul.
Anyway.

'I almost dozed off.'

I swallowed to stay alert just in time.
I never thought I'd be using the classic method I used to avoid falling asleep in school or at work here too.

But just as it was ineffective then, it remains so now.
The rustling sound in my ears was putting me back to sleep.

'No, I can't. If I doze off here, Grace might throw her lion sword and a dragon eating cheesecake might choke and look for zero cola...'

"Garen."
"!"

Gasp! I was just about to fall asleep.
I think I was imagining some nonsensical gibberish.
Fortunately, I snapped back to reality when Grace called for Garen, who was on duty with me.
Indeed, the best way to wake up is to hear someone's voice.

"Yes, Your Grace."
"I'm thirsty. Please bring me a glass of cool water."
"Right away."

As Garen left his post for the errand, only Grace and I remained.
My eyes might have been slightly closed, but I hadn't been nodding off, so I tensed up hoping I hadn't been caught.

"I'm feeling sleepy too. I should rest a bit until the water arrives."
"..."
"Luke, how are your preparations for the knight exam going?"

Our Northern Archduchess must be quite bored. She seems curious about the progress of our bet.
Since it's not difficult to answer and talking might help me stay fully awake, I replied readily.

"Thanks to your concern, I'm preparing smoothly. I'm training my physical strength, focusing on the basic movements of the Snow Cold Sword, and have started practicing mana with Elder Sophia."

Judgment and teamwork are matters of intuition, while the knight exam requires preparation in physical strength and swordsmanship.
I thought mana control wasn't important since it's taught during knight training.

-Actually, mana is important too.

When I heard those words from Anduril, the 1st Squad's deputy leader, I tilted my head in confusion.

-Isn't mana something that's taught to knight trainees, so exam takers can't use it?
-Well, that's the common perception.
-Oh, don't tell me...
-Yes, that's right. Think about it. Noble children all receive basic lessons on mana from a young age. Do you really think they don't know how to handle mana?

In essence, it's like sending children to expensive English kindergartens and hiring tutors from a young age to get into good universities.
Coming from South Korea, a country obsessed with private education, I should have realized how zealous parents here would be about their children's education. I felt ashamed.
Still, wanting to hold onto the last thread of hope that the world is fair:

-But the Archduchess and the Captain said mana isn't that important for the knight exam.
-They didn't need it. Would a lion lose to a rabbit just because it doesn't have claws?
-Ah, that's true.

I should have been looking at this from a subordinate's perspective, but the knights I've interacted with are of such high caliber that I unintentionally had gaps in my information.
It was like a student who needs to check answer sheets and workbooks getting advice from someone who ranks first nationally with just school lessons.
Indeed, in a fantasy world with archdukes and nobles, equality is nonsense.

That's why I negotiated with Dariel when I went to the Snow Tower, asking for an elder to be my private tutor.
Any mage from the Snow Tower, a war-specialized magic tower, would be an excellent instructor.
I didn't expect it would be Sophia, though.

'I even asked Sophia about mana, and she said cases like mine, using mana for elemental abilities, are extremely rare.'

The opponent may have had early education in an English kindergarten, but I have a cheat sheet passed down from a senior, so I might have a chance with targeted studying.

"You're working hard. If you think the period is too short, feel free to say so. You've made great contributions in the last battle, so I can grant that much of an extension."
"No, how could a man go back on his word? I'll prepare within the agreed time."
"Hmm."

After my answer, Grace was silent for a moment.

"So there is something after all."
"Pardon?"
"It was my doing to pressure you, but there was no need for you to put such severe shackles on yourself. You're not reckless enough to have made that challenge without a plan."

Grace observed me carefully.

"I wondered if your strategy was to deliberately set a tight deadline to catch my eye, then earn merit to gain more time. But that's not it either. After thinking about it, my question returns to the starting point."
"..."
"Why are you so fixated on two months from now? Is there a special reason it has to be then?"

Damn. I genuinely got chills.
Everything had been going according to plan until now.
As expected of the heroine from "Brave Lord," the most capable person except in romance. I can't let my guard down.

That question just now wasn't simple consideration but an attempt to confirm her suspicions.
She's hit the mark.

"Ah, there I go with my bad habit. I'm sorry, I'm not interrogating or doubting you. I told you during the last expedition, didn't I? I trust you quite a bit. This is just pure curiosity. Why are you so insistent on the two-month constraint despite all the hardship?"

She said it was pure curiosity, not suspicion, and given Grace's character—having grown up honest without needing to learn lies or schemes from a young age—those words are likely sincere.

But for me being questioned, I couldn't help but feel chills.
She's finally trying to dig into what I've been passing off as a new recruit's spirit all this time.

Historically, at moments like these, someone tactless usually bursts through the door and interrupts the conversation.
Right now, I desperately hoped Garen would display his usual lack of tact, and I sent telepathic prayers toward the door.

*Slam.*
Hooray!
Internally cheering that clichés are clichés for a reason, I turned my attention to the door, pretending to be fulfilling my guard duty.

"?"

Wait. It's not Garen with a water cup and a dumbfounded expression.
It's a beautiful woman with blue hair holding documents who has entered.

"Perfect timing."

Grace smiled as she saw Elaine, who looked puzzled as she entered.

"You should hear this too. Now that all the parties from that day are here, answer me, Luke. What are you waiting for a month from now?"

Ah, I should have just fallen asleep.
Dozing during duty is grounds for disciplinary action, but it seems less painful than this.

I desperately racked my brain and, meeting the two pairs of eyes staring at me, opened my mouth.

Ch.28 - Chapter 28. The King Has Donkey Ears (2)
Life is naturally full of things that need explaining.

You have to explain to your parents who walk into your room while you're watching wholesome animation that it's not something weird,
You have to explain to your friend who catches you watching VTubers how you happened to be watching them,
And you even have to explain how the console game you like is different from what people commonly call "mobile boob games."

Now that I've given examples, this situation seems rather cheap in comparison.
Anyway.

Unable to avoid explaining myself to Grace's question, the path I chose was:

"I want to take on the challenge."
"Challenge?"
"As Your Excellency said, in half a year I could certainly aim for knighthood with more confidence than now. But I don't want to set my own limits, and even if I face hardships, I want to aim higher. This challenging spirit is what has driven me to rise this far despite being a new recruit. I want to find methods, put in the effort, utilize the weapons at my disposal, surpass my yesterday's self, and climb even higher!"

In my previous life, I learned about the habits of higher-ups during my company days.
Executives commonly love words like "challenging spirit," "self-improvement," and "finding solutions independently." No joke, I heard these at every company dinner.
Cross the line, and you enter the old-fashioned route of "have ownership mindset for the company."

Of course, those executives were all people with receding hairlines, balding crowns, or brains extracted instead of hair.
Grace, unlike them, has abundant hair, is young, and actually has a brain.
But since she's also a high-ranking person as the Grand Duchess of the North, I fired off a statistically-derived line aimed at her preferences.

"Why must this challenge be in two months?"
"That's the deadline I've determined for myself."
"Deadline?"

Huh? Oh, right. There's no France in this world, so the term "Maginot Line" wouldn't exist.

"I apologize. It was a southern dialect phrase I found impressive in a book recently. Two months is the minimum preparation period I've determined."
"On what basis?"
"Considering my current progress, three months seems too long, and one month too short. I judged that two months would be tight enough to keep me focused without being unreasonable."

I admit it.
Compared to how I've been speaking so far, that was a bit sloppy.
Grace looked slightly puzzled too.

But I deliberately threw out that weak answer because I trusted the image I'd built up through my hard work.
With Grace, the conversation wouldn't end here.

"But if you fail this wager, you'll have to leave the Guard. Can you handle that?"
"My efforts so far weren't meant to end with joining the Guard. The Guard is merely a process toward my goal. How could someone who refuses to set limits for themselves stop after merely joining the Guard? Even if I have to leave, I'll succeed through other means and proudly return to this Winter Palace."

That was my prepared strike.
I avoided giving a specific answer about why two months while strongly expressing my determination.

It might seem like simple deflection, but there's actually solid reasoning that could convince Grace.
I hinted that I recognized one month was too short and had carefully considered the balance between recklessness and courage in adjusting the timeframe,
I reinforced my earlier talk about challenging spirit by saying I wouldn't settle for the present but would venture forward,
And I showed my resolve to not be broken even if I failed.

This was a gamble only I could make, knowing Grace's tendencies well enough to have once planned to pursue her.
I deliberately put intensity in my eyes to create an atmosphere in case Grace might ask about my goal.

To be honest, it is quite extraordinary.
For a mere soldier to aim to marry the Northern Guard Captain.
If most people would say "You're crazy" upon hearing a plan, it means that plan is truly extraordinary.

After my bold declaration, Grace stared at me blankly, then:

"What is your goal that makes you so—"

Oh dear, she asked it after all.
My eye intensity appeal failed.

"My goal is to gain the power to protect the peace of the North with my own hands. That power includes not just physical strength but also standing in a position where I can respond to situations at my level."

Though "the emperor has donkey ears"...
Surprisingly, everything I said contained no lies, just pure facts.
The reason I continued to advance even after establishing a relationship with Elaine was to prepare for the events from the novel that would eventually come.

In that sense, I have two types of goals.
My ultimate goal is to be with Elaine and enjoy a happy fantasy life, and to achieve that, my core goal is to prevent the war that broke out in the North in <Brave Road>.

Of course, things would be much easier if I spoiled the entire future to Grace. She's a walking cheat key.
However, not only did I lack a natural way to convey future events while avoiding suspicion from her insight, but considering Grace's influence in the novel, actively utilizing her could completely change the future from what I knew.
While changes were inevitable once I decided to intervene, if the main story got twisted, my greatest weapon would be compromised.

Grace looked at me intently after hearing my answer, then:

"A pure goal. And a good one at that."

She nodded.
When Grace nods, it means she acknowledges the other person.
Could it be?

"As I said, I wasn't trying to doubt or interrogate you. I was genuinely curious about why two months, so there's no need to be so tense. I suppose it makes sense, unlike during the Milky Way incident. Now you're learning swordsmanship from Sir Elaine and magic from Elder Sophia, so two months might indeed be worth expecting."
"I'll do my best."
"But correct your last statement. Don't think about leaving the Guard—approach this wager with the determination to win."
"Yes!"

Phew, Grace seems to have bought it.
I was so tense my back was sweating.

"Sir Elaine?"
"Ah, yes!"

Elaine jumped in surprise when Grace called her.

"Why so dazed?"
"I'm sorry. I think I dozed off for a moment."
"You, dozing off? That's unusual. Hmm, it is getting late. I'm feeling sleepy too, so I should wrap up and head in."

As Grace said this while stretching, there was a knock.
Knock knock.
Garen entered with the water he'd been asked to bring.

Grace thanked him, drank the water gratefully, then asked Elaine about her business, had a brief conversation with her, and left for the day.

"Well then, good work."

As Grace left, Guard Captain Elaine followed to escort her to her bedroom.

Tap.

"?"

She lightly tapped my shoulder.
Grin.
She gave me a smile and then quickly turned to follow Grace.

Though there was no conversation,
Seeing Elaine smile, it seemed I'd inadvertently scored points with her.
That's good.

"What were you talking about with them? The voices sounded so serious I didn't dare go in."

For someone who just went to get water, he was suspiciously late and entered right when the conversation ended.
He must have been waiting outside.

I take back what I said about Garen lacking awareness.
Thanks to him coming in, my overheated brain got some ventilation—if not, I might have failed to finish things smoothly due to embarrassment.
Besides, men can put on airs and show off in front of women, but saying those kinds of things with another man present would be cringe-worthy to death.

"Senior, what's your life goal?"
"Me? Obviously to marry Linda and live happily. Have one son who looks like Linda and two daughters who look like Linda."
"That's a nice goal. Especially the child planning part."

This senior isn't lacking awareness.
He just loves love.

"What? Don't tell me you're after my daughter? Absolutely not."
"Don't say crazy things. I'll start speaking informally to you."

...How did this guy end up in the Guard, where dating is so difficult?

***

Elaine followed Grace toward her bedroom, recalling what she had just heard.
No, she tried to recall but stopped.

'Is my face okay?'

She had barely managed to control her facial expression with her facial muscles.
But even she couldn't control her body temperature. Ah, she did know one way to raise her temperature—contact with Luke. Since Luke had heat manipulation abilities, her temperature would rise if their skin touched.
Indeed.

She was very concerned about whether her face had reddened, but with no way to check, Elaine felt frustrated.

At first, she wondered what was happening.
As Guard Captain, she could only return to the dormitory after the Grand Duchess finished work, so she was staying late too. She had come to report something when she found them in conversation.

Before she could assess the situation, Grace had included her in the conversation. Luke seemed to have something serious to say, so she remained quiet.
But goodness, suddenly he was saying such handsome and dignified things.

From Elaine's perspective, it felt like a sudden seduction, making her heart flutter while also feeling slightly upset that he was saying such wonderful things in the Grand Duchess's office rather than when they were alone.

But listening further, it seemed to be about the knight examination, not some affair.
Of course. Luke wouldn't do that. She had worried for nothing.

Elaine had previously spoken with Luke about his seemingly excessive efforts, but Grace hadn't been present then.
Strictly speaking, this wager was between Grace and Luke, so it was natural for her to take interest in Luke's affairs.
So rather than jealousy, she focused on Luke's declaration.

And she liked it very much.

Especially when he said that even if he lost the wager and left the Guard, he would work hard to return—her heart pounded so much that her lips curled up without her realizing.
Though surely not his intention, it sounded almost like a confession that even if he left the Guard, he wouldn't give up on their relationship and would return to her side.

While she had been worried about the short timeframe and anxious that if Luke left the Guard, she wouldn't be able to see him as often.
But hearing her lover say he wouldn't limit himself to failure and would move forward despite hardships.
It might be indecent to say, but:

'If we weren't living in dormitories, I'd want to hold him all night.'

Not just holding him preciously, but in a sexual sense too.
That's how much Elaine found her lover adorable and admirable.

His answer about his goal—to gain the power to protect the North's peace with his own hands—was also incredibly romantic.
She wanted to ask him to whisper it in her ear again sometime.
Of course, in a situation where they could freely express their affection while alone.

Luke, being from the North, would know well.
There's a Northern custom where lovers prove their strength when proposing to their partners.
Luke had declared he would gain the strength to protect the North.

Elaine was imagining the future proposal day and her response when:

'Oh no!'

She had meant to stop reminiscing but got completely absorbed.
Even without looking in a mirror, she realized she had been grinning.

While still on duty.
Fortunately, her Guard Captain instincts were still vigilantly monitoring her surroundings even while daydreaming, but Elaine felt ashamed of herself.
Thankfully, since she was following behind, Grace couldn't see her face, which was a relief, when:

"Sir Elaine."
"!"

Grace, walking ahead, addressed her.

"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Hmm..."

Grace hesitated as if uncertain, then:

"I'm envious."

She sighed after saying that.
A deep sigh that made no attempt to hide her complex feelings, causing Elaine to flinch slightly.

Grace Northrain wasn't a cold person, but she wasn't one to openly display her emotions either.
The emotions Grace typically showed were positive ones like confidence, joy, dignity, and pleasure.
As the Grand Duchess of the North, a land of cold and ice, she rarely showed negative emotions, believing she shouldn't appear weak.

For Grace to sigh so openly meant she was feeling particularly complicated.
And combined with her "I'm envious" comment, the source of Grace's complexity was:

'Luke...'

Not because he was her lover, but objectively speaking, Luke had just appeared more impressive than any other man.
Young, handsome, physically... ahem. With a diligent personality that wasn't rough around the edges, recognized by everyone, and talented too.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call him the ideal type for Northern women, and he had just said what Northerners love to hear most.

'Hmm.'

Grace, before being the Grand Duchess of the North, is a woman too.
But being busy with her duties as Grand Duchess, she had no time to interact with men, and the North was far from the kingdom, so she rarely attended noble social gatherings. She only showed her face when she occasionally had business in the central region.

Of course, being beautiful, capable, virtuous, and from a good family, she had received marriage proposals from nobles of the kingdom before.
She remained single simply because she hadn't found anyone to her liking.

There was one man Grace had acknowledged and interacted closely with:

'Hero Aran is already...'

Elaine had heard the news alongside Grace.
That Hero Aran had fallen in his final battle.
Elaine, who had witnessed how depressed Grace was then, had felt sad too.

Since then, Grace hadn't shown interest in any man.
For such a Grace to say something like this:

Elaine honestly felt chills.
No man could resist the Northern Grand Duchess whom all Northerners admire.
If she deliberately kept Luke by her side and showed her feelings... her stomach churned.

"Sir Elaine... no, Elaine."
"Yes?"

At the unusual form of address—not their usual one, but from when they first met,
When Grace wasn't yet the Northern Grand Duchess and Elaine wasn't yet an official knight—Elaine's eyes widened.
Grace turned around and said with a faint smile:

"What? Are you afraid I might steal him? I am tempted, but do I look like the kind of woman who would steal her friend's man?"
"Um... no, that's..."

Even her speech pattern matched that of the past, confusing Elaine further as Grace pinched her cheek.

"Goodness, you really can't hide your expressions. Have you been putting on an unnecessarily stiff face since you started dating Luke? Other people might not notice, but this big sister sees everything."

Indeed, as Grace said, Elaine had deliberately treated Luke more formally since they began dating.
Before, she would greet him with a smile or pat his back for his hard work.
Now she drew a strict line between superior and subordinate.

"I'll let you handle your romance as you see fit, so I won't say much. He's a wonderful man, so treat him well. If you're careless, then I really will steal him."
"Th-that's not allowed!"
"I don't like that. There's no one in the North who can give me orders."

Grace said this with a grin, then continued walking, saying they should go.
Elaine, suddenly teased, blushed with embarrassment but secretly felt relieved as she followed behind her.

Ch.29 - Chapter 29. This Seat is Already Taken
Saying there's nothing special going on is different from saying things are leisurely.
Though nothing special had happened since the Silver Savertooth expedition, there was still a tremendous amount of work to do.
With only a month left until the promised deadline, being busy was inevitable.

I had to build up my physical strength, train my swordsmanship, and learn mana manipulation.
I also occasionally learned from Ilaine about how knights should handle special situations.
I felt it might be a special privilege to receive pinpoint lectures from the current captain of the guard.

"Even if I become your examiner, I will evaluate your score strictly."
"That's what I'd expect from our captain."

Since Ilaine had agreed to provide all assistance short of cheating for my exam, this wasn't cheating.
After all, when students take final exams at school, it's not like teachers stop teaching just because they're the ones creating the test questions.

Besides, becoming a knight is based on absolute evaluation, not relative.
Whether I do well or not doesn't affect others' passing, so if anyone feels it's unfair, they should just do better themselves.

Ah, of course, the combat test involves sparring, so relative evaluation is unavoidable.
If anyone has complaints, I'll give them novel knowledge too—tell them to stab the Silver Savertooth in the eye with a dagger and break the ice on Crystal Lake.

My physical training had been consistent, so my body was becoming more solid.
My swordsmanship also improved more smoothly once I decided to focus on mastering just three basic movements.
Mana manipulation was the real challenge.

"Sensing mana, yes. That's where beginners often get stuck. It's quite abstract to suddenly be told to sense a special force in empty space. But it should be easier for you, Luke."
"Easier?"
"You can control your body temperature with heat manipulation, right? Making yourself warmer or cooler."
"Well... I've never made myself cooler, but I've gotten warmer many times. I raise my temperature when it's cold."
"Just knowing your body's heat level and being able to adjust it to suit yourself is already a sufficient foundation."
"?"
"Try approaching it this way. People can feel with their skin where it's hot and where it's cool. They can distinguish between warm and cold air. So try to distinguish the warmth or coolness in the atmosphere, and then use the process of elimination to remove these familiar energies from your awareness. Since mana energy is larger than those, once you create that space, you should be able to find the thread."

Unlike Ilaine's simple and practical approach, Sophia's explanations were longer and more theoretical.
But as a magician who understood mana more deeply than knights, her lectures were easier to understand.

I now understand why cram school instructors in Noryangjin are so competitive—I realized it even in this fantasy world.
I'm truly sorry to Ilaine, but... for theoretical mana lessons, Sophia was better.
However, when Ilaine asked about my progress and I told her things were going very well, she looked somewhat dissatisfied, so I couldn't bring myself to say it out loud.

Thanks to Sophia's detailed yet simple lectures, I managed to learn how to sense mana after much effort.
Though I hadn't achieved any major transformation yet, the world where I could sense mana was truly fascinating.

First, I became able to gauge how much mana someone possessed. This would make it easier to assess an opponent's level when fighting.
I could also distinguish which identical-looking tools were artifacts containing mana and which were ordinary objects, allowing me to confirm whether someone possessed magical items.

Advancing further would enable me to detect an opponent's mana to read attack paths like Ilaine, or emit killing intent to intimidate enemies like Grace.
I learned something I didn't know before—a knight's killing intent isn't just about creating an atmosphere to stimulate fear in opponents, but is actually a technique that uses mana in the air to physically pressure the opponent's body.
Ilaine probably hadn't taught me this yet because I wasn't at that level.

I also told Sophia about my heat manipulation ability, except for the salamander scale part.

Without my black jade, the firepower I can produce isn't particularly impressive.
But Sophia was more interested in how I used heat manipulation rather than its power.
True to her role as a magician of the Ice Tower, she showed great interest in mysterious phenomena even though she had no interest in the opposite sex, making her eager to interact with me.

While we were at it, Sophia also tested my mana aptitude.

"...Interesting."
"What is?"
"Your mana quantity is higher than average, which makes sense considering you've consumed blue potion before, but your basic mana absorption rate and internal mana manipulation are exceptionally good. To put it in terms you'd understand better... comparing to knights rather than magicians, you've already surpassed the level of a knight-in-training."
"?!"

Wait, was I actually a genius?
Sophia continued her explanation with an admiring voice.

"Your mana absorption rate is particularly remarkable. People are surrounded by mana from birth, so their bodies become accustomed to atmospheric mana, making absorption sluggish. But you absorb it smoothly, like a newborn baby experiencing the world anew. Hmm, this must be an innate quality, like my mana eye."
"!"

I was startled by Sophia's statement that came close to revealing my true identity, but I understood what she meant.

People don't feel hydrogen touching their skin or sense themselves absorbing oxygen.
That's because they're constantly in contact with air, so they're too accustomed to it to perceive the 'sensation of air.'

However, even though water consists of the same hydrogen and oxygen molecules,
people immediately notice when water touches their body and can recall the sensation of drinking it. Unlike fish, we're not in contact with water 24 hours a day.
Therefore, unlike air, water can be taken in intentionally, easily, and freely.

If we substitute mana for water,
it explains why my mana absorption rate is high.

Luke's body, which I possessed, has been in contact with mana 24 hours a day as a northerner, but my consciousness, which perceives bodily sensations, isn't familiar with mana.
Therefore, without even intending to, my bodily senses naturally distinguish atmospheric mana for absorption, and when I drank the potion, my absorption efficiency was better than others.
Plus, the salamander scale enhanced my skin's sensitivity even further.

I don't know much about science or medicine, so I'm not sure if this explanation or analogy is correct.
But since this is in the realm of magic, I'll have to simplify my thoughts with the understanding that it's somewhat different from Earth's principles.

'Perhaps my excellent internal mana manipulation is also due to my habit of regulating my body temperature.'

While I was thinking about this...

"About your internal mana manipulation... you said you've had your ability for quite some time. That's certainly a factor, but to have developed such manipulation skills on your own, even with an ability, truly speaks to your talent."
"Really?"
"How should I put this... Are you perhaps adaptable? To unfamiliar situations or environments. Or maybe you're good at handling unfamiliar tools."

Adaptability, huh.
I'd say I'm not bad at it.
I've made it this far alone after being dropped into a fantasy world without any connections.
In my previous life, I endured all sorts of hardships at work, and counting this life too, I've been through military service twice.
It's surprising that this affected my mana manipulation. Is it about quickly mastering mana once I became aware of its presence in my body?

While it felt good to be called a genius, it was also awkward to be certified as one by an elder of the Ice Tower.
If necessary, I could reveal the salamander scale to explain my heat manipulation ability.
But the secret of my mana absorption rate and manipulation skill would require revealing my possession, which is completely impossible.

So I was inevitably stuck playing the role of a genuine genius, increasing the probability of the Ice Tower becoming fixated on me.

Anyway, whether I'm a genius or not, I have to accept what comes.
The important issue for me now is how to utilize this mana talent, so I focused on training with that in mind.
Then Ilaine appeared at the training ground.

Judging by her light attire, she seems to have come for personal training during her free time.
Of course, training probably isn't her only reason for coming.

How curious that she comes to train just when I'm having mana lessons with Sophia.
What a strange coincidence, right?

"Hello, Captain."
"Greetings, Elder Sophia."
"Oh my, I'm not a formal elder, so there's no need to be so stiff—you can just call me Sophia."
"As you were dispatched in your capacity as an elder, it's only proper that I address you as such. Additionally, I am the Grand Duke's guard. It would be discourteous for me, who serves His Grace closely, to address an elder of the Ice Tower casually."

Sophia with honey dripping from her eyes, Ilaine cold enough to make me shiver.
Seeing this, I don't think I need to worry about Sophia making advances toward Ilaine.

"Oh? But you're already speaking comfortably with Luke."
"...Luke?"

Ilaine glared at me.
She looked like she was scolding me for my impertinent attitude when even she, the captain, maintained proper etiquette.

'But that's not all.'

More precisely, she was using etiquette as a pretext to be angry with me.
When did I get so close to her?

'We're not close at all.'

It's true that Sophia is being friendly to me, but that's only because I'm an interesting research subject to her.
Moreover, since she has no interest in men whatsoever, she doesn't particularly maintain distance when interacting with males. After all, people don't act reserved around dogs or cats.
Sophia is just a lesbian, not a misandrist, so she treats men like animals.

'Just compare the smile she gives me with the one she gives Ilaine—there's a clear difference.'

Unfortunately, Ilaine's attention was fixed on me, so she didn't seem to notice Sophia's smile.

Um... saying it like this makes Sophia seem kind of pitiful. It's like the cliché of an unrequited love.
Even though she's a woman and my rival, I don't feel any sympathy or guilt.

"Please don't scold Luke. I asked him to be casual with me first, as I prefer not to stand on ceremony with people I see frequently."
"Even so..."
"Besides, I'm still in my twenties, and being called 'Elder' makes me sound old. It's also burdensome to be treated as superior by peers. I can't avoid it at the Ice Tower, but now that I'm away from the tower's hierarchy, I'd like to be a bit more relaxed."

Sophia said this with a forlorn expression.
It was clearly an act, but it would work on Ilaine.
Because as far as I know, they're almost the same age.

People can form a strange sense of camaraderie just by being the same age, despite differences in position, environment, or race.
Add the same gender, and that bond grows stronger.

"...I understand. I will respect the Elder's wishes."

In the end, it was Ilaine who gave in.
From the beginning, Sophia had the upper hand in their relationship as the Grand Duke's guest to the captain of the guard.
And since Ilaine clearly separates her professional and personal attitudes, she would sympathize with Sophia's desire to live differently at Winter Palace than at the Ice Tower.

"So please call me by my name too, Captain."
"Unlike Luke, I won't see you frequently, nor are we in a collaborative working relationship. Despite this, if I, as the captain of the guard, were to treat an elder of the Ice Tower casually, it could cast an unfavorable light on the relationship between our factions. I ask for your understanding."
"Your point is valid, Captain. Then, could you be more casual with me when it's just the three of us, while maintaining formality in front of others?"
"Hmm..."
"The truth is, I don't really have anyone I could call a friend at the Ice Tower. Peers are intimidated by our status difference, and other elders are all middle-aged or older. That's partly why I'm drawn to Luke and you, Captain. I've always wanted to converse comfortably with people around me. Like friends."

Wow. Despite Ilaine drawing a clear line, Sophia's advance continued without hesitation.
She really is articulate, as I noticed during her lectures.
In that brief moment, she established common ground, evoked sympathy, respected the other's wishes, and even dragged me into it. I want to applaud her.

It's fortunate that Sophia has talent as a magician. If she had turned to illegal activities, she would have been a formidable troublemaker.

Bombarded by this, Ilaine groaned with apparent difficulty.
Her head was telling her to draw the line, but her heart sympathized with Sophia's position.

'That won't do.'

If what Sophia truly wanted was friendship, I would have helped connect these two in a heartwarming atmosphere.
But look at those eyes. They're full of ulterior motives. She plans to start with friendship and gradually close the distance.

"Um, Sophia?"
"Yes?"
"Our captain is respected for her exemplary conduct that sets the standard not just for the guard but for the entire Northern Army. It's no exaggeration to say that the strict discipline and order of the Northern Army stems from the Captain. Therefore, it might be difficult for her to treat you casually, as it's not just about personal interaction but could also influence the atmosphere of the Northern Army."
"That's why I'm asking her to be casual only when we're alone. Is even that difficult?"
"People tend to make slips of the tongue when they become close, even in public. They say one mistake is more fatal than ninety-nine successes."
"Ah, I see. I didn't realize that was an issue. Thank you for letting me know."

Sophia nodded readily at my defense.
Her wish was to become more than friends with Ilaine, and that's exactly what I was pointing out.

"Then would it be acceptable to be casual when you're off duty, in private settings?"

Sophia compromised but didn't give up, and I looked at Ilaine, finding it difficult to defend further.
Ilaine, looking somewhat more comfortable than before, thought briefly and then:

"Yes, that... should be fine."
"Thank you!"

As Ilaine reluctantly agreed, Sophia beamed with a bright smile of success.
Watching her, I smiled mockingly.

She seems to be planning to target Ilaine's vacation time.

'This seat is already taken.'

Ilaine's next vacation is already booked. And the one after that.
If you want to make a reservation now, all I can say is:

We are currently experiencing high traffic. Please wait a moment and you will be automatically connected to the next step safely.
Your queue position: 2nd, estimated wait time: 100 years.
Sorry about that.

Ch.30 - Chapter 30. Four Silhouettes
"Hey, Luke!"
"Oh, Bill?"

A familiar face approached me during my duty at the Winter Palace.
It was Bill, the blacksmith and weapon shop owner.

I had recommended him to Grace along with Elaine at the Snowflower Tower, and Grace, showing interest, had decided to invite Bill to the Winter Palace.
Seems like today was that day.

I was genuinely flustered when Bill, recognizing me, came over and suddenly hugged me.

"What's this, you know each other? Seeing that reaction, you must be..."
"No, it's not like that, senior."

The one guiding Bill was Jimmy, a member of Guard Unit 3.
Jimmy gave me a suspicious look when the large bearded man greeted me so enthusiastically.

The homosexual in this Winter Palace is currently talking with Grace.
By the way, Sophia seemed to be in a good mood on the way here, probably because Grace has a large chest.

"Bill, don't start weird rumors about normal people. Step back. Why are you being so clingy?"
"Ah, sorry. I was nervous, but seeing a familiar face made me happy without thinking."

Just like when I visited his weapon shop with Elaine.
Bill is an ordinary citizen except for his exceptional blacksmithing skills. It's natural for him to be nervous when the Northern Archduke sends guards to find him.
Imagine how a restaurant owner known for grilling good meat would react if National Intelligence agents in suits showed up saying, "The President wants you to grill meat at his barbecue party."

"Hey, the Archduke is looking for me. Do you know why? Why would the Archduke look for a blacksmith like me?"
"You'll find out when you get there. Who knows? Her Excellency might commission you to make weapons with good materials."
"You bastard... Don't tell me you recommended me? Why are you putting me through this ordeal? The Guard Captain was intimidating enough, but the Archduke?"
"It wasn't my recommendation, it was the Guard Captain's."
"Huh! W-what?"
"Do your best. Opportunities like this don't come often. Honestly, aren't you tempted? If it's the Archduke, she could provide materials you want. Don't you want to try making it? A weapon for the Northern Archduke."

Though Bill was intimidated by authority figures and cowered despite his large build.
In "Brave Lord," he was the first to dive into crafting the crystal sword.

He may fear the powerful, but he can't resist rare materials. Make a sword for the kingdom's greatest swordsman, the Northern Archduke? Hell yeah, I'm in.
That's Bill's thought process.
When other blacksmiths shook their heads at the complexity of ice crystals, Grace took notice of Bill's strong confidence and passion for sword-making and entrusted him with crafting the crystal sword.

Currently, the ice crystal is being researched at Snowflower Tower, so the information hasn't been made public, and Grace called him for a conversation, not sword-making, which is why Bill is so nervous.
So I wasn't worried.
He'll completely change once Grace starts asking about swords anyway.

"Let's go now. Her Excellency is waiting."
"Ah, yes. I'm sorry."

Bill became polite, laughing nervously, apparently intimidated by Jimmy too.
I'm also a guard member.
Tsk.

***

Time passed quickly, and after the Silver Sabertooth expedition, our unit's turn came around and we went on another expedition.
It wasn't an event mentioned in the novel, nor was it a particularly large-scale monster, so we went as a practical test before the upcoming knight challenge.

'At least the Snow Blade techniques are working.'

First Snow, Snow Wind, Graupel.
I can now use all of them naturally.

'My stamina is sufficient too.'

Medicine from pharmacists, medical care from doctors, PT from trainers.
I deliberately trained with Unit 3 Captain Ki whenever our schedules aligned.

Unit 3, with their gym rat tendencies, excels at primitive physical training, and they have a "new workout buddies are always welcome!" mindset, making them inclusive for joint training with members from other units.
There's an implicit custom that you have to take off your top to participate, which doesn't make them very popular with other units.
But I'm in no position to be picky, and if it's effective, I can certainly take off my shirt, so I joined in.

When I trained with Unit 3 in their style, Captain Ki seemed to misunderstand something and was so moved that he even gave me one-on-one PT, which makes me feel a bit guilty.
But I didn't say anything; he volunteered to help on his own.
Knights are honest and don't take bribes. This is just a gift.

One peculiar thing is that whenever I train shirtless, Elaine appears from somewhere, stares at me intently, and then walks away.
I pretended not to notice because it was scary.

'My heat manipulation has improved too.'

Except during duty hours, I practiced heat manipulation in daily life by wearing thin clothes as Elaine taught me, and I built up knowledge through magic lessons with Sophia.
Now I can create heat blades with regular iron swords, not just Black Yang, more frequently.

"Good, I've done all the preparations I can."

I clenched my fist as I checked today's date.

Only a week remains until my promised deadline with Grace.
That's when the knight exam will be held.

And.
The event mentioned in the novel will probably happen too.
The first preliminary operation of the northern episode in "Brave Lord."

I recalled the contents of the novel while in meditation.

During his journey of revenge, Aran and his party arrive in the north after hearing news of events there,
They reunite with Northern Archduke Grace,
And when they hear from her about what's happening in the north,
The story Grace told Aran.

-Looking back, I think that was the starting point. A few months ago, during the knight exam. An urgent report came in.
-What was it about?
-There was a problem inside the Snowflower Tower causing cold air to be released, creating chaos. Fortunately, the tower master and mages responded immediately, so there were no casualties, but the tower's facilities and tools were damaged, and they were busy cleaning up for a while.
-Does that mean...?
-Yes, that's exactly what it means. It's just a possibility, but perhaps it wasn't a tower mistake. Maybe they deliberately tampered with the Snowflower Tower to weaken our defenses before targeting the north.

And the ominous suspicion proved to be true.
The Snowflower Tower terrorist incident that occurred while the Northern Archduke and key personnel were distracted by the excitement of the knight exam.
That was the event I had been waiting for.

"Come to think of it, if this story is about to begin... I wonder if the other side has finished one by now, timeline-wise."

***

Underground, in a cave, or perhaps in a room built without windows.
Light appeared in some dark, secluded room.

Red.
Purple.
Green.
Brown.

The colorful lights that appeared took on the silhouettes of different people.

Eventually, the red silhouette, shaped like a man, crossed his arms.
And spoke.

[I can't help but say this. Isn't this really stupid? What is this? Whispering through magic communication in a dark place like rats. Are we kids pretending to be villains?]

After the red one's profane and flippant complaints, the purple one, who appeared to be female despite looking somewhat young based on the silhouette's curves, nodded.

[Oh my? I'm surprised to hear such words from your mouth. You like dark and gloomy places, don't you? Like a rat. Kukukuk.]
[What?]
[Why are you angry? Mr. 'King of Crime.' Or should I call you 'Your Majesty'? Kyahaha! King of Crime. Isn't that childish? Really pathetic.]
[Ha! Seems like you're enjoying your new shell. You're in high spirits. Well, that works out. Your type sells well in brothels, so I should cut off your limbs and make some gold. Go ahead and moan under some dirty man you hate.]

Just as an eerie atmosphere began to swirl despite them being mere silhouettes.
Thump, thump.
Footsteps sounded, and a real person's body, not a silhouette, appeared in the room.

"Everyone's here. I'm truly glad to see you all looking healthy."

At the pleasant, gentle, and affectionate voice, the red and purple fell silent.
A handsome blonde man with distinctive curly hair sat down and gave a kind smile to the four silhouettes before him.

[Fuck, don't make that smile in front of us. It's disgusting.]
[I agree with that thug on this one.]

Despite the red and purple joining forces to criticize him, the blonde man didn't seem to mind at all and continued smiling brightly.

[Luna is not here. Did she refuse the summons?]

The bulky brown male silhouette, who had been quiet, spoke up.

"Ah, Luna is dead."

The blonde man answered in a casual voice, as if recalling last night's dinner.
All four silhouettes shook simultaneously, each voicing their reactions.

[From what? Syphilis? Gonorrhea? Or did she finally get torn apart doing it with a horse?]
[She couldn't have been murdered. Who would kill that zombie-like woman? If I could kill her, I would have done it while she was grinding on me in bed.]
[I find that hard to believe. She was a saint who could heal herself from aging and disease.]
[...How did she die?]

To the flood of questions, the blonde man raised his hand to dismiss the commotion.

"By a holy sword. Aran is alive."

At those brief words.

[!!!!]

The silhouettes shook more violently than before.

"Surprised? I was too. Aran is alive. How is he alive? I clearly gouged out his heart and threw him off a cliff. A cliff with no water below. It's amazing. How did he return from that hell and kill Luna?"

The blonde man spoke excitedly, and the silhouettes listened silently.

"It's okay, I don't doubt my precious comrades. You chose to be with me. You all contributed to killing Aran."
[......]
"Then let's have a moment of silence for our poor comrade Luna and continue our conversation. Now, silence."

None of the four silhouettes moved.
But the blonde man closed his eyes and bowed his head alone, then opened his eyes again exactly five seconds later and smiled.

"Seeing that he killed Luna, Aran's goal is clearly revenge. He'll come for us, right? Who's next? Me? You? Or you?"

As he pointed at each silhouette one by one, the brown one spoke uncomfortably.

[Please give us instructions. What would you like us to do?]
"Instructions? There's only one. Find Aran and kill him. This time, let's cut him into pieces. It breaks my heart to harm that beautiful body... but well, I hate disgusting things that resurrect, so let's just cut all his limbs into tiny pieces."
[Huh, you were quite happy to stick it in Luna.]
"Low, speak properly. I didn't embrace her, she climbed on top. And Luna regenerated her virginity every time, which was absolutely exquisite."
[...You sick bastard.]

The red one clicked his tongue and fell silent, and the purple one shook her head.
The blonde man ignored them both and looked back at the brown one.

"Dorgon, what do you think Aran's next move will be?"
[He won't come straight to the capital. Given Aran's straightforward personality, he'll target the most important person last.]
"Hahaha, does that mean I'm the person Aran hates the most?"
[......]
"I'm joking, just joking. Continue."
[If he's not coming to the capital, then you two should be safe. Among the remaining three, excluding Low, whose whereabouts are unclear as he controls the back alleys.]

The brown silhouette turned and faced the green one.

[He'll come for one of us two, and since the Moon Forest is closer to where Luna was, the next target is probably you.]
[......]

To the silent green one, the blonde man asked.

"Can you kill him? Should I help?"
[......]
"You're not thinking that Aran will save your forest again, are you?"
[...!]
"What, really? But it's too late. Because your forest has gone down a path of no return. If Aran goes there, he'll probably try to kill not just you but everyone, right? You corrupted the World Tree with your own hands and infected your kin."
[......]
"Ah, I'm not blaming you. With the World Tree's lifespan ending, extinction was inevitable, so you had no choice. I respect your decision. Even poison is medicine if it has an effect. Survival is what matters, right?"
[Shut up......]
"Haha! What, are you angry? That's too much. You're the one who turned away from the difficult path of maintaining purity and chose the easy but dirty path. Did someone force you?"
[Ugh! That's......]
[Tsk. Hey, enough, right? So if Aran goes to the Moon Forest, you need to kill him there. Will you help or not?]

At the purple one's question, the green one was silent for a while, then.

[I'll do it with my own hands. Betraying Aran was my choice.]

With those words, the green silhouette disappeared.
With only four left, the red one let out a hollow laugh.

[Don't tell me that idiot still doesn't know who really damaged the World Tree? How stupid.]
"Why don't you tell him, Low?"
[What benefit would I get from helping a sucker?]
"Hahaha, that's so like you. Let's move on to the next topic. Dorgon, about the planned operation?"
[I have a report on that. They've acquired a mineral called ice crystal at the Snowflower Tower.]
"Ice crystal?"
[It's a mysterious mineral that greatly enhances cold magic. Even if we destroy the tower's facilities as planned, with the ice crystal, their forces will recover quickly.]
"How interesting. Scary. Shouldn't something like that not exist? We need to deal with it quickly."
[The problem is that elder-level mages are around the ice crystal for research purposes, making it difficult to destroy.]
"Hmm......"

The blonde man thought deeply, then.

"Low, could you go to the north for me?"
[Huh?]
"If Dorgon goes, it's war. Among us, you're the best at infiltration and sabotage."
[Why me? Send that fake kid. He's supposedly a tower master, so visiting a magic tower should be easy for him.]
"You're more suitable. Low, please do it."
[You bastard......]
"In return, if you succeed, I'll authorize a slave business in the north. You know? Northern people are sturdy, so the men are good for labor, and the women can handle many customers. Plus, northern women are beautiful."
[......]
"You can also expand your drug farms in the south."

The red one was silent for a while, then.

[Fine, I'll do it.]

With those words, he disappeared.

[What a thug, so simple.]
"That's why I like him. It's easy."
[But why are you so intent on eliminating the north? Aren't you just stirring up a hornet's nest?]
"Hahaha! You're a sage, yet you ask such an obvious question."

The blonde man recalled an old memory.

"Grace Northrain, she's an uncontrollable variable. If she ever notices our secret... it's troublesome. And now there's even more reason to eliminate her. Aran will surely go north."
[To seek Grace's help?]
"Yes. And Grace will help him. Because she is... Aran's woman."
[Huh? They were like that?]
"Weren't they? I'm not sure either. Anyway, they were master and disciple. They must be close."
[If that's true, it's impressive. That impotent bastard who didn't fall for Luna's seduction managed to seduce the Northern Archduke.]
"That's what was cool about Aran. He was upright in character."
[And then he was betrayed.]
"Hmm, I should go now. Talking about this makes me miss Luna. Was there a pink-haired maid in the castle?"
[You pervert.]

With that brief curse, the purple one disappeared, followed immediately by the brown one.
Only darkness remained in the room.

Ch.31 - Chapter 31. The Knight Examination Begins
Let me briefly talk about the world I've entered, that is, <Brave Road>.

The plot of <Brave Road> is about the protagonist Aran, who after defeating the final boss, the Demon King, is betrayed by his party members and returns to take revenge on them.
Like a game, each episode has a boss, and naturally, those bosses are his former party members.
Excluding Aran, there are a total of 6 party members, which means the novel is divided into 6 episodes.

The point at which I was transported into this world was before the introduction even began.
However, time has passed while I've been training, fighting, and growing.
Based on my knowledge of the novel and current events, the current timeline is probably...

'The first episode "The Beloved Harlot" should be over. The second episode "Black Ghost of the Moon Forest" might be in progress. Surely it hasn't moved on to the third episode yet?'

The northern episode, "Land of Ice, Iron, and Blood," is the fourth episode.
Since I haven't done anything to significantly alter the timeline since being transported here, things should progress in order.

'The Beloved Harlot was about defeating the priestess Luna, who appeared compassionate on the surface but was lustful behind closed doors.'

Episode 1, The Beloved Harlot.
Luna was originally promiscuous and free-spirited, but she was so beautiful and charming that she captivated everyone regardless of age or gender, preventing rumors from spreading.

Then, after awakening a unique power called holy energy, she was forcibly revered as a saint and joined the hero's party.
The talented Luna contributed with healing arts and holy magic, and with her pretty appearance and natural friendliness, she surprisingly performed her role as a saint diligently, but...

That was merely image-making to secure a good man.
Unable to break her playful habits, she had relations with men in every village they visited behind Aran's back, and eventually even made advances toward the young and handsome Aran.
She must have been incredibly charming, as even in Aran's flashbacks, he mentioned once loving the cute and lively girl.

Just before the betrayal, all former comrades embraced one of the seven deadly sins.
Among them, Luna touched "lust" and became a succubus.
Being able to gain power while freely engaging in intercourse was more appealing to Luna than holy power.

'Finding it frustrating that she couldn't freely have relations within the church, she used nationwide charity tours as an excuse for a different kind of service, until she was caught by Aran who returned for revenge and was sent farther than Hong Kong.'

It was truly chilling how she begged to taste the hero's manhood just once, even in her dying moments.

'The second episode was rather disturbing.'

Episode 2, Black Ghost of the Moon Forest.
Since the death of the World Tree would lead to the extinction of her kind, the archer Sira fed the tree demon blood filled with magic power.
The problem was that, having touched "pride," she ignored her kin's warnings about the dangers of demons, insisting this was the only solution.
The World Tree, having consumed too much demon blood, became corrupted, and as a result, the elves transformed into dark elves driven by madness.

In the end, Aran had to destroy the dark elves and the Moon Forest he once protected with his own hands to stop their evil deeds.
Sira died screaming that she had done her best and asking what other choice she had.
Knowing her deep love for her kind, Aran killed Sira, who had become a monster, with mixed feelings, unlike with Luna.

'In fact, it was later revealed that the cause of the World Tree's corruption was a plot by a former comrade to draw her in.'

That's why there were some arguments in the comments about whether Sira was a villain or also a victim.

"Sigh, I'm getting gloomy just thinking about it. Let's stop here."

Although I somehow ended up in this world...
I haven't made any grand commitment to change the novel's plot with my own hands.

Even if I know the future through my novel knowledge, as an ordinary person, I don't have the power to do so, let alone face the former hero party when I can barely take care of myself.
Besides, since I was transported here after reading up to the very end of the work, Aran would be able to reach the final episode without me, so why should I bother?

Of course, there are bitter parts like the dark elf story.
The fantasy world is not an easy place to travel alone and accomplish things.
The corrupted dark elves couldn't be restored anyway.

Therefore, my goal became surviving in the North.

However, this place is the stage for the fourth episode.
Moreover, "Land of Ice, Iron, and Blood" is the largest-scale war story so far.
Even if I don't intend to change the novel, I need to take action in this place at least to survive.

I've already taken the first step.
I've secured fresh ice crystals and saved the captain of the guard, Ilaine.
But strictly speaking, this means I've increased the number of allies who weren't in the original work.

Since the mastermind's plot remains unchanged, if I want to prepare for the northern episode, I need to thwart their schemes.

"Well, where shall we go?"

The first day of the knight exam.
And the Snow Tower terrorist incident has begun.

***

As with most exams...
The knight exam has set schedules for applications.

Usually, it's held at four-month intervals.
After all, exams generally need a certain number of applicants, so they can't be held too frequently.
Unless the knight exam charges high fees.

Here's where another peculiarity of the North appears.
In the North, it's held at one-month intervals.

Due to the culture that values strength, they hold the exam with the slogan "Those who wish to become knights, come challenge!" as long as there's at least one applicant.
The cost and manpower required for the exam? They don't care about such things if there's a promising candidate who wants to become a knight.
What about the combat assessment requiring at least two people? Current knights gladly step up for the applicants.

This might seem very public-friendly and open, but it's not really the case.
Well, to put it simply...
Which is more burdensome: riding a Viking ship with everyone or riding alone?
Or which is harder: dueling with another applicant or dueling with a current knight?

Anyway, the knight exam in the North is much tougher than elsewhere, so no one is crazy enough to challenge it every month.
Even the muscle and grit man, 3rd Squad Leader Gi, who passed after five attempts, didn't challenge it monthly.

'Well, I expected there would be many applicants for this exam.'

Looking at the crowded examinees, I scanned for familiar faces.
I did see a few.
People from the same unit before I joined the guard, people I'd seen a few times during expeditions, and even...

"Hey, Luke. Wondered where you were."
"Senior Jimmy? Are you taking the knight exam too?"
"These days, rumors about your knight exam preparations are all over the unit. Seems like our squad leader got inspired. Three of us from our squad, including me, are here."

Jimmy lightly hit my chest with the back of his hand as he spoke.

"Don't get too confident just because you're doing well, junior. I'll show you the weight of being a senior."
"You should be nervous too, Senior. The cheetah has started running."
"What's a cheetah?"

Ah, this damn winter region, seriously.

This exam was competitive enough for even guard members to participate, but it was somewhat expected.
In the novel, Grace mentioned that key figures of the North came to observe the knight exam.
Logically, an exam with more people would have a more heated atmosphere than one with few.
With the attention of Winter Cannon people focused here, it would be easier for the mastermind to move, so they probably chose this timing for their operation.

Besides, even though the North's knight exam is held monthly, the final assessment is done by the Northern Grand Duke.
And the Northern Grand Duke had recently returned from two expeditions, which had delayed the exams.

'The problem is that I don't know exactly when things will happen.'

If it were an event directly covered in the novel, it wouldn't be difficult to figure out.
But since it's a past event only mentioned in the novel, calculating when it will occur requires some estimation.

'They probably won't cause trouble on the first day when the Northern warriors' adrenaline is high.'

Someone meticulous enough to commit terrorism at the Snow Tower in Grace's front yard without getting caught wouldn't rush in just because an opportunity presents itself.
After all, the knight exam takes place over several days, and especially this exam is large in scale, so they would carefully assess the variables on site.

This is also why I decided to challenge the knight exam.
The guard's range of movement is limited to around Grace, restricting search capabilities.
But guard members who apply for the knight exam are excused from duty during the exam period and can move freely during their free time.

Becoming a knight, gaining recognition for my relationship with Ilaine, and preventing the prelude to the northern episode.
That's killing two birds with one stone.

'The knight exam has three assessment subjects: Combat Prowess, Character, and Leadership.'

Among these, the main event is obviously Combat Prowess.
Character is just taking a test.
Leadership involves individual combat simulations.
Combat Prowess involves tournament-style duels.
So the timing the mastermind is likely to target is...

'During the Combat Prowess test.'

Even in that famous ninja manga I saw in my previous life, the villains caused trouble during tournament matches.

"Greetings! Brave warriors of the North who have gathered for the knight exam."

While I was lost in thought, it seems the knight exam has finally begun.

A woman with long white hair, Northern Grand Duke Grace Northrain, is personally making the opening declaration, indicating this is indeed a significant exam.

Some applicants deliberately gather at specific times for events like this.
After all, it's much more impressive and honorable to pass in a large-scale exam attended even by the Northern Grand Duke than in a smaller one with few applicants.

"To see so many warriors standing here aiming to become knights brings me genuine joy and pride. In the name of the Grand Duke, I commend your courage and fighting spirit."

As the straightforward Grace offered praise with a smiling face, I could see determination lighting up in the examinees' faces.
Although I was here for different reasons, I felt the same.

"As you know, there's no fixed number of successful candidates in the knight exam. I hope everyone here achieves excellent results and becomes a proper knight. Hah, no need for long speeches. Show your teeth and claws as beasts! And roar! Proclaim that you are the strongest warrior in this land of ice and iron! That is all!!"
"For the Winter Lion!!"
"For the North, land of ice and iron!!"

As Grace's speech ended, everyone raised their arms and shouted.
I too, caught up in the atmosphere, felt my heart swell and joined in the shouting.

Then my eyes met with the blue-haired knight guard standing beside Grace.
Ilaine wore her usual expressionless face, but she immediately found me in the crowd and gave a slight nod.
In response to this encouragement more valuable than anything else, I smiled and nodded back.

***

The first assessment subject was Character.

'It makes sense to have the theoretical test before the practical one.'

That's how it was with driver's licenses and computer certifications.

You might think the energy would drop if Character assessment came first instead of Combat Prowess after the Northern Grand Duke had raised the atmosphere, but...
Would any subject in the North's knight exam really be quiet?

BOOM!

See that? That explosion sound.

The Character assessment method is roughly as follows:
Examinees are divided into groups, and each group is assigned one examiner.
Examinees enter the room one by one in order, and the examiner poses questions testing chivalry.
Scores are determined based on the answers given.
Those who score below the standard are eliminated right here.

Simply put, think of it as an interview.
However, there's a difference from regular interviews...

BOOM!

"Ugh!"

With a loud noise, the door opened and an examinee flew out, rolling on the floor.
His clothes were damaged and blood was coming from his face, indicating he wasn't in good condition.

'I think they assigned the wrong examiner...'

I've heard that Character assessment varies greatly depending on the assigned examiner's disposition.
If it's someone refined and dignified like 2nd Squad Leader Loron, they conduct an in-depth interview, while physical types like 3rd Squad Leader Gi suddenly present practical situations.
If it's 1st Squad Deputy Leader Anduril, they say he even helps examinees answer well and responds positively.

'Why do I keep hearing explosions here?'

Talking with other examinees is grounds for disqualification to prevent cheating.

Although everyone stood here resolutely until just now, these suspicious sounds from inside are honestly a bit frightening.
Surely the examiner doesn't have a dinosaur in there?
Asking us how to survive against a dinosaur?

"Next, come in."

When my turn came, I stood up.
Although conversation wasn't allowed, eye contact was, so other waiting examinees sent me worried and encouraging looks.
I swallowed nervously and went inside.

Fortunately, the examiner wasn't accompanied by a dinosaur.
The dinosaur was conducting the examination.

"Hahaha! Who do we have here? Could it be you, Luke? What a pleasant surprise!"

The person with bulging, solid muscles recognized me and greeted me boisterously.
Despite being a knight, she wasn't wearing armor, had her hair roughly tied up, and bore visible scars from duties and training. This person was...
3rd Squad Deputy Leader Renee.

"Hello, Deputy Leader."
"Yes, sit down!"

True to her squad leader, Renee was sitting in the examiner's seat barely covering her chest, as befitting a woman.
No, considering that Gi at least wears tops except during training, she's even more extreme.
After all, she's an eccentric who joined the 3rd Squad out of admiration for Gi and developed a muscular physique.

I suddenly wondered if Renee would fall within Sophia's preferences.
This person also has a large chest.
Not breasts, but pectoral muscles.

"Hehehe. Luke, before we begin the assessment, I have a good proposal for you."
"A proposal?"
"If you join our squad as our respected squad leader says, I'll give you full marks for this assessment. What do you think?"

My goodness. Grand Duke, Captain. A guard deputy leader is proposing corruption.
Please remove this person immediately and save me.

"I'm sorry, but I must decline. I want to take the exam fairly and pass with dignity."

I immediately refused in case this was part of the test.
BANG!
Oh my goodness!

Renee hit the desk, showing her teeth in a grin, then...

"So you choose punishment! Then accept it gladly! I'll assess you more strictly than anyone else!"

The super-strong Renee-musculosaurus roared with a KWANG!

Ch.32 - Chapter 32. First Evaluation: Character
"Here comes the question!"

But what came out wasn't a question, but her face.
Renée glared at me as she presented my evaluation test.

"You've been tasked with hunting monsters and have entered a remote mountain alone. But night has fallen. As you're looking for a place to camp, a young girl who was gathering herbs and got lost appears before you."
"......"
"Right at that moment! Attracted by the scent, a monster—a Mountain Bear—appears before you! What will you do in this situation?"

There were four key points:
Alone, Mountain Bear, remote mountain, lost girl.
If the purpose of this test was to confirm chivalry, protecting the girl safely would be most important. But to demonstrate the qualities of a knight, I would also need to defeat the Mountain Bear.

'The standard approach would be to first flee with the girl, leave her in a safe place, then return to defeat the monster... but.'

If it were that easy, it wouldn't be a proper evaluation.

"The question alone doesn't provide enough details about the current situation. May I ask some questions for clarification?"
"Of course!"
"How many monsters are in front of me?"
"One."
"But there's no guarantee that only one Mountain Bear exists in these mountains."
"Hehehe, sharp observation."

The character evaluation was entirely subjective. The scoring and proceedings were conducted at the examiner's discretion.
This meant I had to consider the possibility that the examiner might pull tricks like those weekend variety shows, throwing in "but," "actually," and "not only that" to deliberately make things difficult.

In reality, there could be monsters where the girl had been, or the commotion from fleeing might attract predators, causing the escape to fail.
I myself had once been chased by Mountain Bears visiting a cave during a past expedition mission.

"If I'm in a remote mountain on a monster subjugation mission, I must be unfamiliar with the mountain paths."
"That would be the case."
"But as a guard, I would always study the terrain before a mission. Though unfamiliar, I should have some degree of familiarity."
"...!"

Renée's smirking expression suddenly froze.
Got her there.

"Are you trying to play word games with me?"
"If it seemed that way, I apologize. I just thought a knight should accurately assess their situation."
"I believe a knight should also know when to charge headfirst into danger, even if it seems reckless."
"You're right, Deputy Captain. If I had known about the girl beforehand, I would have done exactly that. But since I thought this was just monster subjugation, I believe thorough preparation would be necessary to hunt it."

After my smooth response, Renée stared at me silently before smirking.

"Ah, I'm really not suited for these kinds of debates."
"Is that so?"
"I prefer charging in physically, but you're right in this case."
"Thank you. While I'm asking, one more question. Is the girl from a nearby village? Has there been a missing person report?"
"Ah, enough! Yes, the girl is from the village. If you had rushed to save her without checking her identity like that guy earlier, I was going to use a trick where the girl controls the monster, but that won't work on you. I'll acknowledge your reconnaissance skills, so continue answering."

In the end, Renée backed down.
This eliminated potential traps like: What if you're cornered while escaping? What if the girl is actually controlling the monster and endangering the village?

Though I gained the upper hand, winning an argument with Renée wasn't the point.
This was a test of chivalry, not deductive reasoning.

What I just did was merely optional questioning.
I was simply laying groundwork to prevent Renée from complicating the situation with unnecessary tricks.

Now that Renée had stopped nitpicking, it was time for the main point.

"The village girl would be frightened. If she starts crying, it could cause a commotion. First, I would push back the Mountain Bear with a full-force attack to create distance, and use that time to calm the girl."
"......"
"Once she's calmed down, I would pick her up to escape. Her legs would probably be weak from fear, and she might be frozen with terror at the thought of not being able to run on her own."
"Hmm, hmm."
"I would move to a narrow path to increase the distance from the Mountain Bear. While doing so, I would ask the village girl for directions."
"You'd ask a frightened child for directions? Didn't you say earlier you studied the map?"
"It's a temporary measure to divert her attention from anxiety. If she came to gather herbs in the mountains alone, she must have a confident, brave personality and would know the paths. This could help her regain her spirit by focusing on knowledge she possesses."
"Not bad. Continue."
"While escaping, I would check if other monsters are following. If they are, we continue fleeing. If not, then there's only the one Mountain Bear, so I would hide the village girl somewhere safe and out of sight, then go back to confront the Mountain Bear. For camouflage, I would take off my outer garment and cover her with it."
"......"
"A proper fight with the Mountain Bear would take time, which could endanger the hidden girl or cause her to panic again. So, taking advantage of the moment when the beast is excited from pushing through narrow paths, I would target its legs to take away its mobility."
"......"
"Then I would return to safely escort the village girl down the mountain. Afterward, I would come back to fight and defeat the Mountain Bear. That's my answer."
"......"

Even after I finished, Renée silently stared at me.
After about ten seconds, she finally spoke.

"I've heard you. Impressive answer. But there's a necessary prerequisite condition for that answer. You know what it is, right?"
"Being able to push back the Mountain Bear decisively, moving quickly while maintaining awareness of surroundings, targeting the Mountain Bear's legs in a short time, and being able to defeat the Mountain Bear. Four conditions in total."

When I mentioned the parts where Renée had remained silent during my answer, she nodded as if I was correct.

"Exactly. Ultimately, your answer is only feasible if you have those skills. Without them, what you just said is merely idealistic and might actually increase the anxiety of the person you're protecting. In fact, it's close to idealism since it would be quite difficult for an ordinary soldier."
"I answered at a knight's level since I'm being evaluated for knightly qualities."
"Heh, you're good with words. Well then, shall we verify if you're at that level?"

Renée bent down and rummaged through her desk drawer.
I watched curiously to see what she was doing.

"Here, take this."
"?"

What Renée handed me was an egg.
An egg?

"That girl's name is 'Egg.' Say hello."
"What?"
"And take this too."

This time it was a short wooden sword.
An egg in my left hand and a wooden sword in my right. What could this mean?
My question didn't last long.

Whoosh.

"!"

When Renée swung her fist at me, I instinctively twisted my body while holding Egg.
As I dodged her punch, Renée grinned and said:

"I'm the bear now, so I won't use weapons. Fair, right?"

Without answering, I launched a knee kick at Renée.
She blocked it with her palm and swung her arm at me again.
I lowered my body to avoid the threatening swing of muscle, then quickly backed away.
While doing so, I checked if the egg in my left hand was intact. It wasn't broken.

"Whew, quick reflexes! Did you expect this?"

I replied with a stern expression to Renée, who was whistling in admiration.

"Only a fool wouldn't expect it."

The booming sounds from the room while waiting my turn.
Captain Gi's evaluation method of creating real situations, and Renée who admired him.
The reason why Renée, who said such debates didn't suit her temperament, became a character evaluator.

'So she wants me to prove I have the skills to implement my plan.'

If the egg breaks or if I get caught by Renée while focusing on the egg, I lose.
These were incredibly demanding conditions.

'So this is the main point.'

It would have been easier if I had an examiner who just talked.
Instead, I got one who made me physically prove myself.

But what's done is done.
Regardless of the test score, I wanted to walk out of that door on my own two legs, so I took my stance.

"Here I come!"

Renée charged at me, making the floor shake.

'Focus!'

Though the approach of Renée-saurus Rex was terrifying, I forced myself to maintain composure and circulated mana through my body.
Thanks to Elaine's teachings and Sophia's lessons, my mana control had become more proficient than at Crystal Lake, and it quickly moved to my arms and hands.

Whoosh.
Perhaps because it was made of wood rather than metal, the wooden sword caught fire as heat concentrated in it.

"What's that?"

Renée, the 3rd Division Deputy Captain who had accompanied me on the previous Silver Sabertooth expedition, recognized the flame I created and hesitated for a moment.

'Snow Blade, First Snow!'

I aimed at Renée with a high-speed thrust.

"Oops."

Though my First Snow technique had become cleaner and sharper, my opponent was the 3rd Division Deputy Captain.
She dodged such a thrust without much difficulty.
But seeing her dodge the thrust, I raised the corner of my mouth.

'No matter how firm your muscles are, fire must still be hot!'

As Renée spread her arms to grab me after dodging the thrust, I immediately twisted my body and...
Snow Blade, Powdered Snow.
I attacked Renée again with a high-speed slash.

Faced with swordsmanship faster than her arms, Renée had no choice but to abandon her attack and retreat.
Seizing that opportunity, I approached and executed Powdered Snow three times in succession.

"Tch! That fire is really annoying!"

Renée clicked her tongue in frustration.
With a wooden sword, she could easily block such attacks, but being empty-handed made it difficult.

'Who told you to come bare-handed?'

Unlike the cautious Renée, I attacked freely.
Such reckless attacks would be foolish against an armored opponent, but right now Renée was mostly bare-skinned except for her covered chest.
A hit anywhere would give her a searing sensation.

Under my wide-ranging attacks, Renée continued to be pushed back, unable to properly defend.
With just a wooden sword, she might take a hit, but with this flaming sword, a wrong hit could cause unnecessary injury.
Muscle loss from burns would be no joke.

"Argh! In that case!"

Reaching her limit of patience, Renée jumped far back to create distance, then lowered her body to prepare for a running start.

Boom!
The muscles in Renée's legs bulged prominently and exploded as she leaped toward me.
Was she trying to win with acceleration?
At that speed, even a heat blade would struggle to cause significant damage.
What kind of examiner goes this far against a test-taker?

While complaining internally, I pulled my left hand protectively to my chest while holding the sword in my right hand and...
Snow Blade, Blizzard!
I swung the heat blade directly forward without dodging.

Boom!
An explosion echoed through the room, but...
There was no sound of someone flying or flesh burning from the heat blade.
Renée stopped right in front of me, and I likewise stopped my sword just before it touched her skin.

Renée, who had regained her composure, noticed I was holding the dagger with both hands and asked:

"Did you discard the egg?"
"Sometimes sacrifices are necessary to win."
"...That's true. But a knight must maintain the belief of protecting civilians at all times. Your skill in defeating a monster alone is admirable, but in the process, the poor girl died."
"I had premised that I would fight after hiding the village girl. Besides, what bear moves like that?"
"As a knight, you'll often face unreasonable situations. You tried to eliminate all possibilities from the start and take the easy way. That's why this level of enforcement was necessary. I expected better from your answer, but unfortunately, you lose points. Don't try to finish with just words."

Renée, evaluating me in a cold voice, straightened her posture and was about to clean up the egg I had supposedly dropped when...

"Huh? Where's the egg...?"

Whoosh!
At that moment, the wooden sword with embers still on it was held to Renée's neck.

"What are you doing? Are you protesting?"
"Yes, I am protesting."
"How dare you—"
"If a knight must protect civilians at all times, why did you kill a perfectly fine village girl? Poor Miss Egg."
"What?"

Renée turned her head as if asking what I was talking about, and there...

"Ta-da."

I was waving the intact egg in my left hand right in front of her eyes.

"The egg? How...?"

I smiled at Renée, whose eyes had widened in surprise, and answered:

"You never said I had to keep holding it in my hand."
"Huh?"
"Why do you think I was swinging wildly in all directions, wasting energy? To create confusion."
"!"
"When you charged earlier, you couldn't see my left side, right? Because I had turned my body to the left."
"You mean..."

Renée's finger pointed at me, trembling.
She must have realized that during my successive Powdered Snow attacks, while she was busy dodging, I had slipped the egg from my left hand into my pocket.
Yes, my left hand had been empty since then.
The action of pulling my left hand to my chest just before Renée charged was a deception to make her think I was still holding the egg.

"Hey! Then why did you say it like that at the end! Confusing people!"
"As a knight, you'll often face unreasonable situations. For example, a test-taker deceiving an examiner to pass the evaluation."
"This is a chivalry test, not a deception test! How does that make any sense...!"
"I removed the civilian from the monster's sight and took on the danger myself—isn't that also chivalry?"
"Arrrgh!"
"And there was a sacrifice. Right? Poor wooden sword, turned to charcoal. You were the finest sword in this moment. I'll remember you."
"You bastard!"
"So what's my score? I protected the civilian and defeated the monster."

Did Renée also get a salamander scale?
Her face turned bright red as if manipulating heat.

"Full marks, you bastard!"

Renée shouted, embarrassed at having fallen for my trick and having made such a dramatic scene.
Sensing it would be dangerous to provoke her temper further, I returned Miss Egg to her home and dashed outside.

Bang!
As I fled through the door that seemed about to break, the next person waiting outside turned pale.
It was Jimmy.

I'm really sorry, senior.
You're going to have a tough time next.

But as I said, the knight test is based on absolute evaluation, not relative.
Jimmy could also get a good score if he does well.
Fighting.

Ch.33 - Chapter 33. Planting Seeds and Watering Them
Despite some (?) incidents, the first part of the knight examination, the character assessment, has safely concluded.

Out of the total 106 applicants, 46 were eliminated, leaving 60 remaining.

'Nearly fifty people eliminated from the start.'

Since it wasn't a simple morality test but an assessment of problem-solving abilities in difficult situations, there were more eliminations than I expected. That's proof that the knight examination is no easy feat.

Oh, I heard Jimmy's assessment ended well. Jimmy, who entered the examination room after me, was startled first when he saw the familiar face of an Amazon warrior, then startled again when her face turned bright red as if about to explode. He was startled a third time when, instead of greeting him as a fellow group member, she twisted her face in irritation upon seeing someone she knew.

However, no matter how angry Rine was after trying to mess with me and getting burned instead, she's still the capable vice-captain of the guard. She's not incompetent enough to let her emotions ruin the assessment of other examinees.

'The second part, the leadership assessment, begins tomorrow.'

Each examinee will be assigned a small number of soldiers. After interacting with them for a week, we'll be evaluated on our capabilities as commanders by completing a task presented on the final day. How many soldiers will be assigned and what task will be given are all kept secret.

Still, I have information from Teacher Elaine.

'The number of assigned soldiers ranges from a minimum of three to a maximum of six.'

The interaction period is short, and too many soldiers being diverted for the test would weaken the castle's defenses, so that's the standard range.

'Like group assignments or company project teams.'

Thinking about it that way brought back painful memories that made my stomach churn. But no matter what, this should be much better than those experiences.

'Unlike college students or office workers, soldiers have a chain of command. Plus, they share a sense of community since they put their lives on the line together.'

While maintaining positive thoughts, I hoped to work with good people I could connect with, and instead of waiting for tomorrow's uncertainties, I decided to focus on what I could do today.

'Even though I don't know when or how the Snow Flower Tower terror attack will happen...'

It's certain that it will occur, and inside the Snow Flower Tower at that.

If I really can't figure it out, I might have to resort to the crude method of staking out near the tower and monitoring everyone who enters and exits, but I don't have that kind of time. My goal isn't to catch the perpetrator but to prevent the attack itself.

If I fail to identify even one person and the attack happens, it's all over. Catching someone fleeing after the attack would be like closing the barn door after the horse has bolted.

Moreover, the Ice Crystal is currently inside the Snow Flower Tower. If it breaks during the attack, the damage would be far worse than what was described in the novel.

So after much deliberation, my thoughts, which had been branching out like a mind map, suddenly found something.

'But how did the terrorist get inside the Snow Flower Tower?'

A magic tower is, as the name suggests, "a tower of mages." Naturally, there would be magical barriers to detect outsiders. Even Northern Grand Duke Grace himself needs a guide to move around inside the tower, as during his last visit.

How could the terrorist have infiltrated the Snow Flower Tower and carried out the attack?

Also, the truth that the Snow Flower Tower attack was not an accident but a conspiracy by a mastermind is revealed at the end of Episode 4. This means the North didn't catch the perpetrator at the time of the attack.

No matter how much attention was focused on the knight examination, how could the terrorist have escaped safely from the North?

My mind suggested a dangerous possibility.

'What if there was an accomplice inside the Snow Flower Tower?'

Of course, this is just a possibility without any evidence. But if the possibility seems plausible enough, it's worth investigating. Even detective manga protagonists start by moving under assumptions like "what if?" before finding evidence and approaching the truth.

The beginning of any investigation is inquiry. In a certain famous legal battle game, crucial clues were always hidden in conversations with NPCs. But I can't go around meeting everyone in the Snow Flower Tower to trigger events.

So I decided to use a simpler method.

"Sophia, I have a question."

"What is it?"

If you're curious about a school, ask a student; if you're curious about a region, ask a local. Fortunately, here's the daughter of the headmaster and the mayor.

"The Snow Flower Tower specializes in ice magic, right?"

"That's correct."

"But you said you majored in fire magic despite being a prospective elder. Does that mean the Snow Flower Tower has other schools of magic as well?"

"Oh? Luke, are you interested in the Snow Flower Tower?"

"I'm curious. It's such a famous place."

Sophia's eyes sparkled. Though she's a lesbian, she's not unfriendly toward men—she just never crosses the line of friendship.

We've built quite a friendship during our classes together. Being peers helped us connect well. In Sophia's eyes, I'm an interesting talent, and her desire to have friends wasn't just to evoke Elaine's sympathy. In "Brave Lord," one of the reasons she became interested in Aran's group was that they were around her age.

Moreover, Sophia was dispatched to the Winter Palace partly because of Dariel's scheme to lure me to the Snow Flower Tower. Sophia herself would naturally be pleased that her new friend showed interest in her workplace. So she had no reason to avoid this conversation.

"Ahem, let me explain. As you know, the Snow Flower Tower primarily focuses on ice magic. But how could a magic tower that researches magic dig only one well? Of course, there are other schools too, like the fire magic I majored in."

"Ah, you mentioned before that there's also an elder who handles enchantment magic."

"Hehe, you're a student with good study habits. That's right."

To summarize Sophia's explanation: The main school at the Snow Flower Tower is ice magic. Following that are fire, enchantment, alchemy, and matan.

"What's matan?"

"It's a school that uses magic power itself as a weapon without processing it into a specific attribute. It's a special school unique to the North, not found elsewhere."

"..."

As expected of a combat-specialized magic tower. Come to think of it, enchantment is for imbuing weapons with magic, alchemy is for creating various potions, and fire magic is not only necessary for life in the cold North but also provides powerful firepower. All five top schools are related to warfare. These people are truly committed to their concept.

"However, not all mages in the North study only these five schools. Some specialize in ice magic but want to learn other fields, some are drawn to non-mainstream schools, and some are mages from other regions who want to settle in the North's environment to conduct different research."

Oh? I just heard something that caught my attention.

"Mages from other regions settle in the North?"

"Yes, it's not common, but it happens occasionally."

"The North must seem somewhat closed off to other regions due to its harsh climate and difficult transportation. Yet there are still mages who come?"

"Hmm? Luke, despite being born in the North, you're well aware of the prejudices other regions have about us."

"...I once read a book from the southern region."

"Ah, I see. They tend to think that way."

Just looking at the friendly relationship between the Snow Flower Tower and the North's power structure, the North isn't that closed off. From the beginning, it has a rather open nature where even commoners can rise with strong abilities. It's just that transportation issues have created the prejudice that the North is closed off and old-fashioned due to limited exchange with other regions.

"As I said, it's not common. But it does happen. Mages are a breed who will do anything for their research. So we don't particularly stop people who want to come to this harsh environment, and we accept them as members of the tower after they pass a simple examination."

Sophia spoke as if it were no big deal, but my ears perked up again.

'So they do exist.'

Logically, a North-born mage is unlikely to endanger their own region unless they have some grudge against this land. The North prides itself on its strong defense—why would they ruin that and put themselves in danger? They're not fools.

Moreover, while the North isn't closed off, the friendship among people from the same region is very strong. The spirit that people must stick together to survive in cold places has been passed down through generations, making the North's cohesion exceptional.

If so, there's a high probability that the accomplice infiltrated the Snow Flower Tower with ill intentions from the start. Since the Snow Flower Tower is basically friendly to outsiders who have gone through the trouble of coming here, the examination probably isn't that strict.

'Mages are a breed who will do anything for their research.'

If someone could infiltrate the Snow Flower Tower, they must be a mage. Did they infiltrate after receiving some promise from the mastermind?

Obviously, having read "Brave Lord," I know who's behind the Snow Flower Tower attack. They have the character and resources to seduce people with sweet proposals to achieve their goals.

'If there really is an infiltrated spy, when did it happen?'

I couldn't deduce this due to lack of clues. I'm not some world-class detective who can pinpoint the core with tiny clues.

So what can I do? I need to gather more clues.

"If someone can be accepted as a tower member with just a simple examination, couldn't there be mages who infiltrate to target the Snow Flower Tower's secrets?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. The Snow Flower Tower is a magic tower renowned for combat magic and ice magic. It seems possible that someone with evil intentions might try to steal knowledge or techniques."

"There's some truth to what you say. I'm a mage myself, and there are few as greedy as mages. But Luke, you speak from ignorance—the Snow Flower Tower isn't that lax."

Sophia's face hardened slightly, perhaps offended. Her tone became rigid too. Did she think her magic tower was being insulted by an outsider?

I felt a chill from her gaze but didn't surrender. Provoking Sophia was my way to get clues.

"I seem to have misspoken. I apologize. But there was actually a case in the past where a dark mage infiltrated a magic tower to steal knowledge for summoning demons. And that was the kingdom's premier magic tower. Are you familiar with it?"

"I've... heard of it."

When I mentioned the incident from the novel, when Aran was still part of the hero's party before his betrayal, Sophia acknowledged knowing about it. As expected, it must be famous among mages if it was mentioned in the novel. Good, that reduces the need for explanation.

"If mages truly are a breed who will do anything for their research, and considering the prestige of the Snow Flower Tower... if I were a greedy mage, I'd think it worth risking my life to gain that knowledge."

Mages who study the mysterious and complex discipline of magic are fundamentally explorers. Such explorers tend to immerse themselves deeply in minor phenomena or doubts. Why does an apple fall from a tree? Why does water overflow when a person enters a bath? And such immersion leads to discoveries that change the world.

I planted a seed of doubt in Sophia's mind, then watered it with praise for the Snow Flower Tower. To make her reconsider things that had been taken for granted.

Though Sophia's expression didn't change immediately, it was enough. The fact that she didn't get angry and maintained silence meant my intention had taken its first step.

After maintaining silence for a moment, Sophia relaxed her expression and spoke.

"Hmm. I didn't realize Luke thought so highly of the Snow Flower Tower. That's a commendable attitude."

"Is it?"

"I'd like to say your concern is excessive, but hearing outside opinions is important for broadening perspectives. Besides, as the Grand Duke's guard, you naturally have a heightened awareness of security."

Ah, I see. Being a member of the Northern Grand Duke's guard gave my words extra weight. That's good.

"The safety of the Snow Flower Tower is directly linked to the safety of the North."

"That's right."

Sophia smiled as if she had a good idea.

"Then it might be a good idea to seek the guard's opinion on the tower's defense issues."

"What?"

"The next time the Grand Duke visits to see the Ice Crystal, I should ask the captain of the guard for an evaluation. I'm sure he'll provide good ideas."

"Wow..."

Impressive, really. Even in this situation, Sophia tries to fulfill her personal agenda. In this moment, I couldn't help but respect her for it. Of course, that's not her real purpose, right?

But thanks to Sophia's personal interest, I've found a way to influence the Snow Flower Tower without having to enter it myself. Whoever the terrorist is, they can't be stronger than the youngest elder in the history of the Snow Flower Tower.

Ch.34 - Chapter 34. The Second Evaluation: Leadership
After receiving a magic lesson from Sophia, I planned to return home and focus on sword practice.
That's when an interesting encounter occurred.

"Hello...?"
"Hello."

Since I had moved out of my original room during the last vacation and relocated to Elaine's house, this place is now 'my home.'
During the knight exam period, I would be exempt from guard duty, so it didn't make sense to return to the guard dormitory, and Elaine would be in the dormitory as well.
I was planning to manage my condition in a quiet place alone.

When I opened the door and went inside, a gentle-looking middle-aged woman was cleaning.
Though I had never seen her face before, I immediately recognized her position.

"You must be the new housekeeper. I'm Luke."
"Nice to meet you, I'm Mia."

In response to my awkward greeting, Mia welcomed me with a warm smile.

I had heard before about hiring a housekeeper to manage the house while I was away, and I had said I should greet her when we met.
But actually facing her like this was quite embarrassing.

To be honest, the owner of this house is Elaine, and I'm just a cohabitant living off her.
We're not even married yet, so our relationship isn't officially recognized.
If Elaine were here, it might be different, but alone, I was at a loss about how to interact with Mia. I was even considering returning to the guard dormitory when—

"You must be cold. Please come in. Have you eaten?"
"No, not yet..."
"Then I'll prepare something simple for you. Please rest. Do you have any dietary restrictions?"
"No, I don't."

Mia treated me naturally, as if welcoming a family member, without showing any hesitation.
Is this what they call professional dedication?

After missing my chance to leave, I changed clothes and came out to find that Mia had already prepared a meal on the table.

"Thank you for the food."

I politely thanked her and began eating.

The spread was substantial enough to be filling but not overwhelming—it could be described in one word as "home cooking."
Since this fantasy world doesn't have Korean cuisine, the menu composition was completely different from the home cooking I knew.
But it had a familiar, comforting feeling that I really appreciated.

"You seem to know who I am... Were you surprised by my sudden visit?"
"Of course I was surprised when the door opened. But I was happy to see your face. I've heard about you from Miss Elaine and wanted to meet you at least once."

Come to think of it, I was curious.
The only person who knows about Elaine and my relationship is Grace, whom Elaine personally told.
If we hadn't accidentally met at the Milky Way that time, she probably would have kept it secret from Grace too.

Yet Elaine, who was careful about separating public and private matters to keep our relationship hidden, had told Mia.
Part of it might be that as a housekeeper, Mia would find out eventually, so it was better to tell her in advance.
But considering Elaine's personality, she must have chosen Mia as her housekeeper and shared the secret because Mia is more trustworthy than others.

"If I may ask, what is your relationship with the Guard Captain? You seem very close."
"Hehe, you can speak comfortably with me. I know about your relationship. As for Miss Elaine and me... she once saved a life."
"Your life, ma'am?"
"No, my daughter's life."

Mia's story went like this:
In the past, Elaine had gone to the battlefield with the Northern Army, where Mia's daughter was serving. At that time, Elaine saved Mia's daughter when her life was in danger.
Not only that, but she also paid for the medical expenses for Mia's family, who were a poor single-mother household.
Because of that incident, Mia regarded Elaine as her family's benefactor and treated her with great respect.
She even mentioned that she and Elaine were close neighbors, something she had learned later.

"I see that happened."
"She's a very kind person. If I had lost my daughter then... I don't even want to imagine it."

I could empathize with her, having been rescued by Elaine myself when I and other members were in danger during the Mountain Bear attack.

"That incident became our connection and has continued until now."
"Is that why you took the housekeeper position?"
"I wanted to help her before, but I have my own family, so staying here was difficult. But now I can commute, so I agreed to take the job."
"I see."
"Did you know? I've actually been helping with housework occasionally before this. I'm also the one who taught Elaine how to cook."
"Was it you who taught her about fruit jam too?"
"Ah! That's that child's... oops, I misspoke. It's Miss Elaine's preference."

They clearly had an unusual relationship.
Moreover, as we talked, I could sense Mia's deep character just from her manner of speaking.
She was like the archetypal mother figure who would say "Oh my" and smile with her eyes.

"You don't need to worry about me knowing about your relationship. While aunties like gossip, Northern women don't like the cheap act of spreading others' secrets. I haven't even told my daughter about you, Luke."
"I don't doubt you, so please don't worry either."

Elaine trusted her.
That alone was enough for me to trust Mia as well.

"By the way, how did you two meet? I was worried because Elaine has always been so indifferent to romance, but when she asked me to be her housekeeper and awkwardly brought up your name, I was so surprised!"
"Haha, is that so?"
"Hehe, she seems to have tried hard. I noticed some stains remained because she's not used to laundry. You need to wash the sheets carefully after that kind of activity. She has these clumsy sides but always tries to appear strong in everything—it's really cute."
"Ma'am?"

Suddenly, I remembered a new term from my previous life used to refer to passionate female fans of certain celebrities, calling them "○○ moms."
I was taken aback by the sudden change in the previously gentle and soft middle-aged woman who had become chatty, but I realized that Mia genuinely cared for Elaine.

"Are you thinking of marriage? I'm sure you are, right? You're not planning to take a woman's first time and treat it as a momentary fling, are you? Elaine may seem stiff because of her way of speaking, but she has deep affection and a kind heart. There's joy in loving her."
"I know that."

Perhaps that's why.
Mia and I instantly formed a connection.
Elaine is really cute, isn't she? I like her too.

I felt proud that Elaine had such good people around her.
We spent the entire meal chatting about Elaine.

***

The next day, after resting well thanks to Mia.
I woke up early and got ready.

It felt a bit lonely sleeping alone in the bed where we usually slept together.
But it was fortunate that without someone to watch me sleep, I had no reason to linger in bed.

When I arrived at the knight examination site where Grace had given her speech yesterday, there weren't many people around.
I had come early and was doing some light stretching to warm up when—

"It really is you."

Someone approached and spoke to me.

"Kik! Long time no see. Still have that same boring, slick face."
"?"
"Not only did you luckily get into the Guard, but how did you manage to pass the first round of the knight exam after just a few months? Did you flatter the officers like before? Or did you offer them something else? Kekeke."
"..."
"What? You won't even greet your senior, and you can't even answer properly when someone asks you a question? Or is it that now that you've become part of the prestigious Guard, you won't even speak to ordinary soldiers? You little brat, your shoulders are full of pretension."
"Ah."

I was confused by this extra character picking a textbook fight with me, but then I remembered.

How diverse can people be in this world? Not everyone would view my success positively.
Some would be jealous, some envious, and some would go beyond grumbling behind my back to picking fights.

This bearded guy with a third-rate thug vibe in front of me was one of them, perhaps the representative.
He was a senior soldier from the same unit who had been very annoyed when I, assigned under him, not only received favor from the officers but also advanced quickly with my achievements.

His name was... what was it? I remember his face, but...
I can't recall. Let's just call him Extra 1, or Ex1 for short.

"Good to see you, Ex1. So you're also taking the knight exam? Looks like you passed the first screening too."
"...What the hell? How dare you speak informally to your senior? Are you crazy? And what's with 'Ex1'?"
"We're in different units now, so I don't need to be formal, and if we're being technical, you should be the one showing respect to me now. But hey, we're from the same unit originally—there's a bond there. Don't be like that. Let's both do our best! Fighting!"
"What? You disrespectful bastard. Are you mocking me? Where did you learn such bad manners!"

Ex1 looked like he urgently needed a bathroom—his expression was not pleasant.
He always frowned like that. Poor guy must have chronic indigestion.

Ex1 raised his hand as if he was going to ask the examiner to use the bathroom.

Of course, this isn't school, and he's not really trying to go to the bathroom.
Being the hot-headed guy he is, he's probably trying to show off his strength to me.

Heh, can't be helped. Time for some satisfying discipline.
Yes, it's like a universal law that just when things are going well, some thug from the past appears to pick a fight.
It's a development I've often seen in novels and comics, and now it's happening to me. I was slightly excited but debating whether to charge my hand with heat when—

"What are you doing?"

Chills.
For a moment, my breath caught in my throat.
It wasn't just me—Ex1 also froze with his hand raised.

When I turned my head, a knight with a dignified appearance was standing there.
I recognized his face.
It was Gunter, a high-ranking knight who had joined us during the Silver Sabertooth subjugation.
He was glaring at us.

"Fighting is prohibited for examinees except during the examination. Even if it's just sparring. Break the rules, and you'll be disqualified without question."
"..."
"If you want to fight, I won't stop you. But turn around and leave this place right now to do it. I have no intention of accepting fools who cause confusion among the crowd as knights."

The important knight who commands elite soldiers during the Northern Grand Duke's expedition wouldn't have just happened to pass by.
It seems he's the guide for the second examination.

Having seen Gunter up close during the previous expedition, I knew his position, so I kept my mouth shut and bowed my head without talking back.
Ex1 still looked unwell, but when Gunter stared at him intently, he eventually lowered his eyes and backed down.
Seeing how he tried to pick a fight with me, he doesn't seem to be the type to gauge his opponent's level before acting.

'I guess comics and reality are different after all.'

Actually, there's no deep grudge between us. He just picked fights with his group or grumbled openly.
He looks similar to a former workplace superior from my previous life who did similar things, so I wanted to hit him once if the opportunity arose.

So I silently cheered for him.
Let's definitely meet in the third examination.
Stay healthy until then.

As the confrontation settled and Gunter was about to head to the platform to fulfill his original role—

"?"

He glanced at me once.
What does that mean? Even though I had been near him several times because of Grace, we had never spoken, and his expressionless face was unreadable.
Was he disappointed that someone Grace spoke well of was getting into fights?
If that's the case, I'd like to go crack Ex1's head right now.
Ah, was it Ex1? I'm getting confused.

"Now I will explain the second examination. Listen carefully."

On the platform, Gunter explained the process of the second examination, which focused on leadership.
I already knew about it from Elaine, but I listened attentively in case there had been any changes to the educational process.

"Each examinee will be assigned an appropriate number of soldiers as determined by the examiners. Since there are many examinees and the number is even, the examination will proceed as a competition between two teams."
"Oh?"

He didn't specify what kind of competition it would be, but it was intriguing information.
A competition format means it's not just about doing well ourselves but about comparing with opponents.

"One more thing! A commander must be able to analyze and strategize against their opponents. Therefore, I will now reveal who you will be facing."
"!"
"Pay attention!"

At Gunter's call, an examiner unfolded a large piece of paper.
It had the names of the examinees listed in two columns. Apparently, names in column 1 would face those in column 2.

'Luke, Luke, Luke... there it is.'

I found it about halfway down as I scanned from the top.
Who's my opponent? It would be troublesome if it were Jimmy or seniors from Team 3.

'Alex?'

I didn't recognize the name.
I was relieved it wasn't one of the Guard seniors and was about to check who Alex was when—

'Why is he looking at me?'

Ex1 or whatever his name was, was looking at me with a sly smile.
As if to say, "You're in for it now."
Oh, no way.

'Is he Alex? I think that might have been his name.'

Oh boy.
I thought things were ending too peacefully, but that was foreshadowing.

I take back my earlier cheer.
It seems unlikely we'll meet in the third examination.
Not because we've already met.
But because he probably won't be healthy enough.

'They said fighting is prohibited except during the examination, right?'

Then I can fight freely during the examination.
Perfect. Yesterday when I fought with Renee, I had handicaps with a wooden sword and an egg.
Before the third examination on combat prowess, I should check how well I can fight now.

Ex1 and I looked at each other and smiled like friendly rivals full of goodwill.
How fortunate to meet an opponent we both like.
Good things are good indeed.

Ch.35 - Chapter 35. NTR
I've heard about the process.
I've confirmed the opponent.
So who will be my most important team members?

I was really looking forward to it.
How many would there be, which unit they'd be from, what their personalities would be like, how they'd look, how old they'd be, what they liked and disliked, and so on.
And finally, I met my long-awaited teammates.
There was good news and bad news.

The good news was that, surprisingly, they were people I knew, so we wouldn't need to spend time getting familiar with each other's faces.
The bad news was that they were people I knew.

'Oh shit.'

Oops. A harsh word slipped out before I knew it.
But if you knew the circumstances, you'd understand why.
Because the four teammates assigned to me were...

"Luke?"
"What, is it really that bastard?"
"Ha! This isn't even funny."
"...Tch."

Exile, you son of a bitch.
Among all the people from the North, I never thought the chain reaction of meeting you again would lead to this.

That's right.
Those four were the gang who had been nasty to me during my rookie days in the Northern Army, before I joined the Guard, along with Exile.

You know those types in group settings, right?
Small-minded parasites who stick to the strong ones, sucking up and living off them.
Strangely diligent in the wrong ways, like loyal dogs who volunteer for things their masters didn't even ask for.

'Gunter, are you truly disappointed in me? Is that why you're deliberately giving me this trial to make me suffer?'

Of course, that's probably not it.
My argument with Exile happened right before the evaluation began.
I should just accept that this is my bad luck.

Complaining about not liking my teammates won't change anything.
Even at the university I paid to attend, they wouldn't change group project members.
They certainly won't change them here.
If anything, being picky about teammates would only give the evaluators a bad impression.
If that's the case, I have no choice but to face this head-on.

It's fine.
Through university group projects and company projects,
I've dealt with all kinds of troublemakers, trash, vermin, and waste.
The history of human triumph that saved my grades from hell and secured my scholarship is engraved in this soul.

"We all know each other. Let's keep introductions brief. I'm Luke, and I'll be your team leader for the next week. Let's work together to achieve the best evaluation results."

Of course, there was no applause or response.
I expected that, which is why I deliberately made my greeting stiff.
What these guys need isn't laughter and tolerance. Rather, if I bow my head submissively just to pass the evaluation in front of us, I'll be eaten alive.
The way to handle guys like these is rather...

"You seem to have a lot of complaints. If you do, speak up now. Don't pathetically pout and grumble later, or mutter behind my back because you lack the courage to speak to my face."
"What?"

This isn't even a prime fishing spot.
Yet I get a bite as soon as I cast the bait.

"We have one week. But it's difficult to prepare anything when we're not properly unified. So let's spend today laying out all our expectations for the team to find common ground and discuss our future direction. That way, there won't be any complaints, right?"

In my past life, when doing group projects, I'd sometimes start by buying meals and drinks to forcibly create bonds.
You need to grease the wheels—once they've eaten at your expense, their conscience makes them fulfill at least the minimum human obligations.
Of course, there are occasionally lost causes who don't respond even to that. But such people usually show their true colors during the first greeting, so there's no need to waste money on them.

'Not that I'm going to buy these guys meals.'

If buying meals would solve the problem, I wouldn't be entirely opposed to it.
But why spend precious money when there's a better method that doesn't cost anything and provides training?
I should save that money for Elaine.

"Hahaha! This is ridiculous. Luke, are you putting on airs because you're the team leader? Don't get confused, man. We may have been assigned to your team by chance, but we have no intention of meekly following your orders."
"If we get good results in this evaluation, there will be rewards for you too."
"That's only if we get good results, sir. If we don't perform well, we have nothing to lose. Team Leader, sir."
"Hehehe. Well, I might have considered doing it properly for the reward if it were someone else. But seeing your face changed my mind. How could someone like you, who joined much later than us, possibly pass the evaluation? A rookie who hasn't even been in the military for a year. Besides, when you meet your seniors, you should show some respect, man. Don't speak informally just because you're the so-called team leader."

The Northern Army isn't filled with only exemplary soldiers. This is a place where people live.
Of course, there are those who abuse their power, break military law, and have nasty personalities. They get ground down whenever they're caught causing trouble.
Nevertheless, I decided to treat them humanely. As I said, this is a place where people live.

"I see. So that's your complaint. You think I can't pass the evaluation, so you're being rebellious from the start because you don't want to waste energy."
"Hey, you catch on quick. The kid is smart, isn't he? If you understand, then get lost. Or go whine to the evaluator that your team members won't listen. Hehehe, I wonder what will happen to someone who wants to become a knight but can't even control his own team members."

If I really wanted to, I could leave this room and go straight up to Gunter... no, I could go directly to Grace.
If I reported the state of these soldiers' discipline to Grace, she could grind these four into dust.
Even if I didn't go to Grace, if I complained to Elaine whom I might meet on the way, I'd see four zombies being rolled around in a way that would make death seem preferable.

But as these guys said, if I simply tattled, it might feel good momentarily, but a low score in the second evaluation would be inevitable.
Regardless of the reason, controlling team members is part of the second evaluation, and bringing in outside help would be admitting my own lack of leadership.
They were provoking me so fearlessly because they had seen how hard I once worked to advance.

Seeing them openly lying down with a "who cares" attitude was both infuriating and annoying.
But I had to treat them humanely.

"I've heard your complaints. We agreed to find common ground, so let's begin."
"What?"
"I don't remember your name. I'll just call you Number One. Number One's complaint is that he's afraid because the team leader's skills seem insufficient."
"What are you talking about..."

I grabbed two wooden swords from the corner and threw one at Number One with all my might.
Thwack!
Number One caught the wooden sword in surprise, but it flew at him so hard that his hand hurt, and he glared at me with a frown.

"You bastard, what the hell are you—"
"Follow me."
"Huh?"
"Or we can do it here? I don't mind. But the space here is a bit cramped, so if we start swinging, your friends might get hit. If your skills aren't lacking, they'll know to dodge."
"This guy is seriously crazy."

The look in all four pairs of eyes changed.
Until now, they were just being cocky, but now there was clear hostility.
I preferred this.
I would have been disappointed if they had just talked big but didn't actually step up.

"Fine, I was curious anyway. What kind of cowardly trick did you use to get into His Excellency's guard in just a few months as a rookie? If it wasn't skill but deception, I'll expose you right here and make a fool out of you."
"Your serious face isn't making your joke any funnier, so hurry up and come at me. Since I'm your senior, I'll let you attack first."
"This bastard keeps—!"

Number One charged with gritted teeth.
As Number One swung the wooden sword widely, I blocked his attack without difficulty and then—
Thud!

With a heavy sound, Number One took a punch and flew back, rolling on the floor.
Seeing this, the other three opened their eyes wide, and I said to them:

"Why so surprised? Did you expect some fierce sword fight? Have some conscience—with skills like that, what did you expect?"

That comment seemed to severely scratch their pride, as the guy next to me—whom I'll call Number Two for convenience—picked up Number One's fallen wooden sword and lunged at me.

I easily dodged Number Two's swift thrust by twisting my body, and then—
Crack!

I struck the top of his head with the handle of the wooden sword, and Number Two collapsed to the floor.

"I'm genuinely curious—are you this pathetic yet still talking about skill? Or did you say I wouldn't pass the evaluation because you're all so incompetent?"
"Eeek!"

After scratching their pride once more, Number Three jumped at me despite being unarmed.
Number Three, who was bigger than the others, charged with his arms spread wide, but—
Thump.

"Keh!"

I thrust my wooden sword precisely into his Adam's apple, blocking his breath. He fell to the ground, clutching his throat and flailing.

I approached the last guy and asked:

"Aren't you going to try? Or are you too weak compared to these guys to even dare? Are you a coward?"
"H-how can you have such skills..."

The hostility in his pupils was still there, but its proportion had decreased.
Besides hostility, curiosity, surprise, and fear had taken new places.
Despite his thin build compared to the other fools, he seemed to have some sense.

"Answer quickly—are you going to fight or not? All your friends have each taken a hit, and it would be lonely if you were the only one left out. Follow your friends to hell. Since you're the last one, I'll hit your head with all my might, so decide quickly."
"N-no, I won't. I surrender."
"You won't? Even after all this provocation, you won't take the evaluation? Okay, I got it, put your hands together. I applaud your spirit."
"Wh-what? No, that's not what I—"
"We only need a minimum of three team members anyway, so I can make an example out of one. You know what? There's a story from the Far East where they executed an unruly soldier to establish discipline, and the others fell in line."
"I'll do it!"
"You'll fight? Wow, what beautiful friendship, avenging your friends. Pick up the wooden sword—I'll use my secret technique on you specially. By the way, I used this to make a big saber-toothed tiger one-eyed. He was a friend with charming teeth. Even though I can't see that friend anymore, I don't particularly miss him."
"You crazy bastard! What answer do you want from meeeee?!"

Finally, the guy let out a scream mixed with tears.
Ah, that sounds good.

***

Those guys were too excited, so their posture was a mess, and since the swordsmanship I learned was the speed-focused Snow Cold Sword, I was able to overwhelm them with quick takedowns.
Not to mention my practical experience. I've crossed swords with Grace, even if she was just playing around.

Greasing the wheels with money is good, but in this romantic fantasy world, bloodshed isn't so bad either.
The four who were taken down in an instant now knelt respectfully before me.

"Now, repeat after me. If my skills are lacking, I won't act cocky."
"..."
"Yes, yes. We still have plenty of time. I told you, right? We'll be doing this all day. The Guard is used to overnight duties, so this is normal. Let's see if you can stay up all night."

Swish.
As I raised the wooden sword, Number Four, who still had tear stains on his face, quickly shouted:

"If my skills are lacking, I won't act cocky!"

As expected, he has some sense.
Regardless, I rested the wooden sword on my shoulder.
Soldiers like these should understand the meaning of repeating in unison.

"If my skills are lacking, I won't act cocky!!"

When Number Four gave them a look, the others joined in the chant, so I put down the wooden sword.

"Now, once more. We will have proper and good character."
"We will have proper and good character!!"
"We will show respect to others."
"We will show respect to others!!"

Good, now I'm more satisfied.
Indeed, by treating them humanely—using a wooden sword instead of a real one, like dealing with monsters—a dialogue has opened.
Only humans beat other humans with wooden swords, so this is definitely humane treatment.

"Right, don't act cocky if you lack skills, maintain proper and good character, and show respect to others. Understood?"
"..."
"Come to think of it, even if you fail the knight exam, you can take it again next month, right? Why am I being so lenient?"

When I raised the wooden sword, Numbers One through Four flinched and answered in unison, "Yes!!"
It seemed they had calculated wrong—they thought they would win if I challenged them to a test of strength out of pride, but now they were dazed after being beaten.

"Sigh, you pathetic humans. Logically, how do you think I got into the Guard? Because I'm stronger than you. The answer is obvious with just a little thought, but you didn't know that."
"..."
"You've been gossiping and badmouthing without properly observing, so you know nothing. That's why this disaster happened. Right? You acted cocky and got beaten up pitifully. What's that? Must hurt."
"..."
"Does it feel unfair and frustrating to kneel before a junior who beat you up? If you're so upset, go whine to the evaluator that you defied your team leader but got beaten because he was too strong. I wonder what happens to a Northern man who not only loses in strength but then seeks help from others."
"!"

Before being thugs, these guys are Northerners.
The most important value in the North is strength. The basis for their cockiness toward me was their belief that they were stronger.

But at the point where they lost the contest of strength, they had nothing left.
They have no justification since they failed to fulfill their duties as team members and defied their leader, and they showed their incompetence by losing after attempting insubordination.
They've lost everything they had by picking a fight unnecessarily.

The reason they're quietly kneeling now is because they lost in terms of strength.
In the North, not acknowledging defeat in strength is considered subhuman behavior that would prevent one from ever holding their head up again.

'Their pride has been properly tenderized.'

There's a process to making pork cutlets.
First, you pound the meat with a hammer to tenderize it.
Then...

'Time to add some seasoning.'

For the sake of passing the second evaluation, I need these guys.
I can't just end with this disciplinary lesson.

"By the way, I had a question while we were fighting."
"?"
"You four each have distinct talents, and if well-coordinated, you could work as an excellent team. Why aren't you utilizing that? If you had, I would have had a really hard time."
"What? No, um, what do you mean?"
"Did you not know? How good a team you four make."
"Uh..."

The fact that these guys know about me because they were in the same unit means I also know about them.
Although I don't remember their names, I do know that these four always hung around with Alex.

"If you're men of the North, you must want to become stronger than you are now. From what I see, you four could do it together."
"??"
"What do you think? Just humor me and listen. The person standing before you has been recognized for his skills by the Grand Duke himself and entered the Guard."

At my words, the four men's eyes softened.
Having just suffered a miserable defeat and harsh words that crushed their pride, they seemed puzzled by my sudden praise.

The seasoning I'm about to sprinkle on them is salt in the form of division.
For the next week,
I plan to turn Alex's subordinates into my dogs.

Ch.36 - Chapter 36. Effort and Change
Among famous idioms, there's one called "carrot and stick."

When getting someone to do work, it's not good to be too nice, nor is it good to be too harsh. The meaning is that alternating between reward and punishment increases efficiency.

But there's one dilemma here.

Which comes first, the carrot or the stick?

My answer to this is...

"Don't get excited and rush in just because you see an opportunity, you worms worse than moths! Can't you keep your positions straight?"

WHACK!

"Don't be mistaken. You each have talent, but you're definitely not strong. Do you think the North is so easy that you can get cocky relying on just that bit of talent? Do you think the Northern Army's regular training is a joke?"

BANG!

"Don't try to show off. Why did you suddenly swing your sword so strangely? Not answering? Think I don't know? You want to copy me because I beat you with my swift sword. How did I know? If you were trying to hide it, you shouldn't have looked so flustered."

THUD.

Four days after the second assessment, the group leadership presentation.

Looking at the four people sprawled on the ground after finishing today's training, I clicked my tongue and said:

"Comfortable, aren't you? Seems you're relaxed enough to enjoy the softness of the floor. Fine, let's do more today."

"!"

At the announcement of extended training, all four jumped up in surprise and sat in their places.
Seeing these obedient fellows, I held back a laugh that was about to escape and opened my mouth again.

"Then let's begin today's training reflection. First, Number One."

"Ugh."

"That's a short reflection. Was your training that shallow? That won't do. You'll have to stay behind."

"N-no! Despite being the center of the formation, I got excited when I saw a chance to achieve something, ignored my position, rushed in, fell into a trap, and caused our defeat."

"And?"

"I've relearned the importance of positioning and realized I shouldn't be greedy. I'll try to control myself better next time."

Hearing Number One's reflection, I nodded once and replied:

"As you said yourself, Number One, you are the center of this position. The moment you leave, the center is exposed and the formation loosens."

"...Yes."

"But there are also times when you're too cautious and miss opportunities. Being bold when stepping forward isn't always a bad thing."

"What?"

"So try to hold back at least once before stepping forward. That one moment of patience can help cool your head and might even make the enemy abandon their trap. Understand?"

"Ah, yes!"

After finishing Number One's feedback, I turned to Number Two.

"Next, Number Two."

"I was overconfident in my talent for speed that you mentioned, and tried to copy your swordsmanship, but my movements got tangled. I'll focus on the basics without trying to show off."

"Why is that overconfidence in what I said? It's overconfidence in your own abilities. You can trust my words. You definitely have talent for speed. I've told you many times. Your thrusting is excellent."

"R-really?"

"Have you learned the Winter Sword movements?"

"Yes."

"Did you ever find the Winter Sword movements too slow and boring? Answer honestly."

"How did you know?"

"It shows on your face. If you can't use other sword techniques yet, try using the Winter Sword in your own faster way."

"Is that possible?"

"Why not? Walking and running both involve moving your legs. And think about it."

"?"

"If you copy my swordsmanship, you're just poorly imitating someone else. But if you use the Winter Sword in your own way, that's practically using your own style. Wouldn't that be cooler?"

"Ah!"

I nodded once to Number Two, whose eyes were now shining, and then gave training feedback to Numbers Three and Four as well.

Some, like Number One, still find it difficult to accept my words, but others, like Number Two, are intrigued.
Unlike the first day, they all followed along obediently.
They probably think it's effective since they see themselves fighting a little better each day after I give them feedback.
If even I can see their growth, surely they themselves, who are actually controlling their bodies, can tell.

'Well, even dung can be used as medicine, as they say.'

Perhaps even though they're the lowest rank, they're fundamentally Northern soldiers.
Number One has initiative and courage, as shown by how he charged in first.
Number Two has sharp thrusts and flexible footwork.
Number Three is big and strong.
Number Four is perceptive and makes a good assistant.
In terms of ability, they're not useless.

'I suppose if they were completely incompetent, Exil wouldn't have included them in his group.'

Though they clearly look like cheap extras.
Exil (I forgot what that's short for) or Alex passed the first assessment of the knight exam, which eliminated more than a third of the candidates.
So he's not just a stupid jerk, but a smart thug.

There's a famous quote attributed to an old American president:

"He may be a son of a bitch, but he's our son of a bitch."

When these guys charged at me on the first day, I confirmed they had some skill and made a plan.
Simply put: "Your subordinates are impressive."
So I decided to thoroughly use them, and to do that, I first had to train them to listen to me well.

Generally, people strangely get upset when you do well 99 times but make one mistake, yet their hearts melt when you're cold 99 times but warm once.
So I used the stick first, then gave the carrot.

After being thoroughly whipped and getting angry, when I immediately followed by praising their positive aspects and giving friendly advice, their mouths that were about to open in protest quickly closed.
They couldn't reject my advice out of simple defiance because they'd already tasted the sweetness of the carrot.
The same food, the same hardship.
If you roll around after eating, you get indigestion, but food eaten after rolling around tastes like honey. How delicious must the carrot have tasted to them?

Even if they tried to rebel under the pretext of mock training, it was useless when I reminded them of the hierarchy—that I was much stronger than them.
The moment they resorted to non-violent disobedience, I'd spread word throughout Winter Canyon that they were immature men who couldn't accept defeat and were just being prideful.

From the first day when they got cocky and were defeated, these guys had no escape.
And so they gradually became obedient horses in the juggling act of carrot and stick.
It was so effective that...

"From now on, I'll call you Numbers One through Four for convenience."
"...That's a bit insulting. We have names, please call us by them."
"Do you think I don't know you have names? Even in your original unit, you use numbers during operations, right? It's like that."
"Hmm, if that's the case..."
"And."
"?"
"I don't listen to those weaker than me."
"Eek!"

They start to complain but quickly become docile.
Do they not realize they've already been tamed, or do they pretend not to know?

Either way, it was a desirable phenomenon.
Look, they're much better team members than in group projects or company projects.
Being able to hit them if they don't listen is a huge advantage.

'If I had more time, I would have started with physical conditioning.'

A week is an extremely short time to do anything.
Harsh physical training would only result in injuries, and trying to learn something new would mean entering actual combat with half-baked skills.

That's why I wanted to control these guys from the beginning.

Learning water skiing is difficult, but practicing picking up beans with chopsticks is easier.
So rather than making unnecessary challenges, I focused on awakening the talents these guys already had and using them to build teamwork.
By the time of the assessment, they should at least have the basics down, if not perfection.
After all, the purpose of this assessment isn't to train new soldiers, but to effectively command existing ones.

'I don't know what the competition task will be, but in the North, they won't just do recreation or see who can set up a large tent faster.'

Obviously, it will involve fighting with weapons.

'Well then, shall I start preparing?'

When announcing the match-ups, Gunter said that a commander should know how to analyze and exploit the opponent.

***

After finishing the fourth day and returning to the barracks for rest, Number One, Winch, suddenly clicked his tongue.
At that sound, Number Two, Den, asked:

"Why suddenly?"

"What are we even doing right now?" Winch replied as if he'd been waiting for this.

Den frowned slightly and asked back:

"What do you mean? Speak clearly."

"I mean, is it right for us to train like dogs under Luke every day? Getting covered in dirt until late at night."

"..."

"He might have been annoying, but just a few months ago, he was smiling and calling us 'senior' in front of us. Now I'm calling him 'captain' and speaking formally, and that's not enough—I have to do whatever he says, and if I make a mistake, I get hit and lectured. And if I don't do what he says, I'll get beaten badly, so I work hard. Is this really right?"

"..."

"Damn, if we were at least in Alex's team, I wouldn't have any complaints. Why did we have to get stuck with him of all people?"

As Winch, who had been the most dissatisfied but had been quietly going along, burst out with his pent-up frustration, Number Three, Muller's expression also darkened.
Number Four, Hind, tried to lighten the mood with a smile:

"Haha, Winch. Don't be like that. There are only a few days left until the assessment..."

"Fuck, then quit now if you want. We only need a minimum of three team members anyway."

"?"
"?!"

At the sudden curse, Muller, Hind, and even Winch himself widened their eyes in surprise.
It was none other than Den who had criticized him.

"What did you just say?"

"Don't you remember what the captain said? Don't mutter behind his back if you don't have the courage to speak up front. Pathetic bastard."

"You jerk!"

When Winch reached out, Den easily avoided it and grabbed Winch's neck instead.
Winch was startled but felt a chill from Den's gaze.
He had just wanted to express his frustration to a friend, but Den's eyes were those of someone looking at an enemy.

"If you're going to hinder the assessment, leave now. If you're too ashamed to leave on your own, shall I cripple you right here?"

As Winch, with his neck grabbed, couldn't answer, Hind stepped between them in the tense atmosphere.

"Hey, hey, why are you fighting among friends? Den, let go. Winch's words were harsh, but he can grumble a bit if he's having a hard time."

"You idiots. Aren't you embarrassed?"

"?"

Den threw Winch to the ground, then turned to look at his comrades and said:

"As you said, he was our junior a few months ago. Did you even land a proper hit on him? Even when the four of us attacked him? I still get annoyed just thinking about it."

"..."

"And what? You'd rather be in Alex's team? Do you know what?"

"?"

Den looked at his own hand.

"When I was with Alex, I was always in the back. That bastard had a need to show off, so he always had to be the center of attention. Because of that, I was always just flitting around behind him during fights."

"..."

"But that Luke guy, after fighting just once, put me in front saying I had talent for speed. Damn, I didn't even know my thrusts were that great."

Den laughed somewhat dejectedly, and Winch, who had gotten up, asked:

"So what? Are you saying we shouldn't criticize the great Luke and just shut up and do what he says until the assessment?"

"I'm ashamed."

"What?"

"I asked him during break time. How he got so strong in such a short time. What kind of training he did in the Guard. He said one thing: he just worked harder at what he'd been doing all along."

"...?"

"You all have eyes, so you must have seen how Luke trained in the unit. Is there anyone here who worked as hard as him? Not me. So I was annoyed."

"Annoyed?"

"A guy who was our junior worked hard and rose to that position. What have I been doing all this time? I didn't even know what I was good at, yet I dismissed his efforts as nonsense, and like a pathetic bastard, I put on airs in front of someone who was truly strong."

"..."

At Den's heavy confession, Muller and Hind also lowered their heads.
Winch's expression had softened compared to before, but still with some dissatisfaction, he asked:

"So what now? Are you going to leave Alex and stick with Luke?"

"No."

"No?"

"Why would I stick with anyone? I'm going to try on my own now. I'm done clinging to someone else. It's cooler to wield my own sword."

Winch opened and closed his mouth, then finally turned his head away with a hollow laugh.
Just then:

"I agree with Den."

"Muller?"

Muller, who had been silent, opened his mouth.

"It's a first. All this time living with this big body, I've never given my all, so there was always something stagnant in a corner of my heart, building up anger. But this time, for the first time, I pushed my body to its limits."

"..."

"Strangely, even though I didn't win, I felt refreshed rather than unpleasant. I didn't know that pouring out everything I had could be so enjoyable. I lost without being able to do anything, but I don't regret it at all. I want to repay Luke, no, the captain, who showed me that fun. I want to fight to my limits with him in this assessment too."

Muller grinned, showing his teeth.
His smile seemed full of refreshment.

"...Tsk."

Winch, looking at his two friends with a complicated expression, bit his lips several times, then turned his back and left first.

Hind silently looked back and forth between Winch, who was leaving, and the two who now had different faces, and was about to follow Winch... but didn't.

"That's unusual. I thought you'd go comfort him."

"I was going to."

"?"

"But I think here, instead of comforting him, we should leave him alone so he can break out of his shell on his own."

Den chuckled at Hind, who was already wearing a bright smile.
After all, despite everything, they were friends.

Ch.37 - Chapter 37. Northern-Style Sports Festival (1)
"They say people die when they change suddenly. Did I push them that hard to make such a big decision?"

"So that's why you came earlier than usual."

Iho, Samho, and Saho knelt before me with determined faces and took turns making their confessions. From what I gathered, they seemed to be reflecting on their past lives and sharing their visions for the future.

'I was just trying to tame them to pass the evaluation.'

My goal was simply to make them obey me by feeding someone else's dogs, not to correct their behavior under the slogan "There are no bad dogs in the world."

Honestly, I don't particularly like these guys as people. Who likes thugs anyway? So even if they show signs of reflection, I'm not moved. People's words change easily, and the term "changing sides" carries more negative connotations than positive ones.

They're not talents I absolutely need to recruit for future storylines; they're more like group project members I'll work with just once and then part ways. I don't particularly want to get deeply involved with them.

"If you're not planning to just talk and be done with it, don't waste training time and go find your spots. Because of that confession, we lost thirty minutes, so I'm going to push you harder than usual."
"Thank you."

Despite my deliberately curt response, Iho—Den—smiled faintly. The others also got up with refreshed smiles. Seeing that they weren't disappointed, it seemed they hadn't expected me to reduce their training out of being moved.

Well, I'll keep an eye on them.
If they're really planning to reform, they'll prove it through their actions.
Even if it only lasts three days, it doesn't matter much.
There are only 3 days left until the evaluation. I just need those guys to listen well during those 3 days.

Ilho, who didn't participate in the sudden reflection meeting, was quietly warming up alone, swinging his sword.
That's actually better.
Since we met for business, let's focus on our jobs instead of pretending to be friendly and wasting time.
I won't betray them, but I don't plan to keep raising them either.

Still... the modest reflection meeting wasn't all bad.

"Dig deeper there! You're usually so impatient, don't get timid at strange moments!"
"I'm sorry! I'll try again!"
"Control your enthusiasm. Do you think the loudest person wins in a fight? Get excited and your neck will fly off."
"Thank you. I'll keep that in mind."

Even when I scolded them harshly, they accepted it without grimacing.
They approached me first to ask about training content and offered their own opinions.
If on the first day they followed reluctantly despite disliking it, now they showed active participation.
Before I knew it, I found myself genuinely praising them more often, beyond just trying to tame them.

Ah damn, I'm having trouble adjusting to their sudden change.
Are they trying to stress me out by making me uncomfortable?
I thought they were simple guys, but if that's their plan, they're quite cunning.

Unlike the other three, Ilho—Winch—still just completed assigned tasks rather than participating proactively in training.

'He's become docile too. He doesn't disrupt the atmosphere, accepts criticism without complaint, and trains properly. No issues there.'

I was curious why he seemed to subtly distance himself from the other three, but he was diligent in training. Even when he made mistakes, he immediately tried to correct them.
In fact, he maintained his composure throughout, so I had fewer reasons to scold him compared to the others.

And so we finished our training, and finally, the day of the second evaluation arrived.

***

'It's still quiet.'

Even while preparing for the second evaluation, I didn't forget the most important task.

Since training with the four thugs ended in the afternoon, I spent my evenings investigating.
There was a possibility that the second evaluation, when many soldiers would be deployed, could be targeted for a terrorist attack.
However, I couldn't find any suspicious circumstances.

'So they're aiming for the third evaluation after all?'

I was bothered by someone who was unnervingly silent yet surely somewhere in the North. But for now, I decided to focus on the immediate task.
It's not like I hadn't taken any measures on that front.
The harvest can be done later.

"Everyone's gathered. I will now announce the content of the second evaluation: leadership."

As Gunter snapped his fingers, the examiners showed us something.
What they held in their hands was...

"Cloth?"

About the size of a towel.
They came in various colors: red, blue, yellow, green, purple, and so on.
While everyone was wondering what they were, Gunter explained.

"The rules are simple! Each team will be given one of these cloths. Compete against each other and win by taking the opponent's cloth first. However, the cloth must be taken by the test-taker, and the soldiers must help the test-taker obtain the cloth."

Wow.
This exceeds expectations, North.
I thought it would be a fight, but I didn't expect them to incorporate recreation.
This is basically a cavalry battle.

Actually, I'm starting to think the knight's test in the North is like a sports festival.
The reason they open the duels to the public is probably because it's entertainment that comes around monthly, like UFC.
It makes sense given that entertainment industries aren't well-developed in such a cold region. After all, watching fights is one of the most entertaining things in the world.

Gunter went on to explain the simple rules.
No killing, no blades.
Time limit of 30 minutes; if you can't take the cloth within that time, scoring is based on the content of the match.
The cloth must be attached to the owner's waist and not tied too tightly to the body.

In summary, these were rules to prevent things from getting too violent.
They can't let things get out of hand and affect the third evaluation.

"There are currently sixty teams. With a total of thirty evaluations, one examiner will be assigned to every ten teams. Follow your assigned examiner to your respective testing grounds."

I wondered who would be our team's examiner if one examiner was assigned to every ten teams.
It was Gunter.
Aren't you the chief examiner for the second evaluation?

'Hmm, this doesn't seem like a coincidence.'

Wondering if I keep running into people I know by chance or if I've really lived that diligently, finally my turn came.

"I'll give you ten minutes for strategy. Gather back here after ten minutes."

After receiving strategy time, I returned to my team and first observed the expressions of the four.
They all looked serious, though tense.

'I already told them Alex would be our opponent.'

Both to discuss strategies for targeting his team and to prevent these four, who are close to Alex, from being shaken at the scene, I revealed two days ago that our opponent would be Alex.
Naturally, all four were surprised. They seemed to know Alex was attempting the knight's test but hadn't expected to face him as an enemy.

Although I had tamed these guys, I still had some anxiety.
How easily can human bonds be broken?
I had considered the possibility that once they knew their opponent's identity, all my taming efforts would be for nothing, or that they might plot betrayal, in which case I'd have to mentally tame them intensely for the remaining two days.

-Then it will be easier to plan our strategy.
-?

Their reaction was more subdued than I expected.
Going further, Hyden reassured me that they would fight on my side, and Den and Muller agreed. Winch had a complicated expression but didn't object.

The unexpected reaction made me suspicious that they might be planning to betray me at the scene after putting me at ease.
But when I probed a bit, that didn't seem to be the case. They even took the initiative to tell me in detail about Alex's weaknesses and habits.
Huh, what's going on?

Anyway, it's fortunate if they won't cause trouble.
During our two days of training, we also strategized for facing Alex's team.

"Though rules have been established, the core is still combat. Don't overthink or be too nervous—just work together as we practiced."
"Yes!"

As the team members responded energetically, I wondered, 'Did these guys have some grudge against Alex?'
You know how subordinates sometimes say, "We're just going along with him because we have to work together, but don't you think that guy sucks?" when talking behind someone's back.
I don't know exactly what their relationship is like, so I can't say for sure.

"Now for the most important role, the cloth bearer."
"?"
"Winch, you'll be in charge of the cloth."
"!"

At my words, Ilho—Winch's eyes widened. The other three also looked at me and him with surprised eyes.

"Wait a minute! Shouldn't the team leader hold the cloth?"
"The rule is that only the team leader can take the cloth, but there's no rule saying the team leader must possess it."
"But still..."

Common sense dictates that to keep the cloth safe, the strongest person should hold it, and among us, I'm the strongest, so it makes sense for me to have it.
Plus, since this is a competition, the test-taker would feel more secure holding the cloth themselves.

"...Why me?"

Winch, also looking confused, frowned slightly as he asked.

"The reason is simple. Your teamwork has been centered around Winch, with Den at the vanguard, Muller at the rear, and Hynd in support. Among you, Winch is the safest."
"That's not what I'm asking. You... I mean, leader, do you trust me? I could hand the cloth over to Alex."
"Are you stupid? If you were going to do that, you'd just accept it without saying anything. Why ask me?"
"...!"
"And trust? Please. Have we built such a beautiful relationship? All I can remember is hitting you and nagging. You always looked gloomy."
"Then why did you choose me?"

Yes, he must be confused. Entrusting the cloth means entrusting my evaluation outcome.
And to someone I supposedly don't trust at all.
But I didn't entrust him with the cloth because of personal feelings.

"You're from the North too, and after struggling for a week, you wouldn't want to lose pathetically, right? Don't you want to see what results your daily efforts produce, whether those actions were truly useful?"
"!"
"Born as a man of the North and becoming a soldier... no one wants to be humiliated in battle."

Did my words touch something in him?
Winch's expression changed.
Since I'm not him, I don't know what he's thinking now.
But his expression seemed more relaxed.

Winch sighed deeply and then said to me.

"Give me the cloth. I won't let it be taken, even if I die."
"Don't try to be cool. I'll be too anxious to let you get into a life-threatening situation."

I smiled slightly at the posturing Winch and handed him the red cloth.

***

After the strategy meeting, when we gathered again, the evaluation began immediately.
Taking positions as we had practiced, I observed Alex's team while waiting for Gunter's signal to start, still confused about whether Alex or Exil was his real name.

'They have more numbers.'

While our side had five including me, their side had a total of seven.
They seemed ready to charge as soon as it started, arranged in a triangle formation with team leader Alex at the center.

I wondered anew what criteria the examiners used to assign team members.

'A difference of two people is significant, but...'

Numbers alone don't guarantee advantage.
With more people to interact with in the short span of a week...
Plus, like group projects, too many cooks can spoil the broth, so quality matters more than quantity.

'If they have good quality too... I'll have to do the work of three people.'

Still, as the North Grand Duke's guard, it wouldn't look good if I contributed the same as other soldiers.
Moreover...

'Why are they here?'

My heart nearly dropped when we entered earlier.
Despite their disguises—different clothes and helmets—I couldn't fail to recognize them.

Even though the second evaluation doesn't allow spectators, there were two people watching us, pretending to be knights guarding the testing ground.
Grace and Ilaine.

Actually, I only recognized Ilaine, but there's only one female knight with a feminine build who would be standing beside her at this hour.

'I can't afford to lose.'

I told my team members not to be nervous during strategy time, but I was the most nervous.
What should I do? Should I use Heat Sword from the start? But that could kill them.

As if reading my complicated thoughts, Alex spoke with a sinister smile.

"Hey, are you nervous? Heh, looking at your team, I can tell. Have you gotten close with those guys? They're quite useful, but I wonder if the team leader's capacity could handle them well. You must be struggling alone."
"Good, thanks."
"What?"

My mind had been complicated, but thanks to his cheap provocation, my thoughts cleared and I immediately found the answer.
Loser.
It's a wooden sword, so he won't die.

Alex, seeing his provocation fail, frowned and took his stance.
As expected, he was holding his team's cloth.

"Begin!"

As Gunter commanded, the second evaluation finally began.

"Waaaaaaah!"

As expected, Alex's side charged with a unified battle cry, seemingly trying to overwhelm us from the start.
Attacking in a triangle formation, it looked almost like a cavalry charge even without horses.

Thwack!

"Ugh!"

With a dull sound, someone was ejected from the formation and flew backward, causing both the battle cry and the charge to stop at once.

"You bastard!"

Alex, rolling on the ground, got up irritably and shouted.
As I pointed my sword at him...

"Now, please."

I spoke to those behind me.
Den, the vanguard of the four, nodded and prepared to thrust.
Ready to pierce through anyone who approached.

Ch.38 - Chapter 38. Northern-Style Sports Festival (2)
"T-Team leader!"

When Alec, who was supposed to be the apex of the triangle formation, got kicked and fell back from the start, his team members panicked and scattered in confusion.

Alec glanced at my waist before shouting at his team members.

"You idiots! Keep moving forward! They have the towels!"

At Alec's command, his team members immediately turned their heads and advanced toward the four of us again.
Using his wooden sword as support to stand up, he glared at me as if he wanted to devour me and asked.

"You bastard. Is this your plan? Abandoning teammates you can't trust anyway and moving separately to steal my towel?"
"Your language is a bit harsh, but you're pretty much right. Except for the abandoning part."

The reason I wanted to move separately from the four was purely for teamwork efficiency.
Those four had always moved together and were already in sync, but if I, an outsider, joined in, it would take time to find our rhythm again.
Rather than awkwardly trying to match a new group dance, it was better to split into two groups.

"Heheh. Fine. That's what I wanted. I didn't want to play these silly games either; I wanted to properly teach you a lesson. I'll beat you down and expose your true nature!"
"I'm genuinely curious. Why are you so hostile toward me? I haven't done anything to bother you."
"Why am I hostile? Isn't it obvious?"
"What's obvious about it?"
"When a junior doesn't know his place and acts out of line, it's the senior's duty to educate him. To teach you that this place isn't a joke."

I thought there might be a somewhat plausible reason, but I just sighed.

"I guess it would be less interesting if you actually had a legitimate grievance."

Even if he did, I wasn't interested enough to remember it for long, so I decided to end the conversation.
I didn't even want to treat him as an extra anymore.
It would be disrespectful to Elaine, Gi, and even Garen, who were extras in "Brave Road."

"But I do agree that those who act out of line need to be educated. Because this place isn't a joke."

I gripped my wooden sword tighter.

***

"Hmm."

A heavily armored knight wearing a helmet and holding a halberd inadvertently made a small sound while watching the examination.
Another knight, seemingly his companion, asked.

"Something bothering you?"
"Ah, no, sir."
"What do you mean, no? Of course you're concerned. Wouldn't it be strange if you weren't worried about your subordinate taking an exam?"

Elaine let out an awkward groan inside her helmet at the teasing laughter.
Those playful jokes that occasionally came when they were alone were still difficult to respond to. It was just her personality.

Regardless, Grace's attention had already returned to the examination field.

"I begged Lord Gunter to see how he would fight as a commander. It was worth it—quite an interesting strategy."
"Is that so?"
"Indeed. That soldier, Alec was it? He's completely fallen into Luke's trap."

Grace shared her observations while watching the ongoing match.

"The rules of the match: the examinees must personally seize the towels. Currently, the towels are held by Alec and Luke's team members. But it's Alec, Luke, and their team members who are fighting."
"..."
"Even if Alec's team subdues Luke's team, it would be against the rules for them to directly take the towels. So Alec must somehow break through Luke and seize the towel."
"That's correct."
"Meanwhile, Luke just needs to fight Alec and take his towel. If Alec gets impatient trying to get past him, Luke can exploit that opening."

Grace continued, prefacing with "Of course."

"If Alec's team returns and attacks Luke from both sides, or if team members hold Luke down while Alec passes by, Luke would be in trouble. It's not exactly a brilliant strategy."
"..."
"I can't see your expression because of the helmet, but I don't sense any worry from you."
"Yes, because..."

Elaine turned her head slightly.

"I don't think Luke's team will collapse so easily."
"Hehe, that's right. That's also why I called it an interesting strategy."

Alec's team, though they hesitated slightly at the start, quickly attacked Luke's team.
Or more precisely, they attempted to attack.

When the team member who became the new vanguard in place of Alec tried to deliver the first strike, a sharp thrust like an arrow struck his chest, sending him flying backward just like Alec.
Den, the vanguard of Luke's team, immediately pulled back his wooden sword to reload his thrust, while Hind, who had been behind him, moved forward to protect Den.

Thanks to Hind buying time, Den, having reloaded his thrust, shot his wooden sword again and sent another of Alec's team members flying.
It was such a sharp thrust that even Elaine, known as the best at rapid swordplay in the North, showed interest.

"That soldier is quite skilled."
"Yes, his other sword techniques are ordinary, but his thrusting is quite proficient."
"He's good too, but I was talking about the big guy in the back."

Seeing that frontal attacks were difficult due to Den's thrusts, Alec's team seemed to decide to target the flanks.
However, the massive Muller was waiting for them there.

"A hammer as his weapon. He knows how to utilize his strength. With that size, a hammer or axe is better than a sword. Good choice."
"..."
"Lord Elaine?"
"Somehow I think that hammer was Luke's suggestion."
"Oh?"
"I can see traces of the Winter Sword in his hammer movements. It seems he changed weapons recently."
"I'd like to tease him for being doting, but... hmm, that makes sense. No one would suddenly change their weapon right before an exam, so in cases like this, it's usually due to someone else's advice."

Grace smirked as she watched Muller using his hammer with tremendous force to prevent enemies from approaching.

"If it was Luke's suggestion, it was an excellent piece of advice. He seems proud of his strength, and that type needs to be able to fully utilize their power. A sword would just be frustrating for him."

As befitting the Northern Grand Duke known as the strongest knight, Grace immediately grasped Muller's fighting style by watching him.
Elaine also nodded in agreement with Grace's assessment.

"They're a well-coordinated team. That soldier supporting his comrades may have average skills, but he has good awareness of his surroundings and fills in the gaps well."

Whenever there was a gap in Den's thrusts or Muller's hammer strikes, Hind would rush in to buy time for his comrades.
Because of this, Alec's team repeatedly found themselves unable to capitalize on opportunities that arose.

"The soldier holding the towel in the center is calm. When comrades are fighting frantically around you, it's easy to get caught up in the excitement. Luke didn't entrust him with the towel for nothing."
"Seeing how he repeatedly takes deep breaths, I think it's more patience than good judgment. He misses some good opportunities to intervene, but he avoids dangerous situations more often. He seems to have a habit of thinking things through."

Winch remained in the center of the team, observing his surroundings, and rather than recklessly jumping in, he would only counter enemies who managed to break through his comrades or step in when his teammates were truly in crisis.
He was like a sharp lance behind a shield.
You needed to break that lance, but you couldn't fight properly while it was hidden behind the shield. And if you tried to break the shield first, the lance would dart out and stab you. It was quite troublesome.

"How strange."
"Pardon?"
"If there were soldiers with such good teamwork, I should have heard about them. But I don't recognize any of them at all."
"I don't recognize them either."
"Did ordinary soldiers suddenly improve their skills after a week under Luke's command? That would be surprising. Perhaps he has talent as a commander."

Grace chuckled, then said:

"Or perhaps their superior officers stole their achievements, or prevented them from earning recognition."

Her expression suddenly turned cold.
Even Elaine felt a chill from that coldness and responded:

"If you command it, I will thoroughly investigate the military's discipline during this opportunity."
"No, let's observe a bit more."

Grace waved Elaine off and shifted her gaze.
She had been watching the examination from the beginning, and her innate senses allowed her to hear the loud voices from the examination field even through her helmet.
Grace stared intently at Alec for a moment before relaxing her expression and asking Elaine:

"By the way, there's another flaw in Luke's plan. You know what it is, right?"
"Yes, while his team members hold out, he needs to defeat Alec one-on-one and take his towel. His team is fighting well, but they're outnumbered, and the other side isn't incompetent either, so they can't afford to be complacent."
"That Alec must have some skill if he's attempting the knight exam. I wonder how it will go."
"It won't be a problem."
"Oh, showing favoritism?"
"As a captain, I'm coldly evaluating my subordinate's abilities."

Grace looked at Elaine, smiled slightly, and then turned her head again.
Coincidentally, she had been thinking the same thing.

Clang!
At that moment, Alec staggered backward after being struck by Luke's Winter Sword.

***

"Huff, huff."

Alec was breathing heavily, but seemingly annoyed at his own breathlessness, he forcibly held his breath.

"Why don't you just breathe? It'll only make it worse if you don't."

In contrast, Luke on the opposite side appeared relaxed, tapping the ground with his wooden sword.
Though it wasn't meant as mockery, Alec felt irritated and shouted:

"You bastard!"

He charged forward with a shout and swung his sword down, but Luke blocked the attack without much difficulty.
As the excited Alec wildly swung his sword, attacking Luke from all directions, Luke countered all of Alec's attacks with surprisingly stable and swift swordplay, then—
Swish!
He counterattacked with swordplay too fast to follow with the naked eye, striking Alec's chest.
Then came a kick.

"Guhk!"

Alec's body crumpled after taking a hit to the abdomen, and Luke struck his shoulder again with quick swordplay, breaking his stance.
Alec, whose strength was drained and who nearly fell to his knees involuntarily, stubbornly held on—whether from tenacity or pride—and glared at Luke.

Something felt off.
Even accounting for his experience in the Guard, the difference in skill was strangely large.
Alec wasn't weak either.
He had attacked several times, but not once had he succeeded.

No, when they had tested their strength earlier, their physical power had been roughly equal.
The difference was... swordsmanship? Or stamina? Age? Or something else?

'Right, he's from the Guard. He must have had access to potions or items that are hard for ordinary soldiers to obtain. And he probably trained under better instructors.'

Thinking this way made him even more heated.
They were both soldiers, but one had the luck to enter the Guard, while the other had to struggle on his own without such fortune.

Suddenly, he began to doubt the fairness of this knight examination.
Was the Northern Grand Duke actually using ordinary soldiers as sacrifices to make her close associates into knights?
No, that might be going too far.
He decided to drop that line of thought, fearing the consequences of criticizing the Grand Duke.

'Damn, why are those guys trying so hard?'

His irritation soon spread to Luke's team members who were fighting with all their might.

When Alec first faced Luke's team members, he had inwardly rejoiced.
These were his loyal subordinates who would surely lose on purpose and surrender the towel.
Especially Hind, who was sharp and would know which side to support, and Winch, who used to badmouth Luke with him and would likely be full of rebellious spirit by now.

Of course, he felt a bit sorry for making them lose deliberately, but he could just buy them drinks later to make up for it.
After all, the outcome of the team members' fights wasn't that important in this examination.

But for some reason, they were fighting desperately, even better than when they were with him, which made his blood boil.
If he could, he wanted to shout at those idiots and ask what they were doing, but he couldn't with the examiners watching.
Useless fools. Once this exam was over, he'd get rid of them all.

"Damn it!"

In the end, all he could do was curse.
Alec forced himself into a stance, ignoring the pain in his body.
Luke, seeing Alec's determination, expressed admiration:

"I'll give you credit for your tenacity. You're a true Northerner after all."
"Shut up."
"Isn't it strange? We're both examinees, yet there's such a difference in our levels."
"...!"

Alec flinched when Luke accurately pointed out what he had been pondering.
His teeth gritted.
Was Luke mocking him, claiming superiority?

"Maybe instead of always bullying others in the name of education while moving around in packs, you should have trained hard."

Training? Of course he had.
The Northern Army's training wasn't something you could slack off on without the instructor noticing.
It's just that he trained under ordinary instructors, not the superior ones the Guard had, so his efficiency was lower than Luke's.
Ah, was that what Luke was mocking?
So it was mockery after all.

"Arrogant bastard. Do you have a death wish?"

It was a secret weapon he had planned to use in the third examination.
Alec, heated with anger, gripped his wooden sword with both hands.
Woooong.
His wooden sword began to emit a blue light.
Mana.

Alec had talent.
While his wealthy family had provided support through potions and private tutoring, awakening and mastering the sense of mana was clearly due to his innate talent.
Hence, he was confident. No matter how much Luke had trained in the Guard's superior environment, a guy who had just been swinging his sword and eating dust couldn't possibly use mana, a power granted only to those with talent like himself.

"Heheh, don't worry. I won't actually kill you. But I will break one of your arms."

As Alec proudly raised his mana-infused wooden sword, Luke's eyes did not widen in surprise...

"Oh, a mana duel? Great. I was wondering about this too, so now I can use it."
"What?"

Luke also gripped his wooden sword with both hands.
Whoosh.

"?"

For some reason, Luke's wooden sword seemed to turn red, then flames appeared on its surface.
What was this? Why was it on fire? Was it an item disguised as a wooden sword? The examiners would have checked it. Did he smuggle it in through his Guard connections?

"Ah geez, wood really catches fire quickly. Well, there's no such thing as hot wood, I guess."

Luke grumbled while looking at his wooden sword, then said to Alec:

"Hey, we don't have time. Let's finish this quickly."

Alec was dumbfounded, wondering what was happening, but when Luke charged to end the match, he took his stance.

'Whatever it is, I have mana!'

Alec glared and swung his sword with all his might at Luke, who took his own stance in response.
Winter Sword, horizontal slash.
Crack!
Alec's mana-infused wooden sword broke with a heavy sound.

"Huh?"
"What good is mana if your basic swordsmanship is a mess? Your left shoulder... no, never mind. Why should an arrogant junior like me give you advice? Figure it out yourself."

As he said this, he snatched the towel.
Alec stared blankly at his wooden sword, now reduced to a dagger, blinking in confusion.

"That's enough!"

With Gunter's shout, the match came to an end.

Ch.39 - Chapter 39. Tail Catching (1)
As soon as I snatched Alec's towel, Gunter announced the end of the examination.
The second assessment, leadership, had come to an end.

"Phew."

I let out a relieved sigh and turned around.
Members of both teams were staring in my direction.
It hadn't been thirty minutes yet, and Winch's towel hadn't been taken. If the examiner declared it over, there could only be one reason.
I glanced at the blue towel in my hand, then raised it high and waved it from side to side.

Regardless of our relationship, I should share this joy with them since their help was instrumental in my obtaining this towel.
Hind raised both arms in celebration, Den smiled wryly and sat down in exhaustion, and Mueller laughed heartily.
Winch was too far away to see his expression clearly, but judging by the slow rise and fall of his chest, he seemed to be catching his breath.

'Perhaps it's because we prepared well.'

It was worth training the team members for a week, devising strategies, and taming those guys.
Surprisingly, it wasn't more difficult than the first assessment. Even after one battle, I wasn't particularly tired.

'Well, compared to opponents I've faced before...'

I didn't need to look far—the examiner for the first assessment, Character, was the vice-captain of the 3rd Guard Division.
In contrast, this time it was just an examinee who wasn't even a knight yet, a reckless brat who relied solely on his background.
The levels were completely different.

'Though I was surprised he could use mana.'

I'd heard that children from houses like Vice-Captain Anduril's train their mana before the knight exam. But when I tried it with Sophia, it wasn't an easy task at all.
It seems Alec, despite appearances, must be some kind of genius.
Or a fool. With that much talent, why hasn't he built up his skills?

Well, it's better for me if I have energy to spare.
The real enemies I need to fight aren't small-time thugs like Alec, but genuine villains.

'Actually, those guys had a harder time than me in this assessment.'

As the saying goes about familiarity breeding affection, seeing those guys fight until they were covered in dirt made me feel somewhat proud of them.
I should treat them to a meal when this is over.
Though I'm not sure if Winch will want to eat with us.

"Wait just a moment!"

I was about to leave since it was over, but someone shouted urgently.
It was Alec.

"Examiner, isn't it cowardly for a team leader to not personally possess the crucial towel and instead entrust it to another team member?"
"It doesn't matter. What we're evaluating in this assessment is leadership. Entrusting one's life-equivalent towel to a team member demonstrates the level of trust built between them, highlighting the leader's leadership skills."
"Ugh."

Alec raised an objection, seemingly unable to accept the result.
But his rebellion was immediately suppressed by Gunter.

Then, after a moment's hesitation, Alec flashed a wicked smile and shouted once more.

"Examiner! I request an investigation into cheating!"

At Alec's request, Gunter approached instantly with a furrowed brow.

"Cheating? Explain in detail."
"Examinee Luke here used an unauthorized item!"
"Item?"
"Yes. He used a wooden sword that spewed flames!"

Gunter's gaze turned to my wooden sword.
The flames had long disappeared, but soot remained on its surface.

"Ah."

Gunter had participated in the previous Silver Sabertooth expedition.
Which means...
He had also seen me use the heat sword.

"This is not an item."
"What?"
"This examiner is aware that it's an ability possessed by Examinee Luke. Since he used his own ability, it doesn't constitute cheating."

I'm really fortunate that Gunter is my examiner, as it seems like he's changing the situation.
If it had been another examiner, they might have found Alec's claim suspicious and investigated, but Gunter decisively shut down Alec's desperate attempt.
Meanwhile, Alec was gaping, his expression suggesting he couldn't believe what he was hearing.

"Luke's ability? Setting a wooden sword on fire? I know he's not a mage, so how..."
"Hey, enough. You're being unsightly."

By this point, I felt pity beyond annoyance.
I don't understand why he's going to such lengths.
How did someone like him pass the first assessment? Was he lucky with his examiner?

But there's always a lower depth to rock bottom, and while climbing up is hard, falling happens in an instant.
Judging that involving Gunter wouldn't work, Alec grabbed me, apparently deciding I was an easier target.

"You bastard! What kind of fraud did you pull? How can a rookie of less than a year handle fire magic? Tell the truth now, you con artist!"

Well, it does defy common sense. But still.

"Yet it actually happened."
"You're still joking around!"
"Enough."

A heavy pressure instantly silenced the surrounding noise.
This sensation—I've experienced it before.

"Examinee Alec. It's unseemly for an aspiring knight to refuse to accept results and show jealousy toward others. As an examiner, I disqualify you on the spot and revoke your eligibility to apply for the knight examination for the next five years."
"What? B-but..."
"If you have objections to this examiner's decision, resolve it like a Northern knight."

Gunter pointed to Alec's hand.

"Throw your glove at me. I'll accept it."

Throwing a glove at someone is a signal for requesting a duel.
Well, when the difference in level is too great, as it is now, it's acceptable to refuse.
But in the North, refusing a duel request is socially equivalent to suicide, so Northern duel requests have a 100% acceptance rate.
Bluntly put, even if I were to throw a glove at Grace while she's busy with work, she would accept the duel without complaint.
Though I'd never do that since I'd be cut in half on the spot.

Faced with Gunter's provocation, Alec trembled, apparently valuing his life more than his pride, and lowered his head.
Gunter turned away from Alec, once again declared the end of the match, and prepared for the next team's turn.

As I passed by Alec's dejected team members to gather my team,
I noticed two knights in heavy armor carrying halberds leaving the area.

'If you're going to act, do it properly—that's too obvious, isn't it?'

But I understood, given they're the busiest people in the North.
Rather, I was grateful they took time out of their busy schedules to come see me.

Just then, the tall knight following behind glanced in my direction.
I nodded slightly in acknowledgment.
The armored knight stared at me for a moment before following the person ahead.

I'm very curious about the expression behind that helmet right now.
I'll have to ask later.

***

After the assessment, as planned, I treated the four to a meal and praised their efforts.
Men's gatherings typically require alcohol.
Though I'm still abstaining from alcohol and had things to do, the four didn't complain much.

The meal proceeded quite harmoniously without awkwardness.
Whether it's a group project or a company assignment, a strange camaraderie often develops by the end, suddenly creating internal bonds even if things were awkward before.

Moreover, this incident made me see these guys in a somewhat different light.
Perhaps environment truly is crucial in shaping people, as the saying about maternal education goes. They had seemed like simple third-rate thugs until now.
But peeling back one layer revealed that they weren't fundamentally evil, just immature.
Whether they'll maintain this attitude going forward or revert to being trash remains to be seen. But at least I decided to support their efforts to reflect on their lives and change.

"I'm sorry."

Winch, who had been quiet throughout the meal, bowed his head to apologize as the gathering was ending.
He said he had learned a lot from this experience and wanted to reflect on himself.
Given that our first meeting was terrible and our reunion even worse, I was caught off guard by his sudden sincerity and responded awkwardly.
But if he's repenting, that's good.

"Live well, all of you. I hope we can meet with smiles next time."

With those words, I parted ways with the four.
It was a much better farewell than "It was disgusting being with you, let's never meet again."

But somehow...
I had a feeling I would meet those four again.
I don't know in what capacity, since none of them are characters from the novel.
But if we do meet again, I hope it's under good circumstances rather than bad ones.

***

"Now the real beginning, I suppose."

As I had feared, nothing happened at the Snow Tower until the second assessment.
In the novel, Grace mentioned that incidents occurred during the knight examination, so there's only one time period left.
The third assessment, Combat. The highlight of the knight examination, a major event where Northern dignitaries and the public gather.

After the second assessment concluded, the number of successful candidates was tallied.
Out of 60 people, 44 were eliminated, leaving 16.
Coincidentally, that's a power of 2, making it perfect for a tournament.

The elimination rate was no joke this time as well.
As expected of a Northern examination. Terrifying.
With 16 people, it means some were eliminated despite winning their matches.
The reasons were either becoming too injured during the examination to participate in the third assessment, or failing to fulfill the purpose of the leadership assessment.

'The next assessment gives two days of rest and takes place over three days.'

This exam is certainly large in scale, requiring substantial preparation.
They must be planning to rest next month.

Two days of time.
Very good.
If they're planning to make their move during the third assessment, they'll start showing signs of activity soon, making it the perfect timing to catch something.
Time to follow the trail.

***

In Wintercannon, the capital of the North.
A middle-aged man with a bushy beard and a warm appearance entered a quiet tavern, brushing snow off his fur coat.
Looking around as if searching for companions who had arrived earlier...

"Here you are! Ha ha, sorry! It took me a while."

He sat down with a hearty laugh, scratching his head.
Across from him sat a man in a brown robe who was already drinking wine with some light snacks.

"Hehe, you look terrible. Is the work that difficult?"
"..."
"You're not upset because I'm late, are you? Cut me some slack. You know how cold the Northern weather is. I like cool weather, but I hate the cold. Ha ha!"

Despite the middle-aged man's jovial laughter, the robed man maintained his silence, sipping his wine before finally speaking.

"I've used magic to silence this table. You can speak freely."

He addressed the middle-aged man respectfully.
Then...

"Illusions?"
"Those too, of course."
"Good."

The expression vanished from the middle-aged man's face as he crossed his arms and propped his feet up on the table.
Despite the mud-covered shoes being placed next to the plate of snacks, the mage showed no sign of displeasure.
This was because the middle-aged man—or rather, the young man whose face had suddenly transformed—was someone the mage dared not challenge.

"Ah, I hate coming back here. Tsk, if it weren't for that damn bastard's request, I wouldn't have set foot in this freezing place."
"..."
"This is all because of your incompetence. If you infiltrate, you should complete the job properly, or if you lack the ability, don't take infiltration missions in the first place. What is this? You're even causing me trouble."
"I apologize."
"Tsk, since the plan is delayed due to your incompetence, you'd better explain it well to your employer if they complain."

The red-haired young man with a sharp, wolf-like aura, Low, complained irritably.

"Do you have the layout of the tower interior?"
"Here it is."

Low carefully examined the drawing the mage respectfully handed over, then smirked.

"Even though it's also a magic tower, the structure differs from that fake brat's. So there's something called an ice crystal on the fifth basement level?"
"Yes."
"It's actually convenient that the tower's attention is focused on the ice crystal. That means surveillance elsewhere will be lax. If the original targets were here on the ground floor and here in the basement... Let me see, if I plan the route like this... we won't even have to cross paths unnecessarily."
"...I suppose so."
"Then you just need to rework the route and proceed with the original plan. No matter how precious the ice crystal is, if you release cold mana around it, they'll all rush out to control it, right? That's when you can destroy the ice crystal. What's so difficult about that?"

The mage responded with a troubled expression to Low, who had shifted from his frivolous attitude to seriously analyzing the situation and formulating a plan.

"But since the ice crystal is important, at least an elder-level person will remain beside it. And there's only one corridor leading to the ice crystal, so we'll encounter them on the way out. That's why approaching won't be easy."
"What's the big deal about an elder? They won't even be able to properly detect me."

Low snorted dismissively.
If anyone else had spoken like that, it would have seemed like arrogance, underestimating the opponent's capabilities.

'Indeed. So this is one of the legendary heroes.'

The mage, who knew about Low, felt a chill run down his spine.
Who else would take a tower elder so lightly?

The King of the Underground.
The Crime Lord.
The Big Boss.
Only Low could do this.

From the start, while the mage had infiltrated the North using a disguised identity,
this man had casually entered the fortress and blended in with the Northerners, showing the difference in their caliber from the moment he arrived. The mage had been tense ever since hearing from his employer that Low would be coming as an assistant.

"So I just need to proceed according to plan?"
"Yeah. I'll handle the ice crystal, so you just do your job well. When it's done, don't linger, just get out. My assigned task is to destroy the ice crystal, so I have no obligation to worry about your escape."
"Understood."
"Still, as a comrade in this mission, I'll give you some advice. Don't get caught under any circumstances. If you're captured, you might spill secrets, so I'll kill you before leaving."

The mage swallowed his unease at Low's casual mention of silencing him, bowing his head like a subordinate. Then, as if he had something more to say, he slightly raised his face and asked.

"Um, if I may ask, what about what you promised me...!"

The mage couldn't finish his sentence.
Though there was surely no one else around,
he felt as if a blade had emerged from the darkness behind him, pointing at his neck.

"Ask your employer about that kind of thing."
"Ah, yes. I understand."

Fearing that further questions might provoke his anger, the mage closed his mouth.
As Low rose from his seat, apparently finished with the business, the mage dispelled his magic.

"Oh my, the wife will be waiting. Let's have a drink together next time, friend! I'll be going first!"

The young man disappeared, and in his place, the middle-aged man reappeared, grinning with yellowed teeth as he left.
Only after the middle-aged man had gone did the mage exhale a held breath and reach for his wine to quench his thirst.

"?"

The taste of the wine seemed slightly different.
Was it just his imagination?

Ch.40 - Chapter 40. Tail Catching (2)
Earlier, I had subtly suggested the possibility of a spy to Sophia, and her silence until now means she hasn't found anyone suspicious.
Or perhaps while I'm certain about the spy's existence, she doesn't know there is one, so she hasn't felt the need to investigate thoroughly.

I can't enter the Snow Tower directly to conduct inspections, nor can I actively manipulate Sophia.
Shouting "Come out, come out, wherever you are!" won't make the spy unmask themselves and reveal their identity.

So within my capabilities, the action I took was...

***

During preparations for the second trial.
One day, after training the four candidates, I stopped by Bill's weapon shop.

"It's been a while, Bill. How have you been?"
"Welcome, my brother!"

As soon as I entered, Bill greeted me with his arms wide open.
This was the first time he'd welcomed me so warmly, so I took a step back and asked.

"What's with the sudden 'brother' business?"
"Hehehe, don't play dumb. That mineral, ice crystal—I heard you discovered it? You lucky devil."
"Strictly speaking, I didn't find it alone."

Seeing his lips constantly twitching into a smile, he must be extremely pleased with the ice crystal.
He wasn't this excited even about frost iron. The ice crystal is certainly living up to its reputation.

"What did His Grace say?"
"He showed me the ice crystal and asked if I could make weapons with it. Man, that thing is something else. Not easy to work with."
"Is that so?"
"That's what I'm saying! He handed me a small piece, and while examining it, I accidentally cracked it. I was so shocked! Thought my heart would drop."

Imagining the situation, I couldn't help but laugh at the thought of Bill's commoner face filled with horror.

"So did you tell him it couldn't be done?"
"No, it looks tricky, but with some tinkering, I think it could be used for weapons."
"Oh."
"You can't treat this thing like iron or stone, even though it's a mineral. You know how ceremonial weapons have jewels embedded in them? That's how you need to handle this."

I hadn't thought of that approach. A blacksmith's eye really is different.
I recalled ceremonial weapons I'd seen in museums in my past life, adorned with all sorts of gems.
But I thought crystal swords were combat weapons, not ceremonial ones.

"Won't the ice crystal break when swung?"
"When I mentioned that concern, he took me to the Snow Tower. Asked if this amount would be enough to make a sword entirely of ice crystal. Hahaha! I never thought I'd see the inside of the Snow Tower in my lifetime."
"Ah, so you're going to make weapons from ice crystal?"
"HAHAHA! Of course! Would a man who wields a hammer instead of a sword and drinks molten metal instead of alcohol miss this opportunity?"

Just as in the novel, Grace commissioned Bill to create weapons using ice crystal, and Bill accepted.
Grace must have been excited that a blacksmith recommended by trusted individuals showed confidence in creating a sword that even mages were hesitant about.
Liking confident people, she became interested in Bill and wanted to make him the exclusive creator of ice crystal weapons.

"So are you making ice crystal weapons now?"
"No, not yet. I consider myself the best blacksmith in the North, but His Grace might not see it that way. Before entrusting me with ice crystal weapon production, he commissioned a test weapon to assess my skills. He'll decide based on that."

Hmm, Grace is cautious by nature, so that makes sense.
In the novel, the situation was urgent, and Bill was willing to try when other blacksmiths had given up. But now there's no rush, so Grace is thoroughly verifying his skills.

I don't know exactly what task Grace gave him, but Bill should pass easily.
And once he passes Grace's test, Bill will become a member of the ice crystal research team and, as the head of a contracted company, a distinguished guest of the Snow Tower with access privileges.

"That's not all."
"What else is there?"
"Actually, the only way to make weapons solely from ice crystal would be to carve them from large minerals, like making a statue from rock. Even then, they couldn't be used for swinging."
"The mages at the Snow Tower said the same thing."
"But I've been thinking. Using the mineral combination method you told me about, instead of breaking the ice crystal or embedding pieces like jewels, I might be able to make a sword with it directly! Mixing ice crystal with solid metal to infuse its properties!"

Bill explained excitedly, spitting a little, but since I'm not a blacksmith, I didn't understand most of what he said.
Anyway, the key point was that he could create ice crystal weapons using his own technique, so I responded with a smile.

"What should the ice crystal be combined with?"
"Frost iron, of course! Most metals would freeze due to the ice crystal's cold. To fully contain that cold while maintaining the sword's strength, it has to be frost iron!"

Okay, if he's reached that conclusion, we're set.

"Come to think of it, I brought you frost iron before."
"That's right! I was going to ask about that."
"About where I found it..."

I leaked information to Bill and began preparations for mining frost iron.
Since I've shared this information with Ilaine before, her assist ability should be able to stimulate Grace's interest, just like during the previous Snow Tower incident.

***

Back to the present.
As soon as the second trial ended, I visited Bill's weapon shop again.

From what I heard last time, he was supposed to complete the weapon the day before my second trial and submit it to Grace.
The results should be out by now.
Some people doing group projects, others submitting assignments... It's like we're at North Campus University.

"?"

When I arrived at the weapon shop, it wasn't open, and there was a note on the door.
It said he was away on business.
The submission date shouldn't be today... Could it be?

I headed straight for the Winter Palace.
With Bill's skills, he wouldn't have failed Grace's test, and even if he had, he's not the type to retreat to the mountains to train.
This means Bill passed Grace's test and has officially been invited to participate in ice crystal weapon production.
His absence due to "business" must be related to that.

Although everything was going according to plan, I needed Bill's help right now for more than just crystal sword production.
Someone who could access the Snow Tower, give me information without suspicion, and observe the Snow Tower mages from a third-party perspective.
Bill met all these conditions, which is why I went looking for him.
I ran, hoping Bill was still at the Winter Palace.

"Luke?"

Someone called my name.
I was in a hurry, but my feet stopped automatically when I heard that voice.
Because the person calling me was...

"Ah, Captain. It's been a while."
"Yes, it really has been."

I hadn't spoken with Ilaine since the knight trials began.
Exempted from guard duty during the trials, I stayed outside, while she continued her duties guarding Grace.
It had been a full nine days since we last met.

Since we started dating, we had never been apart for even a day, whether officially or privately.
But this time, we were separated for nine days, and in this world, there are no communication devices like smartphones or even telephones.

'Honestly, it was really tough.'

Moreover, the place I stayed during the knight trials was our home.
With traces of our time together everywhere, it was incredibly lonely being there alone.
I understood why people try to remove all traces of their ex after a breakup.

Even though the housekeeper, Mrs. Mia, visited, I was busy training the four candidates until afternoon, and in the evenings, I was investigating the Snow Tower incident, returning home late at night, so except for the first day, we didn't cross paths.

This is truly my secret alone.
One night as I lay down to sleep, I caught a faint scent of Ilaine on the blanket...
But I handled it cleanly on my own, without visiting any brothels.

Ilaine's eyes trembled slightly as she looked at me after our long separation.

Now I understand why Ilaine made time to see me during the second trial despite her busy schedule.
She was curious about how I was doing, worried, and missed me.
When she looked at me after the trial ended...
I can imagine her expression inside that helmet.
Taking advantage of the helmet hiding her face, she was probably smiling.

So seeing her up close like this, well...
I wanted to run to her and embrace her with joy.
But since we were outside, I desperately maintained my composure.

Tap.
Ilaine approached, placed her hand on my shoulder, and smiled faintly.

"I heard you're facing the final trial. You've done really well."

Wow.
Something welled up in my chest, and I felt like crying. I didn't realize I was this emotional.
Forcing down my pounding heart, I smiled broadly rather than showing tears.

"Thank you. I'll continue to do my best until the end."
"Good, I look forward to it."

Despite being outside, we looked at each other and smiled.
Fortunately, there were no other eyes around. This level of interaction would seem normal between a guard captain and a member performing well in the knight trials.

Above all.
Even though it wasn't skin-to-skin contact but through gloves and clothes...
When Ilaine's hand touched my shoulder, all the loneliness I'd accumulated seemed to melt away, replaced by a warm feeling.

"..."
"Captain?"

But Ilaine kept her hand on my shoulder while looking around, then...

"Wouldn't it be normal for a captain to kiss the cheek of a subordinate who's worked hard?"
"Um... I don't think that's quite appropriate."
"What about the forehead?"
"If you're giving congratulatory kisses to knight trial participants, you'd have to do the same for Senior Jimmy. Would you?"
"Hmm, I guess not."

Ilaine removed her hand and clicked her tongue in disappointment.
Her expression was the same as usual, so I hadn't noticed, but seeing her say such uncharacteristic things, it seems she's been holding back a lot too.
Somehow, I felt happy knowing we had both missed each other.

"What brings you to the Winter Palace? You should be preparing for your final trial now."

Having composed herself, Ilaine returned to business mode.
How should I answer? Explaining that I came to see Bill would be complicated.
Ah, in this case, I'll just...

"I was looking for you, Captain."
"For me?"

Ilaine's eyes widened slightly.

"Before the final trial, I wanted to rest my body and focus my mind. I wanted to report my progress to you, who has helped me so much, and if possible, receive your encouragement to boost my morale. Haha."
"Hmph, I see. How thoughtful of you."

Ilaine seemed pleased with my answer, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly as she muttered to herself, "Perhaps a kiss on the cheek would be..."

Seeing her so happy made me feel a bit guilty, but it was true that I wanted to see Ilaine.
If Bill was with Grace, then Ilaine would be by Grace's side too.
I didn't expect we'd have a chance to meet like this, just the two of us.
But all's well that ends well, right?

"Encouragement, huh. There's much I'd like to do for you after your hard work, but given our location, please make do with this."

She patted my back as she spoke.
We had this level of skinship even before we started dating.
Along with her earlier touch on my shoulder, it really gave me strength.
Does Ilaine's hand have some buff effect?
...The fact that I'm disappointed about not getting that kiss on the cheek shows I'm not entirely in my right mind either.

"I must be going now. His Grace has summoned me."
"His Grace?"
"Ah, yes. Since it concerns you as well, I should tell you. His Grace has commissioned blacksmith Bill to create weapons using ice crystal. He plans to visit the Snow Tower today to discuss detailed designs."
"!"

Grace is going to the Snow Tower personally?
Damn, for the first time, I regret being tied down by the knight trials.
This could have been a perfect opportunity to enter the Snow Tower myself.

'Can't be helped.'

There are no eternal secrets in this world.
Besides, it would be difficult for Bill, an ordinary citizen, to keep hiding facts from Grace's sharp insight.
If a flaw is found in the story about frost iron's source and Bill is questioned, arousing Grace's suspicion, Bill might panic, which could also harm Ilaine who's assisting him.

Although Bill isn't that naive despite being a commoner, and I trust Ilaine to handle things wisely, there's always the possibility.
I don't want to burden them for my safety, and having two assistants is better than one.

"Could I come along?"
"You?"
"Yes, I recently heard from Bill that frost iron would be necessary if weapons were to be made from ice crystal. As someone who uses a frost iron weapon, I think I could serve as a reference."

Ilaine showed surprise at my words.
I've been hiding my use of a frost iron weapon all this time, so saying this means I'm willing to reveal that I possess such a weapon.

"...Are you sure? Given your achievements with that weapon, His Grace probably won't scold you severely, but you won't escape questioning."
"It's fine. I've received so much grace from His Grace that I feel guilty keeping secrets from him. Besides, don't you feel bad about keeping secrets from His Grace too?"

Though she was being considerate of me, someone with strong loyalty like Ilaine must have felt guilty about keeping the frost iron weapon secret from Grace.
With her strong sense of responsibility, she was probably planning to take all the blame if necessary.
Knowing this, I also felt bad about making her continue hiding the secret.

"You don't need to feel pressured. Preparing for the knight trials is more important for you right now."
"Isn't the future of the North more important than one soldier's trial?"

Ilaine looked into my eyes steadily before nodding in agreement.

"Let's go together. I'll be by your side."

Great.
Now I can enter the Snow Tower directly.
A preliminary site visit should yield something useful.

Ch.41 - Chapter 41. Tail Catching (3)
"Let's go find Grace with Elaine."

"Oh, Luke. It's been a while. Congratulations on passing the second trial."
"Thank you, Your Grace."

Grace welcomed me with a smile.

This made me feel rather impressive about myself.
The Captain of the Guard wanted to see me, and the Duke of the North was welcoming me as a soldier.
If I wasn't careful, my shoulders might rise with pride.

Fortunately, my shoulders remained in check.
The topic I needed to discuss with Grace required complete focus.
As expected, Bill was standing respectfully beside Grace.
Though he still seemed tense, his expression was brighter than before, suggesting he had passed his trial as well.

"What brings you here with Sir Elaine when you must be busy preparing for the combat trial?"
"I heard you're planning to visit the Snow Flower Tower for ice crystal weapon production. I thought I could help with the weapon design process, so I'm requesting to accompany you."
"Shouldn't you be using your time to prepare for your trial rather than spending it elsewhere?"
"I was planning to rest my body today after the exhaustion from the second trial anyway. And I believe discussions about the North's future are more important than my personal trials."
"Hehe, are you saying you can make an important contribution to the North's future?"

Yes.
By finding the ice crystals.
By giving Bill ideas, helping him master them, then recommending him to Grace.
By saving Elaine.
And by finding the spy who must be somewhere in the Snow Flower Tower.
Aren't I already making important contributions?

"Alright, let's go."
"?"

That last bit was just a joke I made to myself.
Normally, when a mere soldier comes asking to tag along, one would wonder about their motives, and that's when I planned to reveal the black obsidian and explain everything.
But Grace's ready agreement caught me off guard.

"You look surprised."
"!"
"If you came to me with a request despite your busy schedule, I should at least hear you out. Besides, you never step forward without reason."

Maybe I really am impressive.
While Grace is certainly an inclusive ruler, to have earned the trust of the Duke of the North...
If Elaine hadn't knocked some sense into me earlier, my shoulders would have definitely puffed up with pride just now.

***

Thanks to Grace's permission, I was able to join the trip to the Snow Flower Tower.
However, my position was somewhat awkward.

Currently, I was excused from my guard duty for the Duke of the North.
Suddenly putting me back on duty would look strange. I would accompany them to the Snow Flower Tower and then return to preparing for the knight's exam.
Moreover, being off-duty, I wasn't in my usual armed attire.

Yet it wouldn't make sense for me to be a guest receiving protection from the guard alongside Grace.
I was temporarily excused for the knight's exam, but my status remained unchanged as a member of the 1st Guard Unit.
Here, Elaine offered a good solution.

"How about Luke escorts the craftsman? They already know each other, so the craftsman would feel more comfortable, and since it's an escort duty, the other guards wouldn't complain."
"That's a good idea."

The guard's duty was to protect Grace, so I would escort Bill, who was a guest and outside their protection scope.
It was essentially a workaround, but since no one was disadvantaged and it showed consideration for Bill as a civilian, Grace approved.

This worked well for me too.
My original reason for coming to the Winter Palace was to meet Bill, so I could talk with him on the way, and since it was officially a duty, I wouldn't feel awkward around the other guards.

"Phew, having you by my side makes it easier to breathe."
"Now you see how amazing your little brother is, right?"
"I guess so. Didn't you say you joined the military less than a year ago? How did you get into such an impressive place?"
"Because I'm talented."

While I remained humble in front of other knights and seniors,
Bill wasn't related to me by rank, and he felt more like a friendly neighborhood brother, so I joked more comfortably.

"Talented, huh. Well, you are talented. You're always bringing rare materials from somewhere."

Bill nodded seriously, acknowledging it.
Since I'd brought him summer iron, black obsidian, and now ice crystals, my joke didn't sound like a joke to him.

"So does that mean you'll make my weapons for free from now on?"
"I'll give you half price."

Even in this situation, he absolutely refused to offer them for free because of my lack of skill, showing how firm his principles were.
Maybe next time when I'm more familiar with the frost blade, I should show off some skills at his shop. I might get a 70% discount then.

Since this wasn't what I wanted to discuss with Bill, I changed the subject.

"Is this your second time seeing the ice crystals?"
"That's right. First time since the Duke took me there before. The Snow Flower Tower isn't somewhere I can just go on my own."
"How was it? The Snow Flower Tower you'd only heard about in rumors."
"Wow~ It was amazing. It's like being inside a huge icicle, with walls and decorations all softly glimmering—truly magical. But everywhere you look, there are mages. Made me feel a bit intimidated."
"I've only been there once too. It was definitely beautiful. Did you see the birds made of cold magic flying around in the middle?"
"Ah, yes! I was wondering what kind of bird could be so transparent, then found out it was made with magic. Such amazing technology. Ugh, seeing things like that makes me think I'm better suited for metalwork. Magic just makes my head spin."

As Bill opened up about the Snow Flower Tower, I moved straight to the main point.

"When I went, there were blue-robed mages from the Snow Flower Tower next to the ice crystals. Was it the same for you?"
"Yeah, there were many. But when I went, there were mages in colors other than blue too."

That's it.
This is the information I wanted.

In the novel, the spy's goal for terrorism was to disable or weaken the Snow Flower Tower's combat capabilities.
Currently, the most important treasure and weapon in the Snow Flower Tower is the ice crystal.
From the spy's perspective, the ice crystal would be the number one target that must be destroyed.

So I plan to put all the mages Bill saw on my list of suspects.
Sophia had previously told me that it was easy for foreign mages to stay at the Snow Flower Tower. If someone was planning an attack, they would first need to scout the core target—the ice crystal—and assess the forces around it.

"Other colors? What colors were they?"
"Hmm... I don't remember all of them, but there were red, brown, green, and others."

Mages use the color of their robes to indicate their magical school or tower affiliation.
It's like a university jacket of sorts.
Snow Flower Tower mages generally wear blue robes with snow crystal patterns. Even mages from different schools within the tower, like Sophia who doesn't specialize in cold magic, wear blue-toned robes.
But red, brown, and green clearly don't belong to the Snow Flower Tower.

'Since I'm not a mage, I don't know which school or tower each color represents.'

It gets more complicated with independent mages who don't belong to any school or tower—they can wear whatever color they want without any emblem.
Still, typically the robe color follows the characteristic of the magic they use.

'Red would be flame, green would be nature.'

Bill said he couldn't remember all of them, so there might be more colors.
However.

'These colors seem oddly suspicious.'

I'm glad I asked to go to the Snow Flower Tower.
There's something fishy about that list of colors. A clue that only I, as a reader of the novel, might be able to detect.

***

When the Duke of the North visited, Dariel, the master of the Snow Flower Tower, welcomed us just like last time.
After greeting Grace, Dariel also greeted Bill.

"Oh, you came too! I heard from Sophia that you've been doing well in the knight's trials? Impressive. Has the mana training been helpful?"
"Yes, thanks to Elder Sophia's teachings, my mana control has become much smoother and has been very helpful."
"Is that so? I see. Ho ho ho ho."

Dariel laughed cheerfully, clearly in a good mood.
His attitude was completely that of someone viewing me as a prospective son-in-law, but I felt no guilt whatsoever.
It would have been impolite to give a negative response when the master of the Snow Flower Tower asked like that.
I hadn't been leading Sophia on, nor had I deceived Dariel with my words.
This old man was just getting carried away with his own imagination.

I'm already in a relationship, and the person Sophia is actually interested in is...

'Ugh.'

To others, my expression probably looked the same as always, but I knew better.
Elaine gave me a slightly hurt look, as if she had sensed something off in Dariel's delight at my praise of Sophia.

Normally, I would have thought, 'It's not me who's dangerous, it's you,' but after nine days apart, I felt a pang of guilt.

I understand why Dariel is making such a fuss.

While I was taking the knight's trials, Sophia had returned to the Snow Flower Tower.
Since she had been dispatched to the Winter Palace because of me, she returned to focus on her research while I was away.

Dariel must have asked Sophia about her time at the Winter Palace.
If Sophia had mentioned liking someone while thinking of Elaine, Dariel, unaware of her secret, would have misunderstood.

That's why he's welcoming me more enthusiastically than before.
He probably thinks his daughter has boarded the new coin as planned...

We followed Dariel's guidance to the fifth basement floor.
Despite having been here before, Bill was still looking around curiously, and under the pretext of escorting him, I also surveyed the surroundings.
...I still find this place fascinating too.

When we arrived at the fifth basement floor where the ice crystal was located:

"Oh, Your Grace."

There was a familiar face.
A blonde female mage wearing a wide-brimmed hat and glasses.
Sophia recognized us and approached to greet each of us in turn.

"Luke, I hear you're facing your final trial soon? Congratulations in advance."
"Haha, thank you."

I don't know how many times I've received congratulations and encouragement today, and from such distinguished figures of the North too.
I felt a bit embarrassed, but it was nice.
Congratulations are always pleasant to hear, no matter how many times.

And I thought it was truly fortunate that I met Elaine first today.
Thanks to that, I was able to hear her congratulations before anyone else's.

There are four key figures in this ice crystal weapon project.
The blacksmith Bill, an elder mage specializing in enchantment magic, the cold magic authority and Snow Flower Tower master Dariel, and Grace, who is both the investor and the one who will test the weapon.

While the four of them exchanged ideas, Elaine, Sophia, and I waited a step behind.
I was timing my intervention for when my turn came in the discussion, Elaine was guarding Grace, and Sophia was...

"What are you doing here, Sophia?"
"Nothing in particular. I just came down to greet the Duke when I heard he was coming."

That seems to be the case. After exchanging greetings with Grace, she subtly positioned herself next to Elaine.
If she's that free, she might as well help find the spy in the Snow Flower Tower that I mentioned before.

"Who are those people? Their robes are different from the Snow Flower Tower mages."

I casually asked about the mages nearby.
As Bill had explained on our way here, there were mages in red, green, and even striped robes like a colorful traditional jacket.

"Ah, those are the visiting mages I mentioned before. Since the ice crystal is such a rare mineral, they're all curious and came to see it."
"Is it okay to reveal the Snow Flower Tower's treasure like this?"
"Mages are the type who will cause trouble trying to see something if you don't show them. It's better to allow limited access like this. Though non-Snow Flower Tower mages can't participate in the research."

I pretended to be curious while examining the mages.
While I can't identify traitors by sight, life experience gives you a certain instinct about suspicious characters.
Based on that big data, looking around:

'The red-robed man with the mustache seems ambitious, the green-robed old lady is in awe, and the striped one seems to be struggling with something.'

Of course, any of them could be acting, but none looked immediately suspicious.
I took the opportunity to ask Sophia who they were.

"The red robe is worn by someone who specializes in flame magic like me. He's even more obsessed with firepower than the Snow Flower Tower mages and was kicked out of his previous tower for playing with fire, so he came here."
"Whew."

His background sounded most terrorist-like, but he seemed least likely to be the culprit.
His personality doesn't suit infiltration.

"The green robe belongs to a master of nature magic. She's been researching vegetation development in the North for over thirty years. Thanks to her, many plants can now be cultivated in the North."

She doesn't seem to be the one either.
If a mage of her stature had betrayed them, it would have been mentioned in the novel.

"What school does the striped robe symbolize? I thought mages' robes were all solid colors."
"Striped robes symbolize alchemy. He was originally supposed to participate in the ice crystal weapon production, but he collapsed during research and only woke up this morning... Seeing him overworking his brain again right after waking up makes me worried."

Given that he was even selected for the ice crystal weapon team, he doesn't seem to be the culprit either.

So it seems all three of these people can be ruled out as suspects.

'There was one more.'

Among the robe colors Bill mentioned from his previous visit, one is missing here.

"Speaking of robe colors, there's something I've been curious about."
"What is it?"
"What school does a brown robe represent?"
"Brown robe?"

Sophia tilted her head at my question, thought for a moment, then answered.

"There's no specific school symbolized by brown robes. It's usually worn by independent mages from the western regions. Have you seen one?"

Bingo.
It seems I've caught a tail.
The long tail of a prime suspect.

Because the brown robe was...
One of the villain faction's attires in "Brave Road."

Ch.42 - Chapter 42. Tail Catching (4)
In the novel "Brave Road," the villains are the former comrades of the hero Aran.
Each of them commands their own faction.
Episode 1's boss Luna has the Elrn Order, Episode 2's boss Sira has the Dark Elves, and so on.
Naturally, the boss of Episode 4, which takes place in the North, also has their own faction.

The issue is that their faction is the largest among all six episodes, excluding the final one.
While other villain factions are religious orders, races, or criminal organizations, Episode 4's main villain faction is an entire "legion."
A massive force with knights, soldiers, mages, and even tamed magical beasts trained for combat.

The official name of Episode 4's main villain faction is "Iron Earth."
And their symbolic color is brown, likely representing the earth.

Isn't it quite the coincidence?
The main villain faction of the Northern episode has brown as their symbolic color, and there happens to be an unaffiliated mage wearing a brown robe here.
And this mage previously came to investigate where the ice crystals are located.
But now, right before the terrorist attack, they're nowhere to be found?

While it could be a series of coincidences, and there's a non-zero chance they're innocent,
when something is this suspicious, it's only proper to investigate.

"By any chance, is there someone wearing a brown robe at the Snow Flower Tower?"

I casually asked, pretending not to know and just being curious.

"Why do you ask that?"

Sophia looked at me intently as she questioned back.
Her previously calm face had hardened sharply, likely recalling what I had said earlier—
that there might be a suspicious person inside the Snow Flower Tower.

"Just simple curiosity. I was wondering if mages from other regions visit the magic tower in the North."

Of course, Sophia, who was clever enough to become an elder at a young age, didn't believe my claim of mere curiosity.
Her eyes showed suspicion that I clearly had some ulterior motive.
While she was deliberating on what that might be, delaying her answer—

"Excuse me, but what are you discussing?"

Ilaine, who had been waiting behind us like we were, cut in.
She had been glancing our way since Sophia and I started chatting, and when the atmosphere grew tense, she seemed unable to hold back any longer.

Sophia closed her eyes at Ilaine's intervention, composed her expression with a short deep breath, and then—

"Come to think of it, I was supposed to ask for the Guard Captain's opinion earlier."
"Pardon?"
"Guard Captain, actually..."

Sophia told Ilaine about the conversation she and I had previously.
With a mage's excellent memory, she relayed almost the entire dialogue without any omissions or distortions.

After hearing the story, Ilaine looked at me and said:

"Luke."
"Yes."
"I know well that you are thorough and thoughtful, and I trust you because I've benefited from your insights many times. However, it was excessive for an outsider to comment on internal matters of the Snow Flower Tower. Apologize to the Elder."
"...I'm sorry."

I apologized to Sophia after Ilaine's stern reprimand.
From Ilaine's third-party perspective, it must have been clearly disrespectful for a mere guard to criticize the tower's defense system to an elder of the Snow Flower Tower.
Especially since I even mentioned the possibility of a spy.

Surprisingly, my salvation came from Sophia, with whom I had just been having a tense exchange.

"It wasn't such a serious conversation. Besides, the magic tower is a place for sharing knowledge, so tower mages allow free opinions from anyone, and I wasn't uncomfortable with Luke's words."
"Still, prying into the tower's systems was clearly my subordinate's mistake. I apologize on his behalf."
"Please don't bow your head. I actually found it a good opportunity to reconsider things, given that it was an opinion from the Grand Duke's guard. Luke spoke with good intentions, and his points were quite valid."

Sophia seemed to be using this opportunity to show her generous character to Ilaine and close the distance between them, but Ilaine was a stubborn woman.
As Ilaine continued to apologize and treat her cautiously, Sophia's expression briefly showed "this isn't working" before she changed her strategy.

"If that's the case, may I make a small request?"
"Please go ahead."
"After hearing Luke's words, I've been thinking—even though we're combat specialists, as mages, we seem to have deficiencies in security and defense. If it's alright with you, could the Guard Captain take a look?"

This was the same request Sophia had previously made to me.
It wouldn't burden Ilaine excessively, and it would allow Sophia to stay close to Ilaine under the pretext of checking the Snow Flower Tower's security system—a win-win proposal for her.
Additionally, while she might have been offended at the suggestion that there could be an intruder in her home, Sophia also had great affection for the Snow Flower Tower and possessed the typical mage's skepticism and empirical mindset.
After hearing my words, she probably wanted to verify things properly, just in case.

"That shouldn't be difficult."

Ilaine readily accepted the proposal, as there was nothing for her to lose.

Phew, it was a bit tense, but we've made progress.
Given Ilaine's perfectionist nature when it comes to work, she'll check things much more thoroughly than I would.

'By the way.'

I think I need to have a proper conversation with Ilaine when this is over.
I know Sophia's sexual preferences, so there's absolutely no reason for Ilaine to worry, and I thought Ilaine would be reassured if she continued to observe Sophia.
But that's just my thinking, and I may have underestimated Ilaine's perspective.

Being human, I hadn't noticed it well until now.
But seeing Ilaine after a long time, I felt it.
That she was anxious about something.
I can't guess what it is, but if I can't guess, I should resolve it through conversation.

"Luke."

At that moment, Grace, who had been in a meeting with others, called for me.
As soon as I was summoned, I immediately ran to her and stood between the members of the Ice Crystal Weapon Production Committee.
It seems it's my turn.

Taking advantage of the brief pause in the meeting, Sophia, who had approached with me, asked Grace and Dariel for permission to check the Snow Flower Tower's defense system with Ilaine.
Dariel, who was friendly with the military, gladly agreed, and Grace also permitted Ilaine's individual action, given the many reliable forces nearby.
I watched Sophia leaving with Ilaine with mixed feelings before joining the meeting.

"According to the craftsman, it's possible to make a sword by mixing ice crystals with special steel. You mentioned before that your dagger was made using that technique."
"Yes, that's correct."

Since the number of guests had unexpectedly increased, but I had planned to reveal the truth today anyway, I took out Black Jade.

"This is that dagger. It combines the hardness of steel with the magical properties of obsidian."
"Hmm."

Grace looked carefully at my dagger and then spoke to Bill.

"Craftsman, special steel, while not as rare as ice crystals, is still a legendary mineral that's difficult to obtain immediately. Even at past mining sites, only tiny amounts are found before they're depleted, so we'd need to start exploration again. It will take a lot of time."
"I, I have something to say about that."
"What is it?"

Bill glanced at me before continuing.

"When I was at the tavern earlier, I vaguely heard a story about someone discovering a hard, dark-colored mineral in a cave near Big Mountain. ...They said they tried to take it, but it was too cold and heavy, so they left it behind. Thinking about it now, that seems quite suspicious."

Bill remembered well what I had told him and relayed it exactly to Grace.
Given Grace's personality, I knew she wouldn't remain idle after hearing such information, so I waited.

"Why are you making this so complicated?"

Grace smirked and then—

"You could just ask the person who told the story directly."

She said, looking at me.
At that action, I felt a chill run down my spine.
The fact that Grace was looking at me like that meant—

"...Did you know? Actually, my dagger is..."
"Made of special steel?"

Damn. She really knew.
Since when?

"I thought it was strange after the battle at Crystal Lake. You charged at a first-class magical beast, the Silver Sabertooth, which even knights struggle against, with just a dagger and managed to wound it. And you cut through the lake's ice, which even Ki masters found difficult to break, even with heat abilities."
"..."
"Then I realized when I held your dagger. It feels different from ordinary daggers—the weight, the texture, the feel when swung."

There was a time when I handed Black Jade to Grace at her request.
Was that when?
I had worried that Grace, as a master swordswoman, might notice something unusual about Black Jade, but since she didn't say anything, I thought I hadn't been discovered and felt relieved.
But that wasn't the case.

"Then why..."
"Why did I overlook you possessing a special steel weapon? That's simple."
"?"
"If you had tried to harm me with that dagger, I would have immediately cut off your limbs and taken it. But you used that dagger for the North and my people. Having a weapon isn't a crime, is it? And special steel isn't a prohibited item."

I got goosebumps again, but for a different reason than before.
If the first time was out of fear of being discovered, this time it was from being overwhelmed by Grace as a person.

Her confidence that she could easily subdue me if I tried to use the special steel weapon for evil.
Her leniency in keeping my secret since I used the special steel weapon for the North's benefit.
Her respect for my ownership, even though as a swordswoman herself, she must have coveted a special steel weapon.
She truly has a different caliber as a person.
It made me feel small for having been so cautious about hiding the special steel weapon from Grace.

'This is what it takes to be called the Grand Duke of the North.'

At the same time, I felt incredibly reassured that this person was on my side.
If I had been reincarnated into a villain faction instead of the North and had to fight against Grace... I don't even want to imagine it.

By the way, if she knew my dagger was made of special steel, did she also realize that Ilaine had kept the secret for me?
I hope not.
There should be a big difference in how Grace perceives me creating a secret versus her decade-long companion doing so.

Or maybe not?
Considering the attitude Grace just showed, perhaps even if she knew Ilaine had kept it hidden, she might just smile and say, "If you did it, you must have had your reasons."

"But I am hurt that you kept such a secret when I considered you close. Did you think I would take it from you?"

I can't say I didn't.
While special steel isn't a prohibited item, it is rare, and given the medieval feudal-like social structure here, I thought it would be presented to her.
No, in any other place, it would have been. It's only because it's Grace that she let it slide.

"Tsk, you two are both so timid, the pair of you."

Grace clicked her tongue and muttered very quietly.
Did she just say "two"? Why use the plural?
Who else did something similar besides me?

"Anyway, deliberately deceiving me is clearly a crime. As payment, you'll have to share all the information you have about special steel."

Although her previous comment bothered me, this was a good outcome.
Now that I had Grace's permission.
It would be frustrating for her if I revealed information bit by bit through Bill, so I told her what I knew about special steel.
...Of course, I adapted the information from what I had experienced in this world, not from the novel.

"You say you found it by chance during a mission at Big Mountain?"
"Yes. While exploring the terrain, I saw something shining in a cave and thought it might be an artifact, so I picked it up. Only after showing it to Bill did I realize it was special steel."
"There's no way special steel would be found all alone. Can you pinpoint the location?"
"I can."
"Good, then you'll have to do some hard work for me."

Grace said that contributing to the special steel mining would be my punishment.
If she's willing to let it go, how could I refuse to help with mining?
I'd be happy to wield a pickaxe myself.

...
Little did I know at that time.
That Grace was pretending to forgive me while sending me to the mining operation.
She was actually upset because she wanted special steel too, but my hiding the information had delayed the mining.

***

Ilaine checked the Snow Flower Tower's defense systems one by one at Sophia's request.
Contrary to her modest words, the tower's defense system was excellent.
However, there was one problem.

'It can almost perfectly block external attacks, but it's vulnerable to internal ones.'

It seemed unlikely that anyone would come all the way to the harsh North, cross Wintercannon's walls, and infiltrate the Snow Flower Tower to carry out an operation.
But if they succeeded—

'It could be disastrous.'

The mere thought sent chills down her spine.
Just to be sure, she asked Sophia about the entry procedures for external mages, and the passage method was far too simple.
Although she had agreed to this request to make up for Luke's rudeness to Sophia, the more she looked around—

'The more I think Luke's concerns are valid.'

As the Guard Captain responsible for Grace's protection, she knew better than anyone how devious people with ill intentions could be. She had actually experienced power struggles when Grace was ascending to become the Grand Duke of the North.
After that incident, she realized that while external defense is important, internal security is even more crucial.

So, even though she felt like she was repeating Luke's words, since Sophia had requested this, she planned to make suggestions without being disrespectful to her.

"Hmm?"

Ilaine's gaze fixed on something as she was checking the defense facilities.

'Why is there magical energy of a different nature than cold magic in this battery...?'

Her keen senses as a high-ranking knight detected something suspicious.

"Elder Sophia, could you come here?"
"Yes~ What is it?"

Sophia approached with quick steps at Ilaine's call, subtly trying to close the distance and smell her, but then—

"What is this?"

She immediately dropped the smile she had been wearing.
There was a tiny, unfamiliar magic circle hidden in the Snow Flower Tower's magical battery.

Ch.43 - Chapter 43. Arrest
I thought I wouldn't have much to do after throwing some bait where the Cold Iron was.

"When you mix obsidian with Cold Iron, does magical power automatically discharge when you swing it?"

"What does it feel like to cut a magical beast with a Cold Iron blade? Does it require less strength?"

"Now that there's no need to hide it, would you consider a real duel next time? I'd like to cross swords with Cold Iron."

Grace kept throwing questions from beside me.
Some questions were for reference in designing Cold Iron weapons, but most contained her personal interests.

Each time, I answered her questions obediently.
I was grateful to Grace for overlooking my possession of Cold Iron, and since it was rare to see her this excited, I felt I should handle the situation carefully.
If I stubbornly maintained an air of mystery and concealed information about Cold Iron unnecessarily, I might really end up dueling her with real swords.

Yes, I declined only her suggestion to duel with real swords.
Seeing how eager she was to fight with Cold Iron, she seemed serious this time.
Even with Heukyo in my hands, I could die instantly.
I admit I was scared.

As the Ice Crystal weapon meeting continued...

"Tower Lord."

Elaine and Sophia returned to the fifth basement floor.
But the serious expressions on their faces caught everyone's attention.

Sophia stepped into the center of the group and drew something on a piece of paper.
The drawing was detailed enough that even I, who had never studied magic, could immediately recognize it as a magic circle.

"What is this?"
"It's a magic circle we found in the battery on the third floor above ground. Its purpose is remote detonation."
"!!"

At Sophia's words, not only Dariel but even Grace was surprised.
Even though I had suspected something might be there, learning that mines had actually been installed made me tense.

"...What element?"
"Based on the structure of the magic circle, it's 'fire.' Upon checking, we found five more similar magic circles throughout the batteries."

Six explosive magic circles installed in the batteries.
This could only mean one thing.

"I doubt it's some prankster secretly trying to increase the firepower of the batteries."
"Yes, and the goal isn't to paralyze but to collapse them."

As Sophia said this, she looked in my direction and gave a small nod.
Though her expression remained rigid, it seemed to be a gesture of thanks for leading to this discovery.
This was no time to feel proud, so I too focused on the conversation with a stern face.

Naturally, the Ice Crystal weapon meeting was suspended due to this alarming report.
And all the intellect that had been devoted to weapons was now redirected to identifying the culprit who attempted to terrorize the batteries.

"A fire mage. Who on earth would do such a thing?"

Dariel's gaze turned to Sophia.
Not out of suspicion, but because Sophia specialized in fire magic and was skilled enough to reach the position of elder.
Her knowledge of fire magic surpassed Dariel's, so he was seeking her opinion.

"Setting up a trap with this level of firepower isn't difficult. But compressing an explosion into a small magic circle that can be remotely activated, and doing so without being detected, isn't something just anyone can do."

Suddenly, everyone present looked in one direction.
Their gaze fell on a man with a mustache wearing a red robe, one of the three external mages who had come to see the Ice Crystal.
Still present with the other mages, he opened his mouth in disbelief as all eyes turned to him.

"It wasn't me! Why would I do such a thing to the tower? I have no grudge or complaint against any of you. Even if I were the culprit, rather than doing something so petty, I'd challenge you to a direct confrontation of firepower."

At his genuinely indignant words, Sophia nodded in agreement.

"Olan isn't that kind of person. As he said himself, if it were him, he'd set things on fire directly rather than laying such intricate traps."
"That's right!"

When Sophia took his side, Olan smiled broadly.
Wait, wasn't that actually a subtle dig at him?

Dariel seemed to accept this, nodding before speaking with a gloomy expression.

"We'll need to investigate all fire mages in the tower. Sophia, I'd like you to investigate the Snow Flower Tower mages, and Olan, could you look into the external mages?"
"There's no need to go that far with external mages, Tower Lord. There are only four external fire mages including myself, and I know them all well. They're not the type to harm the tower."
"Olan, as an elder specializing in fire magic, I've interacted with them and don't think anyone among the Snow Flower Tower mages would do this. But if we think that way, we'll end up not investigating anyone."
"Hmm... you're right, young lady. Still, I can't imagine those fellows planning something like this."

Seeing Olan grimace and groan, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"Excuse me..."
"What is it?"
"If someone is secretly planning this, I think they might not be a fire mage at all."
"Hmm?"

Dariel tilted his head, wondering what I meant.
Elaine immediately picked up on my point.

"Since fire mages in the Snow Flower Tower can be easily identified, if the culprit was working in secret, they would have hidden even the fact that they could use fire magic. They're probably disguised as a member of another school."
"That makes sense!"

Dariel clapped his hands in understanding, but his expression quickly turned serious again.

"But doesn't that make things more difficult? We'd have to investigate everyone, not just fire mages."
"Not necessarily."
"Hmm?"

Elaine's eyes were very serious and sharp.
She continued to explain.

"Elder Sophia said this isn't magic just anyone can do. So they must possess considerable skill in fire magic. It would be difficult to master both disguise magic and fire magic, so elder-level mages can be excluded. The same goes for those of comparable skill."
"Ah, I see. Indeed, a mage capable of mastering both wouldn't be in a position to do this. Or it would be difficult to build high proficiency in disguise magic when mastering even one school is challenging."
"To learn magic from two schools, one would need substantial magical power. So student-level mages can also be excluded."
"The Guard Captain is right. Remote magic circles require connected lines of magical power. The consumption is high, making it difficult to maintain with ordinary magical reserves."

I silently watched Elaine perform her professional duties.
I had raised the point, but while I didn't know the terrorist's identity, I knew the mastermind behind them.
Elaine, however, had narrowed down the possibilities quickly without knowing anything.

Honestly, I was impressed.
I'd only seen her powerful combat abilities as Guard Captain before, but this side of her was, well, cool.
Even the external mages were now listening attentively to her words.

"Still, that's a wide range. Guard Captain of the Grand Duke, can you narrow it down further?"
"To target key tower facilities, one would need a good understanding of the facilities. Those who only conduct research in isolation can be excluded; it would be someone who actively interacts with others."
"That's it! Most mages only research in their rooms, and those who actively interact with others are rare. Many even get confused about their own rooms despite belonging to the Snow Flower Tower."
"From here, we can divide further. If they're a Snow Flower Tower mage, they've either been here long enough to understand the facilities or work in facility management. If they're an external mage, they would have asked more questions about daily life here than about magical research."

When Elaine finished speaking, Dariel looked at Grace and said:

"Grand Duke, you have an excellent Guard Captain."
"She is indeed a proud servant."

Grace nodded with satisfaction at Dariel's praise.
Her eyes, looking at Elaine, were full of trust and pride.

"Olan, is something wrong?"

When Sophia asked, everyone's attention shifted to Olan.
The fire mage in the red robe seemed to have thought of something, stroking his chin as he answered.

"Hearing those conditions just now, coincidentally, there's one person among the external mages who comes to mind."
"You too? I also happen to have someone in mind."

The old man in green robes beside Olan, known as a master of nature magic, chimed in.

"Master Sara as well? Who might that be?"
"His name was definitely Gadi. A young fellow with solid character and overflowing curiosity, it was pleasing to see, though I'm not sure why I'm thinking of him now. Hehe."
"He was a junior who enjoyed questioning. He hasn't been here long, just a few months, but he said it was his first time living in a cold region and asked about many things. He interacted widely with the tower's mages."
"Gadi... I've heard that name too. He definitely specialized in alchemy. He also attended my special lecture."

Sara, Olan, and even Sophia recognized the name.
Not only them, but nearby mages also seemed to know him, each adding a comment.

"What color was his robe?"

Taking advantage of the murmuring, I asked the external mages who seemed familiar with him.

"Gadi's robe color? It was brown."

Looks like we've found our culprit.
Sophia, who heard my question to Olan, also had a serious expression.

"We need to catch him quickly."

In the novel, the Snow Flower Tower terrorist incident caused cold magical power to spread outward, damaging the tower and the city.
That means...
Setting up magic circles in the batteries indicates the culprit is now on the verge of carrying out the attack.

***

[I didn't expect you to contact me first. What's the matter?]

In a secluded space where not only were the curtains drawn but some sort of treatment had been applied to block all outside noise, a communication crystal emitted a faint light.
A red-haired man alone in the room spoke to the crystal.

"That rat you planted in the north. What were the terms of your contract with him?"
[Is this information necessary for your current mission?]
"Not for me, but I thought it might be for you. We're comrades, after all."

After a moment of silence, the man beyond the crystal understood Low's meaning and answered.

[My reward ends with the Snow Flower Tower plot. I promised him research funding for ten years, free provision of needed artifacts, and arcane texts in exchange for his sabotage of the Snow Flower Tower.]
"Huh? He's doing all this just for that? What kind of guy is he?"
[...I don't think you, who joined for slave trading rights and expansion of drug farms, are in a position to talk.]
"I fucking hate that... never mind. I don't want to fight with you. Our compatibility means it would never end."
[A desperate mage will do anything for results. I've heard of an alchemist who used his own daughter as a sacrifice to get research funding.]
"What idiots. If he needed money, he should have sent his daughter to our side. We'd pay well if she was pretty and plump. Virgin would fetch an even higher price."
[She was a child, they say.]
"Even better. Guaranteed virgin, and if you teach her music or dance from a young age, her value increases."

After a short sigh from beyond the crystal, the man spoke again.

[Are you planning to dispose of him? I thought clean deals were your principle.]
"Yeah, that's why I'm asking—to keep it clean. People who enter deals out of greed can always betray you for more greed. That guy would probably like our operation too."
[I won't deny that.]
"I've come all this way, so I need to make some pocket money. Mage organs sell for a high price, probably because they're soaked in magical power."
[If that's all, I'll end this now.]

The crystal's light went out as soon as he finished speaking.
Low shrugged and put away the crystal, then took out a small straw doll from his pocket.

"Let's see. Is he doing well?"

He was genuinely concerned about the health of the man's organs, as he didn't seem to eat well when last observed.
But since he was still useful for now, Low had been monitoring his actions through a drug secretly added to the man's wine.

"Huh? What's this?"

There was a strange reaction from the puppet doll.
After confirming the nature of this phenomenon with his ability, Low's face immediately crumpled in annoyance.

"Tsk, useless bastard. Can't even do one thing right?"

Low let out a genuinely deep sigh.
He had felt something was off from the moment he was called here.
He never expected things to go this badly.
Or was the Snow Flower Tower more formidable than he thought?

"Damn it, now I have to visit the prison to kill that guy too. What a hassle."

Sighing heavily at the increased workload, Low rose from his seat.
Because of a stupid mage who couldn't handle himself properly and messed things up at the last minute.
Now he had to step in personally.

"My mission is only to destroy the Ice Crystal, but... since that idiot got caught and the plot failed, if I just go back, that trash will complain again. ...Ah, fuck it. No choice I guess."

After pondering briefly, he clicked his tongue and took out another tool to contact someone.

"Fine. I memorized the structure of the Snow Flower Tower back then. From now on, I'll do things my way."

Ch.44 - Chapter 44. The Third Assessment, Combat Prowess?
Thanks to the swift response of the Snow Flower Tower's mid-level officials, they were able to apprehend the suspect, Gadi.

It seemed Gadi's terror preparations weren't complete yet, as he was still at the Snow Flower Tower. Chillingly, he was in the middle of carrying out his terrorist operation in the underground facility. He appeared to be targeting the moment when the tower's key personnel had gone to Bingjung due to Grace's visit.

When Sophia and Olan caught him in the act, Gadi attempted to resist but was quickly subdued and imprisoned in the tower's basement. Caught red-handed with no way out, he admitted to his crimes without making excuses.

Beyond the powder stores, the Snow Flower Tower conducted a comprehensive facility inspection upon discovering he had been up to other mischief, and all of Gadi's activities are scheduled to be uncovered. With this, they had successfully prevented the Snow Flower Tower terrorist incident that had occurred in the original story, but...

'Hmm... is this really it?'

Now that it was over, I felt strangely unsatisfied.
It ended too simply compared to all the preparations I'd made.

To be honest, I thought it would be more difficult.
This was an incident that had dealt a major blow to the North in the original story, so I expected more tension, more thrill.
But when the Snow Flower Tower elder and the elder-level fire mage attacked together, Gadi was literally overwhelmed.

'Well, I guess it's for the best.'

Of course, there wasn't much Gadi could have done in that situation.

I had deliberately dropped various hints, but those who responded were the Northern Guard Captain, the Snow Flower Tower Elder, the Tower Master, the Northern Grand Duke, and so on.
With practically an entire nation's military power gathered in one place, what could a mage who wasn't even Tower Master level do?

And it's not like Gadi, a mere operative, had any backing.
In reality, identifying him was the key challenge; once his identity was known, he was an easy opponent compared to Silver Sabertooth.

'Tsk. My original plan was to play a role in Gadi's arrest myself.'

The knight's exam is literally a test to confirm one's qualifications to become a knight.
But just as in modern times there are both regular and special appointments for police officers,
I thought I might get bonus points if I caught Gadi myself in this incident.
Capturing a terrorist who threatened the North could mean a special exemption from the remaining tests and direct appointment as a knight!
Wouldn't that be great? I wouldn't have to fight against the other candidates who survived the third examination.
I had even timed everything for this purpose.

I heard that all my senior Guard members had remained without being eliminated.
Those monsters, seriously.

However, the atmosphere at the time made it impossible for a mere soldier like me to step forward, so I had to stay back.
There were so many capable people that once the ball started rolling, everything went smoothly without my intervention.

'Can't be helped.'

My main goal was to prevent the Snow Flower Tower terrorist incident anyway, so that worked out well.
Perhaps it's heaven's will that I should face the knight's exam fair and square with my own abilities.

'But you know...'

The day before the third examination, while lightly moving my body to prepare for the duel, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

'Even if the Snow Flower Tower is friendly to outsiders, and even if Gadi acted like a social butterfly to gain favor... would they really reveal all the important facilities of the magic tower to an outside mage?'

In novels, shadow organizations are called "shadow" for a reason—they're sinister and cunning.
Aran's former colleagues would know how treacherous the North is.
Why would they entrust everything to Gadi, who wasn't even one of their own members?

"Hmm, why does this bother me so much?"

Since Sophia was personally conducting the investigation, I'd hear about any developments immediately.
Still, looking at the Snow Flower Tower, I couldn't shake off this inexplicable uneasiness.

In quiet silence, the day of the third examination approached.

***

The highlight of the knight's exam and its third assessment, Combat, involves the remaining 16 examinees competing in one-on-one battles in a tournament format to determine the champion.

That doesn't mean only the champion becomes a knight, though.
What matters is the content of the duels.
It's not about how well you win, but how well you fight.
Still, if you want to demonstrate your strength, going all the way to victory is definitely best.

"Alright, let's aim for the championship!"

Clap, clap.
After psyching myself up by patting my face twice, I walked forward.

"Woooooah!"

Though the number of examinees had noticeably decreased after two examinations, making the surroundings feel empty,
the excitement had grown incomparably larger than before.
So much so that the absence of other candidates wasn't even noticeable.

The reason was the large crowd that had gathered to witness this grand event.
It felt like being a gladiator in the Colosseum, but
the gazes directed at us weren't merely for entertainment—they contained admiration and praise for the future knights who would lead the North, making me feel more like an Olympic athlete than a gladiator.

When all examinees had lined up, Northern Grand Duke Grace personally ascended the platform, just as at the opening ceremony.
As the Northern Grand Duke appeared majestically alongside renowned knights and distinguished figures of the North, the crowd's cheers grew even louder.

'Maybe this is a concert venue rather than the Olympics?'

Grace raised a hand to acknowledge the greeting and then began to speak.

"You have worked hard to come this far, warriors of the North! I am truly proud of each and every one of you!"

Even though we hadn't started yet, my heart was already swelling with pride.
And I wasn't the only one—the guy next to me had his shoulders trembling.

"...Show your courage and fighting spirit to the families of the North. And prove that you are the new lions of this Northern land! Now, I wish you all the best until the very end!!"

As Grace's speech ended, thunderous cheers erupted once more.
Perhaps because I was possessing the body of a Northerner and had acquired their temperament,
I felt restless in this atmosphere.
Eager to fight.

'Haha, this is wild.'

As Sophia said, I must have an exceptional ability to adapt.

When 16 people compete in a tournament, it naturally starts with the round of 16, followed by the quarterfinals, semifinals, and finals.
This means a total of 15 battles will take place.

Even if knight's examination duels are considered a sport in the North, 15 fights would take a long time and might get boring... or so I thought, but apparently I was the only one thinking that.
Everyone else seemed excited at the prospect of watching 15 matches.

'Well, these aren't amateurs—they're skilled fighters who've made it through the grueling knight's exam.'

True to the Northern style, these were intense single matches.
Each duel was allotted 30 minutes total, though it would end immediately if a winner was determined before that.
While wooden weapons were used in the second examination for safety, this time weapons were unrestricted—meaning real blades.
The rules were simple: don't kill your opponent after the match is decided, don't use poison or curses, and fight honorably.
The event would take place over three days, with the round of 16 on the first day, the quarterfinals and semifinals on the second, and the finals on the last day.

'If I'm aiming for the championship, managing my stamina over the three days will be crucial.'

That certainly won't be easy.

"My heart aches, dear junior."
"Oh my! If your heart hurts, that's a medical condition. Senior, you should withdraw quickly and seek treatment."

While watching the duels of other examinees and wondering who my opponent would be, I felt excited.
But right from the start, a formidable opponent appeared.

"Hmph, I thought this might happen when you passed the second examination. I've been wanting to face you anyway, to see the skills of our unit's best rookie."
"Being my senior won't earn you any mercy. Actually, I can't afford to show mercy. I don't have that luxury."

Jimi, a member of the 3rd Guard Unit.
He was my opponent in the round of 16.

Hearing the crowd's cheers and feeling the pressure from the Northern dignitaries watching us with expectation, we stared at each other, building up our fighting spirit.

"Begin!"

With the examiner's command, we both swung our swords at each other simultaneously.
CLANG!
A heavy metallic sound rang out.

'Heavy!'

Though we normally exchanged jokes and got along well,
my opponent was, like me, a member of the Guard selected by Grace, and from the 3rd Unit—the most masculine of the four units.
He was a far more formidable opponent than Alec, whom I fought in the second examination.

Having felt the weight behind his sword after just one exchange, I took a deep breath.
Yes, my battle was far from over.

Then.
BOOM!

"?!"

A sudden explosion brought a moment of silence.
The examinees, the audience, and the Northern dignitaries all stood up and turned their heads toward the source of the sound.
It was...

"The Snow Flower Tower?"

I was so shocked I could barely breathe, as if I'd been hit on the head with a hammer.
We had definitely arrested Gadi, so what was this?

"Luke, this doesn't seem like the time for games."
"...You're right, Senior."

Looking at the audience seats,
I could see Grace and Ilaine already on their feet and moving.

***

While the knight's examination was in full swing,
the Snow Flower Tower was busy dealing with the aftermath of Gadi's actions.

Though they had caught him just before anything happened, and nothing substantial had occurred,
Gadi had remained silent since his imprisonment, so they had to find out what else the intruder might have done.

Amidst the commotion, the Snow Flower Tower mage Sien was confined to her room, clutching something precious and unable to calm down.
How did things come to this? Why would he do such a terrible thing? What about his promise to marry her?

"It's you."
"?!"

Despite the door being locked and magically restricted, Sien almost screamed in surprise at the unfamiliar man's voice in her room.

"Shh."

As the man put his finger to his lips, something black crept up her body and covered her mouth.
Startled by the eerie sensation, Sien belatedly tried to use magic, but her hands were already bound.
The red-haired man who appeared like smoke and restrained Sien approached her, looked her up and down with a chilling gaze, and asked:

"I hate explaining things in detail. Are you Gadi's lover?"
"!"
"I see you are. Your pulse quickened just at the mention of his name."

The red-haired man, Low, approached Sien, placed his hand on her head, and said:

"It's okay, it's okay. They say people can do anything for love. I'll let you do anything for Gadi."
"...!"
"No need to be so afraid. It won't hurt. In fact, it'll feel good. This is an expensive drug to use on a stupid girl like you. Hehehe."

Low took out a suspicious liquid-filled bottle from his pocket, opened the lid, and forced it into Sien's mouth.

"Mmph! Mmph!"
"Come on, drink it all down."

Sien struggled desperately, but after her throat moved a few times,
her body went limp.

"Now, your job is to go to the powder store, explode your own magical power, and die along with it."
"...Yes."
"For the dream of your beloved Gadi. To prove your love for Gadi and his happiness. How beautiful."
"Gadi... love."
"Now, off you go."

As Low finished speaking, Sien rose from her seat with vacant eyes.
She quickly unlocked all the door locks and walked slowly toward the powder store.

Watching her retreating figure, Low smirked.

"The kid's skills are decent, but his way with women is impressive. I wonder when he seduced the defense facility girl. Now, I should go do my part."

Low walked slowly down the corridor that Sien had left.
With each step he took, shadows rose from the floor and enveloped his body, and when he crossed the threshold, there was no one in the corridor.

Shortly after, an explosion was heard from the powder store on the 3rd floor of the Snow Flower Tower. The mages in the tower rushed there in alarm.
After they passed, the corridor was once again empty, with no one and nothing there.

Just when it seemed like only the mages were busy moving about, with no one else around...

"Stop right there."

Snow Flower Tower, basement level 1.
Sophia spoke toward the empty corridor.
With her staff in hand and magical power circulating through her body, clearly in combat mode...

"Oh my? I've been spotted."

Low, who had just been on the ground floor, reappeared.
He carefully observed Sophia, who was blocking his way.

"Oh? Is that a magic eye? I didn't know there was someone else besides that fake brat who had one. Did you detect me with that?"

Low was genuinely impressed.
His concealment was such that knights or mages couldn't even sense his existence, and even his talented colleagues had difficulty finding him.
Except for that annoying mage woman and that irritating hero.

And now, to think he would encounter the magic eye that the mage woman possessed even here.
With that, she could certainly see through his concealment.
Those eyes could see the flow of magical power itself. No magical concealment could deceive them.

"Who are you? That shadow-cloaking behavior marks you as an intruder. Are you Gadi's associate? What connection do you have to the explosion that just occurred?"
"Hmm, with that thing, I can't just pass by. This works out well, actually. I've been curious about that magic eye—whether it remains functional even if the eyeball is extracted. It's rare, so it should fetch a good price."
"...You appear to be hostile. I'll have to eliminate you."

As Sophia struck the ground with her staff, a burning magic circle formed above her head.
Seeing this, Low merely grinned.

"Wow, a magic circle with an elemental attribute. Given your mastery of fire magic, you must be at the elder level."

Low's mouth split into a savage grin as he tightened the gloves on his hands.

"I don't like women who act up when they're not in bed, but I welcome valuable merchandise. I'm taking those eyeballs."

Ch.45 - Chapter 45. The Snow Flower Tower Terrorist Attack
# The Explosion from the Snow Flower Tower

Of course, the sudden explosion at the Snow Flower Tower caused an uproar.
Grace left Gunter in charge of controlling the citizens and departed for the scene with Elaine.

Naturally, the knight examination was temporarily suspended.
With an explosion occurring in the middle of the capital, all soldiers had to be mobilized, and Jimmy and I returned to the guard duty to stand by Grace's side.

My body moved with practiced ease, but my mind was in utter confusion.

'Why did an explosion happen?'

We had clearly captured the terrorist, discovered his plot, and the Snow Flower Tower had been mobilized to handle the situation.
The fact that a problem still occurred meant that we had missed something or there was an unexpected vulnerability.

The first thing that came to mind was Gadi's escape.
Thinking about it, there was never a guarantee that there was only one spy, was there?
There might have been another accomplice who helped Gadi.

But that couldn't be it.
I was at the scene and heard it myself.
Gadi's prison was guarded by tireless ice golems, and Olan, the flame mage who was angered by this incident, had personally volunteered to watch over him.

Olan's skill was recognized by Sophia as elder-level, so subduing him wouldn't be easy.
Currently, due to the previous commotion, only Tower Master Dariel had come to the knight examination venue for social purposes, while Sophia and the rest were all in the tower.
If a second spy had clashed with Olan to rescue Gadi, they would have been detected by Sophia and the mages, resulting in a major battle. Could they break through all of them and successfully carry out the terror attack?

Among the villains in "Brave Lord," those with such capabilities are few and far between.
And none of them would cause this much trouble just to rescue a single mage.
They would rather do it themselves.

'...Do it themselves?'

As that thought occurred to me, a light bulb went off in my head like in an old American cartoon.

Let me write my own story from here.

The mastermind was planning a terror attack on the Snow Flower Tower through Gadi to weaken the North.
Then the Snow Flower Tower became abuzz with news about the ice crystal, and that information was also relayed to the mastermind through Gadi.
When the North gained a powerful card like the ice crystal, they felt their plan was at risk of falling apart and sent reinforcements as a precaution.
In other words...
There really could be someone else!

'Damn, I didn't consider their reaction to the ice crystal.'

Judging by the timeline, Aran's revenge should be in full swing by now, so I thought they would be too preoccupied with that to focus elsewhere.
In the novel, Grace didn't know about Aran's survival until he came to the North, so she's not his ally yet.

But what if...
What if they were more concerned about Grace's involvement than I had anticipated and tried to take action?
What if they were willing to take some risks to eliminate the unknown variable of the ice crystal?

With my attention divided between the knight examination, the strengthening of the North's forces, and the Snow Flower Tower terror incident, I didn't have the mental capacity to think that far ahead.

'No. Don't be too self-critical and let your thoughts spiral negatively. It will paralyze your thinking. ...It's impossible to predict how the mastermind will react to each of my actions and prepare for every chain reaction. I'm not a god who can see the future. I'm just a human who happens to have more information than others. I have my limits too.'

So what I need to do is not blame myself for failing to predict everything, but figure out how to overcome those limitations.

In any case, with the capture of Gadi, who was central to their plan, their scheme must have suffered a major setback.
I need to exploit that.

'First, I'll go to the Snow Flower Tower and assess the situation.'

Clearing my head before dizziness set in, I quickly arrived at the Snow Flower Tower following Grace.

"Tch, so the explosion did occur at the Snow Flower Tower after all."

Grace frowned upon arriving at the tower, but I silently felt relieved.

'According to the novel's description, cold magical energy was supposed to be released, freezing the area around the tower.'

The Snow Flower Tower had part of its outer wall destroyed by the explosion, but the surroundings weren't frozen.
That means there's no issue with the cold magical energy.
Moreover...

'Gadi had set up devices in at least six locations. But despite the large scale, only one place was destroyed.'

Just like in the novel, a terror incident had occurred, but...
The scale was smaller than what I had seen in the novel.
The relief that capturing Gadi hadn't been meaningless helped anchor my mind that kept trying to drift toward negativity.

"Guard units two and three, surround the tower's exterior! Unit one will enter the tower with me!"
"Yes, sir!"

With all guard units assembled except for unit four, which remained at the Winter Palace for emergencies, Grace immediately issued orders.
Grace assigned Lorron, the captain of unit two, to command the other forces arriving later, and was about to enter the tower with Elaine and guard unit one.
But then...

Bang! Boom!

"?!"

A series of explosions occurred right in front of us as we were about to enter the Snow Flower Tower.
Elaine quickly dispatched a sword energy blast to disperse the explosion, preventing any damage, but...
The fact that someone set off explosions right in front of the Grand Duke of the North...

"Your Grace, on the roof to the right."

Grace turned her head at Elaine's words.
There, ninja-like assassins dressed entirely in black cloth were perched.

"What are those?"

Grace frowned with displeasure at the sudden appearance of the black assassins.
Regardless, the assassins leaped down with fluid movements and charged straight toward us.

"Guards, block them!"

At Elaine's shout, the guards stepped forward.
However, the assassins nimbly traversed the rooftops, avoiding combat with the guards, and threw something toward Grace again.

Swoosh!
Elaine's sword, protecting Grace's side, cleanly cut through the assassins' tools in mid-air, but...

Puff-puff-puff-puff.
When cut by the sword, the devices released a fog.
They were smoke bombs.

"Such petty tricks!"

Smoke bombs are tools to obscure vision and hide one's position, but...
That might work on ordinary people, but not on knights who can read the flow of magical energy in bodies.
The knights of the guard all detected magical energy and protected Grace's surroundings, while even the non-knight soldiers stood back-to-back to eliminate blind spots and guard against surprise attacks.

"The assailants are fleeing!"

A knight from unit one who had detected the assassins' position shouted.
I too could read the flow of magical energy to some extent, having learned from Sophia.
When I cleared my vision, I saw that the assassins, far from launching a surprise attack, were fleeing in one direction as soon as they had deployed their smoke bombs.

"A diversion, then."
"It seems so."
"But we can't just let them go. We need to find out how they got in here and on whose orders they're acting."
"Yes."
"Change of plans. Unit three will pursue them with me. Unit two will stand by here and surround the tower with the other soldiers to prevent any culprits from escaping. And unit one will enter the tower to eliminate any enemies inside."
"Your Grace, then?"
"You are the second-best knight after me. I can entrust the matters inside to you."
"...Yes."
"Until then, Sir Rine will be in charge of my protection."
"Leave it to me!"

Elaine nodded at Grace's decision.
Rine, the vice-captain of unit three, was the strongest among the vice-captains in terms of raw power.
He was capable of protecting Grace.

Though worried about not being able to accompany her, judging by the assassins' skills just now, they were no match for Grace or even the vice-captains.

"Stay safe."
"You as well."

After the ruler and her loyal knight exchanged a glance that conveyed much more than words, they were about to move to their respective duties when...

"Wait a moment!"
"?"

I grabbed Grace before she could leave and spoke.

"Despite having bombs, they're trying to lure Your Grace away rather than engaging in urban combat. That means they must have prepared a very dangerous trap. Moreover, given that they've infiltrated assassins into the North, their organization and skills are not those of ordinary assassins. There must be a formidable figure behind them!"

After I frantically spilled out my words, Grace and Elaine stared at me blankly, then...

"Luke's words are correct."
"Well, that's obvious."

Grace looked at me intently before responding.

"Seeing a clever person like you stating the obvious makes me think you must have sensed something ominous. I'll be careful."

With those words, she turned and shouted.

"Begin the pursuit! Sir Gi, please take the lead."
"Haha! Understood."

Unit three captain Gi leaped forward with a thunderous sound, and Grace followed immediately with Rine as her guard.
Unit two captain Lorron promptly commanded his troops to form a siege formation.

"Guard unit one, we're entering the Snow Flower Tower. I'll take the lead, Sir Anduril, please cover the rear."
"Understood."

Elaine also commanded unit one and attempted to enter the Snow Flower Tower.
As a member of unit one, I followed her command while inwardly gulping.

'Damn it.'

The assassins' attire and use of tools...
As much as I hate to think it...

There's a high possibility they're the assassination team of "Black Crow," a villain organization that appeared in "Brave Lord."
Of course, even with their strength in the story, they could never defeat Grace even if they trapped her.
The problem is their boss.

'Surely he's not here, is he?'

I couldn't understand why his subordinates were in the North, but...
If their boss is also in the North and he's behind this terror incident...
Things could get much more complicated than I anticipated.

Because the leader of Black Crow, Low, is...
The rogue of the hero's party and...
The boss of "Brave Lord" Episode 3, "Night of the Raven."

'If it's Low, he could fight even Grace, so the fact that they're luring her suggests a high possibility that Low is over there. That's why I warned Grace even while drawing attention.'

I've just confirmed that things I hadn't anticipated could happen.
If by chance Low is inside the Snow Flower Tower...

'I need to recall every bit of knowledge from the novel, down to the last letter, to find a way to deal with Low!'

An ominous feeling swept down my spine like a cold wind, but...
Hoping he wasn't there, we entered the tower.

***

"Phew, that was tough."

In a corridor blackened and scorched by fire, Low dusted off his gloves with a deep sigh.

"I really don't suit head-on confrontations. I don't understand the psychology of fools who insist on fighting directly."
"Ugh..."
"Hey, don't get up. You'll really die if you take any more hits."

Low stepped on Sophia's hand as she reached for her staff.
Crack!
With a brutal sound, Sophia tried to scream, but...
A shadow rising from the floor covered her mouth.

"Ah, this took longer than expected. But who are you? I don't think I saw you when I came to the North last time. Are you the next Tower Master or something? Not as good as that damn woman, but among the mages I've met, you're one of the top."

Sophia looked up at Low, who was crouching and admiring her, and realized his identity.
The hero's party that had visited the North when she was away on external business in the past.
Among them, there was only one person with red hair, black clothes, and a lanky, wolf-like appearance.

She had no idea why Low, one of the Seven Heroes, was here attacking her, but...
He was clearly here with malicious intent.
That made him an enemy of the Snow Flower Tower and the North.

'To think he was this strong...'

Though she had blocked his stealth with her magical sight, it didn't determine the outcome.
In pure combat ability, Low was several levels above her.
Even her desperate spell, cast with the resolve to burn down an entire floor, was easily dodged. He was truly a monster.

'Is it because of this man's ability?'

Sophia glanced at Low's feet.
As Low was the one with the least information among the Seven Heroes, few knew his abilities, but...
With her magical sight and extensive knowledge, Sophia had discerned what Low's ability was.
That shadow.

Low grabbed Sophia's face and looked into her eyes.

"Hmm, quite cute. Small and slender, just my type. The North really has many high-quality women. Good, I won't kill you. Instead, as promised, I'll gouge out your eyes, pickle you in drugs, and make you obedient... Hm?"

Low, who had been reaching for Sophia's eyes, suddenly looked up.
After glaring at the ceiling for a moment, he clicked his tongue and frowned.

"This is why I hate the North. Why are they so quick to respond? Or did I waste too much time with this woman? Shit, I haven't even destroyed the cold magic energy storage yet."

Low irritably threw Sophia's head to the floor.
With a thud, Sophia hit the floor and lost consciousness from the impact, but he didn't even glance at her as he stood up.

"Judging by the presence, Grace doesn't seem to be coming, which is fortunate. But there's someone troublesome. I should destroy the ice crystal first."

He seemed to regret not having magical sight, smacking his lips, but decided to leave immediately, thinking it would become troublesome if he wasted more time.

Shortly after Low left...

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.
Footsteps approached, and the person at the front shouted.

"Over here! Someone's collapsed!"

At that call, armored soldiers rushed over, and a man lifted Sophia's body from the floor, biting his lip.

"Ms. Sophia..."

Luke stared down the corridor with burning eyes.
It seemed his most ominous premonition had come true.
The worst enemy was here.

"It seems your guess was right—the enemy's target is the ice crystal. Sir Ian, please take Elder Sophia to a safe place. We will continue to advance."

Elaine entrusted Sophia to a knight from unit one and continued pursuing the enemy with the other members.
Luke, after glancing at the fallen Sophia, burned with determination.
He swore to avenge her suffering.
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After defeating Sophia, Low reached the fifth basement floor where the ice crystal was located without any interference.

'Oh, this is impressive?'

Upon reaching the fifth basement floor, his eyes widened in genuine admiration, which was unusual for him.

He had done his own research about what this remarkable ice crystal might be while making his way here to familiarize himself with his target. However, the more he searched for information about the ice crystal, the more irritated he became as he only found cumbersome fairy tales and poems from ancient times.

'It's more beautiful than any decoration in that trash bastard's palace.'

Even Low, who habitually viewed everything as merchandise, stopped trying to estimate its value the moment he laid eyes on the ice crystal. Selling it would probably require more money than an entire castle would fetch. No, it might be impossible to sell at all.

'What a shame.'

If you can't have it, might as well destroy it.
Low felt an inner regret at having to destroy such a beautiful object with his own hands, and decided to at least take a piece of it. He could probably sell the fragments.

'Anyway.'

Low contemplated as he counted the number of wizards on alert around the ice crystal.

'I didn't expect it to be that big. Since I don't carry bombs, I'll need to use a major technique.'

He specialized in assassination and infiltration, not firepower. He did have some powerful techniques, but the problem was that they weren't his specialty, and he couldn't prepare while maintaining stealth.

'Tsk, I hate this method, but I have no choice.'

Low sighed, then leaped far back to the entrance of the fifth basement floor.

"Hey!"
"?!"

He dropped his stealth and revealed himself in front of the Snow Blossom Tower wizards.

When they suddenly heard an unfamiliar voice, the wizards' attention turned to him as they aimed their staffs.

"I was in the North on business and thought I'd drop by to see some familiar faces, but what's all this commotion? I'd appreciate if someone could explain."
"Who are you...?"
"Don't you remember my face? I'd be disappointed if you only remember that fellow Aran and not me."

At that moment, one of the Snow Blossom Tower elders recognized Low's face and shouted.

"Aren't you Lord Low?"
"Oh, correct."

That's right.
Low was a member of the Hero's Party and still revered as one of the Seven Heroes alongside Aran. In the past, when the Hero's Party visited the North, he had shown his face to others as a member.
In other words, on the surface, Low was an ally to these people.

'I hate being treated like a hero because it's cringeworthy, and showing my face means having to clean up afterward, which is why I tried to infiltrate.'

Well, he could just kill everyone after destroying the ice crystal. It was just a hassle.

The wizards, who had been startled by the appearance of a stranger, now showed relieved expressions upon hearing Low's name. Low approached them with a friendly smile.

"I was on my way to see Grace when I heard the commotion and thought I might be able to help. I sensed powerful magical energy coming from here, but what's that behind you?"
"We sincerely appreciate your assistance, Lord Low. That is a mysterious mineral called the ice crystal, the most important treasure in this Snow Blossom Tower."
"A mineral of that size would be impossible to steal. It looks quite solid?"
"Well, about that. The ice crystal is a unique mineral closer to a massive ice chunk, so it's not particularly hard. That's why we need to guard it carefully, as intruders could damage it."
"I see."

Low nodded in understanding at the elder's explanation.

"If it's that important, we should protect it well so as not to disappoint Grace. Alright! I'll help guard it."
"Ah! Thank you."

The wizards' faces brightened at the unexpected appearance of a powerful ally—a member of the Hero's Party offering to help.

In truth, there were several questionable points if one thought about it—why Low was here with such perfect timing, why he came to the fifth basement floor instead of going to where the explosion was heard when he claimed to be helping, and so on.

'It may not be to my liking, but it sure is convenient.'

Low marveled at the value of the Hero's Party name as he naturally joined the ice crystal defense team and put one hand in his pocket.

'The time it takes to gather shadows... calculating enough to pulverize the ice crystal in one blow, leaving only fragments for me to collect, and slaughtering all the wizards here—about three minutes.'

During that time, no one would dare attack him, a hero, so he decided to leisurely wait and ask about things he was curious about.

"By the way, what was that explosion? I haven't heard rumors of the North being at war lately."
"Actually, there was a spy who infiltrated the Snow Blossom Tower recently. It seems to be related to that."
"A spy? How did they find him?"
"The Grand Duke's captain of the guard and Lady Sophia were inspecting the tower's defense facilities when they discovered suspicious markings. Afterward, the captain deduced the culprit's identity and captured him."
"Captain of the guard?"

Ah, that female knight who was beside Grace.
Her face was quite decent, but she was tall and muscular, not his type.

In his view, women should be small and frail, easy to play with as he pleased. In that regard, that mage woman from earlier had been quite tempting. Perhaps he should have drugged her in advance to use her after finishing his job.

'Speaking of which, if she has such insight, should I kill that woman too?'

He had come with a light heart thinking he just needed to destroy one object, but the number of people he needed to kill kept increasing, which was annoying. Just then...

"?"

Low's ears perked up as he suddenly heard footsteps. Could it be...

"The ice crystal is still safe!"

A soldier at the front exclaimed as soon as he reached the fifth basement floor. A group of soldiers followed behind him.

"Captain! Have you come to support us?"

Scott, the elder of enchantment magic who had been conversing with Low until now, welcomed them and asked. In response to Scott's call, the blue-haired female knight at the front of the soldiers approached and answered.

"Yes. The Grand Duke has sent reinforcements in response to the explosion at the Snow Blossom Tower. I've come to protect the ice crystal, which we believe is the intruder's target."
"Oh, we are truly grateful."

Scott welcomed Elaine and the guard unit, then turned to introduce the person beside him.

"With both the captain of the guard and a hero present, I have no worries now."
"You are... Lord Low?"
"Ah, it's been a while, hasn't it?"

Low greeted her cheerfully while inwardly smiling.

What a windfall.
He had been contemplating whether to kill the captain of the guard, and now everyone was gathered in one place. As he continued gathering shadows in the hand in his pocket...

"Take your hand out of your pocket, you bastard!"
"?!"

Someone behind Elaine rushed toward him at incredible speed, swinging a sword. Unable to use his hands in this situation, Low jumped far back to avoid the attack and glared at his assailant.

'Who?'

It was an unfamiliar face.
He wouldn't forget a face that looked so potentially profitable. Looking at his attire, he didn't even seem to be a knight.

"What do you think you're doing!"

When Scott asked, the soldier pointed his sword at Low and shouted.

"On our way here, we found Elder Sophia had been attacked, and she told us! This man infiltrated the Snow Blossom Tower and attacked her!"
"What?"
"That hand in your pocket, you're gathering shadows there, aren't you? To destroy the ice crystal!"
"!"

Low was shocked by the soldier's words.

'I definitely knocked that mage woman unconscious, but she regained consciousness already? She didn't seem that tough.'

Even if he made a slight mistake due to being out of practice, how did this person notice he was gathering shadows in his pocket? Only his damned comrades knew about his techniques.

"What nonsense is this? Lord Low is one of the Seven Heroes of the Hero's Party. Why would such a person attack Lady Sophia?"
"The elder is right. Luke, explain properly why you suddenly acted this way."

Scott reprimanded the soldier while looking back and forth between the soldier and Low with a confused face. When even Elaine stepped forward to question him, the soldier, Luke, answered.

"That's not the only evidence."
"What?"
"The claw-like wounds on Elder Sophia's body. I've heard the legends of the Seven Heroes too. Red Wolf Low, the thief of the Hero's Party, master of infiltration and assassination."
"..."
"He wraps his hands in shadows to attack like a beast, and excels at hiding his body for surprise attacks, right? The wounds on Elder Sophia match exactly."
"Hey, listen, who are you to pretend to know about me..."
"And most decisively!"
"?"
"If you're going to hide, do it properly. Those assassins who threw bombs at the Grand Duke earlier—they just happened to have crow emblems on their clothes? The emblem of your organization, Black Crow!"
"What?"

At Luke's words, everyone's gaze fixed on Low, who responded with an incredulous expression.

"What kind of lies are you spouting, you son of a bitch? Why would I put such obvious markings on my organization's clothes? I'm not an idiot!"
"No, you are an idiot."

As Luke smirked at the retort...

'Oops.'

He'd been tricked.

"That's right, there were no crow emblems on the assassins' clothes. But how would you know that? And why aren't you taking your hand out?"
"..."

Low's eyes sharpened.

He had gotten excited because of this strange man who appeared out of nowhere to interfere, and in his agitation, he fell for the leading question. And the critical reason he stupidly fell for the interrogation...

'Who the hell is this guy? How does a mere soldier know about Black Crow?'

Low's public face was that of a hero. Besides the lords of the underworld, only his damned comrades knew that he was the boss of 'Black Crow,' the kingdom's largest criminal organization. He was genuinely surprised that this unknown soldier casually mentioned Black Crow.

'Damn it.'

Low irritably furrowed his brow. The wizards' gazes had changed as they looked at him. Suspicion, confusion, bewilderment, shock. The soldier's words had stirred them up. And at that moment...

"You don't have to take your hand out—I'll just cut it off entirely."
"!"

The blue-haired female knight approached at tremendous speed and swung her sword at him. Faced with swordplay as fast as Aran's, Low had no choice but to take his hand out of his pocket.

Clash!
His shadow-infused black hand collided with the blade. The impact forced both of them to back away.

"Ah, shit. This is annoying."

Having finally dropped his mask, Low cursed in an eerily cold voice.

"Lord Low?"
"I wanted to handle this easily since it was a job I was forced to take, but now that's impossible."

As Low revealed his true nature, the wizards murmured among themselves. The Grand Duke's guards were shocked by the frightening appearance of the man they had thought was a hero, but they surrounded him and prepared for battle.

"Trying to keep up the act would just waste more time, and if Grace returns in the meantime, even I would be in danger... These guys should be manageable, so even though it's troublesome, I'll just have to kill everyone one by one. You brought this on yourselves."
"Attack now!"

Scott, though still bewildered, quickly grasped the situation and urgently directed the wizards. As they aimed their staffs and launched various spells...

Whoosh.
Low's body was enveloped in shadows and disappeared from sight. When Low vanished, the Snow Blossom Tower wizards were startled but, as combat specialists, began detection spells by tapping their staffs on the ground.

Slash!

"Argh!"

Suddenly, one wizard collapsed with a scream.

"What's happening? Detect him quickly!"
"The magic isn't picking up any response!"
"How is that possible?"

The wizards poured their magical power into detection spells, but...

"Find him somehow! If we don't find him quickly, we'll all be annihilated!"

Even as they spoke, one by one, wizards fell with short screams. Then...

Clang!
Someone swung a sword at empty air, and with the sound of metal striking metal, Low appeared.

"What! You just...?"
"Whew, finally found you."

The one who had blocked Low and forced him to reveal himself was Luke.

"Surprised? That I found your 'Shadow Step' that even dims magical energy?"
"!"
"But you can't hide your body heat."
"Hey, you really..."

As Low was puzzled, a fierce thrust came from his flank.

He hurriedly leaned back as Elaine's sword passed through where he had been standing like an arrow.
Swish! Swish!
She followed up with rapid consecutive slashes, pressing Low back.

Despite Elaine's relentless attacks that gave him no room to breathe, Low parried them all with quick hand movements, then...

Shadow Art: Shadow Step.
He wrapped himself in shadows and disappeared from sight again.

"I can detect you!"

The soldier eerily targeted exactly where he was hiding.
Clang!
His stealth was broken again.

'This isn't luck or bluffing.'

This bastard really could detect him—his Shadow Step. While blocking Luke's sword with his shadow-wrapped arm, Low couldn't contain himself and asked.

"Who the hell are you? How do you know and detect my Shadow Art?"
"I read it in a book."
"You bastard, who are you joking with..."

Just as Low was about to get angry...
Swish!
Once again, Elaine's thrust covered where Low had been.

"Damn it, let me talk!"

Low shouted as he created distance between them, then gathered shadows in both hands.
Shadow Art: Skipping Stone.
He fired black projectiles in all directions, intending to clear out the small fry first.

"Don't block them—the shadows will stick and spread! Dodge or intercept them!"
"!!"

Low was chilled to the bone by those words. This person knew the ability of Skipping Stone? Even among his comrades, few knew about that.

At that moment, Low changed his mind. The ice crystal wasn't important right now.

'That bastard is strange.'

Though his face, voice, and name were all unfamiliar, the man knew suspiciously much about him—his fighting style, Black Crow, even his Shadow Arts.

It was the same with what he said about the mage woman earlier. As a specialist in infiltration and assassination, Low wouldn't miscalculate the force needed to knock someone unconscious—it was second nature to him.

It made no sense, but this guy had known about him from the beginning!

'There's definitely something here. I'll capture him alive instead of killing him.'

Low pulled his gloves tight on his hands—a habit when he was about to fight seriously.
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"Damn, it's really Low."
That was the thought in my head as soon as we reached the fifth basement floor.
I'd suspected he might be here since Sophia collapsed, but I didn't actually want to face him.

'No, it's actually fortunate that it's Low. If it were someone else, it would mean there's another expert even stronger than Sophia.'

But no matter how positively I tried to think about it, seeing Low shamelessly standing next to the Snow Tower Elder, pretending to be an ally, was infuriating.

Except for Aran, all the hero party members were villains and human garbage in <Brave Lord>.
But their public image was that of heroes who saved the world.

That's why even the protagonist Aran was branded as a villain until Episode 3, walking the path of a dark hero, until he gradually changed public perception by starting to eliminate criminal organizations.
That criminal organization was Low's Black Crow.

From what I could see, Low seemed to be planning to approach the Elder using his mask and then destroy the ice crystal.
He'd need preparation time to use a technique powerful enough to destroy the crystal, so he was trying to buy that time.

That's why I rushed at him without warning and struck.
There was no time to waste talking about unmasking him. Even if it looked impulsive, I had to move first to prevent him from gathering his energy.

Given who I was facing, I couldn't just rely on my limbs.
The brain is also part of the body.

First, I needed to turn the mages who were deceived by his mask against him, so I used Sophia's name.
Sophia was unconscious at the time so she couldn't tell me anything.
But who would doubt me when I was the one closest to her?

Plus, I knew Low had a short temper and a low boiling point.
Since I'd decided to lie, I just threw out claims about scars and such without proper verification, and I also mentioned crow emblems on the assassins' clothes, though I wasn't sure if they actually had them.

Sure enough.
When faced with my outrageous claims, the agitated Low confessed with his own mouth.
Idiot.

I don't particularly like when the loudest person wins.
But when fighting bad guys, you temporarily set morality aside.

What surprised me was that Ilaine must have known Low as a hero too.
Yet as soon as Low faltered, she believed me without hesitation and attacked him, playing a crucial role in unmasking him.
Is this the judgment of a Guard Captain?

Anyway, I succeeded in exposing Low's identity and turning everyone around us to our side.

'And that other method I was considering is working too.'

During past lessons on mana detection with Sophia.
She advised me that recalling the sensation of heat manipulation would help me learn mana detection, and thanks to that advice, I mastered it.

But here's the thing.
Could I apply that in reverse?

Low's technique, Shadow Step, is <Brave Lord>'s ultimate stealth technique that even evades mana detection.
However, stealth merely hides one's body from sight; it doesn't make the body itself disappear.

If I could detect body heat the same way I detect mana.
I thought I might be able to pinpoint Low's exact location.

Chang!
The world's greatest stealth technique was no match for me now that I'd become a human thermal camera.

However, even though I'd sealed off Low's specialty of stealth, there was still one problem.

"Kuk!"

I gritted my teeth in frustration after being sent flying by Low's kick.

'The difference in fighting skill is too great.'

I'm an ace soldier who passed the knight examination's third test without a hitch.
But even when I confirmed his location and attacked Low, he immediately shook me off, preventing me from landing any effective hits.
Every time he shook me off, he unfailingly hid in the shadows.

I'd exposed his identity and turned everyone against him, and countered his specialty of stealth with heat detection, yet we still weren't gaining the advantage.
So this is Episode 3's boss, Red Wolf Low of the Night of Crows.
He's frighteningly strong.

'If Sophia were here, I could share my know-how with her, but she's not here now. I need to deliver a decisive blow to prevent Low from using stealth.'

The reason Low couldn't take me down, his most troublesome opponent, was because the mages launched a full-scale attack whenever he revealed himself.
So he was eliminating the mages while staying hidden, and once their numbers were sufficiently reduced, he'd come for me.
If that happened, we'd be trapped in Low's prison and annihilated on this fifth basement floor.
We needed to end this before then.

'What I lack is just one thing. Fighting skill... In that case!'

Low disappeared again with Shadow Step, but instead of tracking him, I looked for someone else.

"Captain!"

Fortunately, she wasn't far away.

"To detect the enemy and cut off his escape, I need your help, Captain."

Even now, to prevent Low's surprise attacks, the mages were creating walls of cold, attacking the entire area with wide-range spells that wouldn't harm allies, or protecting themselves with defensive magic.
Yet mages were still falling one by one with screams, causing fear to spread across their faces and morale to drop.
Even some guard members had been injured.

"I was thinking the same thing. Luke, you and I will cut off his speed together."
"Yes!"

Ilaine immediately responded to my call for assistance.
And then.

"Guard Captain!"

Scott, the Snow Tower's enchantment specialist Elder, called out to us.

"I'll enchant your sword with electricity and paralysis."

As Scott cast his spell, a soft yellow light enveloped Ilaine's sword.

"Make sure you catch that thief. Until then, we mages will hold our positions."

Hearing Scott's angry voice, I immediately began heat detection.

"Found him!"

It was a silhouette I'd detected several times already.
My eyes clearly spotted a person-sized heat mass moving rapidly through what appeared to be empty space, and I immediately rushed toward it.

But Low seemed to be aware of me too.
He must have noticed that I'd discovered him, as he increased his speed.

I admit it. I'm inferior to Low in both fighting skill and speed.
From the beginning, even without his stealth ability, Low was the fastest among the hero party. In the original story, only Aran at full power could keep up with his speed.
However.

"He's moving from the front to the right! Distance is twenty paces!"

As soon as I located Low, I relayed his position to Ilaine.
Ilaine was following closely behind me, trying to strike Low when he appeared, so she heard my words.

"Moving diagonally northeast, continuing eastward! Distance is twenty-five paces! He's passing through the ice wall!"
"Confirmed."

As I reported his position in real-time, Ilaine seemed to get a general sense of his location, even though she couldn't see him.
I'll say it again: Low's stealth is a technique to hide his body.
Traces must remain where he passes.

Crash!
Ilaine must have seen it too.
The ice wall just broke even though no one was visibly there.

"There he is."

Ilaine gauged the target point based on the position information I provided and the phenomenon before her eyes.
Ta-at!

Her Snow Blade was a speed-focused swordsmanship.
How much long and difficult trial and error must she have gone through to create and master such a technique on her own?
That means.

"!"

Chwang!
When Snow Blade's fastest thrust, First Snow, struck, Low appeared in midair.
Though he barely blocked it, his eyes widened when his stealth was broken by someone other than me.

"Found you. I won't let you escape now."
"Hmph, arrogant woman."

Low tried to shake off Ilaine to hide himself again, but.

"I've figured out your speed."

Ilaine didn't fall behind Low's pace and used Snow Blade, Sleet, to drive him from all directions.

The North's strongest swordsman might be Grace.
But Ilaine is the North's fastest swordsman.

From the moment I first located Low, Ilaine had somehow approached and delivered several thrusts to him.
She can just barely keep up with Low's speed!

Realizing this, Low clicked his tongue and moved his hands to use a technique.
Shadow Art, Palm Push.
Like a divine warrior from a martial arts novel, a shadow in the shape of a palm tried to push Ilaine away, but.
Snow Blade, Snow Wind.
Ilaine's strike split the shadow palm in half before it could fully form.

"Well, you're better than I expected. I didn't know the North had such a swordsman besides Grace. You've been overshadowed by your superior master."

Low seemed genuinely impressed and praised her, then.

"I was going to deal with the small fry first since you looked like you'd take time. But now I have no choice but to finish you first."
"!"

Seeing Low's hand movements, I jumped in alarm and shouted.

"Dodge! That's dangerous!"

The motion of waving his hands around to draw a circle.
It's a technique described in the novel.

Shadow Art, Top Spin.
A black sphere created in the center of the circle that tracks its target while tearing through surroundings with high-speed rotation—an offensive and defensive unified throwing technique.
Though limited in range, it has excellent destructive power, enough to trouble even the hero Aran.

Ilaine didn't dodge despite my warning, seemingly unable to retreat due to her sense of responsibility, so I tried to help her.

"?!"

But then Ilaine gestured to me from Low's blind spot, and seeing her signal, I kept quiet and withdrew.
Trusting Ilaine.

***

"I heard someone tell you to dodge just now, yet you chose to face me head-on. Knights truly are a pathetic bunch."
"......"
"Tsk, I hate pretentious women like you. Women should be panting beneath men—that's how it should be."
"Such vulgar words......"
"Kukukuk. Is that too difficult for a virgin who's only been chasing after Grace with no experience with men? What a delicacy it would be to see the vulgar face of a woman like you being violated."
"I do have experience with men."
"Huh?"

Ilaine glared at Low while taking her stance and retorted.

"But the likes of you will never see my face as a woman. That I will show only to him, who makes my heart flutter just by looking at him, unlike a filthy beast like you."
"......"

At Ilaine's declaration, Low snickered.

"Forcibly taking someone else's lover is also enjoyable. Fine, I'll make you look pathetic in front of your man."

As soon as Low finished speaking, he launched the sphere.
The high-speed rotating black sphere tore through the surrounding air as it fiercely charged toward Ilaine.

'As expected, it's difficult to counter with a sword.'

She had wanted to thrust during his preparation, but the sphere's rotation looked too dangerous, so she refrained. That sharpness... if she clashed with it, her sword would likely break first.

Ta-tat.
Ilaine moved her feet to dodge here and there, but the sphere seemed to have an auto-tracking function as it pursued her in elegant curves.

'If I move too far away, he'll leave that sphere to chase me and hide again to target the mages. I need to maintain a close distance.'

Fortunately, Low seemed determined to eliminate Ilaine first, as he personally chased after her.
His plan was to restrict her movement with hand-to-hand combat and then strike with the shadow sphere.
The positions had reversed, and now she was the one being cornered.

Cha-cha-cha-chang!
As Low approached and slashed at her, Ilaine countered with quick swordsmanship, but.
When the sphere suddenly approached and targeted her, she had no choice but to hastily dodge.

"Where do you think you're going?"

As Ilaine evaded, Low sneered and used another technique.
Shadow Art, Tag.
Low's shadow extended from the ground and touched Ilaine's shadow, causing her body to freeze in midair.

"!"

Caught in midair and unable to move, Ilaine grimaced and twisted her body, but it didn't budge at all.

"Well, that takes care of the Guard Captain."

Low calmly declared victory as the sphere approached Ilaine moment by moment.
However, there was no fear on her face.

"Snow Tower, protect the Guard Captain!"

At Elder Scott's command, massive walls of cold air rose in front of Ilaine to protect her.
A green light was added to the firmly established transparent ice. Nature magic enchantment.

Low's Shadow Art, Top Spin, is a throwing technique with considerable destructive power, but even a hero is still just one person using a technique.
An ice wall created by numerous mages, enhanced with an Elder-level mage's enchantment, can block it at least once.

Kwagagagaga!
The sphere tried to break through the ice wall, but it eventually exhausted its power against the sturdy barrier and disappeared.

"Whew."

Despite his technique being blocked, Low merely whistled as if finding it interesting.
Still, his technique had failed, so he stamped his foot and tried to hide, but.

Crash!
The ice wall was dispelled, and Ilaine shot out from within like an arrow toward him.
The shadow connection must have been broken by the rising ice wall, releasing her from Tag.
Additionally.

'Leg enchantment. Haa, shit, this is why I don't like fights that aren't to the death.'

Though his displeasure showed on his face, he was a combat professional.

He had already analyzed Ilaine's abilities.
Her strength and speed were considerable, and if she grew stronger, she might reach the level of a hero.
But she was still one step short.

'Alright, I'll crush you head-on. Let their morale break when they see you defeated miserably.'

Shadow writhed and spread over Low's arms and legs.
Chwang!
Ilaine's Snow Blade, First Snow, stabbed Low's arm but couldn't penetrate his shadow-reinforced limb.
Instead, Low blocked the sword with his left arm and struck Ilaine's abdomen with his right hand.

Ilaine was fast, but unarmed, she couldn't match Low's fists.
Starting with her abdomen, in the blink of an eye, she was hit on her left leg, left shoulder, and right thigh, causing her to stagger.

Finally, he deflected her sword with his left arm and aimed for her solar plexus, but.

"Oops."

He backed away from the high-speed swordsmanship of Snow Blade, Powdered Snow.

"Oh?"

Whether it was the North's excellent armor forging technique or her tenacity.
Ilaine immediately regained momentum and relentlessly unleashed her swordsmanship.
Snow Blade, Sleet, bombarded Low with a flurry of sword strikes.

'Kuku, it would be a waste to kill her. What a fine performance it would be to see a woman violated in front of her lover. With this one, I could earn triple my usual rate. In that case.'

He had no choice but to wear her down by engaging with her, then counter-attack when she faltered.
Having made his plan, Low focused on dodging or blocking the sword strikes coming from all directions to drain Ilaine's strength, until.

'Now!'

For an instant, Ilaine's sword became slightly slower.
Low, who wouldn't miss such an opening, raised his right hand with a satisfied smile, but at that moment.

"Sword formation!"
"?"

Ilaine shouted while exhaling a labored breath. As Low paused for a moment, wondering what that meant.

"!"

Low sensed a presence behind him and turned around.
Soldiers were surrounding him from all directions, pointing their weapons at him.

As expected of the Northern Grand Duke's guard.
Side, below, above. A perfect encirclement with no room to escape.

"Tsk, these bastards."

With no choice, Low stopped targeting Ilaine and tried to use Shadow Art, Skipping Stone, to shake them off, but.

"Hey there."
"!"

A familiar male voice.
That annoying guy from earlier.
Come to think of it, there were things he needed to know about this guy, so he hadn't killed him yet...

"Farewell, King of Crime."
"!!!"

Low's jaw dropped in shock at the name he heard.
What did he just say?

"Ah!"

Distracted by focusing only on that guy, he missed the movements of the others.

Chwa-chwa-chwa-chwak!
The sword formation deployed by Guard Team 1 engulfed Low.
Red blood splattered in all directions.

"Kuuuk!"

Low staggered backward but managed to barely stand without falling.
But the attack didn't end there.

"Got you."

Ilaine, having caught her breath, delivered her strike.
Chwak!
A powerful blow from the Snow Blade, enchanted with electricity and paralysis.

Ch.48 - Chapter 48. Red Wolf Lowe (3)
While Low was preparing his spinning top, the hand signal Elaine gave me was a signal only recognizable within the Guard.
It meant to deploy the sword formation.

The moment I saw Elaine's signal, I immediately broke away.
I had chosen Elaine as my full strength against Low, but she informed me.
To face Low, we needed not just her but the power of the Guard as well.

'Indeed... even if Low is superior to Elaine in combat.'

The Guard consists entirely of elite soldiers personally selected by Northern Archduke Grace, so while each individual's capabilities are outstanding, their essence is as a unit.
In that case, during combat, we should actively utilize the advantages of the group rather than fighting individually.

As it happened, Low seemed to have judged mages more dangerous than soldiers and focused his attacks on them, so the Guard suffered minimal casualties, and with knights among the combat-ready personnel.
While Elaine keeps Low occupied, I'll form a sword formation with Guard Team 1 and look for a chance to deliver a fatal blow.

Facing Low, who's responsible for being an episode boss, one-on-one carries too much risk, and I was worried about potential crises midway.
But Elaine, true to her expertise in group combat, engaged Low with the help of the mages.

Meanwhile, Guard Team 1 completed their assembly outside Low's field of vision.

"Now!"

Like a game of tag, the moment Low caught Elaine's opening, we also attacked Low with our sword formation, following Elaine's signal.
With his back exposed, Low, as an experienced assassin, immediately prepared to counterattack, but.

'That won't work.'

I stepped forward in front of the sword formation and delivered a powerful strike to shake Low's mental state.

"Farewell, King of Crime."

Sometimes a single word can hurt more than a punch.
Low's alias, King of Crime, was a secret title known only to his comrades and those in the underworld.
The moment he heard it, Low's pupils trembled violently.
And that became his downfall.

The Guard's perfect sword formation descended upon Low, delivering sword strikes all over his body, and Elaine's sword, imbued with an elder mage's enchantment, delivered the finishing blow.

Elaine, the Northern Archduke's Guard, Snow Tower mages, and a novel transmigrator.
Everyone joined forces to defeat this world's core villain without the protagonist.

"Gugh!"

Having suffered near-fatal attacks in an instant, Low staggered and fell to his knees.

"You damn vermin..."

Low ground his teeth so hard you could clearly hear the grinding sound as he bled onto the floor.
His blood-soaked, trembling appearance made it seem like he was swallowing the bitterness of defeat, but.

"Don't lower your guard! Our opponent is a former member of the Hero's party; he must have hidden tricks!"

This wasn't just simple concern—I knew from reading the novel.
One of the six episode bosses wouldn't exit the stage just from taking a few sword hits.
This is a fantasy world.
A mysterious world where you can't feel safe even if someone's head is cut off.
However.

Thud.
Low collapsed forward and his trembling stopped, becoming quiet.
Seeing that, far from feeling relieved, I thought:

'Damn it!'

That cunning bastard.
To use such a trick.

Probably more than half of us would have been convinced of victory when Low collapsed and bled.
Only I, as a reader of the novel, knew that Low still had an ace up his sleeve.
That's why I tried to raise awareness, but.

When an opponent collapses as if dead, no matter how much you try to stay alert, your heart naturally feels relief.
Everyone would desperately want Low's defeat to avoid further fighting, and they'd be intoxicated with the satisfaction of landing a blow on someone called a hero.

And that... inevitably leads to carelessness.
That was Low's aim.

Swish-swish-swish.
Shadows rose like thorny vines from where Low had fallen and enveloped his body.

"Oh no!"

Only then did everyone realize that Low wasn't finished yet, and tension returned to their eyes.
But it was already too late.

'Damn. I'd rather hope he runs away.'

If Low escaped using shadow arts, we'd clearly lose track of the mastermind behind the terror.
But Low is destined to be eliminated by Aran in the upcoming Episode 3 anyway.

Also, even if we let Low escape, today's events would reach Grace's ears, and she could pressure the Seven Heroes to lead the flow.
So even if we let the cornered Low escape, I hoped he would flee, but.

'That prideful guy would never run away after suffering such humiliation. Then that must be...'

I involuntarily gulped.

The former comrades of the Hero's party, the six excluding Aran, each took one of the seven deadly sins when they betrayed Aran.
Like Luna's lust, Sira's pride.

Among them, what Low took was greed.
A fitting sin for someone obsessed with wealth who calculates everything in terms of money.

The problem is that the nature of these sins they took is actually...
demonic power.

Just as Luna became a succubus and Sira became a dark elf,
Low also obtained a demonic form.
And that became the second phase of the bosses in <Brave Lord>.

{I didn't intend to use this, and it's not really necessary... but Aran, that bastard is the only one who's truly irritated me since then. I'll show you overwhelming terror.}

An eerie voice came from within the shadow thicket.

{Shadow Art, Mouse Fire Play.}

The moment that death sentence was heard.

"Get down!"

I hurriedly shouted to everyone.
Immediately after.

Swish-swish-swish-swish!
Giant shadow whips sprang from the thicket and rotated in a large circle.

Those who heard my warning immediately ducked to avoid it, but those who couldn't lower themselves in time deployed defenses.
However, they were sent flying by the force contained in the shadow whips.

As the shadow whips disappeared, the thicket dispersed, and.
Someone, or rather something, walked out from within.

{Despair, blame yourselves, regret. And take your own lives to escape from here.}

A red werewolf spoke while exhaling red smoke from its mouth.
At that grotesque sight, even the Guard who had exterminated all sorts of monsters with Grace, and the mages who explored mysteries, froze.

"Guard! Formation!"

Elaine, who was maintaining her composure, hurriedly gave instructions, but.

{If you don't run, you'll only die.}

The werewolf-transformed Low flicked his fingers like a finger snap.
Bang-bang-bang-bang!

"Argh!"
"Kuhak!"

As he fired bullets too fast to follow with the eye, several nearby mages and Guard members collapsed.
And it didn't end there.

"Block it!"
"Sh-shadow tentacles!"

Countless shadows that erupted from the ground fell like volcanic projectiles, bombarding the surroundings.
The mages cast defensive spells, and the Guard fought back by deflecting them with their weapons, but.

"Ugh, aaaah!"

It was beyond their capacity to block all the endless shadow bombardment.
In an instant, 30% of our forces were reduced.

'Wh-what?'

I had seen Low's strength through the novel, but.
Experiencing it directly, I couldn't even break a cold sweat.
My body just trembled in confusion at what had just happened.

{Kukuku. I told you not to be so cocky. This is what happens when you don't know your place and act up. If you had just died quietly when I was playing with you, you wouldn't have had to experience this.}

As Low sneered, one mage launched a powerful frost attack in anger, but.
Snap.
The frost storm that seemed like it would freeze everything in front was pathetically blocked by a single finger snap, and.

"Kuhak!"

A shadow that sprang from beneath his feet wrapped around the mage's ankle and threw him away.
My lips were involuntarily bitten at this overwhelming display, like someone flicking away an insect.

{How dare a worm like you... Ah, no. I promised not to play around, so I should face you properly, right?}

Low ground his foot.
Then shadows spread like waves from around him.
And filled the entire fifth underground floor.

Shadow Art, Territory Conquest.
A technique that transforms the affected area into an execution ground for him.

{The massacre begins. You'll all just die quietly without any commotion in here.}

As the surroundings completely transformed into black ground, fear spread in everyone's eyes.
At that moment.

"Hold onto your senses!"

Elaine shouted while raising her sword.

"How can you call yourselves true Northerners if you fear the enemy before you! Whether you hold a sword, a staff, or nothing but your bare fists! Remember, we Northerners are steel itself!"

Elaine walked forward and stood proudly before Low like a general.

"If you're going to be scared and give up the fight, then take your own life right now as he says and don't burden your comrades. From now on, only true warriors are needed here. The weak will only be used by that cunning enemy and put everyone in danger. ...But!"

Magic power gathered in Elaine's sword.
Even though Scott's enchantment effect had already disappeared, her sword looked sharper and more powerful than before.

"Those with the courage to harm the enemy rather than themselves, stand up. Let's fight together! For the Winter Lion!"

At Elaine's words, fear began to disappear from their eyes one by one, replaced by fighting spirit.
Then everyone picked up their weapons, walked forward to stand beside Elaine, and shouted.

"For the Winter Lion!"
"For the North!"
"If we're going to die anyway, let's die fighting!"
"No! If we're going to die, we should kill that bastard first!"

I too stopped biting my lips and stood alongside my comrades.
After she spoke like that.
As someone who calls himself a novel transmigrator, I shouldn't hesitate.

No.
Even if I wasn't a transmigrator.
I am also a person living in this world and a warrior of the North.
I cannot retreat a single step from here to defeat the enemy of the North.
I'll turn every letter of the novel into a weapon.

"Luke."
"?"

But Elaine called me.

"You will fight too, won't you?"
"...Of course?"
"Hah."

Elaine sighed briefly in a voice so low that others couldn't hear, then.

"I have something to ask of you and something to order you."
"What is it?"
"What I ask is, for some reason, you seem to have information about that man. I won't ask why, but please use it actively."
"!"

Elaine is no fool.
She seemed to have sensed something suspicious in my words and actions toward Low.
But rather than prying into it, she asked for my assistance for the sake of immediate victory.

"...What is your order?"

As Low was about to resume his attack, Elaine gripped her sword tighter and answered.

"Do not die."

Then she was the first to charge forward.
Watching her back as she threw herself into danger while telling me not to die, I nodded.

"Understood."

The second battle with Low began.

***

Grace, who had left Elaine and Guard Team 1 to rescue Snow Tower while she pursued the assassins with Guard Team 3, thought.

'They're escaping outside of Winter Cannon.'

If they had taken civilians hostage in the city, she would have been powerless.
The fact that they were only fleeing meant.

'Perhaps their intention wasn't to lure me away, but to separate me from Snow Tower.'

If so, Snow Tower might be in greater danger.

But it was too late to turn back now.
Perhaps this was their plan to make her run back and forth, so having come this far, she had no choice but to play along with their tune.
Not knowing what trap might lie ahead.

And over there was Elaine.
She could trust her most reliable Guard Captain with anything.

The persistent pursuit of the Guard gradually closed the distance with the assassins.
As Grace ran along the forest path outside Winter Cannon, she saw a familiar terrain and asked Rine beside her.

"Is that Camliver village ahead?"
"Yes, it is."
"I know it as a quiet rural village. Why are they heading there?"

As Grace pondered, an ominous thought suddenly crossed her mind.

"No way..."

Hoping inwardly that she was wrong, Grace unconsciously stomped the ground harder.

The assassins, as feared, headed toward Camliver village.
And entered the village.

"Hmm?!"

Gi, who was running at the front as the Team 3 leader, sensed something strange and stopped.
Grace also stopped beside him, and Gi reported.

"Your Grace, they've entered the village."
"Yes, I saw."
"Something's strange. The village is quiet."

Grace walked forward silently.
The Guard followed their lord, maintaining formation as they entered the village.

"Stop!"

Grace, sensing something fishy, shouted, and immediately.

Bang-bang-bang-bang.
All sorts of hidden weapons flew at them from all directions.

"Haaaah!"

The rain of flying weapons scattered in all directions against Gi's greatsword, Grace's sword energy, and the defenses of Team 3 members, but.

Clap-clap-clap-clap.
What responded was leisurely applause.

[As expected of the renowned Northern Archduke. If you had come just a bit further, I could have sent at least a quarter of you away.]

An unpleasant, creepy voice echoed from somewhere in the village.

"Who are you?"
[Forgive my rudeness, but given my position, I'll greet you without showing my face. I am Thorn, captain of the Black Crow assassination team, instructed to guide you to the afterlife.]
"Instructions, you say. From whom?"
[From the King of Crime.]
"I see. Claiming the title of king shows you're a band of traitors. I'll execute you on the spot."
[Hahahahaha! What an amusing jest. This will be an enjoyable hunt.]

At the sound of snapping fingers, fires broke out throughout the village.

[This place is a trap I've meticulously prepared to hunt big game. Regrettably, now that you've set foot here, leaving alive is impossible.]

Grace stared at the flames intently before asking Thorn.

"The village is quiet. What happened to the people here?"
[Rest assured, I didn't kill them. They're all valuable merchandise to be sold at a high price. But unfortunately, visitation is not allowed. They've already departed far away.]
"...Is that so?"

After hearing the answer, Grace twirled her sword and gripped it, then.

Boom!
The ground split in all directions from where she stood.
The buildings on the outskirts collapsed from the earthquake, preventing the fire from spreading.

"Well, well..."

A middle-aged assassin in black clothes walked out from one of the buildings.

"Then let's start with visiting you."

Grace greeted him with a cold smile.

Ch.49 - Chapter 49. Heavy Snow Fell
# BOOM!

A thunderous noise echoed throughout the fifth underground floor of the Snow Flower Tower.
And with each resounding boom...

"Urgh!"
"They're attacking from behind too! Guards, form teams and protect each other!"
"Mages with weak firepower, focus on defense! Leave the attacks to the knights!"

The guards and mages continued their desperate struggle, helping and protecting each other against the overwhelming violence.

'It's chaotic.'

As one of them, I fought while assessing the battle situation.

It was truly a scene worthy of the term "boss raid."
Everyone was working together to attack the powerful monster in the center.
For a moment, I even got confused about whether <Brave Lord> was originally a novel or a game.

'At least there's one fortunate thing.'

In the novel, Low had used shadow magic and territory expansion, then used the floor's shadows to flash from east to west while engaging in a speed battle with Aran.
But now, Low was fighting in place, using only shadows.

'Well, that personality of his wouldn't change.'

Though the dark elf Sira had taken the sin of pride, the truth was that among the hero's party, Low had the most arrogant personality. Even more than the final boss.

He fought seriously against hero Aran because Aran was a dangerous opponent.
But the reason Low brought out his hidden power now wasn't because he recognized us as worthy opponents—he was just angry.
Unless Grace were here, he'd think none of us could match him.

'Him fighting with abilities rather than his specialty of close combat means he's still underestimating us. That's a good opportunity. The problem is...'

Low's judgment wasn't entirely wrong.

The transformed Low was a formidable opponent who, even in the original story, was barely defeated by Aran's entire group attacking together.
That means to defeat Low, you need hero-level strength or equivalent forces.

'Our strongest fighters are Ilaine and Scott. But Ilaine was injured earlier fighting Low, and Scott specializes in support magic like enchantment.'

Low might be arrogant, but he wasn't a complete fool.
If you did the calculations, our forces were indeed insufficient.

'There's no way to immediately reinforce our strength. Unless someone suddenly awakens or something.'

While I was lost in these desperate thoughts...

"Luke, dodge!"
"!"

Vice-captain Anduril's voice snapped me back to reality.
A shadow tentacle was falling, aiming for me.

CLANG!
Thanks to my quick counterattack and Anduril's support, the shadow tentacle fortunately missed me.

"Thinking is good! But don't space out—if you die, even the most brilliant strategy becomes useless!"
"Yes, Vice-captain. Thank you."
"So, have you come up with a good strategy?"
"I'm sorry. Nothing yet."
"That's fine, you're not a strategist, so don't feel too pressured. Just do your best with the weapons you have. Now then!"

After encouraging me, Anduril moved to help other team members.
Thanks to his help, my mind cleared and I...

"!"

Do my best with the weapons I have?
I've got it. A good strategy.

***

"There's something oddly satisfying about crushing ants."

Low twisted shadows to wreak havoc on the battlefield as he turned his head.

'Let's see. By now, Thorn should have made contact with Grace.'

Thorn, the leader of the Black Crow assassination team, was an excellent subordinate who scored above passing marks in killing techniques, cunning, and cruelty as the underworld's top assassin.
In terms of assassination ability, he was second only to Low himself.

'Hehehe, I wonder if he can kill Grace.'

Of course, he had called Thorn and the assassination team to the north with the intention of killing Grace.
But his opponent was the genuine article, nicknamed "Humanity's Strongest Knight" surpassing the Seven Heroes.
No matter how excellent Thorn's killing ability was, it would be difficult to easily kill her.

'Well, it doesn't matter if the assassination team kills Grace—it would be extremely profitable.'

He could always form another assassination team.
It would be a shame to lose the investment in them, but calculations showed he could make it up if he could expand his business to the north.
Still, there was the possibility that the assassination team might critically wound Grace but fail to kill her.

"Perhaps it's time to wrap things up."

By now, his anger should be sufficiently vented, and the commotion above should have settled.
Though he had covered the fifth underground floor with shadows, if skilled mages noticed something suspicious, they would join the battle here. If the Snow Flower Tower Master was among them, things would get troublesome, so he wanted to end the fight.

"Shadow Art: Double Six."

Skeleton-shaped soldiers emerged from the shadows and began attacking enemies.
It consumed a lot of power, so he didn't enjoy using it, but as an assassin, he had been complaining about having few area-of-effect techniques when...

"GRAAAAAAAH!"

With a vibration that shook the floor, someone charged at Low with a monstrous roar.
When he turned his head...

"The Elder? Khah! What's with that appearance?"

Low burst into laughter as Scott charged at him bare-handed, unlike a typical mage, and shot shadow tentacles at him, but...
Ting!
The shadow tentacles bounced off Scott's body like arrows hitting armor.

"Ah, you cast enchantments on your body? Foolish bastard. Your muscles will tear from the overload."
"Hmph! Our northern mages don't have such weak muscles that would tear from mere enchantments! Die, fallen hero!"

Low snorted and lashed out with a shadow whip, but Scott caught the incoming shadow whip with his bare hands and tore it apart.

"Wow. Crazy old man. You tore that with your bare hands?"

Low shook his head, and as Scott approached him, trying to grab Low's head with hands enchanted with electricity...

"Nnngh!"

Scott's movement froze in place.
Shadow Art: Tag.
Scott tried to resist by injecting mana into the strength enchantment on his body, but...

"Just get lost."

The moment Low's hand touched him, shadows rose from all directions to bind Scott and tried to throw him away.

"GRRRR! Don't underestimate an Elder of the Snow Flower Tower!"

But Scott gritted his teeth, stood his ground with both legs, and reached out toward Low...

"Ah, this will do."

As Low waved his hand, the strength enchantment on Scott's body was covered by shadows and erased.
With the power enhancing his body gone, Scott could no longer resist and was thrown by the shadows, crashing hard into the wall.

"The Elder is finished. Next..."

The small fry were being handled by the shadow soldiers.
Among the troublesome ones, the next would be...

"Oh ho."

When he turned his head, Ilaine was charging at him with a sword.
How nice of her to walk into danger on her own.
Of course, he wouldn't kill her since he had made a promise.

"Losing limbs can be replaced with artificial ones anyway."

Shadow Art: Fire Play.
As shadow whips that seemed to tear flesh rather than strike drew ominous curves targeting Ilaine...
Snow Blade: Snowstorm.
Ilaine faced it head-on without dodging.

CLASH!
Though the sword shook from the heavy impact, it successfully blocked the shadow whip's strike.

"Yes, at least you can do this much."
"!"

Immediately, four whips struck in succession.
Fire Play 4-hit combo.
She had barely blocked one with full power, but now four?
Dodging was impossible. Blocking was daunting due to the difference in power, yet...

'I must succeed.'

Ilaine gripped her sword with both hands and poured her mana into it.
The sturdy blade responded to her will, gleaming with clear light.
Snow Blade: Snowflake!
The heavy sword infused with mana struck the incoming attacks in mid-air with minimal movement.

'Urrrgh!'

But her opponent was a hero-level powerhouse who had saved the world in the war against demons.
Moreover, for some reason, he was wielding even stronger and more terrifying power than in the past.
She somehow managed to deflect the first two whips, but from the third one, even Ilaine lacked the strength.

"Kuhak!"

Unable to block the fourth whip, she exposed her back.
Ilaine's stance collapsed as the pain from the whip sapped her strength.

"That must hurt. Not bad."

Low muttered with interest and approached Ilaine to deal with her personally.
Ilaine knelt on one knee, using her sword as a cane to manage the pain, but...

'Now!'

The moment the distracted Low entered her attack range, she thrust her sword like the wind.

"Oops, well now."

As Ilaine thrust her sword, Low wrapped himself in shadows and disappeared as if he had been waiting for it.
Then he appeared behind her.
A teleportation technique using Shadow Art: Shadow Step. Now Ilaine was the one caught.

"Struggling desperately isn't beautiful or cool. It's pathetic."

Ilaine tried to attack as she turned around, but...

"I said it's pathetic."

After stopping her movement with Shadow Art: Tag, he kicked her legs to force her to kneel.
Then shadow spears rose from the floor and completely trapped her, sealing her movements.

"There was someone like that before. A situation with absolutely no answer, where fighting would bring no benefit. Yet that fool kept fighting, spouting nonsense about will and belief."
"?"
"I really disliked that guy. Why was he so desperate about everything? What kind of mindset made him walk a clearly dangerous path? Heheh."

Low smiled bitterly as if recalling something in the middle of the fight.

"You know what's funny? When I joined in that fool's antics, I became stupid too. Calmly accepting losses, feeling good about receiving gratitude instead of money. So I cut ties. Fools are poor, and I hate being poor."

Only then did Ilaine understand what Low was saying, and she frowned.

Based on the circumstances, though they had fought, something bothered her.
Why had this so-called hero come to the Snow Flower Tower to attack them?

But from what Low was saying now, the "fool" he referred to seemed to... this interpretation suggested he had committed something terrible.

"Tsk, unpleasant memories keep surfacing. This is all because you people are being irritating. I've changed my mind. I was planning to use you for the hobbies of the nouveau riche and then discard you, but I'll just kill you instead."

After declaring this, Low gathered shadows in his hand to form a blade.
Just as he was about to swing it at Ilaine's neck...

"Hey, you thug!"

Someone called out to Low, stopping him.
Low sighed and turned his head.

"You again, weird guy? Don't feel bad, I haven't forgotten you. I just thought we had a lot to talk about, so I was planning to kill you last."
"Don't act high and mighty, you thug."

Low's werewolf-shaped forehead twitched at Luke's words.

"Hey, you've been acting like you know me well. Don't tell me you know that's the nickname I hate the most and you're doing this on purpose?"
"I'm just calling a thug a thug. What's there to like or dislike about it? Right, you thug?"
"Kha!"

Low completely turned his body toward Luke.

"You know what? I'm also skilled with drugs. If I just keep you alive, I can extract all the information I want by drugging you. Watch your mouth."
"That's such a waste of effort. I already gave you the answer earlier. If you didn't believe me, whose fault is that?"

As Luke continued to grate on his nerves, Low's forehead completely twisted.
He grinned widely, then suddenly stopped.

"Fine. First, I'll tear off those limbs. With my own hands."

As soon as he finished speaking, Low's figure disappeared and appeared in front of Luke.
The same teleportation technique he had used to get behind Ilaine.
Ilaine frantically tried to help Luke, but her limbs were sealed by the shadow spears, making it impossible to move.

When Low threw a punch, Luke defended with his sword, but...
CRASH!
Under Low's enraged punch, Luke's sword broke in half like a cookie.

"Your skills don't match your big mouth."

Luke discarded the broken sword and drew a dagger from his waist, which made Low unable to contain his laughter.

"Ha! What a cute little fruit knife! Are you that desperate?"

Though it was laughable, he wanted to completely crush the guy's hope by breaking the dagger too, but...

"What?!"

The moment he reached out, the dagger's blade dug into Low's hand.
And it didn't just wound him—it continued to slice through Low's arm as it advanced.
How could this be happening?

Despite the intense pain making his pupils shake, Low tried to pull out the dagger, but it had already reached his elbow.
With no choice, Low cut off his own arm with his other hand, then leaped backward.

'This weird bastard is doing weird things again.'

Experience told him.
Such incomprehensible guys always did strange things.

But if Aran was a guy with extraordinary strength and miracles beyond common sense...
This guy was just incomprehensible.
Everything about him was questionable from start to finish.

"...I'm sure there's a way to extract information from a corpse too."

After creating distance, Low temporarily regenerated his severed arm with shadows, then drew a circle in the air.
Shadow Art: Spinning Top.
But its size was enormous, and it spun faster than before.
Enough to grind the guy to dust.

But then.
Low's eyes caught a suspicious scene.

Luke didn't chase after Low but bent down in place and took what looked like a drawing stance.
What the hell was he doing now?

Fine. He decided to stop being curious.
As Low completed the spinning top and was about to launch it...

"Take this!"

Luke swung the dagger.
Despite being so far away and using a short dagger in empty air, which seemed pointless...

"!!!"

Next, Low gasped in astonishment.
From where Luke had swung the dagger...
A cold wave exploded and surged toward him.
No, not just a cold wave. This was... a vortex made of ice!

"GRAAAAAAAH!"

A fierce snow storm instantly engulfed Low, who groaned in agony from the abnormal cold.

'This cold... it's beyond ice magic!'

How could a mere soldier produce such incredible cold?
To exert this level of cold, one would need to be at least an Elder-level mage...

"Could it be?"

Come to think of it, that thing was here.
He had planned to annihilate these irritating insects first, then destroy it.
Could this bastard possibly be...?

"AAAAARGH!"

Low released the shadows he had gathered in the sphere to shake off the cold.
Then he gathered plenty of shadows in his arm...

"You bastard!!"

Shadow Art: Fire Play.
The attack, filled with Low's rage, took the form of a saw blade rather than a whip and tried to tear apart the staggering, exhausted Luke, when...

"I received your full power well. As expected of the man I've entrusted this body to."
"?!"

A woman's voice from behind.
For the first time in his life, Low felt a chill down his spine and tried to turn around...

"Don't look back. I told you, didn't I? I won't show my face as a woman to the likes of you."

Snow Blade Secret Technique: Heavy Snow.
Ilaine swung the dagger filled with intense cold in a wide arc.
SLASH!
The full-powered strike cut diagonally across Low's back.

"Kuhak!"

As Low fell forward from the attack, he saw...
Along with his red blood...
Large, luscious snowflakes scattering in the air.

'Heh, how splendid...'

Thud.
Heavy snow fell upon Low's collapsed body.

Ch.50 - Chapter 50. Another Alias
I won.
This time, I was certain of it too.
Honestly, if after all this effort, Low were to make a spectacular comeback and slaughter us all, that would be the world being unfair.

After hearing Anduril's words, I remembered something I had forgotten.
The strongest force on this battlefield isn't Ilaine, Scott, the guards, or the mages.
Just as Low has the devil's power as his trump card.
We too had our own trump card.

Ice crystal.
The mysterious mineral that became the material for Grace's main weapon, the crystal sword, in Episode 4 of "Brave Lord," which turned the tide against enemy forces. It's what I've been desperately trying to secure since coming to this world.

Fortunately, Low seemed to have postponed his original goal of destroying the ice crystal while being distracted by us.
Or perhaps he was confident he could easily destroy the crystal after annihilating us, which would have been possible.
Either way, that ice crystal is right here now!

I found the lonely ice crystal that had caused this battle but remained outside everyone's attention.

'Whew, it's either success or death.'

I wondered how I ended up betting my life on this. But at this rate, we'll all die by Low's hand anyway.
For a stable fantasy life.
Low needs to disappear here.

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I placed my hand on the ice crystal.

'Ugh! It's cold!'

Do you know the fear people feel when their tongue gets stuck to frozen ice cream and won't come off?
It was about twenty times that.

When I touched the ice crystal, I feared the cold would steal all my body heat, but.

'I have the Salamander's scale.'

I regulated my body heat and placed my hand on the ice crystal again.
Then I absorbed the magical power contained within it.

'Ms. Sophia, I believe in you.'

She said I had a constitution that accepts magical power better than ordinary people.
Right now, I desperately hoped, wished, and prayed that I was the genius she claimed I was.
Because.

'Just a little... just a little longer.'

I had to watch even though I didn't want to, had to hear even though I didn't want to.
The sight of Ilaine fighting Low and getting injured.

In my heart, I wanted to rush in with my heat at maximum explosion, but.
I maintained my composure while biting my lips to shreds.
If I rushed over there now, I'd only die in vain.
If I truly wanted to save her, I needed to focus here.

'Nnnnngh!'

As the ice crystal's cool and vast magical power entered me, my body felt like it was freezing from the excessive cold.
Even as my consciousness grew hazy, I maintained my body temperature through heat manipulation and continued to absorb the crystal's magic until.

'Got it!'

A breath thicker than cigarette smoke escaped my lips.
The magical power contained in the ice crystal was so vast that what I absorbed was only a tiny fraction.
But still, half of my upper body was now filled with the ice crystal's cold magic.

However, I can't fight with just this.
To fully utilize the ice crystal's magic, one would need to be as strong as Grace.
Moreover, the ice crystal Grace used in the story was gem-sized, but I absorbed magic from a boulder-sized crystal. It contains even more powerful energy.
That's why at my current level, no matter how hard I try, I only have one strike.

"Hey, you punk over there!"

I taunted Low while hiding the ice crystal's magic with my heat manipulation.
Even now my upper body feels like it might burst from controlling the magic, so rushing at him is impossible.
To deliver a decisive blow, he needs to move.

Fortunately, Low took my bait.
As planned, I abandoned my sword to make him lower his guard, then wounded him with Hanchul's blade.
Seizing the perfect opportunity.

'Now!'

I poured all the magic stored in my body into Heukyo.
The dagger Heukyo, made of Hanchul and obsidian, greedily devoured the ice crystal's magic without breaking.

"Take this!"

I swung Heukyo, now filled to the limit with cold magic, unleashing my strongest strike.
Snow Blade, Luke-style. Avalanche.

As I swung Heukyo, the muscles in my arm tore from the magical backlash, causing pain, but I smiled.
Who wouldn't smile at the spectacular sight of a snowstorm unfolding right before their eyes?
Especially when I caused this phenomenon with my own hands.

And then.

'Nice... Ilaine.'

As I collapsed from exhaustion, I saw it.
Ilaine understood my intention.
The moment the shadow spear shattered from the avalanche, she caught Heukyo that I had thrown into the snowstorm.
She nodded at me and then.

Slash!
She ended this fight.

***

When Low fell, all his techniques were dispelled.
The territory control, the fire play, the double sixes.

As the shadows covering the underground were lifted and the shadow soldiers disappeared.
Only then did the guards and mages realize the battle was over.

"Hey, Luke! Are you alive?"

Garen rushed over to check on me, and I answered with unprecedented honesty.

"I feel like I'm dying."
"Well, seeing you talk like that, you must really be hurting."

Garen also seemed to have struggled against the shadows, as his body was covered in blood.
Right, these people fought the shadow soldiers, buying me time to absorb the ice crystal's magic.

"Senior, what about Low?"
"He's down. The mages are binding him thoroughly right now."
"Ahh..."

Low being bound means he's unconscious.
We really won.

"Hehehehe."

It's amazing.
To think we defeated the Episode 3 boss with our own hands.
Without the protagonist.
Without Grace.
Without any named characters from the novel, we extras defeated one of the main villains.

That fact was so incredible and overwhelming that I couldn't even express it.
So I just laughed.

"Man, you're in bad shape. Get on my back. No, can you even climb on? Just stay still. I'll carry you."
"Ah, senior, my arm, arm! Hey!"
"Hey?"
"I meant 'ouch.' It's an exclamation of pain."
"Haha, after all you've been through, you can speak informally to me."

Thanks to Garen carrying me, we returned to where everyone was gathered.
Low really was lying face down on the ground, thoroughly bound. He had returned to his human form.
Around him, everyone was either sitting or standing with exhausted faces, surrounding him.

"Luke!"

Probably as tired as I was.
Perhaps unable to show weakness as the captain of the guards, Ilaine, who had been standing, called out to me loudly as soon as she saw me.
Loud enough that even others around turned their heads toward me.

Ilaine didn't stop there but walked over with determined steps.

"Are you alright?"
"?!"

While it's understandable for a captain to show concern, the reason for my surprise was.
Ilaine was caressing my cheek with her hand.
With a worried look in her eyes, no less.

Wait a minute.
She seems to have let her guard down from battle fatigue.
There are many eyes watching, isn't this behavior too obvious?
I'm even being carried by Garen right now! That voice is dangerous!

But I couldn't move a muscle.
Speaking softly would mean Garen would hear.
As I tried to figure out how to react with my already frazzled brain.

"What?!"

A mage shouted in surprise, and everyone's attention shifted in that direction.
And everyone was shocked.

"You... worms."

Low, having regained consciousness, was trembling as he tried to get up.
The guards and mages who still had strength left aimed their weapons at him, watching his every move.
Ready to attack the moment he tried anything.

"Do you really think... you can kill me with this? This level of trial... compared to what I went through with that man... is nothing... cough!"

Despite his trembling, Low tried to maintain his pride. But the alarming amount of blood he coughed up proved it was just bravado.
Low seemed to be struggling as he breathed heavily before laughing with a chilling voice.

"Kekekekeke. This is truly amusing. To think that I, Low, would be reduced to a state worse than a worm. This is the first such humiliation in my life."

After laughing for a while.

"I will never forget what happened today. I've memorized all your faces. Not a single one of you will be spared. I'll tear you all limb from limb and feed you to wild beasts."
"Silence. From now on, according to Northern law, you'll have the tendons in your limbs cut, be bound with magic-preventing shackles, and be imprisoned underground."

In response to Ilaine's warning, Low tilted his head.

"Ah, especially you, who wounded my body twice. Look forward to an even more miserable fate than what I just described."
"You're the one who's acting miserably."
"Heh, indeed."

Low let out a self-deprecating laugh.

"I renounce my sin."

Feeling an ominous premonition from Low's words, I hurriedly shouted.

"Captain, he's trying something!"
"!"

Ilaine must have felt the same, as she swung her sword.

Slash!
Ilaine's sword cut Low's left eye, but.
Shhhhhh.
Shadows rising from the floor instantly enveloped him, and Low disappeared from that spot.
In his place remained the husk of the werewolf we had been fighting earlier.

"!!"

The mages should have not only bound his limbs with barrier magic but also suppressed his magic use.
Did he forcibly break free and escape?
Disgusting bastard.

Judging by the werewolf husk left behind, he seems to have given up the devil's power as the price for his escape.
I didn't know that was possible.

"Luke!"
"It's not invisibility... He's moved to a completely different location."
"Damn it!"

Ilaine, uncharacteristically, let out a harsh curse.

"Those who can move, pursue him immediately! In that state, he couldn't have gone far!"

***

"Huff, huff."

Low, who barely escaped from the Ice Tower, reappeared in a forest outside Wintercannon.
Originally, he had set up this escape route because he disliked the commotion that would follow after completing his mission.
Little did he know it would save his life.

"Damn it..."

He was furious at the pathetic thought of being critically wounded by such opponents, and even more furious at the self-loathing he felt for fleeing while also feeling relieved.
He had the urge to pour poison into Wintercannon right then and there.

"Tsk, how am I going to explain this?"

Due to unexpected variables, both the Ice Tower terror attack and the ice crystal destruction had failed.
That man doesn't tolerate failure, so there would surely be severe sanctions.
Honestly, that's a bit frightening.
It would also be troublesome if he found out about abandoning the sin shared with him to escape.

'There's only one way. First, I'll recover, then properly gather my equipment and come back. Then I'll go to the Ice Tower and kill them all.'

This time he had come with a light heart and hadn't properly brought weapons except for a few drugs.
That's why those bastards got the better of him. That's all it was.
Even without the devil's power, if he fought with his original dagger techniques, those fools would be nothing no matter what tricks they pulled.

Low's gaze suddenly turned to his severed right arm.
Damn, that's also a problem.
Luna, that whore with healing abilities, was killed by Aran, and.
His eye hurts too.

'Come to think of it, Luke was it? That strange guy's dagger looked quite good.'

Even in this situation, his habit of coveting valuable daggers remained, when.

"?!"

Low's senses detected presences.
Four people. Judging by their footsteps, sturdy adults.

In his current state, it would be best to avoid a fight.
Reluctantly, Low got up and left his position, but.

'More presences here too?'

For some reason, despite moving far away, there were more presences.
Given the timing, they couldn't have pursued him this far already.

They might be his subordinates, so Low stopped fleeing and hid behind a tree to check the identity of the presences.

"Oh my goodness."

The presences turned out to be Black Crow organization members and civilians.
Judging by their appearance, they seemed to be residents of Camliver village and subordinates transporting them, as Thorn had mentioned.

'That means Thorn succeeded in dealing with Grace. Kukuk, the fight of a knight and the fight of an assassin are completely different.'

Even that great hero was once caught in a conspiracy.
Relieved, Low approached them, revealing himself, when.

"Whew, caught up."
"?"

A different voice came from the side.
And the moment he heard it, Low felt a chill run down his spine.
Thinking "no way, no way," he turned his head, and there stood.

"Low?"

The Grand Duchess of the North. Grace Northrain.
Along with her guards.

"I met an unexpected acquaintance on my way to rescue my people. Why are you here in that state? And how did you lose your right arm again?"

Grace tilted her head, looking at Low.
Low was inwardly relieved at her reaction.

Grace, who wasn't at the scene, doesn't know who was behind the Ice Tower attack.
If he can just deceive her well, he can escape from here.
He might as well hand over those guys.

But as Grace slowly examined Low, her eyes changed.

"Ah, I understand now."

Boom.
An immense killing intent mercilessly pressed down on Low.

"Urrrgh!"

Already in terrible shape, Low couldn't withstand the overwhelming killing intent and cowered.

"That wound was made by a snow blade. That means you fought with Ilaine."
"!"

Insane.
How did she recognize that?
Ah, no.
Of course she would.

Grand Duchess Grace Northrain.
Another title that earned her the name of humanity's strongest knight was.

Sword Saint.
In terms of pure swordsmanship, she was even more excellent than the hero Aran.
After all, she was the master who taught swordsmanship to Aran.

"W-wait. Grace!"
"Shut your mouth. I'm angry right now."

Feeling his life in danger, Low forcibly used his ability despite blood welling up inside him.
Shadow Art, Stone Skipping.
First, he would attach shadows to Grace's body to restrict her movement, and then...

Boom!
Grace's powerful strike blew away the shadow bullet in one hit.

"Tsk, as expected!"

He knew she wouldn't be an easy opponent.
But fighting her in his current state was suicide.

Shadow Art, Shadow Step.
Grace has no detection ability, so she shouldn't be able to see through his invisibility.
He tried to escape with this, but.

"Mere trickery. I can easily find you by the sound of branches being stepped on."

Blade Art, Bite.
Grace's thrown sword pierced sharply down at the hidden Low.

"Aaaaargh!"

Low screamed as his stomach was pierced in one go.

"How annoying that you try to run away."

At Grace's cold voice, Low, now desperate, attempted teleportation even at the cost of his lifespan, but.

"This should cripple you but not kill you."

Boom!
Grace's fist mercilessly crushed Low.

Ch.51 - Chapter 51. Sword Saint
When Low fled from the Snow Flower Tower, Ilaine immediately mobilized everyone available to pursue him.
Fortunately, Deputy Captain Anduril, who could take on the leadership role, was uninjured, and there were also mages from the Snow Flower Tower who hadn't been involved in the battle on the fifth underground floor.

Sufficient forces to chase after one battered wolf.
These troops departed as soon as their formation was complete.
But they returned not long after.

Ilaine was puzzled, wondering if something had happened.
Yet the pursuit team's expressions were bright.

And beside them stood Grace, who had returned after defeating the assassins.
And next to Grace...
Huh? A large mop? No, looking again, it's a person.
It was Low, captured and looking like he might never walk again.

"Right? This guy is the one who attacked the Snow Flower Tower."

Ilaine nodded with a dazed expression.
Grace frowned and struck Low's head once.
Already unconscious, Low couldn't resist and simply collapsed like a doll.

"Your Excellency, how did you manage to capture him?"
"Ah..."

***

Thorn, who had lured Grace and her guards to Camliver village, began his ambush.
But his initial throwing of hidden weapons failed, and an enraged Grace discovered his hiding spot.

"So that's where you were hiding. You said you'd hunt me? Go ahead and try."

Grace walked forward like a judge pronouncing a death sentence, her sword hanging at her side.
Watching Grace approach, directly targeting him, Thorn said:

"As expected of the famous Grand Duke of the North! I didn't expect you'd be easy to kill."

Then he snapped his fingers, signaling.
At Thorn's signal, bombs flew from all directions.
Unlike throwing weapons, bombs were difficult to defend against since carelessly striking them could result in getting caught in the explosion.

Grace glanced briefly at the incoming bombs.
Lion Sword, King's Roar.
KWAAANG!
A massive sword energy spread out, shooting down all the bombs in mid-air.

"Hmm, I was rather expecting that."

Thorn let out a hollow laugh while watching the fireworks display in the air, then suddenly leaped away.

"!"

Grace, who had somehow approached him, brought her sword down heavily.
BOOM!
The spot where Thorn had been was cratered as if a boulder had fallen.

"Why are you cowering and dodging?"

Grace watched Thorn again with her sword lowered.

"You said this would be an interesting hunt, but you don't look so good. Less fun than you expected?"
"Ahem!"

Thorn readily admitted it.

In truth, the first throwing weapons were just a distraction.
The real trap was the poison set on the ground.
Grace had noticed it and immediately struck the ground, erasing all the poison with her sword energy.

'There was a reason the boss was lukewarm about the plan even after hearing it.'

He must have anticipated it.
That traps wouldn't work against Grace.
Yet he still assigned the assassination team to her...

'It would be best if we could kill her. But even if we can't, spending all our lives to inflict damage on the Grand Duke would be enough.'

After all, theirs was a relationship formed by monetary contract. There was no loyalty or sense of duty.
Yet the reason Thorn didn't retreat, even after realizing Low's true intentions, was:

'If I achieve the feat of killing Grace, the Grand Duke of the North, I could make contact with someone above Low.'

Having grown up in the underworld since birth, Thorn knew.
Though Low was called the king of crime, there was someone above him giving orders.
Otherwise, why would Low come all the way to the distant north to destroy an unfamiliar mineral called ice crystal and summon his organization's members?

To treat the ruler of the underworld as a mere underling.
Though he didn't know who it was, they must be an unbelievably powerful figure.
To catch their eye, he needed to deal with the Grand Duke of the North here.

'Some have flown away, but I still have cards to play.'

Having steeled his resolve, Thorn blew his whistle once briefly.
Recognizing it as a signal, Grace shouted:

"Guards! Form groups of five and cover each other's blind spots! Watch carefully not just front, back, left, and right, but also above and below!"

Does she have experience dealing with assassins?
Grace's instructions were precise.
But the Black Crow assassination team, composed only of the finest assassins, was difficult to counter with standard tactics.

"Hmm?"

Gi, the leader of the 3rd guard unit, frowned as he noticed a suspicious change.
Not just his brow, but his vision was also becoming clouded.
Grace too noticed the anomaly.

"Magic?"

The only reason for fog to suddenly appear in clear weather was magic.
Was there a mage among the assassins?

'Hehe, no matter what, this will be difficult to counter.'

Common knowledge held that assassins were proficient in stealth techniques and weapon skills like throwing or dagger arts.
But almost no one considered the possibility of an assassin trained in magic.

Mages were fundamentally intelligent and sensible scholars. What fool would choose the path of an assassin over that of a mage?
Unless they were a villain with a completely twisted personality.
And not all mages are necessarily good people.

'Like before, using sword energy to blow it away won't help. This is magic, so the fog can simply be replenished.'

When the fog became sufficiently thick, Thorn blew his whistle twice.
Sound has the annoying disadvantage of signaling to enemies as well.

But he did it deliberately.
In the fog where nothing could be seen, a mysterious signal heard by the ear would instill not just vigilance but also fear.
The hunt had already begun.

In the situation where visibility was impaired by fog, Grace awakened her senses with magic detection.
The other knights in the 3rd unit were likely using the same method.
The problem was...

'Not all guards are knights.'

Naturally, even in the guard, there were more soldiers than knights.
Few among them would know even the basics of magic detection, meaning most of the guards had become lost in this fog.

It was certainly a crisis situation, but Grace...
She smirked.

"It seems you prepared this as your trump card. But aren't you underestimating the North too much?"

As she spoke, she infused her sword with magical power.
Lion Sword, King's Roar.
Grace's wide-ranging sword energy momentarily cleared the fog, brightening Camliver village, but the fog quickly returned.
That was enough.

"Run to my right to escape the village!"

At Grace's command, the guards moved in unison to escape the fog's range.

Thorn grinned at this command.

'Fool! Did you think we wouldn't prepare for that?'

This was exactly what he wanted.
The most skilled members of the assassination team were already waiting there.
Of course there were traps. Silent traps at that.

Thorn took out a silent signal device, a magical tool, from his breast pocket to signal the assassination team, and began moving himself.

'The thick fog has the disadvantage of obscuring our vision too.'

But the Black Crow assassins were all first-class at reading presences and could gauge an opponent's movements by the slightest sound.
Additionally, when Grace had blown away the fog, they too had confirmed their targets' positions.
Despite being in fog where nothing could be seen, the guards headed precisely toward the village exit, and the assassination team followed them closely.

When Grace and the guards entered the village exit, within range of the traps prepared by the assassination team...

'Now!'

Pababababat.
As if someone had triggered a trap, throwing weapons shot out from inside a house, and at that sound, the waiting assassins began their ambush.

Chang! Chachang! Chang!
Though not clearly visible due to the fog, the eerie sound of clashing metal indicated the ambush had succeeded.
If the escaping guards fell into confusion, and the Grand Duke of the North became distracted trying to command them...
Thorn suddenly felt a strange sense of dissonance.

'Why aren't there any screams?'

With the barrage of throwing weapons and the assassins' attack, there should have been screams from the soldiers, if not the knights.
Surely the regular army hadn't been trained to suppress screams like they had.
Why were there only metal sounds and no human cries?

He had signaled to dispel the fog magic for the finishing blow, so visibility would soon improve.
Thorn landed on a roof near the trap and waited.

"Hm?!"

As soon as the fog cleared and he confirmed the situation, he expressed his shock.

The trap had certainly activated. The waiting assassins had also attacked.
But...
Those lying on the ground were not Northern soldiers... but the assassination team!

"How did this—"

There was no time for leisurely contemplation.
As visibility improved, Grace charged at him again.

KWANG!
As Thorn dodged, Grace destroyed a house and made an apologetic face.

"When this is over, I'll have to let the villagers stay in nice mansions in Wintercannon for a while. Their village has been damaged because of these rogues."
"What... how did you block it?"
"Are you very surprised? Your speech has become informal."
"Answer me."
"It's nothing special. I have many excellent subordinates. Loyal, brave, and strong."
"Subordinates?"

Thorn glanced at the guards, and only then did he realize.

The soldiers were unharmed by the throwing weapons.
But no matter how excellent the Northern army was, they couldn't have blocked all the flying weapons in such poor visibility.
So where had those weapons gone?

'What kind of crude strategy is this...'

The soldiers were fine.
Thanks to the knights who led the way, using magic detection to read presences even in the fog and blocking the throwing weapons.
The weapons that couldn't be fully blocked were embedded in their bodies, especially that giant muscular knight and the tough-looking female knight who seemed unfazed despite having multiple weapons stuck in them.
Were they monsters?

'Knights taking hits for others? I've never heard of such a strategy.'

Of course not.
This was a scene only possible in the Northern Guard, where knights and soldiers were all brothers and friends regardless of status.

The knights had blocked the throwing weapons, and the soldiers following behind had immediately formed ranks to counter the assassins' attack.
Even in thick fog, people nearby are still visible, and in a direct confrontation, the Northern elite guard was confident they wouldn't lose to anyone.

Thus, the ambush had only managed to slightly injure some knights without causing any other damage.

'No, that alone doesn't make sense. No matter how well they responded, throwing weapons and assassins' coordinated attacks aren't so easily blocked.'

Then Thorn noticed something strange.
The wounds on some assassins.
Too minor to have been caused by a sword. Those looked more like wounds from throwing weapons.
Could it be...

"Well, does the Grand Duke of the North have assassins among her subordinates?"
"Oh my."
"Hm?"
"I can see you're an excellent assassin, but you lack tact. That one is terribly shy and can't sit still when someone tries to uncover their identity."
"What does that mean...?"

Shiver!
Thorn felt a chill down his spine.
Just now, 'someone' had looked at him from nearby.
The location... near the village entrance?

"It's alright. You won't have to face that child. You're scheduled to die here by my hand."

As the grim reaper approached, wielding a sword instead of a scythe, Thorn clicked his tongue and pulled out a curved dagger from his breast pocket.

"I suppose I'll have to face you directly."

As soon as he finished speaking, he vanished from sight.

Not invisibility, but high-speed movement.
It was such incredible speed that even Grace's eyes lost track of his direction.

"!"

Sensing a presence behind her, Grace quickly swung her sword.
Chachachang.

"Throwing weapons, is it."

Next came attacks from the right, left, above, below.
Three throwing weapons flew precisely from all around her.

'To throw weapons with such speed and accuracy, targeting only vital points. His assassination skills are among the best.'

If such an assassin had come for her in the past, she might never have become the Grand Duke of the North.
Grace gave a bitter smile as she deflected another throwing weapon from the front.

The strategy of scorching the surroundings with the Lion Sword like before wouldn't work.
If anything, blocking visibility would advantage the assassin.

'Below!'

Chang!
Though she defended immediately upon sensing the presence, the feel was different.
That wasn't a throwing weapon.
Thorn had struck directly and passed by.

So the throwing weapons were just a test to measure her reactions.

"Your speed is no less than Low's."

As she blocked the following dagger techniques, Grace remarked in admiration, reminded of Aran's companion she had met before.

"?!"

For some reason, Thorn hesitated momentarily and his speed drastically slowed.
Grace's senses didn't miss that opening.
KWANG!

Though not as fast as Thorn or Low, she too possessed remarkable speed befitting her title as one of humanity's strongest knights.
Blown away by Grace's strike, Thorn landed and immediately disappeared from sight again, utilizing his speed.

"Quite a sturdy dagger."

Grace admired Thorn's dagger that had blocked her sword energy, then said:

"You're an enemy using vile methods, but I acknowledge your speed. You're the fastest I've ever faced."

Grace sheathed her sword.
It was strange for a swordsman to put away their weapon while the battle wasn't over. But Thorn saw it as a golden opportunity.

Whatever her plan, his speed would overcome her strategy.
He just needed to quickly slit her throat and escape before she could do anything.
Thorn channeled all his magical power and strength into his legs, increasing his already fast speed, and charged directly at Grace.

"But you were unlucky in your weapon choice. No one wielding a sword can defeat me."

Even as Grace's words became faint due to his incredible speed, Thorn approached to slit her throat.

"?!"

Thorn felt something strange in his hand.
The dagger slipped.

"A dagger is still a sword."

The dagger that slipped from Thorn's hand didn't fall to the ground but moved on its own in mid-air.
Then it flew at high speed toward Thorn and began slashing his body mercilessly.
Chwachwachwachwachwach!

"Kuh, kuhak! What is this!"

Sword Spirit Technique, Prey Hunt.
Grace's sword spirit technique, controlling swords with magical power, wasn't constrained by human speed limits.
Thorn's dagger, which had blocked Grace's sword energy in their earlier clash, had already absorbed enough of her magical power.

Even as he tried to escape, the dagger moved like a poltergeist, severing his tendons and slashing his legs so he could never run again.

Finally, as Thorn's screams ended, the slashing stopped.
The dagger flew gently to its new master, and Grace, catching it, approached Thorn sprawled on the ground and asked:

"So. Where are my people?"

Despite his legs being reduced to rags, Thorn was still trembling, trying to devise a counterattack with the remaining assassins.

"I wasn't asking you."

When Grace opened her hand and released the dagger, it flew somewhere.
Lying down, Thorn couldn't see where the dagger was headed.
But somehow, he felt terror at the thought that someone had just been pierced and killed by it.

Ch.52 - Chapter 52. The Unfinished Conspiracy (Revised)
In a dark room where no light entered,
A blonde man sat in a chair, trimming his nails.

Seemingly dissatisfied with their appearance,
He examined his nails intently before suddenly biting them with his teeth.

Though the nails he had just neatly trimmed were now ruined, he smiled with satisfaction as he used his fingers to tear away the rough edges.

Just then, a brown light flashed before the man, taking the silhouette of a person.
The man continued fixing his nails without even glancing at the silhouette, and only when he seemed finished did he speak.

"You know, I have many servants, but I'm truly glad that you're one of them."
[......]
"Loyal, upright, sturdy. You don't irritate me with unnecessary words or actions, and unlike those fools, I don't need to give you detailed instructions for every task. That's what makes you the best."
[......]
"That's why I'm even more shocked."
[I apologize.]

Despite the brown silhouette's apology in a heavy voice, the man continued with a faint smile.

"The connection with Low has been severed. What does this mean? Dead or dying. Either way, it's not good, is it? I wonder how Low ended up like that. I'm curious."
[......]
"Our Low may be a bit of a show-off, but he's not one to do things half-heartedly. Perhaps he's grown rusty after spending so much time with money and drugs."

As the brown silhouette maintained its silence, the man awkwardly cleared his throat and changed the subject.

"Have you heard about the destruction of the ice crystal? What about the Snow Flower Tower?"
[According to reports, the battery of the Snow Flower Tower was bombed, but the effect was minimal compared to what was planned. No additional results have been confirmed.]
"Continue."

After the brown silhouette reported all the progress, the man who had been listening quietly opened his mouth.

"Wow, it failed even worse than I thought."
[I apologize.]
"Yes, you should be sorry for this one. The mage who infiltrated the Snow Flower Tower was caught, Low was taken down, and even with Black Crow mobilized, it still failed. This seems like a moment when I should laugh, but I can't bring myself to."

The man tapped the table with his nail clipper.

"So the North remains intact and unharmed."
[Yes.]
"Oh my goodness."

Just then, a purple light appeared, forming the silhouette of a woman.

[Why did you call me? I'm busy right now.]
"What are you doing?"
[What do you mean 'what am I doing'? I'm working on the research you asked for.]
"Ah, the chimera?"

The man clapped his hands as if suddenly remembering, and the purple silhouette sighed.

[I accepted it because it aligns with my original research, but this is more challenging than I expected. The conditions you set are quite demanding to begin with.]
"But I believe you can do it. I'll cheer you on."
[Ha, you damn bastard... So why did you call me? Dorgon is here too?]

At the purple silhouette's question, the man sighed and answered.

"Two of our friends have disappeared."
[What?]
"Both Sira and Low have been disconnected. First, it seems Aran came to the Moon Forest, defeated all the dark elves, and even cut down the corrupted World Tree."
[Tsk, I knew this would happen when she insisted on handling it herself. Being the softie she is, she probably felt guilty toward Aran.]
"She couldn't help it. Sira liked Aran, after all."
[That aside, did she die without ever knowing why the World Tree was damaged?]
"Yes, poor thing. Not knowing why the World Tree was corrupted, and becoming enemies with the person she liked. Should we have a moment of silence?"
[Everyone except Sira knows you're the culprit, so tone it down, you madman.]

The reason Sira became a dark elf was because she fed demon blood to the damaged World Tree to save it.
Then...
Why was the World Tree damaged in the first place?

"No, Aran doesn't know either. Oh? Then Aran must have had to cut down the World Tree without knowing why it was corrupted? Fighting each other without knowing anything, just desperately trying to stop what's in front of them. This is a bit ridiculous and amusing."

As the man chuckled, the purple silhouette sighed but didn't criticize him.
It was that man who had plotted the plan, but it was she who had stolen the life force from the World Tree.

Moreover, if that man hadn't instigated Sira by telling her that demon blood could save the World Tree after he damaged it...
It would have been quite troublesome if Sira had sided with Aran when betraying him.

Unlike the other companions, she didn't betray Aran willingly.
She had no choice but to betray him because she feared that Arin, as a hero, would kill her corrupted kin.

In the end, that man wanted to destroy Sira's love for Aran.
And she wanted to obtain the power of life from the World Tree, regardless of what happened to Sira.
They were no different from each other.

[With the dark elves dead, you've lost one of your slaves.]
"Yes, it's truly regrettable. Now that Aran has dealt with Sira, he'll target the next one. I hear he has some quite useful companions too. This has become troublesome."
[Hey, who do you think Aran will target next?]

At the purple silhouette's question, the brown one pondered before answering.

[In the order I predicted, Low would have been after Sira... but if he knows Low is gone, it will probably be me. He'll target you just before the end, when you come to the royal capital.]
[Right. So what happened to that scoundrel?]

At the purple silhouette's question, the man frowned, unlike when discussing Sira.

"It seems things didn't go well in the North. You can hear the details from Dorgon later."
[You seem quite angry. What's the point?]
"I think we need to focus on two areas. Not just Aran, but the North won't sit still after this incident. Grace isn't foolish enough to think we're not involved in Low's actions."
[Wait. Are you saying we have to fight Grace? I don't like that.]
"I don't like it either. But she was always a target we'd have to eliminate eventually, right? We tried to exclude the Snow Flower Tower for that time, but it failed, and now we have to move up the timeline."
[Sigh... That's true. So what's the plan?]
"One of two options. To conquer the North, we need Dorgon's forces. We can't let Aran ruin that. So, Merci, you step in and eliminate Aran. Then Dorgon attacks the North."
[I feel like I'm getting the short end of the stick, so I'll hear the second option before deciding.]
"Alright. If Grace tries to pressure us, I'll publicly declare that Aran, the fallen hero devoured by demons, is attacking former heroes, and the North is cooperating with him. I'll say the attack on the Snow Flower Tower was part of an investigation into suspicious activities in the North."

In other words, a public opinion war.
The North is a powerful force, but due to geographical limitations, they have limited interaction with other regions.
Taking advantage of this, the moment the North tries to act, he'll paint them as villains and apply political pressure by using his power to suppress surrounding forces.
Additionally, he'll twist the narrative of hero Aran's sacrificial story, portraying him as a villain who killed Saint Luna after his resurrection, isolating them so no one takes their side.

Humans are emotional creatures; when given someone to blame, the truth often becomes secondary, and they tend to side with the powerful based on their interests.
The plan was to redirect the unity humans once showed in fighting demons toward the North and Aran.

[It sounds like an interesting plan, but is it feasible? Unlike demons who looked monstrous from the start, the North is human and hasn't harmed humanity, so it might not be easy to get support.]
"You don't understand, Merci. Humans don't try to investigate that deeply. They're too busy with their own survival. Besides, if you give the powerful something tempting, their subordinates will naturally follow. Isn't that how we eliminated the demons?"
[Well, I don't know much about politics. So then?]
"Meanwhile, we send Aran to the North. That way, we kill two birds with one stone. Doesn't that simplify things?"

Both the purple and brown silhouettes showed interest in the man's words.

[That would allow us to concentrate our forces, which have been weakened by the loss of Sira and Low, in one place. It seems like a good plan.]
[I agree. Aran's biggest problem is his unpredictability. It would be reassuring to confine him to the North.]

As both agreed, the man finally smiled brightly.

"Great, friends. Let's start preparing. I'll be busy taking over the Elrn Church now that Luna is gone, so I can't participate directly. But you two can handle it, right?"
[Leave it to me. I will definitely make up for the previous failure.]
[Okay. I want to get this troublesome matter over with quickly, so I'll cooperate too.]

The purple and brown silhouettes disappeared with their responses.

As the room filled with darkness again, the man leaned back in his chair and muttered to himself.

"Things are progressing much faster than planned... but they haven't deviated from the overall framework. Once I eliminate Aran and Grace, the dissidents who might oppose the world I'm creating, it will be complete. The cornerstone of my eternal thousand-year kingdom."

The center is his.
The west is Dorgon's land, making him his underling.
The opportunists in the east lack the courage to fight the center.
The autonomists in the south have been prevented from recovering from the wounds of the last great war by controlling the dark elves, so they won't be able to move for a while. The rest can be dealt with afterward.

The only problem was the North, which couldn't be controlled, but with the western forces he had prepared and the central magic tower, they could be eliminated.

"Ah, right. Since Low is gone, I should take over Black Crow too. And his business."

Though not as useful as the dark elves, the underworld dogs could still serve as disposable chess pieces.
The man decided to make good use of the legacy his friend had left behind.

***

In less than half a day,
The Snow Flower Tower terrorist incident that had caused an uproar in Wintercannon was completely resolved.

Grace, who had pursued the assassins, completely eradicated Black Crow's assassination team, successfully rescued the kidnapped residents of Camliver village,
And captured Low who had fled in the process.

Low was reportedly shackled with magic-suppressing handcuffs and thrown into the depths of the underground prison.
Even if he managed to break through those shackles, he could no longer use his legs,
And with a magic icicle from the Snow Flower Tower embedded in his heart, he would freeze if he didn't regularly control the cold.

The Snow Flower Tower had its largest battery destroyed, but there was no other damage.
In fact, I heard they were excited about creating a new type of battery using ice crystals while repairing the destroyed one, which made me think these guys weren't exactly normal either.

Besides the new battery, there were other significant changes.

Although the outcome was good, the root cause was the vulnerable internal security of the Snow Flower Tower.
Therefore, in addition to investing in firepower, new systems and facilities for internal security were established under the leadership of Sophia, who had recovered.

Fortunately, Sophia's injuries weren't severe.
According to her, Low deliberately controlled his attack because he coveted her magic eye. I knew it.
Low had a preference for Sophia's youthful appearance despite her age.

Closing the barn door after the horse has bolted isn't foolish.
What's foolish is not closing it even after losing the horse.
The Snow Flower Tower will never again suffer from spy infiltration.

The contribution of Tower Lord Dariel, who humbly acknowledged their mistake, didn't end there.
The mages of the Snow Flower Tower were mobilized to serve the city for citizens who had been confused by the sudden terrorist attack.

The biggest benefit was the strengthening of the city wall's defense facilities at no cost,
And street restoration using magic.

Thanks to this, voices criticizing the Snow Flower Tower were suppressed before they could even arise.
As soon as the incident occurred, Guard Unit 2 and the Northern Army protected the city, preventing any actual damage.

There were benefits for our side too.
Guard Unit 1, which fought against Low, and Guard Unit 3, which eradicated the Black Crow assassination team in Camliver village, were injured.
Guard Units 2 and 4 alone weren't enough to carry out the existing duties,
So the Snow Flower Tower provided ice golems for support.

Grace showed interest in the ice golems, which need neither rest nor sleep as long as they have enough magic power, but she didn't actively adopt them, saying they weren't interesting.
I don't understand her logic. Maybe it's because she's from the North.

The ice golems filling in for the Guard Units meant...

Special leave was given to Guard Units 1 and 3.
It was called special leave, but it was actually sick leave since all the injured were in hospital beds, and even those who were fine were nursing their colleagues.
But it was certainly cozy to rest after completing a major task.

"Ah... it still hurts."

The problem was that I wasn't very comfortable.
Was it because I used the ice crystal's magic power?
I didn't notice during the battle due to adrenaline, but apparently my insides were a mess.

It was nice that Grace, after hearing about my situation, arranged for me to have a private room, which is rare in a fantasy world.
But lying down and staring at the ceiling every minute, occasionally groaning in pain, was no way to live.

Ah, why don't I know how to make a television or radio?
I respect you, alternate history protagonists. I can't even produce electricity; the best I can do is be a human electric mat.
Since I can't get up, I can't read books or take walks, so honestly, I'm bored.

The only joy while lying in the hospital room...
Knock knock.

"Come in."

The person who entered with a knock was...

"How are you feeling?"

It was Elaine.
Ah, suddenly I feel happier.

The reason she visited me wasn't because she had recovered with superhuman healing abilities, despite being injured more than others in the Snow Flower Tower battle.
It was because she was a patient in the next room.

"Are you sure you should be moving around already?"
"Compared to you, my injuries are just cuts and tears. I'm used to this level of injury."
"Used to it? That's truly heartbreaking to hear."
"Not as heartbreaking as you, who looks like your chest might actually tear open."

In truth, in a fantasy world, torn wounds aren't that serious unless there's physical loss.
Or more precisely, they would be serious for civilians, but not for someone in the Grand Duke of the North's guard unit.
Fantasy worlds have that thing.
Health potions.

Naturally, Elaine, as the captain of the guard, had used one, and was now hospitalized to monitor her condition after using the potion.
Then why wasn't I using a potion?
Because the ice crystal's magic power inside my body shouldn't be stimulated.

Elaine approached my bedside and stroked my face with a concerned touch.

Perhaps because the ice crystal made me cold inside? Since obtaining the salamander's scales, I rarely felt actual warmth.
Elaine's hand was so warm.

"It's the first time I've seen you look so weak."
"Indeed."
"It makes my heart ache even more. That I cannot take that pain for you..."

I was about to lighten the mood with a joke about wanting a hug when I saw Elaine's worried face.
Knock knock.

"?!"

At the sound of someone knocking, Elaine hastily withdrew her hand and sat nearby.
Judging by that speed, she must really be healed.

The person who opened the door and entered was...

"I was visiting the soldiers and thought I'd stop by. How are you feeling?"

Grace entered with Weasel, the captain of Unit 4, substituting for the hospitalized Elaine, and then...

"Oh."

Seeing the two of us together, a deep look of regret flashed across her face.

Ah, sister, your timing is really...
The person known as humanity's strongest knight has terrible intuition.
For the first time, I was about to get annoyed at Grace, but then I remembered who had provided this hospital room and checked myself.
That was a close call.

Ch.53 - Chapter 53. Special Appointment
"Ahem, ahem. Lord Elaine, it's truly a beautiful sight to see you visiting your subordinate despite your own injuries. I should learn from this."
"Thank you."

Perhaps conscious of Weasel standing behind him, Elaine responded to Grace's theatrical situation-dressing with her usual stoic face and a simple bow.

I should probably get up to greet the Grand Duke of the North who has personally come to visit.

"Stay lying down. I'm well aware of your physical condition."

Thanks to Grace's consideration, I was able to remain in bed.
By the way, this scene.
It feels strangely familiar.

"Just like during the Silver Sabertooth incident, it seems you always greet me lying down after a battle."

I wasn't the only one who found it familiar.
Grace spoke to me with a smile, but upon noticing Elaine's darkening expression, he cleared his throat and changed the subject.

"You don't look too well, so I'll keep this brief."

Does he have business beyond just visiting a patient?
I listened carefully as Grace began to speak.

"I was originally going to tell you after you were discharged, but I thought you might worry. Since this also concerns Lord Elaine, you should both hear this."
"What is it?"
"Aren't you curious about what happened with your knight examination?"

Ah, right.
I must really be unwell.

My original purpose was to prevent the Snow Tower terrorist attack, and the appearance of Rowe—one of the main villains in the novel—and our battle was so shocking that I had temporarily forgotten.

When the explosion occurred at Snow Tower, the knight examination was naturally suspended.
Even after the incident ended, the aftermath made it impossible to resume the examination.
As a result, the knight examination, with only the third assessment remaining, had been left hanging.

I still had my bet with Grace.
Becoming a knight within two months.
This was also an important matter since my relationship with Elaine and my continued position in her guard unit were at stake.

Even if I lost the bet, my feelings for Elaine wouldn't change, and I had declared before both of them that I would become a knight later and return to the Winter Palace.
Still, I needed to confirm the outcome of the bet.

"Let me start with the conclusion: after much discussion, it was decided to officially discontinue this knight examination."
"!"
"You're surprised, but please hear me out."

Grace's explanation went like this:
After the incident was resolved, discussions were held under the Grand Duke of the North about how to handle the suspended knight examination.
Some suggested conducting duels with the examinees to determine results, even if less grand than usual.

While the regular soldier examinees were physically fine after protecting citizens during the incident, the guard unit soldiers were problematic.
Not only was I still unable to move properly, but Jimmy and the 3rd Guard Unit were also injured fighting Black Crow assassins in Camliver Village.

It wouldn't be fair to proceed with the examination excluding the injured candidates.
Nor would it be fair to hold separate assessments for healthy and injured candidates.
Canceling the examination entirely would disappoint those who had made it to the third assessment.
Since the Northern knight examination duels were such a major event, handling it quietly would cause talk among citizens.

As complex discussions continued about how to resolve this...

"Officially, this knight examination has been terminated. However, we've decided to conduct a separate assessment later for those who reached the third examination."

Since this knight examination was conducted on such a large scale, next month's examination was already scheduled to be postponed.
Therefore, they concluded that the postponed third assessment from this examination would be held then.
By that time, the injured would have recovered.
However, given the extra month provided, the assessment standards would be stricter than usual.

'Not bad.'

The examinees wouldn't lose their opportunity and would get an extra month, which was good, and the public would still get to see their sporting event.
There were no cowardly Northern men trying to avoid this examination's fierce competition to become knights in the next month's niche market.
Nobody was at a disadvantage.

'So what happens to me?'

From the flow of the conversation, I thought I might also be given an extra month, but...

"That's just the announcement. The main point starts now."
"The main point?"

Grace cleared his throat and changed the atmosphere.
I stiffened my gaze, though I remained lying down, in response to the suddenly solemn and weighty mood.

"The purpose of the knight examination is, as the name suggests, to select knights. Since one cannot determine who has the qualifications and qualities of a knight by appearance alone, we confirm through specific verification processes. That's why we assess not only combat ability but also character and leadership."

I already knew that.
The fact that he's mentioning it again means...
Wait, could it be?

"However, not all knights are appointed through examinations. Even I wasn't appointed through a knight examination. If someone has sufficiently demonstrated the qualities of a knight to everyone without an examination, the Grand Duke of the North has the authority to appoint them as a knight."
"Are you saying...?"

Elaine rose from her seat in surprise.

"Guard Luke, you've already achieved excellent results in the first two examinations, scoring highly among the candidates. Additionally, while making my rounds, I've heard all about your exploits during the Snow Tower battle."
"!"
"You quickly identified the enemy and formed a subjugation formation, utilized your abilities to the fullest to block the enemy's techniques, and above all, sacrificed your own body on the spot to inflict a fatal wound on the enemy with an ice spike. No one disputes that you were the most meritorious contributor in this battle."

Grace paused and looked at me quietly, then relaxed his stern expression into a proud smile.

"Therefore, after discussions with the senior officials, I've decided to use my authority as the Grand Duke of the North to specially appoint you to the position of knight."
"!!"

Despite my pain, I couldn't help but bolt upright in bed.
Surprisingly, I felt no pain despite the sudden movement.

"I apologize to you, my lord. I should have called you for the discussion as well. But with your injury and the urgent need to handle the aftermath of the knight examination..."
"N-no, it's fine."

This decision was clearly surprising to Elaine as well, as her expression crumbled in a way uncharacteristic of her usual self, revealing her inner thoughts.

"I am... deeply grateful."
"Hah, I'm the one who wants to express gratitude."

Grace nodded at me.

"I had expectations for you from the beginning, but to show such results... I'm truly amazed and proud to have you as my subordinate. Thank you for joining the Northern Army."
"Thank you!"
"Starting a new knight's birth in a hospital room like this is rather comical. We'll hold the formal knighting ceremony when you recover. Rest well and get better soon."

Having said what he came to say, Grace was about to leave when...

"Ah! Now that you're a knight, I shouldn't address you so casually."
"Then...?"
"Hehe. Lord Luke, congratulations. Do well."

With that, he waved once toward Elaine and me before leaving.

After Grace and Weasel left, I finally felt the pain again, but I didn't lie back down.

'I'm... a knight.'

Not an industrial engineer, architectural engineer, facilities engineer, or electrical engineer.
A Knight.
And I've been added to the ranks of the Northern knights, said to be the finest in the kingdom.
And becoming a knight means...

Whoosh.

"!"

Elaine approached and embraced me.
Though she said nothing, the strength of her embrace conveyed her emotion and joy powerfully.

'I succeeded.'

Special appointment.
Of course, I knew about this system and had considered it as a trump card when connecting the knight examination with the Snow Tower terrorist incident.
If I could arrest a villain who would cause great harm to Snow Tower and protect the North's peace in advance, I could aim for a special appointment based on that merit.

However, I had given up on that approach because my contribution to Gadi's arrest was too minimal, and decided to pursue knighthood through the regular path.

'I guess stopping Rowe was a greater contribution than Gadi.'

The former was just a Snow Tower terrorist, but the latter was a dangerous individual who could have massacred not only Snow Tower but also all the Northern talents who were there.

'Besides, though he didn't say it directly because Weasel was there...'

There was one loophole in the bet between her and me.
The terms of the bet weren't to "pass the knight examination within two months" but to "become a knight within two months."

Although I didn't complete the third assessment of the knight examination, I became a knight through special appointment, so I brilliantly fulfilled the bet's conditions.
That's why Grace waved to Elaine and me as he left, acknowledging my victory and our relationship.

Well, judging by her attitude toward us all this time, she didn't seem to oppose our relationship anyway.
In any case, even if our relationship becomes a topic of discussion later, it's a very good thing that the Grand Duke of the North can act as a shield saying, "I approved it, so what's the problem?"

"Luke."

Elaine released the embrace, held my cheeks, and brought her face close.

"Do you know something? Right now, this is a hospital room, and you and I are not commander and subordinate, but just patients in adjacent rooms."
"That's true."
"So this much should be fine."

Smooch.
Elaine gave me a light kiss on the cheek.

The question she asked me after the second assessment...
She had asked if kissing a hardworking subordinate's cheek could be considered normal behavior for a commander, and I had answered no at the time.
But kissing a hardworking lover's cheek is indeed normal behavior.

"Since your body isn't well, I'll stop here."

Elaine pulled away with a reddened face, stroked my hair, and carefully helped me lie down.
I was already starting to feel pain again, so I thanked her with my eyes.

"I think I can still talk though. It would be boring for both of us if you left now."
"That reminds me. Since His Excellency has acknowledged us, wouldn't it be fine if we shared the same hospital room?"
"Hahaha, please spare me that. I'm in this state and might show you embarrassing sights."
"You mean meals? Don't worry. Feeding you would be... hehe, quite cute, I think."
"...Not that."
"Oh, you mean urination."

Elaine showed a reaction as if she had just realized.

"It's fine, I wouldn't mind touching or wiping yours at all. I've even had it in my mouth before."
"......"

Was she excited because Grace had acknowledged our relationship? Or was she thrilled by our first skinship in a while?
I felt slightly dizzy at Elaine's aggressive attitude, now in personal mode even without her armor or uniform.

Still, I was also excited to be able to talk comfortably with her like this after so long.
We spent a pleasant time chatting cozily until sunset and even after dark.

Of course, I barely managed to dissuade her from the shared hospital room idea.
No matter how difficult it is to move my body, I can at least urinate by myself.

Instead, before returning to her own hospital room, Elaine sat on the edge of the bed and stroked my hair as I lay still, repeatedly kissed my cheek, or lay down beside me briefly to hold my hand and gaze at me.
She enjoyed herself thoroughly before leaving.

Ch.54 - Chapter 54. Fantasy-Style Swimming Pool
After some time, I was discharged from the hospital in good health.

It wasn't just empty praise when they called me the greatest contributor to this battle. Grace not only provided me with a private room—something expensive even in modern times—but also supported high-quality treatment.

First of all, the hospital and admission fees were free. Long live the Grand Duke of the North!

Not only Grace, but Dariel, the Snow Flower Tower Lord, also helped with my treatment.

The battle took place at the Snow Flower Tower, specifically on the crucial fifth basement floor where the ice crystal was located.

He said it was gratitude for protecting that place.

What's funny is that despite what they said, the Snow Flower Tower's enthusiasm for my treatment seemed to be about more than just gratitude.

The reason my body was in such bad shape was the aftereffect of absorbing too much magical power from the ice crystal.

For treatment, they needed to deal with the residual ice crystal magic in my body, which required the help of frost mages.

What this means is...

You know how professors at hospitals take new residents on rounds to give them field experience and lectures?

Right now, I'm the only person who has used an ice crystal in actual combat and has its magical power inside my body.

No, I'm a living educational specimen.

For the Snow Flower Tower mages, treating me was the perfect opportunity to conduct research under the guise of healing.

Moreover, I was already a talent they had been interested in because of my heat manipulation.

How fascinating must I be to them?

As always, mages' thirst for knowledge exceeds imagination.

But I couldn't refuse since I desperately needed frost mages' help for my treatment.

Rather, it would be a waste to turn down the opportunity to be treated by everyone from the Tower Lord to the elders, even though I'm just a soldier—soon to be a knight, but still.

And I didn't really mind my body being used as an educational specimen.

Not because I have some strange preference, but because the Tower Lord and elders are the North's finest mages.

Just overhearing their conversations was educational.

Perhaps feeling guilty about satisfying their curiosity at a patient's expense, they also gave me in-depth lessons about magical power.

With no TV or smartphone to keep me entertained, the mages' lectures became an informative current affairs program during my otherwise boring stay.

Contrary to my concerns, although the mages noticed the salamander scale I had obtained as a blessing, they didn't realize it was an artifact.

They seemed to think it was just a special physical trait I possessed, like mana sight.

After all, the salamander scale was a blessing Aran happened to obtain in "Brave Road," and even the name was given by Aran's group.

They weren't without interest in studying my special constitution, but with Ilaine watching with fiery eyes beside me, they abandoned that desire.

While listening to their conversations, I also gained one very interesting piece of information.

"Amazing! Frost has settled in your magic circuit."
"What? How?"
"You said you used heat manipulation while trying to handle the ice crystal's power, right? That must be why. The frost magic that entered through the ice crystal has integrated with your body. From now on, you'll be able to manipulate cold as well as heat."

These were the words of Dariel, an authority on frost magic.

He said I could handle both heat and cold.

Like the yin-yang body in martial arts novels.

Of course, just as I had to train for a long time to use heat manipulation after obtaining the salamander scale, I would need to undergo arduous training to handle frost.

Nevertheless, the emergence of this possibility was very positive.

Dariel took the opportunity to suggest I transfer to the Snow Flower Tower, but this was immediately blocked by Ilaine, who was watching with burning eyes.

I had no intention of going anyway, since I was already confirmed to be a knight.

If they're that disappointed, they'll probably cling to me like they did with Sophia.

Anyway, after my recovery, I returned to health and...

Came to the swimming pool.

"Uh... hmm."

As soon as I returned to the guard after recovering, Grace sent me back.

The official reason was that my body would have stiffened during my hospital stay, so I should regain my senses through training before taking on guard duties.

In reality, it was her way of being considerate—letting me rest and exercise lightly for a while instead of putting me straight back to work after all I'd been through.

So why swimming among all possible exercises?

'No, the important question isn't why swimming, but the swimming pool itself!'

In the North, a swimming pool isn't a leisure facility but a training facility.

Nevertheless, it's still a swimming pool.

The dictionary definition of swimming is moving through water as a sport or play.

And since ancient times, people have worn light clothing when entering water.

Wet clothes become heavy and uncomfortable to move in, and damp clothes can cause colds and need washing.

Therefore, designs were developed that either minimized fabric by covering only essential parts or clung tightly to the body.

While swimwear could be considered functional workwear, it's also clothing that reveals bare skin by covering only essential parts, making it closely related to sexual appeal regardless of gender.

It especially reveals body lines, making it more attractive on people with good figures.

Why else would gyms get crowded as summer approaches?

And Ilaine has one of the best figures I've ever seen in both my past and present lives.

'Oops, I got too excited. Relax.'

I barely managed to calm my racing heart with repeated deep breaths.

I almost melted away the precious frost I'd gained from the ice crystal by letting my body heat rise too much.

The reason I came to the swimming pool was because of the promise I made with Ilaine at Crystal Lake.

When she said she couldn't swim, I offered to teach her, and she accepted.

After that, we rarely had the opportunity to practice swimming due to my knight exam preparation and guard duties.

But now our schedules overlapped—I needed to recover my physical abilities, and Ilaine, who had been discharged before me, had a couple of days off after finishing urgent work following the Snow Flower Tower incident.

So we came to the swimming pool as promised.

'By the way, do swimsuits exist in this fantasy world?'

I wasn't an expert on swimwear history, but I don't think I've ever heard of swimsuits in the medieval period.

In the Korean medieval period, the Joseon Dynasty, people swam in their underwear or naked, from what I vaguely recall.

This fantasy world was already different from the actual medieval period, with swimming pools that could regulate water temperature using artifacts, but I was still curious.

A full-body sports swimsuit? A one-piece leotard-style swimsuit? Or a rash guard?

The reason for my curiosity was that I was wearing boxer-style square swimming trunks with my upper body bare.

When I asked a senior guard, he said this was what men wore for swimming.

It wasn't much different from modern times, except for the lack of waterproofing.

Such attire might be cold in the North, but the pool's interior was quite warm to prevent colds.

Besides, I could regulate my body temperature with heat manipulation, so I wasn't cold at all.

"I see you're already prepared. Shall we begin?"
"!"

As Ilaine's voice came from beside me while I was lost in deep contemplation, my head turned so quickly it almost hurt my neck.

The moment I beheld with my own eyes the swimsuit figure of Ilaine that I had only imagined...

'Holy crap!'

I almost had a nosebleed like in a comedy anime.

Because...

'I never imagined a bikini.'

It wasn't the sexy, pretty modern bikini that covers only the breasts while exposing cleavage, but rather a sports bikini that covered the entire chest area, like what track athletes might wear.

But still, it was a bikini.

Covering only the chest and groin while exposing the entire body.

Moreover, even though Ilaine's large breasts prevented any cleavage from showing, she didn't look modest at all.

Is there no compression effect?

In that moment, I understood the aesthetics of concealment.

I had seen her naked body several times, but seeing her like this...

'Namu Amitabul.'

I found myself reciting Buddhist prayers to calm myself.

Since I came here for a wholesome purpose, my reason was frantically working to prevent an embarrassing situation caused by heat gathering in my groin.

I never dreamed I'd be practicing frost manipulation for the first time in a place like this.

"Luke? What's wrong? You don't look well. Are you pushing yourself too hard?"

Yes, I am pushing myself too hard.

Because you're approaching me with a worried face and showing me that figure up close.

I suddenly wonder, how can you fight at such high speeds with that chest?

Northern knights are amazing.

"Hmm, if you're pushing yourself because of me, please tell me. Your body comes before my swimming practice. You've already suffered enough from the ice crystal's cold, and that outfit exposes a lot of skin."
"No, I'm fine."

I felt awkward as she genuinely worried about my health.

I'm not sick, I'm excited.

Her concern makes me feel like trash.

But the bikini really surprised me.

Despite my assurance, she continued to examine me with suspicious eyes.

"...You do seem fine."
"I'm sorry."

Damn.

She caught me after all.

Cursed boxer shorts.

"This is a swimming pool. It's a public facility, so... I can't respond to your feelings."
"No, really, I'm fine. Please ignore this."
"Even if there's no one else here today, doing such things outside of home would be quite embarrassing for a knight."
"I'm a terrible person. It will go down on its own as we swim, so could you please stop looking?"

I felt even more guilty as Ilaine seriously considered the situation, almost to the point of tears.

***

Fortunately, we didn't create a memory that would make me want to kick myself under the covers forever.

Though this alone is enough to make me do that.

When I convinced her that men naturally calm down after being in cold water, Ilaine accepted it with curiosity, and we began the swimming lesson.

"First, relax your body in the water."
"Like this? ...Glub glub. Cough!"
"I said relax."
"I am relaxed."
"You're not, that's why you sank."

Ilaine truly couldn't swim—she didn't even know how to float, let alone swim.

We decided to start with learning how to relax and float in water.

"Here, I'll hold you, so try floating and kicking the water. You need to get a feel for kicking with your feet."
"Like this?"

Splash, splash. Splash, splash.
C-cute.
Watching Ilaine concentrate on kicking while gently holding my hands gave me joy as the teacher, as it was completely different from her usual cool demeanor.

She had always been the one teaching me, so it was refreshing to have our roles reversed.

"I did it! Luke, did you see that clearly?"

When she succeeded in moving forward without sinking for the first time and smiled brightly with excitement, my heart ached more than when I had absorbed the ice crystal's magic.

Ilaine had a talent for body movement and quickly learned to swim as I taught her.

After mastering how to float and kick...

"Hmm, I understand the trick now. It's quite fun once you get the hang of it."

After trying a few strokes, Ilaine not only quickly mastered the crawl but even performed the technique of rotating underwater and pushing off the wall to gain acceleration, like in competitive swimming.

Now she was better than me, her teacher.

'As expected of someone in a physical profession.'

While I applauded her impressive athletic ability, I was a bit disappointed that I couldn't see her cute initial struggles anymore.

After quickly swimming a lap around the pool, Ilaine approached me.

"Thank you, Luke. You have excellent teaching skills."
"It's the student who's amazing. I'm impressed too."
"Nonsense. Seeing how well you commanded the soldiers during the leadership assessment, you clearly have a talent for education."
"Leadership assessment?"
"Oops."

Ilaine averted her gaze after accidentally revealing a secret, but I already knew that she and Grace had come to observe me, so I just grinned.

"Ahem, I had no idea swimming could be this enjoyable. It seems like good exercise. I understand now why Ki-kyung recommends underwater training to his subordinates."

No, that person breaks ice and jumps into freezing water as some kind of extreme endurance training.

Even the Grand Duke would intervene if that madness were adopted as an official guard training program.

"It seems we've spent quite a bit of time, so let's stop here for today. Are you hungry? Since I learned something good from you, let me treat you to something delicious."

Satisfied with the swimming, Ilaine smiled contentedly as she got out of the water, then suddenly turned back.

"Luke?"
"Ah, I'm coming."

Despite my response, I was dawdling and not getting out of the water.

"Are you perhaps..."

Ilaine looked at me with sharp eyes.

"Ahaha."

I had been keeping it a secret, but the truth is, it never went down at all.

I mean, come on.

When a beauty like Ilaine swims in a bikini, her wet hair glistening and water droplets emphasizing the smoothness of her skin as they catch the light...

What kind of man wouldn't react to that?

"You're usually so dependable, but you have such strange quirks in unexpected areas."
"It's a basic physiological response for men. Please understand."
"Alright, come out. You can't stay there forever."

At Ilaine's urging, I emerged from the water sheepishly.

Ilaine stared at me intently, then said:

"You seem to be under one misunderstanding."
"?"
"You're not the only one who loves me."

Ilaine approached me and ran her hand from my chest down to my abs.

"Whoa!"
"Sigh, I used to be completely unaffected by men's bodies. But your lewd tendencies have rubbed off on me. Come on, let's stop wasting time. I only have until tomorrow off."
"!"

As Ilaine pulled my hand, I thought there was no need to be embarrassed anymore and walked proudly with my back straight.

"Don't tempt me. We're still at the swimming pool."
"I'm not doing anything."
"As you know, I'm hungry, so we'll eat first. You're too healthy, and I always end up exhausted."

As we walked somewhat awkwardly, with Ilaine trying not to look at my body...

"By the way, do women's swimsuits normally look like that?"
"Oh, this?"

When I asked about what had been bothering me...

"I don't know much about swimming, so I consulted with Lady Renee, who said minimizing fabric was best, so I wore this. It's too revealing to wear in front of others, but it's fine in front of you, isn't it?"

Who seduced whom first, I wonder?

By the way, what we'll be doing later also uses the body, so I guess it counts as exercise.

Arms, legs, waist, abdomen—all get used, so yes, it is exercise.

Ch.55 - Chapter 55. Sir Luke the Knight
After the pool date, I focused on training for a while, completely recovering my physical strength and senses before returning to the Guard.

The first thing awaiting my return to the Guard was...

"Appointee, step forward."

Upon being called, I advanced toward the platform.
With each step I took, the citizens' cheers and applause filled the square, and I walked more confidently and proudly than ever before.
That's right.
Today was my knighting ceremony.

'Heh, if I'm not careful, my shoulders might rise with pride.'

Suddenly, I remembered my elementary school days from my previous life.
Back then, every Monday we had morning assemblies where students gathered in the schoolyard to listen to the principal's speech, hear about school events, sing the school anthem, and various other things.
Anyway, it was an extremely boring time.

Still, I had one good memory.
The morning assemblies sometimes included award ceremonies, like year-end broadcasts. I once won a prize in a school competition.
When I went up to the platform to receive the certificate, even though it was just a formality, having the entire school applaud made me feel exhilarated.

The thrill I felt now was a hundred times greater than back then.

While knighting ceremonies in other regions were conducted in solemn and splendid places like churches or palaces before noble guests,
Northern knighting ceremonies were held in wide squares before all citizens.

In the North, where powerful strength is revered, the birth of a new knight is cause for celebration, and displaying a knight's greatness to the public inspires respect and admiration.
Children dream of becoming knights, while adults place their faith in these spirited new guardians.

Moreover, the knight being appointed today was the soldier who had recently resolved the incident at the Snow Flower Tower.

'They're deliberately creating a hero.'

It was a good strategy to appoint the person who prevented the Snow Flower Tower incident as a knight, especially when the atmosphere in the castle was unsettled because of it.

Thinking about it that way, it seemed my special appointment had political motives behind it.
But good things are good things.

"Luke, stalwart soldier of the Northern Army. You have made tremendous contributions by saving the North from crisis during the recent incident at Snow Flower Tower."

As I stood on the platform, the commendation from the Grand Duke of the North, House Grace, began.

"Furthermore, you played a crucial role in completing the mission during the Crystal Lake battle months ago, and have proven to all your capability and character worthy of knighthood through your regular duties and conduct. Therefore, by the authority of the Grand Duke of the North, I hereby appoint you as a Knight of the North and proclaim that a new guardian has been born to the land of ice and iron!"

As a sign of respect for the new knight, Grace was wearing white armor, just as she had during the expedition.
After finishing her commendation, she presented me with a sword handed to her by Elaine, who was seated beside her. As I knelt on one knee and received it with both hands...

"Now, Sir Luke. Show your proud face to the sons and daughters of the North."
"Yes, Your Grace."

Rising from my position, I drew the sword with a grand gesture and raised it high toward the sky.

"WAAAAAAAAHHH!!!"

At that moment, an even louder roar of cheers erupted than before.
Barely containing an explosive smile at those sincere acclamations—not just formal cheers but filled with genuine admiration—I shouted loudly:

"For the Winter Lion!"
"For the North!!"

With everyone responding to my lead, the knighting ceremony concluded successfully.

After the ceremony, a massive celebration was held within the Guard.
Though there was no alcohol due to guard duties, the atmosphere was so good that none was needed.

***

With my knighting, I had now officially become a knight.
The honorific "Sir" was added after my name, and my uniform and salary changed as well.

One interesting thing was that my knighting caused a unique situation within the Guard.

"Oh my, good day to you, Sir Luke!"
"Ah, senior..."
"Hehehe. You look tired, Sir Luke?"

Garen, a senior from the 1st Division, approached me with a chuckle.
As he said, I was feeling slightly dizzy.

Since the Guard protecting the Grand Duke of the North only recruited the best, there hadn't been any new recruits recently.
In terms of experience, I was still the most junior member of the Guard.
Yet suddenly, the junior member had become a knight.

In the Guard, which operated strictly on merit, even nobles couldn't receive honorifics without sufficient experience.
But knights were different.
Even someone of slave origin would receive respectful address upon becoming a knight, out of respect for their abilities.
...That's why I was tired.

"Couldn't you just address me as before?"
"Are you trying to get someone disciplined, Sir Luke? Causing trouble as soon as you become a knight—how frightening."
"Oh, come on."

If my seniors were displeased about having to show respect to a junior overnight, I could bear it.
But the Guard members didn't seem to feel any jealousy toward a knight; every senior I met smiled and used honorifics, making me extremely uncomfortable.
They all seemed to be grinning more to tease me than to congratulate me.

'Ah, I want to change jobs.'

Why was I suddenly reminded of the four people I met during the leadership assessment?
I was starting to think it might be easier to become a new captain and manage subordinates than deal with this complicated hierarchy, when...

"You look like you want to quit, Sir Luke. Planning to cut ties with us as soon as you've risen in rank? My, how disappointing."
"Why does your perception suddenly improve only at times like this, senior?"

The reason for my headache was simple.
Knights, being important military assets, received different treatment and duties from ordinary soldiers, even within the Guard.

Besides division leaders and deputy leaders, knight guardsmen were treated as officers with specific roles in their divisions.
However, although I had become a knight, I still had no official position and continued working alongside the other soldier guardsmen as usual.

When one becomes a knight, even their uniform changes.
While soldiers generally wore leather armor, knights wore plate armor.
How conspicuous would a single plate armor be among leather armors?

Moreover, at my waist hung the magnificent sword Grace had bestowed upon me, replacing the modest sword that had broken during the Snow Flower Tower battle against Rowe.

According to Elaine, my case was so exceptional that how to treat me was a matter of debate among the Guard's officers.
Gi, the 3rd Division leader, had insisted I be sent to his division as a staff officer, but his request was rejected.

She said they couldn't treat knight-level personnel the same as ordinary soldiers, so a conclusion would be reached soon...

"Sir Luke, the Guard Captain is calling for you."

Seems like today was the day.

***

"Ah, you've come, Sir Luke."

Elaine's lips curled slightly upward, as if she quite liked saying that title.

For reference, during my recovery period, I stayed at home rather than the Guard barracks—our home, mine and Elaine's.

It was Grace's consideration that I should have a comfortable environment to focus on recovery, but in reality, Elaine had requested it. Understanding our situation, Grace had said with knowing eyes that Wizel, the 4th Division leader, could handle bedroom guard duty, so I should just commute for the time being.

Fortunately, Wizel was the guardsman who respected Elaine the most, so he gladly accepted the opportunity to assist her.

Thanks to that, I could be with Elaine.
She must have heard about the special knighting in advance, because whenever I came home, she looked at me with honey dripping from her eyes, as if I were the most precious thing.

She would suddenly stroke my head as she passed by.
She would cup her face in her hands and stare at me while eating.
When I tried to wash, she would come in offering to help and fiddle with my arms.
Even when I lay down to sleep, she would burrow into my chest, rubbing her face against it with delight.

One day when Elaine was still on duty and not at home, the housekeeper Mrs. Mia came by and remarked while looking at the freshly laundered bedding that it seemed even sweeter than her own newlywed days.
I couldn't deny it.

If I continued reminiscing, I might start smiling too, so I stopped.

Elaine wasn't alone here now.
With all the division leaders and deputy leaders of the Guard present, I couldn't be disrespectful.

"I've called you today to inform you of the position you'll take as a newly appointed knight."

So that was the matter.
Judging by the presence of all knight-level division leaders, they must have just been discussing it.
I stood at attention, waiting for Elaine's words.

"Hehe, it was quite competitive. Every division wanted you."

Every division wanted me?
While the 3rd Division was expected, the 2nd and 4th were surprising.

'Well, it seems I won't be going to the 3rd Division.'

Gi's lips were protruding in obvious displeasure. His deputy leader Rine also looked disappointed, following her respected leader's mood.

The 2nd Division leader Lorron maintained his usual rigid expression, so it was hard to tell.
The 4th Division leader Wizel was staring at me with his round eyes.

Then I noticed that the 1st Division's deputy leader Anduril's expression was softer than usual.
Which meant...?

"Sir Luke, the newly appointed knight, your destination will be..."

Drum roll, please.

"As my direct adjutant."

As expected.
It was a predictable outcome since Elaine wouldn't let me go, but I was very pleased.
I preferred staying with the 1st Division where I was comfortable.

However, one thing puzzled me.

'Was there a vacant officer position in the 1st Division?'

As far as I knew, there wasn't.
Since Division Leader Elaine also served as Guard Captain, the 1st Division had the most robust officer corps to prevent Deputy Leader Anduril from being overburdened.
If the 2nd Division was known for order, the 3rd for passion, and the 4th for harmony, the 1st was characterized by cooperation.
I was worried this might be misinterpreted as Elaine using her position as Captain to force her will, but...

"To avoid misunderstanding, let me explain."
"?"
"You won't be joining the 1st Division."
"What?"

What did that mean?
I'd be Elaine's adjutant but not in the 1st Division?

"As you may know, after being appointed as a knight, one first goes through a trainee knight phase. A senior knight must mentor you and teach you the ways of knighthood."

I knew that, but what did it have to do with... Oh, could the meaning of 'direct adjutant' be...?

"At Her Grace's suggestion, we've decided to create an adjutant position for the Guard Captain. This role will directly assist me rather than belonging to any division. Since other knights are already proficient in their duties, we want to assign this position to you, who has newly become a knight."

Wow.
Lady Elaine.
I'm truly impressed.
Your thinking is on a completely different level from someone like me.

In other words, she's made me her secretary.
For a moment, everything that had happened here replayed in my mind like a vision.

With every division fighting over me, Elaine must have seized the opportunity and proposed making me her adjutant instead of deciding which division to send me to.

The creation of the Guard Captain's adjutant position was the Grand Duke's suggestion.
The division leaders would prefer giving up on me rather than pulling a veteran from their division and replacing them with a newcomer.

Still, they must have coveted this newcomer who was currently the most rising star in the North.
But since Elaine wasn't trying to place me in the 1st Division but as the Guard Captain's adjutant, it was a relatively fair proposal.

Wherever people live, there's competition, and there was competition between divisions in the Guard too—over which was stronger, which achieved more merits, and so on.

In this situation, if I, who had been part of the 1st Division, moved to become the Guard Captain's adjutant?
The result was that Elaine wouldn't lose me to another division while removing me from the 1st Division—a win for her.

But then why was 1st Division Deputy Leader Anduril smiling?
He must think that if I help Elaine with her duties as her adjutant, she'll be able to focus more on the 1st Division.

'The funniest part is...'

While everyone else avoided losses in this decision, Elaine alone gained tremendous benefits.

The Guard Captain already had frequent overtime due to heavy workload.
Having a direct adjutant to share duties would reduce her burden.

Since she was the 1st Division leader, I as her adjutant would also participate in 1st Division events.
So the 1st Division's strength wouldn't diminish, and they could even recruit a new member to fill my vacant position.
This must be another reason Anduril was smiling.

Above all else.
Previously, as Guard Captain and an ordinary member, there was no justification for keeping me by her side.
But as an adjutant and trainee knight, she could have me beside her 24 hours a day.
She was deliberately arranging to keep me by her side.

'Was Elaine always this cunning?'

I remembered her as intelligent but not such a schemer.
They say people grow similar when in love.
I worried that I might have been a bad influence on her, but...

'Well, it's fine.'

Actually, I'm happy too.
I can stay close to Elaine.
Maintaining professionalism while secretly flirting—isn't that the charm of workplace romance?

Plus, I won't have to endure teasing from seniors in the 1st Division with its complicated hierarchy.
As the Guard Captain's adjutant, the 3rd Division's love calls will stop too.

As Elaine's trainee knight, I'll have much to learn from her, especially in mastering the Snow Cold Sword technique.

"I will diligently fulfill my assigned duties!"

Elaine nodded with a satisfied smile at my enthusiastic response.
With that, I was appointed as the Guard Captain's adjutant.

"Now then, having appointed an adjutant, I have one more announcement to make to all of you here."

It seemed there was still more business to discuss.
The other division leaders and deputies also looked puzzled.

"This has been under discussion with Her Grace for some time. Since incidents like my recent injury might happen again, preventing me from performing my duties for days, we've decided to make a decision now."

"?"

"We will soon select a Deputy Captain for the Guard. Those eligible to apply are deputy division leaders or higher. Anyone interested should inform me."

"!"

The conversation Grace and Elaine had when returning from the Crystal Lake expedition—the selection of a Guard Deputy Captain.
At this announcement, the seven division leaders and deputies each showed interest with different looks in their eyes.

Ch.56 - Chapter 56. Revealed Secret (1)
The news of the appointment of a Guard Captain's Deputy spread within a day, quickly capturing everyone's attention.
The Deputy Captain would undoubtedly become the second-in-command of the Guard, and since they would focus solely on deputy duties rather than serving as a squad leader like Elaine, it was an extremely important position.

The candidates had also been announced.
Among the seven squad leaders and deputy squad leaders, excluding Elaine, four had applied for the Deputy Captain position.

Anduril, the 1st Squad's Deputy Leader, chose to remain in his current position.
From the 2nd Squad, both the leader and deputy leader were participating.
From the 3rd Squad, Leader Gi was participating, while Deputy Leader Rene stayed put.
Unusually, in the 4th Squad, the deputy leader was participating instead of Squad Leader Wizle.

Two squad leaders and two deputy leaders.
2nd Squad Leader Lorron and 3rd Squad Leader Gi were already accomplished leaders, so there was no need to elaborate on them.
The 2nd Squad's Deputy Leader was said to be incredibly skilled, having managed the squad under the strict Lorron.
The 4th Squad's Deputy Leader was a veteran, the most senior among all deputy leaders.
He had originally assisted the newly appointed Squad Leader Wizle, but I heard that now that Wizle had settled into his position, he was challenging for the Deputy Captain role.

With such formidable candidates, who would become Deputy Captain was the hottest topic in the Guard, but...

It's not like I was going to get the position anyway.
For me, who became Deputy Captain wasn't the important thing right now.

"Now, let's do this here..."

As soon as I was assigned as the Guard Captain's aide, I transferred from the 1st Squad to the Captain's office.
I left behind the tearful smiles of my seniors who joked that I was truly leaving right after becoming a knight.

Since the aide position was newly created, there was no senior officer to hand over duties to me, so I ended up learning from Elaine.

'Every time I visited the office, the workload seemed substantial, but it really was no joke.'

Guard funds management, training schedules, barracks and dormitory facility management, unit improvement plans, guard duty assignments, and so on.
There was an overwhelming amount to keep track of.
It was amazing how Elaine had been handling all this until now.
The capabilities of Northerners truly exceeded imagination.

"I thought it would take some time for you to adjust since it's your first time. But you're quite good with paperwork."

Elaine remarked with admiration while teaching me.
As she said, I handled the aide duties skillfully from the start, and that's because...

'I never thought my past life experience would help in this way.'

Despite appearances, I was once an office worker who routinely worked overtime.
Only the monitor and keyboard had changed to paper and pen, but once I started working, I found myself familiar with compiling numerical statistics, handling complaints, and writing proposals.

I even taught Elaine how to make tables.
She was amazed at how much easier calculations became when organized in tables and didn't hold back her praise.

However, while paperwork came naturally to me because my soul was once that of an office worker,
adapting to a new workplace environment is always challenging, so I needed to focus on adjusting to my position as an aide first.

'Come to think of it, having a Deputy Captain would benefit me too.'

If the existing Guard Captain's duties were shared with the Deputy Captain, naturally my workload as the Guard Captain's aide would decrease as well.
In that sense, the candidate I personally supported was...

'I hope it's Lorron. Or Deputy Leader Bendem.'

Gi is also skilled at leadership as the 3rd Squad Leader.
But if possible, wouldn't Lorron be more suitable since he's already handled duties in Elaine's absence?
Having experience as a substitute should give him bonus points in the selection, right?

I don't know much about the 2nd Squad's Deputy Leader since we're not close.
The 4th Squad's Deputy Leader Bendem, being the most senior, should be good at this kind of work.
There were rumors that he was once a strong candidate for the 4th Squad Leader position but gave way to Wizle, impressed by the younger woman's spirit.

After thinking about it, I suddenly became curious and asked Elaine who was beside me.

"Captain, who would you like to see become the Deputy Captain?"
"You know well that I shouldn't let my personal opinion influence this."
"It's just casual talk between the two of us."
"Still, I shouldn't. The moment I name someone, my heart will naturally be drawn in that direction."

As always, our Captain maintains a clear line between public and private matters.

"More importantly, isn't the work difficult for you? I usually leave after His Highness retires to his bedroom, which means you naturally have to stay late as well."
"I'm managing my time well."

Since Elaine's schedule dictated mine, I naturally returned to the dormitory late every day.
But unlike the overtime in my past life, I didn't entirely dislike it.

"There are unexpected perks that make it enjoyable."
"Hehe, is that so? I'm glad you're speaking positively about it."

Walking back together with Elaine without worrying about others' eyes, chatting casually on our way home—all the day's fatigue would disappear in those moments.

Unfortunately, we were returning to our separate dormitories, not to our home.
But it was an interesting relationship—feeling like a cohabiting couple on holidays and a working couple on regular days.

"In that sense, would you like to have dinner together later?"

While the Guard ate in the same dining hall, she and I rarely sat together for meals due to our different positions until now.
Now I could comfortably suggest it.

"What strange thing are you saying?"
"?"

A rejection in this flow?
As I was slightly taken aback...

"It's only natural for an aide to dine with their direct superior. Remember that you must eat with me from now on."

Ah, right.
She was just stating the obvious in her usual way.

***

Becoming the Guard Captain's aide changed more than just adding paperwork to my duties.

Normally, the Guard Captain accompanies the Northern Archduke at the closest distance, and as I followed the Guard Captain, I also accompanied the Northern Archduke to most of his major schedules.
As a result, I began to hear more information.
For example...

"...Is that guy really behind the Snow Tower terrorist attack?"
"Yes, they finally got a confession from him at Snow Tower."
"Damn it."

Grace frowned as he cursed.

The mage Gadi, who had been caught attempting to attack Snow Tower, finally broke under intense interrogation.
The problem was what came out of his mouth.

The identity of the person who hired Gadi to plot against Snow Tower was someone Grace knew well.

The Great Lord of the West.
The Lord of the fortress city Agarta.
The leader of the elite legion "Steel Earth."
Dorgon Ulfair.

Moreover, he was...
A former warrior of the Hero's Party and
The main villain of "Brave Lord" Episode 4, commonly known as the Northern Arc, "Land of Ice, Iron, and Blood."

'So we've finally reached Dorgon's name.'

While I already knew this information, facing it in reality made me feel chilled by the heavy atmosphere Grace was emitting.

"I thought something strange was happening since Low was in the North, but..."

Grace, with a complex mix of confusion and anger, let out a deep sigh before asking again.

"Why would Dorgon target my territory using a mage? I'm not even his enemy."
"He says he only agreed to attack Snow Tower in exchange for payment, and knows nothing else as there was no further conversation."
"Payment?"
"Yes... he was supposed to receive funds and several artifacts upon completing the attack."

I could see the veins on Grace's forehead bulging despite being partially covered by his hair.
Unable to contain his anger, Grace tapped the table with his fingers, then...
Crack!
He punched a hole through it.

"Have they found out everything?"
"Yes."
"We can't execute him after he confessed. Tell the Snow Tower Lord to do everything short of killing him."
"Understood."

Gadi's motive wasn't revealed in the novel, so this was new information even to me, but it was infuriating.
To risk plunging the Northern people into war just for his material desires—even fellow mages like Dariel or Sophia would disapprove.

I didn't pray for the peace of the soul of the man who would bear the full brunt of Grace's and Snow Tower's wrath.
May he suffer alive for the rest of his life without the release of death.

After calming his anger, Grace asked:

"Still no information from Low?"
"No, despite intensifying our interrogation, he continues to mock us."
"...I'll go myself. He's too proud to speak to anyone else."

Naturally, I followed Grace to the prison where Low was confined.
Unlike Gadi who was imprisoned in Snow Tower, Low was kept in an underground space I had never seen before.

Now that I was a knight and the Guard Captain's aide, some casual conversation during transit was permitted.
According to Elaine, this was the first time the underground prison had been used during Grace's rule.
It was a place reserved for the most serious criminals.

I wanted to take a look at this place that hadn't appeared in the novel, but...

'Ugh!'

Despite having heard about Low's condition, I felt nauseated seeing his state.

One arm was cut off by me, but
His legs were also in terrible shape. The skin was torn and improperly treated, looking like rags, with the shinbone partially visible.

He was covered in shackles with magic suppression functions, making it impossible for him to move.
With his legs in such a state, they kept him standing, unable to sit or lie down.

Most striking was...
The icicle piercing his heart was larger than I had imagined.
The large, thick icicle, like an ice spear, emitted cold that turned Low's skin blue, and we could feel the chill as we approached him.

At this rate, his legs would likely become necrotic from the cold of the icicle alone.
His situation was so cruel it seemed designed to imprison a demon rather than a human.

"You look healthy."

In response to Grace's question, devoid of even a grain of kindness, Low, unable to see due to the blindfold, perked up his ears and answered:

"Fuck, you call this healthy?"

As Low cackled, blood dripped from his mouth.
His appearance was already grotesque, but the blood made it even more repulsive.

"Hehehe, I have to give it to you Northerners for being so harsh. Even I've never restrained someone to this extent."
"Yes, I've never restrained someone to this extent either."

Grace responded indifferently, then sat on a chair brought by the guard and asked Low:

"I have many questions for you, but I don't want to talk for long, so I'll get straight to the point. The mage who tried to attack Snow Tower has confessed who's behind you."
"Tsk... useless till the end. He should have at least committed suicide."
"Why did your comrade Dorgon target my city?"

Low sighed deeply and remained silent.
Grace glanced at the wall, summoned a skewer with his ice magic, and threw it at Low.

Thunk!

"Arrrgh!"

Despite his condition, Low still felt pain, groaning as the skewer pierced his stomach.

"My ice magic allows me precise control to easily avoid vital organs. Shall I add another?"
"Damn, still as merciless as ever!"

Low let out a hollow laugh despite his agony.
While Grace was kind and generous to allies like me and Elaine, as the Archduke ruling the Northern land of ice and iron, she was ruthlessly cruel to enemies.
Knowing this wasn't a simple threat, Low began to speak:

"Fine, Dorgon did target your city."
"I just said that myself. I asked why he targeted it."
"Hehe, isn't it obvious why the Great Lord of the West would target the Northern Archduke's territory?"

Grace's eyebrow twitched at Low's answer.

"Is he proposing a territorial war? Why suddenly?"
"I don't know that either. Maybe he covets the Northern lands."

It was impressive how Low tried to evade answering even in this situation.
But Grace wasn't one to be easily fooled.

"Don't pretend you don't know. The Low I know doesn't move for mere camaraderie or small change. If he mobilized even you to attack Snow Tower, there must have been substantial money and some conversation. What was it?"
"Whatever you ask, I'll only say I don't know. I've given you a hint, so figure it out yourself."
"Hint?"

Puzzled by Low's cryptic words, Grace thought for a moment.

"Then why did you cooperate with him?"
"Hehe, now that's a question worth answering."

Low chuckled, dripping more blood, then said:

"I moved solely for money. I have nothing to do with Dorgon's plans. I don't even know what his purpose is beyond attacking the North."
"..."

Grace fell into deep thought after hearing Low's words.
After a silence that felt both short and long...

"Are you saying that Dorgon himself was acting on someone else's orders?"
"I wonder."
"If someone could command Dorgon, the Great Lord of the West... No way!"

Grace's eyes widened in shock as if she had reached some realization.

With an unusually flustered expression, she asked Low:

"Is the mastermind behind this who I think it is?"
"Are you very surprised?"

She had every reason to be.
The person above Dorgon that she referred to could only be one person.

"Why would His Highness the Prince target the North?"

Ch.57 - Chapter 57. Revealed Secret (2)
The atmosphere grew heavy as the names of two major figures, especially two of the kingdom's highest authorities, were suddenly mentioned.

The Great Lord of the West, Dorgon Wolfair.
He was a leader of equal standing to Grace, the Grand Duke of the North, though the western forces and territories were even larger than the northern ones.
In "Brave Lord," he was explicitly designated as Grace's adversary.

Not only was his influence vast, but as a former warrior from the Hero's Party, his combat prowess was considerable.
If Row was the fastest among the Seven Heroes, Dorgon possessed the greatest strength.
He was the very man who could fight on equal terms with Grace, who was regarded as humanity's strongest knight.

Moreover, the warriors under his command in the "Steel Earth" legion were veterans who had experienced the Great War against demons.
It was no coincidence that he became the main villain of the northern storyline.

However, the real problem was the figure mentioned next.

The leader of the Hero's Party was indeed the hero Aran, the protagonist of "Brave Lord."

But the leader of the Seven Heroes who saved the world was not Aran.
The public believed Aran had died at the end of the Great War, and while he was included in the list of Seven Heroes, he was the only one posthumously honored.

Therefore, the leadership of the Seven Heroes fell to the next man in line after Aran in the Hero's Party.
And he was none other than...

The prince of the Kingdom of Artia.
A man with handsome looks, charisma, competence, and character.
As a member of the Hero's Party who fought demons and protected the country directly, he was beloved by nobles and commoners alike.
Well... I knew the terrible truth hidden behind that facade.

Above all, he was...
The undisputed heir to the throne since the current king had no other sons, making him the man destined to become Grace's future sovereign.

'This must be confusing for her.'

I observed Grace's expression with mixed feelings.

Although the North had stronger autonomy than other regions and received less influence from the kingdom, almost being treated as a separate state...
It was still officially territory of the Kingdom of Artia, and the Grand Duke of the North was still a subject of the royal family.

Therefore, the implication that the prince was behind this meant that Grace's future sovereign was trying to purge her.
And if she resisted, it would be considered treason against the kingdom.

"Ah, what a mess. That bastard's existence has finally been revealed. I'm really going to die even if I get out of here."

Row smirked, seemingly unconcerned about Grace's complicated feelings.
I wondered what he was thinking, especially since he had led us to this point.

"Hey, Lady Grace. How about this? I'll side with you. If you're going to fight that bastard, you'll need strong forces, right?"

*Squelch*
In response to Row's offer of cooperation, Grace silently moved the skewer with her sword technique.
Row let out a groan before closing his mouth again.

"You just answer the questions I ask."
"Ugh... fucking bastards..."
"The prince and Dorgon... and with you involved too. Don't tell me the other Seven Heroes are also participating in this?"
"No."
"No?"

When Grace furrowed her brow, Row caught his breath and then answered with a raised corner of his mouth.

"Even if you let me go and I return, I'm likely to be killed by that bastard anyway. So I need to find a way to survive too. Betting on the losing side isn't my style, but selling myself at a high price to whoever needs me more is just basic business."
"..."
"Well, alright. I'll give you a little taste as a product introduction. Among the Seven Heroes, four including myself are involved in this. The other three are not."
"One of the three must be the already deceased Aran. Who are the other two, and who is the last one involved?"

At Grace's question, Row's eyes were covered by the blindfold, but the rest of his face showed a blank expression.

"Ah, the North really is slow with news. Or did that bastard deliberately control the information?"
"What do you mean?"
"Hmm... let's save the surprise gift for later and talk about other things first. The two I mentioned earlier, Luna and Sira, are dead."
"What?!"

Everyone, including Grace, Ilaine, and the others, was shocked by Row's bombshell statement.
I wasn't surprised, but my expression turned serious along with theirs.

'If Luna and Sira are dead, does that mean the novel's flow has already completed the second episode? And with Row, the boss of the third episode, being here, we're either before or during the third episode?'

One of my questions was answered.

"To be precise, Luna is dead, and as for Sira, I'm not sure. But he's probably dead too. He's such a hardhead."
"...Explain in detail."
"That's for later, along with the surprise gift reveal."

When Grace made a sound like she was picking up another skewer, Row hastily spoke.

"Hey, wait. Lady Grace. I'm not that weak either. Using violence might make me feel rebellious. Is that okay?"
"...That was the last time I'll show restraint."
"Tsk, I'll be careful. Back to the topic. The last one involved is Merci. Merci de Imperio."
"The Golden Tower Master..."
"Yes, that damned woman."

Merci de Imperio.
The first person in history to master magic from all schools.
The master of the Golden Tower, the kingdom's largest magic tower in the royal capital.
Former mage of the Hero's Party.
And the main villain of "Brave Lord" Episode 5, 'Sky Where Stars Fall.'

Finally, the identities of all the villains were revealed before us.

'I never expected the butterfly effect of capturing Row would be this significant.'

While I felt relieved that the information I already knew was now out in the open, Grace and the others seemed overwhelmed by the flood of information.
In fact, even Lorron, the captain of the 2nd escort squad who had accompanied us on today's mission, showed a slight crack in his usually solemn expression.

"Should we take a break before continuing?"
"No, keep talking."
"Very well. Originally, it was a plot by the prince and Dorgon. Then I joined on his orders. By now, they probably know I've failed, so Merci has likely been mobilized in my place. So that makes four. Ah, since I'm out, I guess it's three now."
"Why is His Highness targeting the North along with the Great Lord of the West? I have committed no act of treason against him."
"Well... he seems to have been planning something for a while. I honestly don't know what it is. That bastard is too secretive and doesn't tell me anything. But there are things I do know."
"What?"
"Having humanity's strongest knight and her subordinates turn against him would be troublesome. So he wants to eliminate you before that happens."
"Why would I become His Highness's enemy?"

Row took a breath as if tired, then spoke again.

"It's finally time to unwrap the surprise gift."
"What exactly is this surprise gift you keep mentioning?"
"First, one promise. Will you join hands with me?"
"I'll let you live."
"Come on, that's a trick I often use on kids. Do you think I'll fall for it? You'll do everything short of killing me."

That's exactly what happened to Gadi who was captured at the Snow Flower Tower.
Faced with Row's formidable negotiation attempt, Grace, already complicated in her feelings, sighed and said:

"I can't immediately trust someone who has harmed the North. But I will ease your restraints. If you don't cause trouble afterward, I'll conditionally remove them completely."
"It's not enough, but I should be satisfied with that rather than risk pushing my luck."

Row licked his lips and then dropped the bombshell in a flat voice:

"The hero Aran is alive."

At those words, Ilaine and Lorron opened their eyes wide in surprise, and Grace even jumped to her feet, approaching Row to ask:

"What did you just say?"
"Hehe, I'm glad you seem happy. I can hear your heart pounding from here."
"Explain properly. If you don't want to be torn apart."

As Grace exuded a killing intent that made me shudder, Row's expression twisted slightly before he spoke:

"This is going to be a long story..."

Row revealed everything to Grace.
How six of them, excluding Aran, conspired to betray him after the final battle.
How they formed the Seven Heroes and fabricated Aran's demise.
The return of Aran, whom they thought was dead, and Luna's death. And Aran heading to the Moon Forest to eliminate Sira, his next target for revenge.
Even the discussion about excluding the North, which was judged to be Aran's potential ally.

Of course, during all this, he glossed over topics that might be disadvantageous to him, such as the Seven Sins they divided among themselves behind Aran's back, or the story about Black Crow.
Showing his cunning nature, he tried to evade certain details.

"Then what was that werewolf form you transformed into?"
"What? That voice... it's that weird guy? You're here too?"

Row, who hadn't known I was present because his eyes were covered, gnashed his teeth at my voice, but when Ilaine, who had faced him alongside me, pressed him strongly, Row also revealed the story of the Seven Sins.
As if he could hide information from someone who had been possessed.
But that wasn't the end.

"Come to think of it, you said the assassin we encountered in Camliver village was acting on the orders of the King of Crime. Are you that so-called King of Crime?"
"Oh, fuck..."

At Grace's question, Row finally spilled everything about Black Crow that he had tried to hide.
After hearing everything from Row, who no longer wore a grinning smile, Grace asked:

"Tell me why I should keep you alive."
"Because you promised earlier?"
"Indeed."

Grace pulled out the skewers embedded in Row's body.
She pulled them out so forcefully that Row bit his lip, but Grace seemed to have done it deliberately and paid no attention.

"I'll keep my promise. Guard, remove his blindfold and loosen his restraints except for those on his limbs."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"So you're removing this icicle too? I can't sleep because it's so cold, especially in this underground cell."
"What are you talking about?"
"?"

Grace answered with a cold smile:

"That's not mine, but a punishment tool of the Snow Flower Tower. To remove it with my hands, I'd have to rip out your heart. Would you prefer that?"
"The Snow Flower Tower is under your command. Go tell them."
"You misunderstand. The Snow Flower Tower and I are merely in a cooperative relationship. If they refuse, there's nothing I can do."

Realizing Grace's intention, Row clicked his tongue.

"Tch, so that's why you accepted the promise."
"Why should I immediately trust someone who betrayed Aran and His Highness? What guarantee do I have that you won't betray me too?"
"...Fine. Let's build our trust slowly. Think about it. I'm sure I'll be useful to you."

Seemingly no longer wanting to deal with him, Grace turned her back and left the prison, then said to Ilaine:

"Lady Ilaine."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"Gather all the senior officials of the North. It seems we have much to discuss."
"Understood."

***

An emergency summons issued by the Grand Duke of the North.
With just that one order, all the key figures of the North gathered at the Winter Palace in what felt like less than an hour.
Naturally, the entire escort squad was mobilized regardless of their duty schedule.

'Some familiar faces, but many unfamiliar ones too.'

Looking at the attendees of the grand meeting:

The Grand Duke of the North, Grace Northrain.
The Escort Captain, Ilaine.
The Snow Flower Tower Master, Dariel Xenon.
The Elite Troops Commander, Gunter Eisenderk.
These were the familiar faces.

The Northern Knights Commander, Arthur Gravein.
This person had been mentioned in the novel, and I had seen him from afar a few times. We had exchanged greetings when I received my knighthood.
He was an impressive middle-aged man, dignified and gentlemanly, a loyal servant who had served the Northrain family since his predecessor's time.

One might think that Ilaine, as the Escort Captain, would be the Knights Commander, but she is only the head of the escort squad. She doesn't represent the Northern knights.
However, Ilaine is undoubtedly Grace's closest aide, and as the head of the escort squad, their relationship was equal.

In addition, the Wall Defense Captain and various military commanders were all present.

Besides military personnel, the administrative officials who assisted the Grand Duke in governing the North also attended.
Administrative officers, finance officers, legal officers, diplomatic officers, and so on.
I had seen them frequently during escort duties, but their faces weren't particularly familiar to me.
Even the great nobles of the North had come.

The Deepsnow family was particularly noticeable.
They were a family as powerful as the Northrain family, and they had a significant role in the novel.
Even more than Ilaine, who was an extra.

The sight of all these people sitting at one table was truly magnificent.
The escort squad formed an iron-clad security system, lined up against the walls or outside the conference room.

'The adjutant's position is indeed special.'

Unlike the other escort squad members, I was at the table.

Of course, I wasn't seated but standing behind the Escort Captain.
And the Escort Captain's position was right next to Grace on her right.
This meant I was closer to Grace than the other officials.

Each meeting participant had brought one attendant.
Ilaine was occupying a seat not as Grace's escort but in her capacity as the Escort Captain, and naturally, I, as her adjutant, became her attendant.

By the way, the person standing in the position of Grace's attendant, which Ilaine would normally occupy, was...

'Someone I haven't seen before.'

A woman with short black hair in a classic maid outfit.
According to what I heard from Ilaine, she was a servant of the Northrain family.
Given that a maid was present here, she must be capable beyond household duties.

"Now that everyone is gathered, let's begin without delay."

When Grace spoke, everyone listened intently without making a sound.
Grace told everyone the truth she had heard from Row.

The attack on the Snow Flower Tower was a conspiracy of the Seven Heroes, and Row, one of them, was the culprit.
The Seven Heroes were planning to invade the North, and more attacks would come.
The reason the Seven Heroes did this was because they had betrayed the hero Aran, who was now alive and seeking revenge against them.
The North became a target because the Grand Duke had a close relationship with Aran and was thought to become his ally.
There were apparently other reasons for targeting the North, but those hadn't been confirmed.

As Grace continued speaking, the faces of everyone gathered in the conference room showed even more turmoil than ours had when we first heard the truth from Row in prison.
Some were surprised, some perplexed, some serious, some suppressing sighs, some dizzy with confusion.
How shocking it must be to learn that the story of the hero Aran and the Seven Heroes they knew was a lie, and that those Seven Heroes were now targeting the North.

Finally, after finishing her explanation, Grace let out a deep sigh as if her complexity had resurfaced, and summarized:

"The North is being targeted by the Central and Western regions. If this continues, we may face a direct confrontation. If anyone has good suggestions for the future of the North, please speak freely."

At Grace's words, the senior officials of the North either fell into their own thoughts or exchanged opinions with those next to them.
Given the shocking nature of the news, Grace and Ilaine, who had heard the story beforehand, calmly waited for them.
And...

'It was definitely that bastard.'

Although I was in the position of an attendant and therefore kept my mouth shut,
My eyes were fixed on someone.

In "Brave Lord," Dorgon, the main villain of Episode 4, had carried out three plots to deal with the formidable North.
The first, the Snow Flower Tower terrorist attack, had been thwarted with minimal damage.

Of the remaining two, one would happen in the West and was beyond our ability to prevent, so all we could do was prepare countermeasures.
But one could definitely be stopped.

To conquer an impregnable fortress, it's better to target the inside than to pound from the outside.
This has been a repeatedly effective method throughout military history.

Yes.
The second of Dorgon's three plots was...
The plan for an internal enemy.

And the traitor who had turned his back on Grace and joined the villain's forces in the novel...
Was now in this conference room.

Ch.58 - Chapter 58. Northern Grand Council (1)
"Since I'm not a military expert, I'll speak from an administrative perspective. The North is naturally a fortress due to its terrain, but that same terrain limits our ability to produce supplies independently. Therefore, we rely heavily on trade."

Administrator Bayer was the first to speak.

"Currently, our most active trade partners are the East and Central regions. If war breaks out, trade routes with the Central region will be cut off, and if His Highness the Prince severs our trade routes with the East as well, our internal affairs will suffer greatly. Unlike the resource-rich Central region and the transportation-developed West, our very livelihood would be at risk."
"Hmm..."

After the administrator finished explaining the situation objectively without pushing his own opinion, Commander Gunter, leader of the elite forces, spoke next.

"The Western army has always been second only to our Northern forces in strength. Since Dorgon of the Seven Heroes became Grand Duke, he has developed them into a powerful legion comparable to our Northern army. Especially in terms of numbers and weaponry, they may even be stronger than us, so if battle breaks out, it won't end quickly."

According to Bayer, a prolonged war would greatly favor the other side.
But Gunter was saying that a prolonged war was inevitable.

'In the novel, when Aran arrived in the North, there was talk about the North's financial situation. Naturally, the war had become prolonged.'

Despite having superior weapons, engaging in all-out war with the North was a risky choice for the Western army.
Therefore, in "Brave Lord," when war broke out, Dorgon cut off trade routes to pressure the North.
The Northern army needed to end the war as quickly as possible, and in that situation, Aran and his companions joined them, allowing them to switch to an offensive strategy.

"What are the chances the East will help us?"

At Grace's question, Diplomat Grindel made a troubled face.

"The East's leader prioritizes self-preservation and avoids taking risks. They'll try not to antagonize the Central region."
"Will they maintain trade routes?"
"They'll abandon those too as soon as pressure comes from the Central region."
"That's troublesome."

As Grace groaned in frustration, Grindel offered his opinion.

"If this Snow Tower terror attack was instigated by the West and Central regions, how about denouncing them and creating a sense of crisis among other lords? From what you've said, the Dark Elves seem to be their doing as well, and the South, which has suffered from Dark Elf attacks, would likely respond favorably."
"That's a good idea. Since both the North and South have been targeted, we could push the narrative that the East won't be safe either. Even that opportunist wouldn't sit idle then."
"Yes, that way we could create a structure where three regions unite to check the Central region's power."

Indeed, the old saying that many hands make work light is true.
As the North's elites put their heads together, solutions were emerging when—

"Wait, I'd like to address something first."

A middle-aged man who had been quietly listening spoke up.

"It's said that His Highness the Prince and the Grand Duke of the West are targeting us because of the possibility of cooperation with Hero Aran... I simply don't understand. On what grounds do they presume we would help the hero rebel against the Central region?"

The one raising this question was Lionel Deepsnow, head of the prestigious Deepsnow family, attending as a representative of noble houses.

"Of course, the attack on the Snow Tower should be strongly condemned. They dared to target our North. But shouldn't we know the exact reason for this conflict?"
"According to Low, there seems to be more to it, but he said they didn't share that even among themselves."
"That's what bothers me most. It seems they want to attack the North for other motives but lack justification, so they're using the possibility of cooperation with the hero as a pretext. Why would that intelligent prince put forward such a simple and flimsy justification?"

Several people murmured at Lionel's observation.
Grace, seemingly agreeing with his point, asked him:

"Do you think they have some other intention?"
"They must be confident that this justification will certainly work. They must have solid evidence that would make everyone believe the North will help the hero."
"And that evidence would be...?"
"There's only one possibility."

Lionel sighed briefly before addressing Grace.

"Grand Duke, please don't misunderstand my intentions. The fact that he saved the North isn't sufficient evidence. By that logic, every land the hero has saved would be labeled treasonous. Beyond that, the only strong connection between the North and the hero is... that you are the hero's swordsmanship master."

At Lionel's words, everyone in the meeting room looked at Grace.
Meanwhile, Ilaine looked at Lionel instead.

"...Are you saying this is because of me?"
"Ahem! Grand Duke, that's why I asked you not to misunderstand. I don't think it's your fault. This is the mistake of those who have misunderstood and acted recklessly. It makes no sense to blame you for this."
"Then why bring it up?"
"When they put forward their justification for war, they will focus their attack on you, Grand Duke. As if this war were happening because of your personal feelings. We should keep this in mind and prepare countermeasures against their propaganda."

Since Lionel's point was valid, Grace relaxed her furrowed brow.

"The best approach is—"
"What is it?"
"To prevent them from using that justification. We should say that although you have a connection with the hero, you have no intention of helping him, and they've made a mistake by misunderstanding. We should feign indignation."

Some nodded in agreement that this was a good approach.
But Grace herself didn't seem convinced.

"No, that's not right. From what I've heard, Aran was a victim betrayed by their greed. While I don't intend to lead an army to the royal capital, if he comes to me seeking help, I do plan to assist him. I also intend to protect him from His Highness the Prince."
"Grand Duke? Such statements make their justification true. If we help the hero, we're proving them right. I know you're close to the hero, but the North could be endangered because of personal feelings."
"As you said, I am close to him, but I'm not speaking out of personal feelings. If they're determined to target the North, they'll create whatever justification suits them. What's important isn't what justification exists, but how we fight them, Head of House."
"That's a matter for when war breaks out. War hasn't broken out yet, so rather than provoking the enemy, we should block their tactics and secure allies."

Lionel pointed to Diplomat Grindel.

"To get the South and East to help us, we mustn't give them any justification. Let me be blunt, Grand Duke. Your connection with the hero doesn't help us. If the hero is truly eliminating the Seven Heroes, to the uninformed masses, he's simply a dangerous individual causing chaos."
"Then we should reveal the truth. That's why we should consider cooperating with Aran if necessary. Once the justice of our cause is clear, justification will naturally follow us."
"These are people who have hidden the truth all along. Even we have firmly believed the truth they told us. Do you think it would be easy to win a public opinion battle against such people?"

As Grace and Lionel remained at an impasse, other officials exchanged glances.

In summary, Grace wanted to actively confront the Central region's conspiracy.
Lionel, while acknowledging conflict was inevitable, wanted to avoid direct confrontation and build a strategic political position.
It was a difference in approach.

This led to disagreement on the issue of "cooperation with Hero Aran."
Grace wanted to help Aran reveal the truth and establish justice.
Lionel opposed association with Aran, believing it wouldn't benefit the North and would only intensify the war.

As both sides had valid points, the officials remained silent, comparing and considering the two opinions, when—

"Excuse my interruption, but..."

A voice deeper and more dignified than Lionel's or Gunter's broke into their debate.

"If Hero Aran's goal is revenge against the Seven Heroes who betrayed him, he would likely head to the royal capital where the Prince resides. No matter how powerful a hero he is, it's impossible for him to defeat the royal capital and the adjacent Golden Tower alone. If the hero dies there, wouldn't the justification against the North become useless?"

The voice belonged to Arthur, the Northern Knights' Commander.

At Arthur's observation, Grace and Lionel ceased their argument.
Even as the Grand Duke of the North and a high nobleman, they couldn't dismiss the words of this veteran who had protected the North since the previous generation and was the foremost knight after Grace.

"Even if Aran doesn't go to the royal capital, his destination would be Agarta, the city ruled by the West's Grand Duke. That fortress city rivals our Wintercannon, and a single swordsman couldn't conquer it. Besides, the conquest of Moon Forest is just Low's assumption. He might have been defeated by the Dark Elves."

At Arthur's methodical reasoning, Grace's expression darkened.
Lionel also seemed a bit embarrassed, letting out a low sigh.

'Ah, I'm itching to speak.'

Indeed, as befitting the Northern Knights' Commander, Arthur's words were sound.
Logically, how could a single person, even a hero, break through Moon Forest filled with ferocious Dark Elves?
If it were just Dark Elves, it might be possible, but with Shira, a former member of the hero's party, also there...
Even Grace would find it difficult to conquer Moon Forest alone.

But there's something they don't know, something only I, a reader of the novel, know:

'Aran has new companions.'

Three of them, in fact. All exceptionally skilled.
Though slightly less capable than his former party members, they're still powerful and reliable allies who can fight against them.

By now, the Dark Elves would have met their end as they did in the novel.
And Aran's next destination is...

'Wait a minute?'

Come to think of it, with Low here, what happens to Aran's next destination?

Originally, after leaving Moon Forest, Aran and his companions search for Low, the only one of the Seven Heroes whose whereabouts are unclear. By chance, they encounter Black Crow's criminal activities in the slums and become entangled with them.

Finding the sudden dominance of the Black Crow organization in the kingdom's underworld suspicious, the group investigates them.
As they systematically dismantle Black Crow from the bottom up, they find clues about Low and eventually reunite and fight with him.

After defeating Low and destroying Black Crow, Aran heads toward Agarta where Dorgon is located, but upon hearing news of war between the North and West, he changes course for the North.
This is how Episode 4, the Northern Arc, begins.

But now Low is captured here as a cripple, so Aran can't follow the original storyline.

'I wonder what happened to Black Crow.'

Black Crow is a large confederation formed by Low forcibly subjugating various criminal organizations.
It's essentially many subordinate organizations under one big boss.

Therefore, it would continue functioning without Low for now.
But typically, when any organization loses its head, subordinates fight among themselves for the position.
Moreover, "Black Crow" sounds grand in English, but it's just "Crow Gang" when translated directly.

With Low missing after taking his assassination team to the North,
Black Crow is probably in chaos now as gangsters vie for leadership, and Aran would start taking them down after barging in.
But even if Aran dismantles Black Crow, he'll only find clues about a boss who's already gone.

'Wait a second.'

Come to think of it, there's one more person.
Someone who could become the head of Black Crow.
Or more precisely, someone who could manipulate Black Crow as they please.

"Aran would not have been defeated in Moon Forest."

While I was lost in thought,
Grace, who had been silent after hearing Arthur's words, spoke up.

"It's not because I trust Low's words. Aran, he wouldn't lose to mere Dark Elves."
"Your Excellency, I acknowledge the hero's strength. But Dark Elves are said to be stronger and more ferocious than regular Elves. If the Seven Heroes are truly villains, then the rumor that the archer Shira is stopping her corrupted kin would be false, and she might actually be allied with the Dark Elves. The hero's strength alone couldn't defeat them all."
"I believe it's possible."

Grace smiled faintly at Arthur and said:

"Of course it is—after all, whose disciple is he? He was stronger than anyone I've ever seen. In skill and in will."
"Hmm."
"Besides, when has he ever operated within common sense? When he alone charged into the demon army invading the North during the Great War, everyone said it was impossible. Yet his disruption of the demons became a key factor in our victory."
"That's certainly true. If Your Excellency says so, I too will believe in the hero's victory."

Arthur yielded gracefully.

"But there's something in the Commander's words that catches my attention. If Aran seeks revenge, he would head to Agarta or the Golden Tower, not the North. Wouldn't that diverge from the Prince's intentions? Aran would end up fighting the Seven Heroes without having a chance to seek our help."

Grace tilted her head, clearly puzzled.

Just then, someone called to her.

"Your Excellency."
"?"
"If I may be so bold, could I offer a word?"

Everyone's attention turned toward the voice.
And seeing who had spoken, Ilaine's eyes twitched in surprise.

Because the person addressing Grace was...
me.

Ch.59 - Chapter 59. Northern Council Meeting (2)
Grace opened her round eyes as if my appearance was unexpected, and Elaine also seemed a bit surprised by my actions.
The funny thing is that I was nervous too, my heart racing.

'I originally had no intention of stepping forward...'

Looking back at my actions so far, I've been quite forward for a mere soldier.
It's only because the Northern Grand Duke favors me and the Guard Captain greatly cherishes me that things have always worked out well.
If those two hadn't supported me, I wouldn't have been able to act as I did.

Sometimes when I objectively reflect, there were moments when I wondered if I had been too presumptuous.
To the point where I found it strange that despite my actions, they never questioned the suspiciousness of my knowledge and behavior.
I tried hard not to show signs of being a transmigrator, but neither Grace nor Elaine are pushovers.

That's why I had planned to be more cautious for a while.
Just like how powerful skills in games have cooldowns, and machines need rest to prevent overheating.
I drew a lot of attention during the previous Snowflower Tower incident.

Thanks to that, I became a knight, but even that was a special appointment as a contributor to the Snowflower Tower incident, making it quite conspicuous.
It was so notable that as soon as I became a knight, the Snowflower Tower sent congratulations (even though this is the North, a large wreath arrived, apparently created by Sara, an external mage of the Snowflower Tower), and people passing by recognized my face while I was on guard duty.

Anyway, this meeting is a state council where the North's dignitaries gather to determine policies.
No matter that I became a knight, I thought this wasn't a place for an attendant like me to speak up, so I had only planned to observe.

'Oh, whatever. Let's just go for it.'

I suppose it's an occupational hazard of transmigrators to feel itchy if we don't use the information only we know to do something.
Is this the curse of knowledge?
But since I lack the knowledge to create an AI robot equipped with super high technology to protect peace, I decided to walk my own path.

"Luke?"

Elaine, standing behind me, looked at me quietly before quickly adjusting her expression and nodding slightly at Grace.
As if asking permission for me to speak.

Receiving that signal, Grace also restored her expression and addressed me.

"Yes, Sir Luke. Go ahead and speak. This is a place where anyone can offer opinions if they are thinking of the North's future."
"Thank you."

I first greeted everyone at the table with a brief self-introduction.
As respectfully and politely as possible.
Then.

"Ah, so this is the young knight who received the special appointment at the plaza."
"I heard he played a significant role in the Snowflower Tower incident."
"Ho ho ho! Role? Our Snowflower Tower received much help from this young man. He's a promising youth. I'd even like to recruit him if possible."

I heard a familiar elderly voice at the end but deliberately ignored it.
Now that I have no qi, that old man is coveting me.

I thought they might view it negatively if a strange young knight suddenly spoke up.
But the atmosphere was more favorable than expected.

Whether nobles, ministers, or knights, is it because Northerners have respect for the strong embedded in their DNA?
Or is it because the Snowflower Tower Master, one of the few power holders in the North, passionately praised me?
Either way, this means I can speak, I mean, express my opinion without feeling too burdened.

"The Hero Aran will come to the North."
"Starting with such a definitive statement. How did you come to that conclusion?"
"Rowe was operating a secret organization called Black Crow. But now he's captured here, leaving the organization headless."
"Hmm..."
"But it doesn't make sense that Your Highness didn't know about Rowe running such a large criminal organization. If Your Highness knew about Rowe's organization and condoned it, wouldn't that mean Your Highness has some means to control that organization according to your will?"

As I paused briefly to catch my breath and observe the surroundings, everyone was listening attentively to my words.

"That's a reasonable point. What's the connection between that and your claim that Aran will come to the North?"
"Rowe is also a target of the Hero. We know Rowe is here, but the Hero doesn't, so he will try to find Rowe. Since Rowe claims he came here on Your Highness's orders, if Your Highness uses that organization to leak information to the Hero that Rowe is in the North..."
"You're saying Aran will come here looking for Rowe."
"Exactly."

The Administrator nodded in agreement to my exchange with Grace, saying, "Indeed."

"Sir Luke, was it? I have a question."
"!"

Wow, a heavyweight is jumping in for the first Q&A.
Rainel, the head of the Deepsnow family and a great noble, addressed me.

"If Your Highness can manipulate the Hero's actions, why send him to the North? That would unite two powerful forces. Wouldn't it be better to send the Hero somewhere remote and defeat them separately?"

As expected of the head of a prestigious family comparable to the Northrain family, his abilities are clearly different.
Rainel's view was also correct.
If one doesn't know much about the Hero's party, it's reasonable to think that way.

"Your point is valid, Lord. But Your Highness was once a member of the Hero's party. So you know better than anyone that to defeat the Hero decisively, you need at least two of the Seven Heroes."
"Hmm!"
"With the archer Sira fallen, there are three of the Seven Heroes remaining. Among them, the Western Grand Duke is targeting the North, so to defeat the Hero, both Your Highness and the Golden Tower Master must act. However, Rowe said that with his failure, the Golden Tower Master will move toward the North."
"You believe the words of an enemy?"
"Rowe is a calculating individual with not even a snowflake's worth of loyalty. His offer to side with Your Excellency is likely sincere, and his information and views on his comrades should be accurate. After all, he was also a member of the Hero's party. Of course, I don't trust him. He's likely to betray us in the end."
"You can't trust the person, but you can trust the information. I agree with that. He's that kind of man."

Grace, who knew about Rowe, supported my statement, but Rainel persisted with his questioning.

"Then why deliberately lure such a dangerous force, requiring two of the Seven Heroes, to our North? If the Hero and the North join forces, even the Seven Heroes wouldn't be fearsome."
"Because individual combat and group combat are different."
"Oh?"

At this point, an unexpected ally appeared for me.
It was Gunter, the elite troop commander.

"The Iron Legion under Grand Duke Dorgon. Is that how they plan to supplement the power gap left by the Seven Heroes?"
"Exactly. As the Knight Commander here mentioned, even with powerful individuals, facing a collective is not easy. So they'll think pushing toward a military battle rather than the Hero's specialty of small-scale individual combat gives them better odds. This way, they maintain the pretext of cooperation while aiming to eliminate both the thorn in their side, the Hero, and the North in one battle."

I finished speaking and observed the reactions.
This was the best I could offer.

In truth, given enough time, those present could have made these deductions without my intervention.
Unlike me, a transmigrator, those gathered here are genuine Northerners, the kingdom's top military experts. How could they not reach such conclusions?

I merely provided a signpost for an easier journey to the destination.
Like a navigation system.
If I showed the way, how to get there is up to the drivers.
Everyone doing their best.
Isn't that cooperation?

"I find Sir Luke's words persuasive."

Gunter, who had supported me earlier, spoke again.

"As Lord Deepsnow said, defeating them separately is an effective tactic, but they would also have to divide their forces. It's hard to see this as effective against an unpredictable force like the Hero. Also, since they too become stronger when united, they'll likely want to end it here."
"I agree as well."

As soon as Gunter finished, another person concurred.
I turned to see who it was.

"Commander too?"
"If the Hero is here with us rather than roaming elsewhere, they can confidently commit their remaining forces. For example, the Golden Tower."
"!"
"The Golden Tower and the Western Legion. I'm not sure if the Central will move, but if these two join forces, they would be quite dangerous opponents for us even with the Hero on our side, wouldn't they?"

Arthur's words elicited heavy sighs from around the room.
The combination of the kingdom's greatest magic tower and largest legion.
As he said, even with the Hero on our side, victory would not be easy to guarantee.

"Don't worry, Commander. We have our own magic tower. Those flashy yellows don't scare me at all."
"I always trust the Snowflower Tower."

In response to Dariel's confident declaration, Arthur nodded in agreement.

"Then shall we conclude the matter of Aran by deciding to accept him? Lord, do you agree?"
"Hmm. Since the opinions of various dignitaries are reasonable, I'll yield my position."

Phew.
With that, it seemed the consensus was to bring Aran to the North.

What they don't know is that Aran coming to the North is something that must happen.

First, I'm sorry to say this to them, but the battle with Dorgon cannot be resolved with the North's power alone.
To win decisively against him, Aran's power is essential.

Second.
Defeating Dorgon is not the end.
Behind him is none other than this country's prince.
For Aran to defeat him, there's much he needs to gain in the North first.

Ah, I'm not talking about the Salamander's Scale. If it had been that important, I wouldn't have consumed it all.
Wait. Since I took the Salamander's Scale, he might be weaker than in the novel if I don't provide something else.

As I was pondering what to give Aran, I suddenly felt a prickling sensation on the side of my head.

"?"

I thought it might be Elaine, but it wasn't.
She was focusing on the meeting again.
Moreover.
The gazes watching me weren't just one but several.

'...As expected, they're watching me as a person of interest.'

The directions of the gazes watching me were from:
Rainel Deepsnow.
Diplomat Grindel.
Elite Troop Commander Gunter.
Knight Commander Arthur Gravein.
Snowflower Tower Master Dariel.
Among them were expected gazes, but also unexpected ones.

But I pretended not to notice, as I shouldn't show any reaction.
As far as I know, he hasn't even contacted Dorgon yet.
The debate about killing baby Hitler isn't my style.

"We've strayed a bit because of the talk about Aran. Let's get back to the main point."

Grace, refreshing the meeting atmosphere, continued.

"I agree with Lord Grindel's opinion. War is not frightening, but as the Administrator said, it would greatly impact the North's economy. So even if we fight, I want to draw the East and South to our side to secure trade routes. This aligns with Lord Deepsnow's opinion too, right?"

When Grace glanced at him, Rainel nodded, though his face was still sour from earlier.

"Then our first step is to rally the kingdom's public opinion to our side by denouncing the Central and West's atrocities based on the Snowflower Tower incident. Lord Grindel, please go immediately to the East and South to draw in those two forces."
"Yes."
"After a short break, we'll discuss our second policy. The topics will be how to prepare for war after our public opinion campaign and how to respond if they make military provocations."

Grace announced the break and was the first to rise from her seat to make others feel comfortable.
As the Northern Grand Duke left, the senior officials either went to take a break or stayed in the conference room to chat among themselves.
As an attendant, I had to follow Elaine, and she chose to stay.

"Luke."
"Yes."
"You did well earlier."

I was worried I might be scolded for being presumptuous like when I pointed out the Snowflower Tower's security system to Sophia.
But what came from Elaine's lips was praise.

"If you were still a soldier, I would have given you harsh words. But now you are a Northern knight, a quasi-noble."
"Ah."
"Don't forget. You are now a hero specially appointed for resolving the Snowflower Tower incident. Special appointments aren't given by luck. It's a qualification given only to those who are exceptional, without needing to take tests."
"..."
"If you've reached that position through your own abilities, then like a true Northerner, you shouldn't be intimidated in places like this. Always be confident, and if you aim for advancement, use this foundation well."
"Thank you."

Elaine's encouragement seemed to give me strength.
Indeed, at the Snowflower Tower, I was an outsider pointing out someone else's security system, which was meddlesome. But now, I've given my opinion as someone with proper qualifications attending the meeting, so it's different.

"Still, next time give me a heads-up. You surprised me."
"Haha, I'm sorry."

As I was apologizing with a sly smile to the grumbling Elaine.

"Hello there?"

A young man with silver hair approached us, greeting with a pleasant smile.

Ch.60 - Chapter 60. Knight Commander Arthur
In response to the young man's sudden greeting, Elaine rose from her seat and answered him respectfully.

"I greet you, Lord Rigrit Deepsnow, second son of the Deepsnow family."

I followed Elaine's lead and greeted him as well.
Receiving our greetings, Rigrit waved his hands dismissively with a timid smile that seemed like he might break into a sweat.

"You don't need to be so formal. I don't hold any special position; I'm just here as my father's attendant."

Just as Elaine had brought me along, Raynel, the head of the Deepsnow family, had also brought an attendant—his second son, Rigrit.
It was politicians giving their children exposure to the bigger world.
It provided motivation and social experience.

If one were to ask why he brought his second son as an attendant rather than his first son, the heir to the family...

"I've heard about your older brother. Congratulations on his appointment as captain of the Wall Defense Unit."
"Ahaha, thank you. He's a brother to be proud of."

Small talk is always the best icebreaker, and Elaine, being at Grace's side, was privy to all important news from the North.

If one were to name the three most important units in the Northern Army:
The Guard Unit protecting Grace, with Elaine as captain.
The Elite Unit in charge of expeditions, with Gunter as captain.
And finally, the Defense Unit protecting Wintercanon, the capital of the North.

Among these, the Defense Unit is further divided by area of responsibility into the Wall Defense Unit and the Inner Castle Defense Unit.
The Wall Defense Unit, being the first line of defense against enemy attacks, is considered more important than the Inner Castle Defense Unit.
Being appointed captain of the Wall Defense Unit meant one's abilities were highly recognized, and it was certainly something the entire family should be proud of.

This was why Raynel had brought his second son Rigrit.
He didn't need to bring his first son, who was already seated among the military personnel.

After responding to the congratulatory remarks, Rigrit immediately turned his head toward me.

"You must be Sir Luke, who received the special appointment. Pleased to meet you."
"I'm honored you recognize me."
"Haha, no need to be so stiff. Your demeanor earlier was quite impressive. In such a grand setting, yet you showed no nervousness."

Rigrit hunched his shoulders as if he himself were nervous.

"Judging by your age, you seem similar to mine. You're truly remarkable. Being the hero who saved the North must make you very proud."
"Young lord, please feel free to speak comfortably. I've only just become a knight apprentice."
"Hahaha, I can't do that. If I speak that way, I'm not even a knight."

This setting wasn't mentioned in the novel, so I'm not sure about other regions, but in the North, not all noble children who join the army become knights.
Regardless of noble status, one enters as a common soldier, and only those with strength and talent pass the knight examination to become knights.

Nobles might have connections and money to find good mentors or buy potions for advantageous conditions.
But without ability, they cannot bear the title of knight, no exceptions.

In other words, those like Lorron, the 2nd squad leader of the Guard Unit, who became knights despite being nobles, had to struggle fiercely from their days as soldiers to reach their positions.
That's why noble-born soldiers in the Northern Army don't treat common soldiers carelessly.
They've all been through it themselves.

"I understand. Please treat me however you feel comfortable, young lord."

After I conceded, Rigrit asked politely:

"Actually, I came to greet Sir Luke. I've been curious since the appointment ceremony."
"Is that so?"
"Yes! As I just mentioned, you seem to be around my age, and I wanted to build a friendship."

With a harmless smile reminiscent of a puppy, Rigrit's thin frame was quite unlike typical Northerners.

"But why did Sir Luke come as the Guard Captain's attendant? Do you two have a close relationship?"
"I belong to the Grand Duke's Guard Unit and serve as the adjutant to the Guard Captain here. I came to assist my superior."
"You're the Guard Captain's... adjutant?!"

Rigrit widened his eyes exaggeratedly in surprise.

"Wow, that's amazing! You've been a knight for less than a week, and you're already the Guard Captain's adjutant."
"Thank you for your congratulations."

I responded with knightly courtesy to Rigrit, who was as happy for me as if it were his own achievement, despite having just met today.

"Haha, I feel even more strongly that we should become friends!"

Just then, footsteps approached, and someone else drew near us.
Seeing who it was, Rigrit, Elaine, and I all turned in surprise.

"Sir Luke, here you are."

The source of the approaching footsteps was none other than Arthur, the Knight Commander.

"Hmm, were you in the middle of a conversation?"

Knights are granted minor noble status.
However, there are naturally knights who were nobles from the beginning, and Arthur, with the surname "Gravein," was a proper nobleman.

Of course, while his counterpart was from one of the North's two prestigious families, Rigrit was still just the son of a nobleman who hadn't yet inherited his title. Arthur, on the other hand, was both the head of the Gravein family and a Northern elder, Knight Commander, and more—his credentials were impressive.
He had the authority to join this conversation.

"I looked outside but couldn't find you. I have an urgent matter to discuss with this knight apprentice, so could you spare us a moment?"

When Arthur pointed at me, it was Elaine, not the hesitant Rigrit, who asked:

"Commander, may I ask why you need to take my attendant?"
"I have matters I wish to discuss with him privately."
"He is my adjutant."
"Adjutant?"

Arthur glanced at me briefly before turning back to Elaine.

"Hmm, I wasn't aware of that... but that makes me want to speak with him even more. Guard Captain, though he's your adjutant, he's still a knight in his own right. That means he's also under my command."

Since neither seemed willing to back down, I stepped forward.

"Captain, since the Commander appears to have urgent business, I'll speak with him briefly and return. Young Lord Rigrit, I apologize, but may I excuse myself first?"
"Ah, yes."

Rigrit nodded in bewilderment, giving his permission.
Elaine looked at me with somewhat suspicious eyes before reluctantly agreeing.
She seemed to have guessed why Arthur wanted to take me away.
I had a pretty good idea too. This wasn't the first time I'd encountered such a situation.

Nevertheless, I had to follow Arthur during what little break time remained.
This person would be an important piece in future events.

***

Arthur led me out into the corridor, walked a bit further, and then turned to face me in a rather narrow hallway where no one else was present.

"This is the first time we've met since you came to greet me after the appointment ceremony."
"Yes, it is."
"Less than a week has passed, and you've already become the Guard Captain's adjutant?"
"When the adjutant position was newly created, I happened to be waiting for a position in the Guard Unit and was deemed suitable, so I was fortunate enough to get in."
"Hm, the Guard Captain isn't someone who would have just anyone by her side. It's not mere luck."

The nuance was peculiar when he mentioned being at Elaine's side. But Arthur probably didn't know anything, so I didn't particularly react.

"If I had known this would happen, I would have made my offer right away that day. I wanted to observe you a bit more then."
"What do you mean?"
"Hmm..."

Perhaps because we were alone, he seemed more relaxed.
With a softer expression than his previous stern face, Arthur asked:

"Do you have a betrothed?"
"?!"

Even I couldn't help but be genuinely surprised by this.
No, I had naturally assumed he was going to scout me for the Knight Headquarters, but he's offering me to become a son-in-law to the Gravein family?

'What should I do? Should I say I have someone?'

But if I answer that I do, the next question would be "Who?"
If I say I don't, a matchmaking date might be set right here, and Elaine would grab me by the collar.

"Let me be honest. I think highly of you. You may know this, but you're the first person His Grace has ever given a special appointment to."
"?!"

I didn't know that either.
The reason I knew about the special appointment system was because in Episode 4 of the novel, Aran received an honorary Northern knighthood through special appointment from Grace.
Of course, it wasn't as grand as mine; it was a private knighting ceremony between the two of them before Aran left the Winter Palace, with Grace telling him that the North would always consider him family.
It was a masterful scene showing Grace's emotional line—not yet aware of love but wanting to keep Aran by her side.

"I've heard all about your exploits in the recent incident. I also heard about your knight examination. You're quite a spirited newcomer, the likes of which we haven't seen in a long time."

Arthur's voice was soft yet serious, with an underlying pressure.
It was a different feeling from Gi, who advised like a neighborhood older brother, or Dariel, who subtly persuaded like a merchant.

"As it happens, I have a daughter of marriageable age. She's a late child, and I've raised her preciously, so I've been worried about where to send her for marriage. But a solid young man like you with promising prospects seems trustworthy."

Ah, so that's his plan.
First, marry his daughter to me to bind me through family ties.
Then, tell Grace he wants to teach his son-in-law about Knight Headquarters work and take me away from the Guard Unit.

Gain a son-in-law, gain a subordinate, and if he raises me well, gain a successor.
At minimum, it's a two-birds-with-one-stone approach, potentially three.
As expected of a Knight Commander with generations of experience, he's shrewd.

The joke about unlocking a new route came to mind but was immediately dismissed.
I've been on the highway for a long time.
Even in dating sims, if you've seen all the core events with one heroine and suddenly switch to another, you're headed straight for a bad ending.
Harems are only possible in novels; for me, this is life.

"I appreciate your words, but it's so sudden that I find it difficult to give you an answer right now."
"If you're worried about my daughter's response, she's already agreed."

'I don't even know what she looks like.'

I consider myself to have very particular tastes.
I prefer long blue hair, tall stature, and I care about figure. Large chest and hips, but with a toned body without excess fat.
Additionally, her personality should be formal in public settings but relaxed when we're alone—a clear on-off switch.
For attire, elaborate dresses are nice, but she should also look good in form-fitting clothes like armor or uniforms. And at home, I'd prefer she dress comfortably.

'Damn, he doesn't seem like he'll back down easily.'

I have no choice.

"I don't have a betrothed at the moment, but there is actually a woman I have feelings for, and I plan to confess to her soon."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, so I'm terribly sorry to you and your daughter, but I cannot accept your offer. I believe it would be dishonorable as a knight to discuss marriage while harboring feelings for another woman."

Arthur, who had been excited at my initial statement about not having a betrothed, couldn't hide his disappointment and clicked his tongue at my words.
Especially since I sealed the deal with chivalry at the end, pressing further would be seen as immoral.

"Hmm, this is troublesome."

Arthur stroked his beard thoughtfully.

"If that's the reason, then I can't help it. Let's pretend this conversation never happened."
"I apologize."
"Haha, no need to apologize. It's actually admirable. Pure love is the most knightly form of love. I too married my wife that way and have lived harmoniously with her until now."

As expected of the Knight Commander, he knows his stuff.
That's right. Knights are about pure love.

"But hearing that makes me want you even more. I'll withdraw the marriage talk, but would you consider coming to the headquarters if you want to advance as a knight?"
"You mean the Knight Headquarters?"
"The Guard Unit pays well, but... excuse me for saying this, the working conditions are harsh. If you want to build a harmonious home with a woman, the headquarters might be a better choice."

Looking at Senior Garen from the 1st squad, he certainly has little time to meet his lover, making it feel like a long-distance relationship despite living in the same city.

But Commander,
My lover is within ten steps of me.
We're already living together.

Conversely, if I go to the Knight Headquarters, I won't be able to see my lover.

"Since you rejected the marriage talk, don't immediately reject this too. Think about it and give me your answer."

How could I say "I don't want to" to his face when he puts it like that?
I had no choice but to vaguely answer that I would think about it.

"We should head back soon. It wouldn't be right to only talk about my matters, so if you have any personal requests, I could grant them to earn your favor."
"!"

Here it is.
This was why I agreed to speak with Arthur.

The traitor mentioned to be in the meeting room.
It wasn't Arthur, at least. He remained Grace's loyal servant until the end of Episode 4.

So to prepare for the elimination of the future traitor, I first need to make this loyal servant my ally.

"I'm still young and there's much I don't know, but I've heard that you've been devoted to the North since the time of the previous Grand Duke."
"You seem curious about something. Go ahead."
"If war breaks out and we face a crisis, do you think there might be someone inside who would try to save themselves for their own benefit?"
"Hmm?"

Arthur blinked at the unexpected question.

"It's not honorable for a knight to suspect others, but since it's coming from someone like you, I'll hear you out. What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. To defeat our North, the enemy will try to create internal divisions with cunning deceptions and sweet lies. After all, no one can cross the walls of Wintercanon. So, what do you think about the possibility of someone appearing who might not betray the North, but might walk a different path from the Grand Duke in an attempt to protect the North?"
"Do you want an immediate answer?"
"Yes."
"You're quite assertive. Not giving me a prompt answer while demanding one from me."

Arthur grumbled briefly before considering with a serious expression.

"If there were such a person... they would likely have significant position or power. Enough to believe they could fill His Grace's void."

Ch.61 - Chapter 61. Elaine vs. Grace (1)
After finishing my brief conversation with Arthur, I returned to the conference room, and the meeting resumed as soon as I arrived.

True to the Northern people's nature, the grand strategy was decided on fighting without anyone suggesting we should hold back.
The subsequent discussion focused on how to prepare for battle.

There were two factions: the hawks centered around Grace who advocated for active military action, and the doves led by Lionel who wanted to pressure the enemy diplomatically and politically to gain advantage without conflict.
Both sides presented logical and persuasive arguments. This was truly the domain of experts, so I kept quiet and just listened this time.
There didn't seem to be any need for my future knowledge anyway.

Well, there was one place where future knowledge could be useful.

'But that would require an expedition to the West, which would essentially mean starting a war now.'

Dorgon had prepared three schemes to conquer the North.
The first was the Snow Tower terror attack to weaken enemy forces.
The second was using internal enemies to create confusion in the enemy camp.
The third was to strengthen our forces by recruiting non-human races from the West.

After siding with demons during the Great War and losing, Dorgon promised to give Northern lands to non-human races who had lost their homes and were barely surviving. He recruited them into his legion to use as arrow fodder.

If we could preemptively exclude these non-humans, we could foil one of his plans.
But currently, they're hiding within Western territory, so even I can't do anything about it.

And suggesting we make peace with them and use them as our own forces would be problematic.
These creatures have a backstory of attacking the North during the Great War, so bringing it up at this meeting would likely result in me having to dance with swords. Quite awkward.

'For now, they've suggested strengthening the defensive walls in preparation for war, so our defenses will be more formidable than in novels where people get caught in wars without knowing anything. I'll think about the non-human issue when the time comes.'

I decided to prioritize the urgent matters at hand.

The meeting, which lasted more than half a day, concluded with several decisions.
To summarize what was discussed:

First, inform the East and South about this situation and persuade them to join our side.
Second, welcome Hero Aran if he comes to the North.
Third, accelerate ice crystal research and focus on winter ore mining to strengthen our forces.
Fourth, eliminate uncertain factors by clearing nearby areas through expeditions before the war.
Fifth, expose the immoral betrayal of the Prince and the Seven Heroes and their conspiracy against the North to claim righteousness.

These were the five main categories.
Of these, the fourth one directly applies to me, I suppose.
Since I'm the deputy to the Guard Captain, I'll automatically accompany Grace when she goes on an expedition.

'This is the opposite of the Snow Tower situation, so how should I handle it?'

During the Snow Tower incident, we didn't know who the terrorist was, but we knew they were preparing an attack, so we just needed to find them.

But now, I know exactly who the traitor from the novel is, but I have no justification to act.
I can only punish someone after they commit a crime. Dorgon probably hasn't even contacted them yet, and in the novel, they only caused trouble during the war, so right now they're just innocent citizens, not even suspects.

If I claimed I could read faces and said they looked like traitors, even Ilaine would give me a skeptical look.
If I said I could see evil spirits inside them through meditation, people would just worry about my health.

'Hmm.'

I'll have to monitor the situation and respond accordingly.
There might be crimes they've committed that weren't mentioned in the novel, and if necessary, I could use those to deal with them.

When the meeting ended, Grace, seemingly mentally exhausted from everything that had happened since the prison, retired to her chambers early.
Thanks to that, Ilaine and I also left work around evening, earlier than usual.

"Luke, about the break time earlier."
"Yes?"
"What did you discuss with Captain Arthur?"

Even though we left work early, as members of the Guard, we still had to sleep in the barracks to be ready for emergencies.
So Ilaine and I used a little trick, saying we would eat dinner outside and briefly stopped by home.
We just needed to return to the barracks on time.
It was like taking a short leave, in military terms.

And so currently, Ilaine was...
Sitting on my lap, nestled against me.
Oh, we were clothed.
We don't do that every time we have a moment alone.

"He asked if I had any interest in joining the Knights' Headquarters."
"...I thought so."

I left out the matchmaking talk.
It was a moot point anyway, and mentioning it would probably get me pinched.
Ilaine has strong fingers, and her pinches really hurt.
How do I know? ...There was an incident.
Just thinking about it makes my back hurt again.

"And your answer?"
"The atmosphere made it difficult to refuse directly, so I said I'd think about it."
"Captain Arthur isn't one to back down easily. Was there no other suggestion?"
"No, there wasn't."
"Come to think of it, I heard Captain Arthur was looking for a match for his youngest daughter."
"!"

I forgot.
Being Grace's confidant, she's privy to most high society news in the North.

"Is that so?"
"You didn't know?"
"I don't even know her name."

Ilaine didn't pursue the topic further.
Perhaps she was just checking.
I didn't lie either.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"I'll be angry if you leave."

In our current private mode, her grumbling warning sounded quite cute, but...

'Ilaine's anger...'

For some reason, I recalled the ultimate technique of the Snow Cold Sword I'd seen a few times—the Strike of Heavy Snow.
If I got hit by that... would I die?

"Did you just suspect I might leave for the Headquarters? I'm hurt that your trust in me is so limited..."
"What?! N-no, that's not it! How could I doubt you? Of course you'll stay by my side!"

When I pretended to be upset and averted my gaze, Ilaine panicked and shook my arm, earnestly assuring me it wasn't true.
She even eagerly complied when I said I'd forgive her if she kissed my lips.

When I admitted it was a joke, she became sulky, and it was my turn to appease her.
But by the time we returned to the barracks, we were laughing together again.

***

When I arrived at work the next day, Grace was leaning her head back against her office chair, seemingly still tired from yesterday.

"Your Excellency, that's undignified."

As there wasn't much paperwork to handle, Ilaine, who was standing beside Grace, pointed this out. Grace, still with her head tilted back, merely turned her face toward us and said:

"By the way, when are you two getting married?"
"?"
"?!"

She dropped a bombshell out of nowhere.

"There's no one else around. Speak freely."
"Marriage... you say?"
"You're not planning to?"
"No, it's just..."

Ilaine's face turned red from embarrassment, but being the professional Guard Captain she was, she quickly composed herself and answered:

"We have no plans yet. As it's an important matter, we'll decide after serious discussion with each other."
"I already approved your relationship. Why not take it further? Holding hands, kissing. Should I make an official announcement? 'The Guard Captain and her deputy are dating, so don't enter the office without permission from now on.'"
"...Your jokes are excessive today."

Watching Ilaine groan "ugh" at Grace's teasing, I found it fascinating.
Their relationship went beyond ruler and subject—they were like close friends. I'd seen Grace playfully tease Ilaine before, but never with such direct jokes.
By the way, we already held hands and kissed yesterday, and even did more than that, but...

"Don't you have work to do?"
"The Guard Captain isn't guarding but rather harassing me. Sir Luke, what do you think?"
"Pardon?"
"Please refrain from asking my deputy difficult questions."
"He's my subordinate too. I'll stop if you properly call him your husband."
"Your Excellency..."

She does seem unusually harsh today.
Normally, she'd make light jokes and stop immediately if Ilaine objected.
I'd never seen her deliberately make someone uncomfortable like this, not even in the novel.

'Ah, I see.'

Thinking about it, Grace's mental state must be fragile right now.
She just learned that Aran, whom she thought was dead, is alive—and from the very people who betrayed him and spread rumors of his death.

In the novel, during Episode 4 when Aran and his group came to the North, Grace ran from the Winter Palace all the way to the city gates as soon as she heard the report.

That's how special Aran was to her.
After all, Grace was the heroine of "Brave Lord."

Even now, she probably wants to find him immediately but is restraining herself.
That's why she's distracted and showing unusual behavior, unlike her normal self.

"Since we're on the topic, let me report about the Deputy Captain selection."
"Go ahead."

Despite their closeness, she maintained proper respect for her subordinate, focusing immediately when work was mentioned.

The Guard Deputy Captain selection isn't as elaborate as the knight examination but is conducted simply.
Overall job performance evaluation,
Deputy Captain duty simulation test,
Combat trial.
These are the three components.

It's similar to a modern promotion review, assessing regular job performance and taking a qualification test.
And in true Northern style, there's a straightforward combat trial.

The schedule is efficient too—document test in the morning, combat trial in the afternoon, all done in one day.
Since all four participants are well-known to both Grace and Ilaine, there's no need for complex evaluations.

"I like how simple it is. Complicated tests would just be cumbersome."
"Then I'll set a date next month and notify the candidates."
"Do that."

Grace was about to return to her paperwork when—
Knock, knock, knock.

[Your Excellency, it's the Armory Officer.]
"Come in."

The door opened, and the officer in charge of Northern military weapons entered.
Judging by the wooden box carried by the soldier behind him, they seemed to be reporting on a newly made weapon.

"Your Excellency, I've come to show you the dagger you previously ordered, now completed."
"Dagger? Ah, that one!"

At the mention of weapons, Grace's expression brightened. She stood up and personally approached them.
Ilaine and I followed her. The Armory Officer nodded to the soldier, who opened the wooden box to reveal...

"Hmm, this turned out better than I expected."
"Would you like to try it out?"

Without hesitation, Grace took out two daggers from the box, one in each hand, and swung them freely.

"I like the design and weight."
"Thank you."
"How effective is it?"

In response to Grace's question, the Armory Officer answered with a confident smile:

"It's average for slashing, but for stabbing, it can pierce even steel. After all, it's made from the fangs of that Silver Sabertooth."
"!"

I widened my eyes upon hearing the material.

The dagger that served as Grace's secondary weapon in the novel and was later passed to Aran.
Made from Silver Sabertooth fangs, boasting supreme penetration power.
Silver Sting.

'I heard they started making it after defeating the Silver Sabertooth.'

I figured it would be made eventually without my intervention, but now it's finally complete.
It's definitely designed for stabbing.

'And there are two of them.'

In the novel, only one appeared, but as Grace held one in each hand, there were two daggers in the box.

Recalling the battle at the Crystal Lake, I glanced at Ilaine.
Being a swordswoman herself, she was captivated by the Silver Sting.

Yes, she doesn't need to know.
This is reality, not the novel.

"I tried to make a longsword, but the material was so tough and sharp that processing was difficult, so it ended up as a dagger."
"No, you did well. If it's specialized for stabbing, a dagger is better than a longsword anyway."

After examining them a bit more, Grace asked:

"Have you named the weapon?"
"Not yet. Since it's Your Excellency's weapon, I thought you might enjoy naming it yourself."
"That's true. Hmm... the blade is silver, and it's made from Silver Sabertooth fangs. Silver, silver..."

Grace furrowed her brow, considering quite seriously, then:

"Silver Sting! Yes, that's perfect."
"Haha, a splendid name."

Both the Armory Officer and Ilaine nodded in approval.
Me too, of course.

I've enjoyed seeing how the novel's plot has changed and improved in various ways.
But sometimes, like now, it's also satisfying when things unfold exactly as they did in the novel.

It's like when a novel you've read gets adapted into a webtoon—while creative adaptations can be enjoyable, seeing scenes faithfully reproduced can be equally thrilling.
My heart raced at witnessing in person the weapon I'd only read about in text, and being present at the moment it was named.

"Well, now that I have a new weapon, Sir Ilaine, shall we have a sparring match to test its performance?"

Oh?
A sparring match between Grace and Ilaine?
With real swords, no less.
This would be the first time since I joined the Guard.

"You seem distracted today anyway... Very well."

When Grace offered one of the Silver Stings, Ilaine didn't refuse.

"Sir Luke, hold my armor, please."

Ilaine's eyes had already transformed into those of a Northern warrior.
There seemed to be some desire to vent about the teasing from earlier.

Grace, equally excited, grinned and raised her fighting spirit.

Watching them, my heart swelled with anticipation.
A battle between the North's strongest fighters—is this really happening?

Ch.62 - Chapter 62. Elaine vs. Grace (2)
The sudden duel between Elaine and Grace.
The big news of the Northern Grand Duke facing off against the Captain of the Guard drew crowds like clouds... or rather, it didn't.

The duel took place in Grace's private training ground within the Winter Palace.
The spectators consisted of the weaponsmith who created Silver Sting, the soldier who brought the wooden box, and the members of Guard Team 1 who were currently on duty.
Including myself, there weren't even 30 people.
Anduril, the vice-captain of Team 1, served as the referee.

"Are you ready, Lord Elaine?"
"I am."
"Haha, I'm looking forward to fighting you. It's been a while."

Grace excitedly twirled her dagger, loosening her wrist.

The completion of Silver Sting was just an excuse; she seemed to want to refresh her mind with a duel against Elaine after feeling unsettled and complicated all day.
Of course, Elaine knew Grace well and agreed to it.

The rules: only one Silver Sting dagger each, no magic allowed. A single-round match.

In dagger combat, while swordsmanship is important, the short blade inevitably increases the proportion of physical combat where bodies collide.
Thus, both of them dressed lightly for quick movement.

"Who do you think will win?"
"Senior, I see you've stopped using honorifics?"
"Ah, my mistake, Lord Luke."
"Yes, let's get along well, shall we?"
"Um... have you decided to enjoy this?"

If they have no intention of stopping, what can I do? I might as well enjoy it.
Come to think of it, having seniors speak formally to me because of my position doesn't seem so bad.

I pondered deeply at Garen's question.

Elaine and Grace have completely different fighting styles.
While Elaine employs high-speed swordsmanship with consecutive strikes, Grace's every blow is heavy.
You could call them speed type versus power type.

By that calculation, Elaine has the advantage.
She's a swift swordswoman who can keep up with Low's speed. And without her heavy armor, she's even faster.
Her Snow Sword style focuses on precision and speed, including a thrusting technique like first snow.

Grace is by no means slow either. Befitting humanity's strongest knight, she has stronger legs and quicker feet than most knights.
However, her Lion Sword style, which pursues heavy strikes, isn't well-suited for dagger combat.
Moreover, the no-magic rule to prevent injuries was unexpectedly critical.
The Lion Sword style includes many techniques that utilize magic, like the King's Roar, but they're all sealed off, and she can't use non-sword techniques either.

'But Grace has that title.'

Sword Saint.
Meaning the pinnacle among swordsmen.
It would likely be a challenging match for both of them.

"Then both of you, please prepare in your positions... begin!"

With Anduril's signal to start.
Pababat!

"!"
"!!"

Elaine and Grace immediately rushed toward each other, exchanging a flurry of strikes.

"Insane! Hey, Luke. Did you see that?"
"No, I lost track after the fourth one."

As if top-tier action actors had choreographed it.
In an instant, Elaine and Grace exchanged seven attacks.
And both blocked and evaded everything without taking any damage.

Sensing that exchanging blows wouldn't decide the match, Elaine extended her leg, but Grace noticed and firmly planted her foot to block the inside leg sweep.
With her technique failing, Elaine immediately spun and aimed her elbow at Grace's chest, but that too was stopped by Grace's hand.

This time, as Grace tried to push forward with her body, Elaine pulled back to create distance.
She evaded Grace's wide horizontal slash rather than confronting it, quickly reversed her grip on the dagger, and counterattacked. Of course, Grace blocked this as well.

I became so engrossed in the high-speed battle that I couldn't take my eyes off it for a moment, to the point where I could hear nothing but the sounds of their combat.

It was thrilling to see what kind of match would unfold, as they both utilized their strengths and engaged in an equal contest.
Grace, who was slower than Elaine, blocked attacks with precise strikes.
Elaine, who lacked Grace's strength, avoided collisions by nimbly moving her feet.

That's when Elaine made the first decisive move.

Snow Sword, First Snow.
A high-speed thrust combining Elaine's speed with Silver Sting's penetrating power shot forth.
As a fellow Snow Sword user who recognized the preparatory motion for First Snow, I thought, 'That could be lethal if it hits—is it okay to use that?' It was such a clean thrust.

But Grace was Grace, after all.
She precisely read the trajectory of Elaine's First Snow and demonstrated the skill of meeting the tip of the blade head-on.
A counter only possible for someone called the Sword Saint.

As the blade tips collided and power dissipated for a moment, Grace twisted her wrist upward. With that motion, Elaine's First Snow was completely neutralized, and her arm was forced up as well.

Grace immediately plunged her dagger down like a meteor, aiming for Elaine's shoulder.
Elaine threw her body sideways to avoid Grace's downward strike.

Fwoosh.
Grace's Silver Sting didn't stop, easily penetrating the floor like a candle being stuck into a cake.

Seizing the moment when the weapon was stuck in the ground, Elaine regained her posture and was about to rush in.
But she hesitated.
She stopped her feet and waited for Grace to pull out the dagger.

"Why? It's a perfect opportunity to attack."
"You'd aim for my feet while forcefully pulling it out, wouldn't you?"

At Elaine's words, Grace smirked and smoothly pulled out Silver Sting.

"Shall we start again?"
"I'll come at you this time."

Immediately, another high-speed thrust enveloped Grace, and Grace responded by assuming her stance and countering Elaine's attack.

Everyone, not just me, was captivated by the extreme skill displayed by the two.
It wasn't simply because it was an amazing fight.

Everyone present, including the weaponsmith who made and tested weapons, was a warrior of the North.
They all knew how high-level this confrontation was and that it might be a legendary match they'd never see again.
They thought they should not take their eyes off it for a moment and learn from such strength.

Elaine and Grace continued their fierce battle, evading each other's thrusts, blocking punches, colliding bodies, tripping legs, and more.
As we watched, our hearts racing, thinking "just a little more, just a little more"—

"Stop! Time's up."

Anduril, the referee, coolly declared the end, and Elaine and Grace stopped, catching their breath.

Surprisingly, while both had swelling and bruises from the physical combat, neither had a single wound from the daggers.
Even though it was a duel and they held back, the fact that there wasn't a single cut despite such an intense fight left me speechless with admiration.

"The dagger still feels unfamiliar in my hand."
"Same here."
"I wanted to test its performance, but does this mean we just played around?"
"Didn't you confirm it?"

Elaine pointed to the hole Grace had made in the floor earlier.
Grace looked at it, laughed heartily, and said:

"It can pierce the floor like this, so its performance passes. Good job, weaponsmith."
"N-No! It was an honor for me to witness such a match!"

The weaponsmith bowed deeply with genuine appreciation, and Grace smiled encouragingly.

"By the way, two daggers? I don't use daggers often, so one is enough. Will you take one? You were the one who subjugated the Silver Sabertooth."
"I don't use daggers at all. I'm sure His Excellency wouldn't want this blade to be merely decorative."
"Indeed not. Then who should I give it to?"

Grace's gaze turned to me.

"Lord Luke used a dagger. Would you like this?"

Silver Sting for me?
I'm honestly tempted.
It's a weapon that appeared in the novel, and its performance is guaranteed.
I'm also one of the parties who subjugated the Silver Sabertooth with Elaine, so there's justification.
But still.

"I already have a dagger I use, and I don't think I can use two simultaneously."

In truth, I wasn't really using Black Hawk for close combat anyway.
I was using it as a magic amplifier.

To properly wield Silver Sting, one needs excellent dagger skills.
Even by my own assessment, while I might not know swordsmanship, I'm not particularly skilled with daggers either.
Like Elaine, it would probably just become a collectible for me.

"Hmm, I see."

Grace turned her gaze away from me and suddenly looked up at the empty air.
I wondered what she was doing.

"You won't use it?"
"He says he won't."
"It would suit him well, I think."
"He has peculiar tastes. He tends to avoid using special weapons like this."

After exchanging this strange dialogue with Elaine, Grace shrugged.

"Can't be helped. I'll keep both for now. I can handle them with non-sword techniques."

Grace added the names Alpha and Beta to the two Silver Stings, then put them back in the wooden box for storage.

"I've got a good weapon and refreshed my mind. Let's get back to work."

Feeling refreshed, Grace stretched and left with lighter steps than when she arrived, heading off to wash away the sweat from the duel.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"I learned recently that you're good at massages."

Modern office workers live by massages, so I naturally picked up a few techniques and had given one to Elaine before.

"My arms and legs are tired from dueling with Her Excellency. Give me one later."

As Elaine boldly and shamelessly made her request:

"Sure, why not."

I couldn't help but smile, wondering if this might have been one of the reasons she agreed to the duel.

***

Kingdom of Artia, an unnamed back alley.

Several intimidating men were engrossed in a card game when—

CRASH!
The door was shattered with a tremendous noise.

The men startled, put down their cards, and quickly grabbed their weapons placed beside the table.
Even in this situation, covering their cards was a gambler's habit.

"Who the hell are you?"

In response to the rough voice, a black-haired man walked steadily through the broken door.

"Which one of you is the branch leader of Black Crow?"

He asked in a voice so cold it sent chills.

"Hmph, who are you?"

The largest man among the group, seemingly annoyed, asked back.
But he quickly realized something.

'This is the third floor?'

If this man had made it here, that meant below was already...

"So it's you."

The man stared directly at the branch leader and began walking toward him.
Feeling an inexplicable chill, the branch leader shouted to his subordinates:

"Kill him!"

As the gang members rushed at him with weapons—
Crackle.
Suddenly, despite the clear weather and being indoors, the sound of electricity sparked.

BZZZZZZT!
Without time to scream, they all turned to charcoal.

"Huk!"

Terrified that his high-ranking members were defeated in one blow, the branch leader unconsciously stepped back, but—
Swish.
The man, who had somehow approached, grabbed him by the throat.

"Kuh, kuhak!"

The branch leader struggled to escape but couldn't move at all, and his eyes filled with panic and fear.
He had never been overpowered anywhere, yet he couldn't budge against this slender, unnecessarily handsome man who was smaller than him.
Who on earth was this man?

"Where is your boss, Low?"

At the man's question, the branch leader looked puzzled.
Why is he looking for the boss? A debt collector?
But the boss lends money, not borrows it.

However, he had no time for lengthy questions. The man began to squeeze his throat harder as there was no answer.
Look at those eyes. Those are the eyes of a killer.
If he wants to live, he must do as he's told.

"I don't know exactly! He's not here. I just heard rumors that he went to the North!"
"The North?"

The man released the branch leader's throat.

"Why would he go to the North?"
"Kak! Kak! ...I don't know. I just heard it secondhand."
"The North..."

For some reason, the man seemed lost in thought at the mention of the North.

'Now's my chance!'

The branch leader grabbed the axe he had dropped.

"Die! You bastard!"

As he swung with all his might at the man's neck—
BZZZZZZT!
Electricity erupting from the man consumed him.
Having kicked away his last chance to survive, the branch leader followed his subordinates.

Shortly after, a seductive woman with pale skin and full-body tattoos entered through the door.
Peculiarly, the woman with two half-cut horns on her head glanced at the scene in the room but paid no attention to it as she asked the man:

"There's nothing downstairs. What about you?"
"I heard where Low is."
"Really? We should have come here first. Where is he?"
"The North."
"Huh?"

The woman tilted her head as if surprised.

"The North is a bit random. Why would he go so far?"
"This guy didn't know either."
"Hmm~ But we got a lead, so there's progress. What will you do? Go to the North?"
"..."

After pondering for a moment:

"No, I'll gather more information first. He knows I'm after him, so it might be a diversion."
"Good. I agree with being thorough. But what if it's true? Will you go to the North for Low first, or to the West for Dorgon?"

To the woman's question, the man answered resolutely:

"Low first. If it's true, I'm curious why he went to the North."
"Right. Is there something to gain there? Or is he planning to assassinate the Northern Grand Duke?"
"Heh."

As the man rarely smiled, the woman tilted her head.

"If that's the case, getting revenge on Low would fail. He can't beat her."
"What? You know the Northern Grand Duke?"
"...What about Nia and Yui?"
"They went to free the slaves. Nia's a good kid, you know. Yui went to help."
"..."

Remembering the gratitude he received from someone who had been kidnapped when they destroyed a Black Crow operation the day before, the black-haired man gave a bitter smile and asked the woman:

"What did you do with the drugs downstairs?"
"I left them. Why? Want some?"

Without answering, the man struck the floor with the sword he was holding.
Lightning discharged from its tip and burrowed downward.
All the drugs in the basement storage were completely annihilated without a trace.

"Let's go."

As the man withdrew his sword and left first, the woman stared at him for a moment, shrugged, and followed.

As they left, the building began to collapse.
That day, one of Black Crow's drug dens disappeared.

Ch.63 - Chapter 63. Unresolved Plot Threads (1)
After the grand council of senior officials, the North began preparing for the impending war.

Since the other side hadn't taken any military action yet, there was no official declaration of wartime status to avoid causing public anxiety. However, the upper echelons moved quickly to ensure citizens wouldn't worry when war was eventually declared.

I expected to see traitors and opportunists trying to profit from this chaos, but strangely, none appeared. Were all Northerners just too straightforward? Had Grace already eliminated all the trash? I couldn't tell.

The first initiative was the mining of frost iron. I had already shared information about frost iron with Grace, and she had been planning to mine it. Since mining wasn't something that could be done overnight, they decided to start right away.

"You found it around here?"
"Yes, inside a cave in this area."

Since I was the source of the information, I became a human metal detector leading the way. Using my knowledge from the novel and my memory of finding a frost iron fragment in this area before, after about three or four days of searching...

"It's really here."

After the weapons master who accompanied us as an advisor confirmed that the ore discovered by the survey team was indeed frost iron, Grace expressed her amazement.

The frost iron mining operation began immediately. I was concerned about how they would handle mining—a quintessential difficult job—in the extremely cold North, but it proceeded much more smoothly than I expected.

Apparently, being a region serious about warfare meant they were equally serious about obtaining weapon materials, so mining was well-developed. I felt a bit sympathetic learning that since agriculture, fishing, and livestock farming were limited here, they inevitably had to focus on mining and forestry.

Moreover, Northerners were genetically robust and had great stamina, making them well-suited for arduous mining work. I thought it would take time to create tunnels without dynamite, but...

"Your Excellency, you mustn't collapse it."
"Be quiet. I'm concentrating."

With a loud boom, a hole appeared in the mountain, and I had to revise my assumptions. Right, this was a fantasy world with magic. Even cannons here fired magic shells instead of gunpowder. And unlike dynamite, this person could fire repeatedly—perhaps even an upgrade?

Of course, Grace didn't always use her Lion Sword to dig tunnels. She was the Grand Duchess of the North, not an excavator.

This was a special exception. There was a need to expedite the frost iron mining, everyone was excited about the discovery of a rare frost iron deposit that hadn't been found for a long time, and Grace needed somewhere to release her stress.

With Grace creating the tunnel, the passage was secured. Next, we needed to stabilize the tunnel before beginning full-scale mining.

"Now, Lord Luke. It's your turn."
"Pardon? What do you mean?"

In response to my question, Grace pointed to the tunnel.

"I mentioned before that your punishment for hiding your possession of frost iron would be to work on the mining operation."
"Ah."

She remembered. She did say that during the ice weapon meeting at the Snow Flower Tower. Was she expecting me to use a pickaxe?

"You have heat abilities. You'll need to provide light and warmth for the workers while the tunnel is being constructed."
"I'm not refusing, but if it's just for light, wouldn't a fire mage be more effective?"
"Mages lack persistence. If we ask them to help with the work, they'll surely get distracted. We need someone reliable like you."

When one thinks of mages, one might imagine model students who carry books under their arms and spend all day calmly studying magic texts. That's not entirely wrong.

But it's incorrect when it comes to Northern mages. While they do have scholarly tendencies as they study the complex knowledge and difficult systems of magic, they're eccentrics who can't sit still at desks contemplating—they prefer testing all sorts of theories in the field.

If we installed them as human lamps in the tunnel, their ADHD would likely kick in, and they'd start flickering the flames to test how darkness levels change with flame size, becoming a distraction to the work.

And from Grace's perspective, rather than asking Dariel to lend her fire mages as lamps, it was quicker and cheaper to assign me—her subordinate who owed her a debt.

"I understand."

Right, since I owed her, I held up Black Ember like a light stick without complaint. Being a human heater and lamp was better than swinging a pickaxe.

Ilaine was surprised when her office companion was suddenly assigned to mining work, but after hearing the explanation from Grace, she seemed to accept it as unavoidable. She handed me something to drink during work—a fantasy energy drink, a magic potion. Being green, it looked like vegetable juice.

And so I temporarily joined the mining team.

***

I returned to the Winter Palace after the tunnel was completed. My days with the mining team were...

'Surprisingly fun.'

I had never worked at a construction site in my previous life, but I'd heard stories. There were tales of danger and injustice, but what stuck with me most were stories about veteran workers with fiery yet generous personalities.

The mining team was similar. Actually, being Northerners, they were even more straightforward than I'd heard.

Though I was a knight, technically minor nobility who might be intimidating to ordinary citizens, they approached me without hesitation and were friendly.

Some even recognized me from my knighting ceremony in the square and wondered why a famous knight was eating with them and working in the tunnels.

While I was a knight, I still wasn't used to being treated as one. Having come from a world without a class system, I preferred these comfortable relationships.

It didn't take long for a non-authoritarian, diligent quasi-nobleman and friendly, cheerful workers to bond through sweaty, hard labor. Soon we were calling each other "Sir Knight" and "uncles," becoming friends.

They even threw me a farewell party the night before I left after the tunnel was completed. Of course, I declined alcohol then too.

"Why? Ever had an accident with a woman after drinking? Haha!"
"!"
"Come on, how could Sir Knight do such a thing! Oh my, you uneducated fool. Sir Knight, please forgive him—he's getting married to his wife soon, that's why he's like this."

I got genuine goosebumps. Life experience truly can't be underestimated.

I felt deep camaraderie with this senior who had walked the same path, and I listened attentively to his life story. It reminded me of Grace's mention of marriage.

Anyway, after completing the tunnel work and reporting back to my direct superior Ilaine...

"Don't do anything that will get you in trouble again. Ever."
"Did something happen?"
"It didn't matter before, but once you were gone, it was too difficult."

I was wondering if the paperwork on her desk had been that challenging when Ilaine spread her arms wide.

"?"
"......"
"Ah, I see."

Understanding her meaning, I approached and hugged her.

"Isn't this work hours?"

Ilaine deliberately tripped herself on her own foot and stumbled.

"Thank you for catching me when I almost fell."
"...?"

Somehow her expressions of affection were becoming increasingly creative. At least she maintained boundaries by not doing this in front of others.

"At this rate, will our lips accidentally collide when you trip next time?"
"What? I hadn't thought of that."

I meant it as a joke, but she seemed intrigued.

***

I went to report to the person who had sent me to the mine in the first place.

"Sigh..."

Grace noticed Ilaine and me entering but unusually didn't even glance at us, just sighed. With her forehead in her hands, she looked extremely angry. Across from her stood diplomat Grindel with a very troubled expression.

He had surely been ordered to persuade the East and South right after the grand council ended, and his return meant he had completed his mission. But judging by his expression...

'Things didn't go well.'

In the novel, the East and South didn't help the North either. But that was because the attack on the North began without their knowledge. I thought the outcome might change if the North knew in advance and prepared.

"Your Excellency, did things not go well?"

When Ilaine—Grace's guard captain, friend, and someone she could talk to comfortably—approached and asked, Grace sighed again and replied.

"No, they didn't."

Grace, feeling frustrated, shared the story with us.

Grindel first headed to the South, which seemed more likely to cooperate. When told about the information we received from Rowe—that the Dark Elves were the work of the Seven Heroes—the South was shocked.

They mentioned that the Moon Forest had recently collapsed and the corrupted World Tree El Aina had been destroyed. They were surprised to learn it was Hero Aran's doing and expressed regret at not being able to thank him.

They were also pleased that the North had prevented the Snow Flower Tower terrorist attack and expressed hostility toward the Central Region's lukewarm response to the Dark Elves. Overall, they showed a favorable reaction to us, but...

"They said confronting the Central Region would be difficult."

The South had fought many battles with demons during the Great War. While every region except the East had fought demons, the South suffered greatly as it had the weakest military.

Just as they were beginning to recover after the war with demons ended, the Elves, who had been reliable allies, transformed into Dark Elves and attacked their territory.

"Because of that, they haven't recovered from the wounds of war. And with the World Tree's corruption, the land in that area is completely ruined."

So the South still bears the scars of war and has damaged industrial infrastructure. In that situation, if they allied with the North against the Central Region...

"They fear the Central Region's sword would point at them. After all, the South is closer to the Central Region than the North is."
"We could move our army to pressure the Central Region."
"While the West keeps us in check, the Central Region has enough power to crush the South. Above all, the South's magic is currently unbalanced due to the World Tree's corruption, so knights and nature mages can't use their powers properly."

Just as the North's magic tower specializes in ice magic, the South's specializes in nature magic. If they can't use nature magic, one of the South's main military strengths is sealed.

"In the end, they agree with our cause, but their circumstances don't allow it. Perhaps the prince intended this when he used the Dark Elves."

They had already read and blocked our potential moves long ago. We started from different positions.

"What about the East?"
"That timid fellow is predictable. He doesn't even consider trusting us."
"Even with one of the Seven Heroes testifying?"
"He doesn't even believe we have Rowe in the first place."

'Come to think of it.'

As I listened to their conversation, I recalled the novel's content. There, the East and South weren't featured prominently either.

The South was mentioned as being in ruins due to the Dark Elves, since the Moon Forest from Episode 2 was located there. But after leaving some hints of reappearance, it wasn't mentioned again from Episodes 3 to 5.

The East had the least presence among the four regions. Even having read the novel, I had almost no information about what that region did.

The North was ally, the West was enemy, the South was out, and the East was irrelevant. While this could be seen as distinct regional characterization in the novel's setting, as someone now living in this world, it was utterly depressing.

"True to their opportunistic nature, they said they'll maintain trade routes. That's reassuring, if you can call it that."
"In war, they'll likely sell us supplies at inflated prices."
"You're right, Lord Grindel. They'll take credit for taking risks behind the Central Region's back."

As the diplomat sighed, Grace agreed with an irritated expression. As she was making an ominous prediction about teaching the East a lesson someday...

[Your Excellency, Knight Commander Sir Arthur and elite unit commander Sir Gunter, along with military commanders, have arrived.]
"Let them in."

The door opened, and military commanders led by two middle-aged knights entered with dignified steps and saluted Grace.

"May I ask you to explain to them in my place? I need to organize my thoughts."
"Understood, Your Excellency."

Grindel explained what we had heard to the newly arrived group. After hearing the story, Arthur and Gunter's already serious faces became even more rigid.

"So forming an alliance by securing allies has become difficult."
"Unfortunately so. You'll have to work harder, gentlemen."
"Fighting is no problem. There's little difference between cutting down one person or three."

Isn't there a big difference? But it didn't seem like the right time to argue, so I let it pass.

"You're right. Let's all be glad we have more enemies to fight."

I thought she was saying this for encouragement, but looking closely, these people were genuinely happy. I felt a strange mix of confidence and horror watching them. Then one knight stepped forward two paces and spoke.

"Your Excellency, I would like to report on the progress of reinforcing the Wintercannon walls."

It was a face I'd seen at the previous grand council. The eldest son of Rainel and Rigrit's older brother. The heir to the distinguished Deepsnow family. The captain of the Wintercannon wall defense unit. Isaac Deepsnow.

Ch.64 - Chapter 64. Unresolved Plot Threads (2)
Isaac Deepsnow.
In a word, he could be defined as an "elite nobleman."

The position of Winter Cannon's Defense Captain could be compared to a capital defense commander in modern terms.

As the heir to the prestigious Deepsnow family, he would have been guaranteed power and wealth to live comfortably for life.
The fact that he rose to that position through his own abilities meant he was an extraordinary talent.

Perhaps that's why.
Isaac had one peculiar background detail.
That was the fact that he once had a marriage arrangement with Grace.

According to the novel's content.
When Grace ascended to the position of Northern Grand Duchess, the Deepsnow family proposed a marriage alliance to the Northrain family, seeking harmony between the two great houses.

Historically, it was common for the top two families to form a solid power base through marriage alliances.
However, Grace in her early reign had experienced some kind of incident and had to focus entirely on governing the North without any capacity to consider other matters.

The repeatedly postponed marriage talks eventually fell through.
Since no relationship had formed between them, Grace and Isaac remained only in a ruler-subject relationship.

A marriage story involving the heroine, no less.
It was inevitable that readers at the time would focus on this.

However, the decisive incident that led to the cancellation of the marriage arrangement, commonly referred to as "The Tragedy of That Day," was never revealed until the end of the Northern arc.
As Aran headed to the royal capital and Grace exited the story, moving on to Episode 5, it remained an unresolved plot thread.

'Now that I recall it, I'm curious again.'

The tragedy that supposedly happened to Grace.
What could it have been to earn such a terrifying name as "tragedy," and the fact that it happened when Grace was ascending to power made it even more concerning.

Above all, something I learned after entering this world and joining the guard was that:
The Northern Grand Duchess's guard actually didn't have a very long history.

Of course, there had always been a guard unit protecting the Grand Duchess.
But it wasn't nearly the scale of the current hundred-member force, nor did it have many knight-level fighters.
It was truly just a protective detail for personal security, not a royal guard in character.

It was Grace and Elaine who reformed and expanded it into the current guard unit.
Considering their ages, the guard was actually a unit less than 10 years old.
Looking at how they were still creating positions like the guard captain's adjutant and vice-captain, the guard was still in the process of establishing its structure.

How did such a guard become one of the North's core military forces?
Why did Grace, who was supposedly too busy to consider marriage, invest time in creating the guard?
Why was Elaine, who was younger than her, appointed as guard captain instead of other experienced knights?

Call it an avid reader's intuition.
I couldn't shake the feeling that "The Tragedy of That Day" that happened to Grace was closely related to the current guard.

And it would also be connected to the upcoming story of the traitor.
After all, "The Tragedy of That Day" was mentioned again when the traitor's identity was revealed in the story.

My thoughts had wandered off.
I refocused on Isaac, who was announcing the reinforcement of the wall defenses.

"First, we determined the east gate was vulnerable and have reinforced it. For quick replenishment of consumable weapons during battle, we've installed temporary warehouses in nearby locations."
"What about coordination with the Snow Flower Tower?"
"Based on the results of ice crystal research, we've installed cold-energy cannons at each watchtower. The cannons have ice crystal fragments embedded in them, allowing them to fire intense cold even with regular mana bullets. Regarding firepower and range..."

After that, Isaac continued to answer all of Grace's questions perfectly without the slightest hesitation.
After finishing her exchange with Isaac, Grace nodded and praised his achievements.

"I've heard the wall defense captain's report. Next."

Grace then asked each commander—Arthur, Gunter, the inner castle defense captain, and others—about their progress, supplemented deficient areas, and issued additional instructions.

As expected of war experts, not a single area was underperforming from what I could hear.
And the more I listened, the more I felt a strange excitement rising in my chest.

In "Brave Lord," the North had repelled the West's attack despite the surprise assault.
Even though they had suffered damage from preliminary sabotage.

But now, the North was thoroughly prepared, knowing the enemy's schemes.
What kind of spectacular battle would they show against Dorgon's legion?
I'm not sure if I should say this, but...
I was looking forward to the battle.

"I'm reassured and pleased that everyone is fulfilling their duties. As you heard earlier, we're in a situation where it's difficult to expect help from our allies. Keep that in mind and put in even more effort than now. That is all."

When Grace finished speaking, the military commanders saluted in unison and withdrew.
But among them, Knight Commander Arthur approached me and Elaine as he was about to leave.

"Sir Luke, could I have a moment of your time?"
"...?"

I thought our conversation had ended last time, so I wondered what business he had.
But judging by his serious expression, it seemed like an important matter.

Since I needed Elaine's permission to move, I turned my head toward her.
Elaine gestured for me to go ahead.

Although she had been concerned when Arthur tried to take me to the knights' headquarters before, even though that was during break time in a casual atmosphere, she seemed to think Arthur wouldn't be tactless enough to suggest a transfer in this situation.

With Elaine's permission, I followed Arthur.
As someone who had served the North for two generations, Arthur knew the Winter Palace's structure well and led me to a secluded place that only the guard might know about.

"This should be good."

He stopped walking and turned around.

"Have you confessed your feelings to the woman you admire?"
"?"

Completely caught off guard by this unexpected topic, I blinked blankly before responding.

"Not yet. Surely you're not trying to suggest a marriage arrangement with your youngest daughter again..."
"Ahem, that's not it. I was just wondering if perhaps a new relationship might comfort your emptiness in case things don't work out."

That is exactly what you were suggesting.

"My youngest seems to have taken an interest in you. She was quite disappointed. Please understand the feelings of a father with a pretty daughter."

Arthur's stern face relaxed slightly, as if he too was embarrassed.
Although I've never had a daughter, I could strangely understand—imagining a daughter resembling Elaine, I'd probably become a doting father too.

"Besides, at my age, there's nothing more entertaining than young people's love stories."
"Ah, I've heard that's the case."

In my previous life, romance stories often became the topic of conversation during company dinners.
Middle-aged employees would passionately encourage younger ones to fall in love.

"Well, I'm sure you'll handle it well. I'll be rooting for you. But that's not the main point."

Arthur changed his expression back to his usual one and shifted the conversation.

"You remember what you asked me before."
"I do."

I had once asked him who he thought might betray Grace during the war.
Arthur hadn't clearly pointed to anyone, but he had answered that it would likely be someone with enough status or power to replace Grace.

"Since that day, your question has been bothering me greatly. I never expected such a bold question from a trainee knight, so it really left an impression."

Indeed, what trainee knight would ask such a question to the Knight Commander?
Actually, I had been worried that I might have been too forward every time I saw Arthur after returning to the meeting room.

"So I thought about it carefully. There's no harm in considering it. As you suggested, assuming such a person exists, I narrowed down the candidates based on my criteria. Coincidentally, there was exactly one place that fit the conditions."
"...Where is it?"
"Before that, I'd like to confirm something. Did you ask because you already knew?"

Arthur stared at me intently.
The warm conversation from moments ago seemed like an act as his cold, sharp gaze sent a chill down my spine.

What would happen if I answered incorrectly?
Arthur was different from Grace or Elaine.
His liking for me was recent, and with only one meeting between us, there was no emotional connection.
Unlike the two women, he also had the shrewdness and stubbornness that came with age.

"I don't know what you're referring to, but I have been curious about something for a while."
"What's that?"
"There are several noble families in the North. Yet I wonder why there's only one great noble house comparable to the Northrain family, the Grand Ducal house."

At my answer, the corner of Arthur's mouth turned up slightly.

"You... were thinking of the same candidate as me?"
"I mean to hide nothing from you, Commander."

The candidate Arthur had in mind was the Deepsnow family.
Just as I had led him to conclude.

That's right.
The "internal traitor" from the novel.
His identity was...

'Someone belonging to the Deepsnow family.'

Around the young Northern Grand Duchess Grace were various power holders.
Those with age, reputation, and high positions.

Dariel, the Snow Flower Tower Master, while not indifferent to power as evidenced by his position, focused his interests solely on the tower and valued the glory of the Snow Flower Tower and the advancement of magic.
For that, he considered Grace the best partner.

Arthur, the Knight Commander at the pinnacle of Northern knighthood, was such an embodiment of chivalry that he would take his own life rather than betray Grace.
Rather, he would be the first to pass judgment if someone pointed a blade at Grace.

The administrators, diplomats, financial officers, and other officials, though competent, respected, and from good families, were intellectuals rather than fighters.
Even if they attempted a coup, they couldn't win the hearts of the steadfast Northerners and become the new sovereign.

Eliminating possibilities one by one, surprisingly, only one remained:
The Deepsnow family.

As a great noble house with a long history in the North, they had reputation.
Rainel, the head of the family, showed ambition for power by taking an important role in the senior council.
If Grace were gone, the next Northern Grand Duke would likely come from their family.

Of course, they had acted cooperatively with the Northrain family.
They had never shown suspicious behavior like forming their own political faction or independent power base, but...
Unfortunately, this wasn't just a simple suspicion but a "future" I had seen in the novel.

'It's not the entire Deepsnow family that betrays, but...'

The entire family was implicated in that betrayal. The turmoil from the prestigious family disrupted the North internally.
So much so that the North couldn't respond properly in the early stages of the war.

No matter how thoroughly the North is preparing for war this time...
As they say, the strongest rock can be fatally compromised by a small crack.
The tremors from the Deepsnow family must not cause the great wall to collapse and crush the North in reverse.

That's why I directed Arthur's attention to the Deepsnow family.
With him and the Northern Knights, even if problems arose within the Deepsnow family, they could quickly suppress it and make it as if nothing had happened.

"But this is merely a candidate who fits the criteria. There isn't even circumstantial evidence that they harbor other intentions."
"I have no intention of slandering them either. Nor am I asking you to agree with my suspicions. It's just that after hearing about the betrayal in the hero's party, I learned the lesson that one must look inward before a great battle, which is why I asked you."
"Ah... I see. Indeed, no one thought that Her Majesty and the others would betray the hero."

Arthur nodded in understanding, but still...

"Honestly, having known him for decades, I acknowledge his ambition for power, but I can't imagine him stabbing Her Excellency in the back."
"..."
"Her Excellency also respected him like an uncle in private settings despite their different dispositions. To imagine such a person betraying Her Excellency out of greed... hmm, I don't even want to imagine it. But then again, looking at what happened with the hero's party, one can never truly know the human heart. It's complicated, indeed."

Having watched both people for years, Arthur sighed, seemingly troubled just imagining it, then cleared his head, reminding himself that it hadn't happened yet.

"Anyway, I wanted to confirm your thoughts. You haven't discussed this with anyone else besides me, have you?"
"After seeing your reaction that day, I judged it wasn't a matter to be discussed carelessly."
"Bold and daring as I knew, but also quite prudent, I see. Good. Don't mention this to anyone else. It would be troublesome."
"I'm sorry. It seems I've caused you trouble with my excessive worries."

When I apologized with a face full of regret, Arthur examined my face and chuckled.

"You really are an honest fellow."
"?"
"Do you think I can't tell by looking at those eyes? You didn't tell me this out of simple worry. You clearly have a conviction that something will happen and are trying to draw me in."
"What do you mean..."
"I am the Knight Commander. A youngster like you is far from being able to hide your true feelings in front of me."
"!"

A chill ran down my spine, but Arthur patted my shoulder with a warm smile.

"Do you know why I'm willing to help you despite that?"
"...I'm not sure."
"It's because I could tell from those eyes too. You genuinely care about the North. Heh, I like that. Those eyes full of affection."

Arthur left that remark and was about to turn away with an amused smile when...

"Oh, by the way."
"?"
"Earlier, you asked why there's only one great noble house."
"Yes... I did ask that."
"Hmm, do you perhaps not know about that incident? It was quite significant, so I thought it would be well-known."
"?!"
"Well, I suppose you were young then and of common birth, so you might not have known, heh."

Arthur gave a complex smile once more and then departed.
Watching Arthur's retreating figure, I felt the emptiness of ignorance for the first time since coming to this world.

And simultaneously, I realized.
That incident Arthur mentioned must be "The Tragedy of That Day" referenced in the novel.
I need to find out what it was.

Ch.65 - Chapter 65. Secret Story
After finishing her conversation with the military commanders and reporting on the mining operation's results, Grace dismissed me. As I was returning to the Guard, Elaine asked me:

"What were you discussing with the Commander earlier?"

Though she had let me go without objection at the time, it seems she was curious after all.

'Would telling Elaine be a poor choice?'

I recalled Arthur's advice not to share my suspicions about the Deepsnow family with others.

Honestly, I trust and rely on Elaine more than Arthur. Yet for that very reason, I also felt it might be unwise to tell her about the Deepsnow family.

You know how it is. Some secrets are easy to tell strangers but difficult to share with close family.

Arthur is a middle-aged man with years of experience and political savvy gained through his long career as a knight. He also has a somewhat sly side to his personality.

Elaine, on the other hand, while no less skilled as a knight than Arthur, tends to worry deeply once something concerns her. Despite her outwardly bold demeanor, her attitude toward Grace and me shows she's actually quite attentive and careful.

If I told someone like Elaine about the suspicions regarding the Deepsnow family, she'd likely insist on investigating thoroughly to determine the truth, potentially stirring up a hornet's nest.

Let me emphasize again: the traitor in the novel hasn't committed any crimes yet. There isn't even circumstantial evidence. If I provoke them incorrectly and things go sideways, even my novel knowledge won't help me handle the situation.

So I decided to keep it from Elaine this time, even if it felt like stabbing my own heart with a needle.

'But if the traitor does act, the interior would be in danger. The Guard Captain responsible for protecting the Grand Duke of the North shouldn't be completely in the dark.'

I decided to drop just enough hints. Not so much that she'd worry excessively, but enough that she could respond calmly if something happened.

"It's a secret."
"...Already keeping secrets from me? You should at least make excuses. Learning that you're creating secrets from me is disappointing."
"No, no, that's not what I meant."

Seeing Elaine's dejected expression, I pretended to be flustered by my mistake.

"I trust you, Captain. You're not someone who would carelessly disclose information."

I hinted that I would tell her, as if I had no choice.

"But I'll tell you in your office."
"Hmm. It must be truly important. If it's too difficult, you don't have to tell me. I don't want to burden you."
"No, it's not extremely important, but it's something that shouldn't be overheard."
"?"

Elaine tilted her head curiously.

I was inwardly relieved to see that her expression wasn't too serious. I seemed to have successfully conveyed that this was a secret not to be shared casually, but not something critically important.

***

"Your perspective on the senior officials as a Guard member?"
"Yes. He was curious about how nobles, administrators, and military commanders appeared to someone who serves closely beside the Grand Duke."

Fortunately, this was an excuse Arthur and I had agreed upon beforehand.

When I was about to leave after our conversation, I had stopped him, suggesting we coordinate our stories since Elaine would likely ask what we discussed. When Arthur suggested I could just say he proposed a marriage arrangement, I firmly refused.

Arthur agreed that using the marriage proposal as an excuse wouldn't be sufficient. He agreed with my suggestion to give Elaine some context, showing strong trust in her by saying that even if everyone in the North turned their backs, Elaine could be trusted completely.

"I don't know why the Commander asked such a question, but it's an unusual inquiry."

Elaine pondered silently, curious about Arthur's intentions.

"Perhaps..."
"..."
"Does he suspect there might be a spy among them?"

Elaine's eyes sharpened with the vigilance befitting a Guard Captain. Given the recent incident where a spy nearly caused a major accident at the Snow Tower, her thoughts naturally went to that possibility.

But I immediately denied it. As a reader of "Brave Lord," I could state with certainty that there were no enemy spies among the high-ranking officials with access to the Winter Palace. There was only one traitor in the story.

"It's more that the situation is so serious, he wanted to observe others' reactions. Whether anyone seemed anxious or worried, that sort of thing."
"If that's the case, he could have asked me. I could have given him more detailed information."
"I think he wanted the pure perspective of a newcomer who barely knows those people. Plus, he seemed to appreciate my insight during the last council meeting."

Elaine nodded, apparently accepting my explanation.

"The Commander has always shown interest in young talent."

But her expression soon darkened as another troubling thought occurred to her.

"I suppose he still strongly desires to bring you into headquarters."

While the marriage arrangement matter was essentially settled, the issue of my transfer to headquarters remained unresolved. Though my mind was made up and I'd told Elaine as much, it was natural for her to feel uneasy. Her opponent was a senior figure in the North.

If Arthur were to take a hard stance and demand to borrow me even as a trainee, Elaine, with far less seniority, would have no choice but to comply. Though I wondered if Grace would allow that to happen.

While I felt sorry for the worried Elaine, this was also an opportunity.

People can typically focus on only one thing at a time. Even with multitasking, one naturally prioritizes one task over another.

I could use this to my advantage—if Elaine's attention started shifting too much toward the possibility of a traitor, I could redirect it toward myself as a way to control the situation.

"I wonder if the Commander asked about people's reactions because he's concerned about internal unrest before the major war."

As Elaine changed the subject, I nodded in agreement.

"Since we're facing other humans rather than demons or some enemy of mankind, there's bound to be some unrest."
"True. Though we won't show mercy since they used underhanded tactics first, it's still unpleasant."

As the Guard Captain responsible for protecting the Northern Grand Duke, Elaine would show no forgiveness to enemies targeting Grace and the North. Yet she was still a person with a good heart and moral principles. Fighting other humans couldn't be pleasant for her.

"Should we conduct some ideological training within the Guard?"
"Ideological training?"
"While it's obvious that everyone in the Guard will show unwavering loyalty to the Grand Duke, they're still human and must feel psychological pressure. We could remind them of their military ideology and concept of the enemy. A kind of mental training."

Drawing on modern military knowledge, I explained, and Elaine's expression finally relaxed.

"That's a good idea. You truly are an excellent adjutant."
"I shouldn't go elsewhere, right?"
"Of course not. Absolutely not."
"If you're jealous, I'll stay close."
"Don't worry. If you try to go to the Knights' Headquarters, I'll announce our marriage to stop you."
"?"

Did I just hear something strange?
Looking over, I saw Elaine's face had turned bright red, shocked by her own words.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"Please don't say anything right now..."

Elaine lowered her head and began focusing on her work—or rather, pretending to focus. Seeing her like that made me feel mischievous.

"I wanted to be the one to propose."
"Ugh!"
"I'm joking."
"...Please forget what I just said. It was a mistake."
"How can I forget receiving a proposal?"
"...Let's go out for dinner tonight."

For us, suggesting dinner out was a kind of code for spending intimate time at home. And Elaine enjoyed physical affection.

I had naturally hinted at the possibility of unrest within the North and conveyed that Arthur was preparing for it, but I also gained an unexpected benefit.

'Oh, right.'

Come to think of it, Elaine might know about it—the "tragedy of that day" that Grace supposedly experienced.

Since I suspected it was related to the Guard, I'd considered asking her subtly. But the ominous name made me hesitate, fearing I might touch Grace's sore spot or appear to be digging into the dark history of the power structure.

According to Arthur, while the novel was told from the perspective of Aran, an outsider, the incident itself was apparently famous enough that even ordinary soldiers in the North knew about it to some extent.

'How can I ask naturally?'

Even if it wasn't exclusively the dark history of the ruling class, it could still be Grace's sore spot.

In the novel, the traitor's reason for betraying Grace was revealed, but it didn't explain why the Deepsnow family had to be involved.

In other words, I know about the "traitor," but not much about the "betrayal" itself.

To find important clues about the betrayal in the novel, I needed to learn about this "tragedy of that day."

After thinking carefully while Elaine recovered from her embarrassment:

"Captain."

Elaine's complexion had returned to normal.

"There was something that bothered me about my conversation with the Commander. May I ask about it?"
"?"

Her eyes, which had trembled slightly at my call, fearing I might tease her more, regained their composure.

"What is it?"
"When the Commander asked me about people visiting the Winter Palace, he inquired more about nobles and administrators than military commanders. Shouldn't he have asked more about the military commanders who actually conduct the battles?"

Drawing on my memory of the conversation with Arthur, I asked in a way that seemed reasonable and wouldn't raise unnecessary suspicion.

I didn't mention the Deepsnow family by name or directly ask what happened in the past. I included administrators along with nobles to keep the category broad. Just a question that would seem natural to ask.

I thought I'd done well enough. But then.

"..."
"?"

Elaine's pen stopped, and her expression, usually close to emotionless, darkened significantly. I wanted to ask what was wrong, but instinct told me not to.

I'd already spoken. As the silence lengthened, the sense of foreboding in my heart grew as I watched her.

Finally, Elaine spoke.

"I think I understand why the Commander asked you such questions."
"?!"

Elaine's voice was unprecedentedly calm and cold. Her gaze was sharp, as if she'd realized something, with a strange chill in it.

I was extremely confused. Where had I made a mistake in my question?

'No, perhaps...'

Was asking the question itself a mistake? Like how someone who doesn't know can complete a puzzle piece by piece, while someone who knows can envision the completed picture from just one piece.

Damn it, this wasn't emphasized in "Brave Lord" so I thought it was just background setting. That wasn't the case. It was only not highlighted because it wasn't relevant to Aran, the novel's protagonist. For those involved, it was far more sensitive than I'd imagined—something that shouldn't be touched even from a distance.

"Luke."
"Yes?!"

When Elaine called me in a rigid voice unlike her earlier affectionate tone, I tensed up and answered with a hoarse voice. Ignoring my tone:

"This seems more serious than you might think."
"..."
"It's uncomfortable to speak of, but since I'm partly responsible for prying into your secret, and since you're a member of the Guard and my adjutant, you should know."

Elaine, uncharacteristically troubled, sighed deeply and asked me:

"Do you know what happened at Wintercannon when the current Grand Duke ascended to the throne?"
"...Not well."
"You've probably heard the version announced to the citizens: The previous Grand Duke passed away, and his only child, Lady Grace, declared she would continue her father's will after arguing with the great nobles about who would inherit the Grand Duke position. She succeeded to the position and ushered in a new era by expelling the old nobility."
"..."
"But the reality wasn't so simple. It was a crown stained with blood, obtained after a tragedy."

Elaine's voice was darker and more subdued than when she fought Rowe.

"Come to think of it, the anniversary is approaching."

At that moment, I realized: I was about to hear a behind-the-scenes story from the North that wasn't even mentioned in the novel.

The story of Northern Grand Duke Grace's rise to power.

Ch.66 - Chapter 66. The Tragedy of That Day (1)
Ten years ago.
Grace Northrain, 22 years old.
Elaine, 18 years old.
A time when they were not yet the Northern Grand Duke and Captain of the Guard, but rather the young lady of the Northrain family and a knight-in-training.

"My lady, so this is where you were?"
"Oh, hello there, our Rain."
"As I've told you many times, my name is Elaine."
"Hehe, I know."

Grace grinned mischievously.

"I've always thought this, but your name is quite amusing. It resembles mine. Northrain, Elaine. Would you like to be adopted into our family? As my little sister. Then you'd be Elaine Northrain?"
"Your joke goes too far. How could someone of common birth like me..."
"But I've always wanted a sister. A brother would be fine too, just someone to keep me from being lonely."

The Northrain family, the house of the Northern Grand Duke, had historically few descendants.
Single children were common, and at most there were three in a generation—usually one son and two daughters.

Fortunately, though descendants were rare, they invariably inherited their parents' competence, always producing healthy and exceptional children.
And with no competitors vying for the Grand Duke position, the succession of power was smooth.

However, the scarcity of descendants eventually caused a problem.
The current Northern Grand Duke, Richard Northrain, had only one child.
And that was Grace Northrain.

No matter how much the North valued meritocracy, following the kingdom's customs, the succession of titles was principally through the eldest son who could continue the family line.
In other words, Grace, being a daughter, was not recognized as the heir to the Northern Grand Duke.

"So, why were you looking for me?"
"The Grand Duke is asking for you. He says you've missed your imperial studies class."
"Ack! So he was serious about what he said before."
"What he said before... Do you mean his intention to pass the Grand Duke title to you?"
"Yes. Since both my parents are getting older, and mother's health is too poor to have more children, it's practically impossible for them to have a son. I'm the last Northrain."

Grace's voice sounded somewhat bittersweet yet indifferent as she spoke of the end of her family line.
Elaine asked her:

"Then wouldn't it be fine for you to inherit the Grand Duke title?"
"I'll have to find a good man to bring in as a son-in-law. Preferably someone handsome and sturdy. Oh, and he can't be infertile. I need to bear children to continue the Northrain line. Also, he should be skilled with a sword. He'll need to play with me when I'm bored."
"Those are quite demanding conditions."
"And that's only possible if I become the Northern Grand Duke. If I can't become the Grand Duke and instead marry into another noble family, I'll become the lady of that house, and the Northrain line will truly end with me."

After finishing her words, Grace casually tossed the wooden sword she was holding.
The wooden sword landed perfectly upright in the sword rack on the training ground wall.

"That's an impressive trick."
"Isn't it? I've been thinking lately, wouldn't it be convenient to move a sword using only magical power, without using hands?"
"I prefer wielding it directly, so I'm not sure."
"I feel the same way, actually. But sometimes it's annoying to go fetch a sword, right? That's when you could remotely bring the sword to you."
"That would certainly be convenient."

Elaine agreed quite seriously, and Grace asked her:

"What's your type in men? Like appearance, age, and such?"
"My type in men? Why suddenly..."
"I'm just curious."

At Grace's question, Elaine thought for a moment.

"Since I'm tall, I'd like someone with a similar build. I prefer a dignified impression over a cute one. Someone diligent in training, and since I have a rigid personality, someone who can maintain good conversation with me."
"I-I see."

Grace was slightly taken aback by Elaine's preferences, which were much more specific and demanding than her own.
While wondering if there was anyone who could meet all those conditions, she decided to support her friend.

"By the way."
"?"
"If I become the Northern Grand Duke, would you consider joining me as my personal guard? It would be lonely working with just the old men, and I'd like to have a reliable female guard by my side."

At Grace's proposal, Elaine blinked and asked:

"Wasn't I already assigned to you personally?"
"I thought you might be aiming for the Knight Commander position. That would mean you'd have to go to headquarters."
"Knight Commander... it's every knight's dream, certainly."
"That's what I thought."
"However."

Elaine gave a faint smile.

"I do prefer being by someone's side."

Pleased with the answer, Grace grinned.

A harmonious family, a friend who understood her.
A life without want as the young lady of a prestigious family, and joyful days spent immersed in her beloved swordsmanship.
Grace Northrain was happier than anyone.

And two years later, tragedy struck her peaceful life.

***

It began with her mother's death.
The Grand Duchess, Sila Northrain, did not recover from her illness and passed away.

Northern Grand Duke Richard Northrain, seeking to resolve his grief over losing his wife through a military campaign, was severely wounded while attacking the Demon's Castle beyond the snow fields.
The Northern Grand Duke, once as strong and majestic as a lion, rapidly weakened, and soon he found it difficult to attend to state affairs.

As the pillar of the North faltered, the power structure began to waver.
And that's when the problem erupted.

The five great families of the North:
Northrain, Deepsnow, Arctic, Ironfall, and Berta.
Among them, the head of the Berta family called a noble council.

"What is the fundamental principle of our North? It's strength! Our hierarchy and order are established by powerful strength. But the current Grand Duke has weakened due to injuries sustained during the campaign and can no longer govern the North. I fear the prestige of our North, the land of iron and ice, may be shaken."

Indeed, Richard had barely shown his face for the past two months.
Perhaps because of this, some nobles agreed with the subversive words of the Berta family head, who questioned the Grand Duke's rule.

"We've concealed it well, but his inability to receive the royal capital's envoy last time could raise suspicions."
"Even if he only appears at diplomatic events, it's problematic. Have you seen his emaciated face? He looked like an old man."
"Tsk, it was indeed a reckless campaign."
"What does the head of the Deepsnow family think about this?"

As everyone offered their opinions, the arrow turned to Lionel.

"I, too, am concerned about His Grace's rule, like all of you."
"Hmm!"

The first to react to Lionel's words was the head of the Berta family.

He had already drawn in the other two families, Arctic and Ironfall.
If Deepsnow joined forces as well, four of the five great families would be united, making it easy to break the currently weakened Northrain, which had lost its lady and had an ailing head.

"But let's be realistic. The Northrain family has governed the North as the Grand Duke's house for a long time. If we expel them from the Grand Duke position just because they've weakened due to illness, we'll certainly face tremendous backlash."

As Lionel said, the Northrain family's rule over the North wasn't a matter of a year or two. Not even a decade or two.
Therefore, the Northrain family's status in the North was no different from that of a royal family.

Removing the Northrain family would be, simply put:
A coup d'état.

"If this gets out, the Knight Headquarters will be the first to act."
"Hmm."

The nobles who had been agreeing with Berta until now groaned with concern.

The Northern Knight Commander, Arthur Gravein.
The reason they hadn't invited the Gravein family and families affiliated with the Knight Headquarters to the noble council was because they knew that if those people merely heard this conversation, everyone present would be in mortal danger.

However, they hadn't raised this topic lightly.

"There's a way around that."
"You're the head of the Arctic family. What do you mean?"
"His Grace has no heir. His body is too weak to take a new Grand Duchess, and given how much he loved his wife, he wouldn't remarry anyway. This means the Northrain line is already at its end... So why not just accelerate the timeline a bit?"
"!!"

The nobles jumped to their feet at the Arctic family head's words.

"What a madman!"
"What did you just say?"
"Arctic family head, have you lost your mind?"

In response to the nobles' angry criticism, the Arctic family head slammed the table and retorted:

"Listen, all of you. Are you not the ones who need to come to your senses? What are we worried about here—the future of the North or the future of the Northrain family? Do you really think they're a royal family just because you all revere the Northrain family as the Grand Duke's house?"
"Ugh..."
"Originally, the Northern Grand Duke was elected from among the most capable individuals of the five families. It wasn't a hereditary or monarchical system. The Northrain family just happened to have exceptional heirs, which is why the Grand Duke position became hereditary."

The Arctic family head's words weren't wrong.

In the distant past, the Northern Grand Duke had come from other families as well.
At some point, the Northrain family, possessing the strongest power, began to monopolize the position.
And the last family to yield the Grand Duke position to the Northrain family was... Arctic.

"Arctic family head, is this a conspiracy for rebellion? Are you suggesting we assassinate His Grace, eliminate the Northrain family, and then divide the Grand Duke position among ourselves?"

Lionel glared coldly, but the Arctic family head merely shrugged.

"The head of the Deepsnow family has already been tamed by the Northrain. Yes, this is a conspiracy against the Northrain. But it's not a rebellion against the North. The real rebellion is watching the North sink with a weak Grand Duke out of some misplaced loyalty."
"..."
"Don't be too harsh on him, Deepsnow family head."

The one who intervened between the two was the head of the Berta family.

"I agree with his opinion."
"..."
"If the Northrain family had a legitimate heir to continue their line, I would support passing the Grand Duke position to them. But the Northrain has no heir. It's clear that chaos will ensue once the current Northern Grand Duke passes away."
"What about Grace? She's talented as a knight, and she's more resolute and stronger than many men. That's why His Grace has been planning to pass the Grand Duke position to her for several years."

At Lionel's words, the Berta family head burst into laughter, "Puhah!"

"Grace? Listen, Deepsnow family head. Are you serious?"

The Berta family head spoke as if genuinely incredulous.

"Grace is a woman, a female! No matter how exceptional she is, the moment she becomes pregnant, she'll be confined to her room for nearly a year. How will we address that gap?"
"Hmm..."
"Besides, do you think the men of our North would bow to a woman? This would be a laughingstock to other regions! In fact, I see His Grace's intention to pass the Grand Duke position to Grace as nothing more than a desperate attempt to cling to power."

The Berta family head's words seemed to resonate with the other nobles, who nodded in agreement.
This was also why Northern Grand Duke Richard had not been able to officially name Grace as his successor.

"There's no need to overthink this. We're simply opening a new era for the future of the North. Why do we prune old branches that drain nutrients? To ensure the tree grows healthily. The problem is that the Northern Grand Duke, the Northrain, has weakened."
"...Then what about Grace?"
"That mere girl can be quickly married off to another family to bear children, preventing her from causing any trouble."

The moment those caustic words left the Berta family head's mouth, everyone at the noble council realized the situation.

If they agreed to this, there would be no turning back.
If they failed, they would die as traitors; if they succeeded, they would still be suspected of treason.
This was about eliminating the Grand Duke and the Northrain family that had led the North.

Yet they couldn't simply denounce Berta and Arctic and withdraw.
Those two families were among the five great families, and judging by the Ironfall family head's silence, they had likely joined as well.
This meant that more than half of the five great families were involved.
If they succeeded in changing the regime and a new era dawned, those who had chosen the wrong side might face consequences.

Should they maintain their loyalty to the Grand Duke's family and honorably fall with the weakened Grand Duke, or should they become traitors and usher in a new era in line with the North's reverence for strength?
It was truly a difficult dilemma.

As if to deepen their concerns, the Berta family head looked around at the nobles and said softly:

"If you're afraid or uncomfortable joining us, you may leave this place. Even if things go wrong, we won't hold you responsible. However, do not disclose what was discussed here. If you do... well, you know what will happen."

Become an accomplice or a bystander.
And this was a threat from the Berta family head, currently the most powerful among the five great families.

As the nobles were caught in indecision:

"I'm out."

Lionel Deepsnow rose from his seat.
Even the Berta family head, who had said they could do as they pleased, seemed disappointed that one of the five great families was withdrawing and tried to stop him with a sigh.

"Well, Deepsnow family head, think carefully about what truly benefits the North. If we're not careful, the mighty North's reputation could plummet to that of weaklings."
"..."
"If you withdraw now, your family won't be eligible to run for the Northern Grand Duke position after our endeavor succeeds."
"I'm not interested. Do as you please."

As Lionel left without looking back, several nobles who had been watching cautiously seized the opportunity and followed him out of the meeting hall.
With about 30% gone, the meeting hall now contained only families previously recruited by the Berta family head and nobles who had agreed to support his cause.

"That sly Lionel... He's not really loyal to the Northrain, so what's his angle?"
"Whatever it is, he's not the type to leave here and do nothing. He'll surely try to interfere with us somehow. We need to finish this before he can act."
"Quite right. Let's immediately formulate a concrete plan. How can we remove the current Grand Duke and install one of us as the new Grand Duke without causing a stir?"

Having remained in this place, rebellion was now decided.
The nobles, desperately hoping for the success of this conspiracy, plotted to thoroughly eliminate the Grand Duke's family they had served until now.

Ch.67 - Chapter 67. The Tragedy of That Day (2)
When an unsettling current swirled among the nobles, centered around three of the five great houses in the North, Duke Richard of the North was also secretly meeting with someone.

"I've heard that the northern nobles have gathered in secret just now."

After hearing the report, Richard leaned against the bed, coughed severely, and only after finally calming down did he speak.

"Hmm... so they've finally made their move."
"Your Grace, if you give the order, I will mobilize the knights from headquarters to arrest them all."

Richard's conversation partner was Arthur, the Knight Commander.
When he spoke with a face mixed with worry and anger, Richard weakly waved his hand.

"No. If the knights move, they won't sit still either. Then civil war will break out within Wintercannon."
"But..."
"Commander, don't forget your duty. You are a knight who protects the North. Not me."
"Your Grace is the Duke of the North. You are indeed the one I must protect."

Richard smiled pleasantly at Arthur's loyal answer and asked him:

"In the Commander's opinion, do you think Grace could fulfill the role of Duke well?"

Arthur thought for a moment before answering honestly.

"The young lady is by far the best knight I have ever seen. If I may be so bold, I can say that her qualities as a knight surpass even yours, Your Grace."
"That makes me happy."
"But while she has potential beyond even my estimation as a knight, she will face many hardships as a leader. Above all, the reason the noble council harbors different intentions is because they believe the young lady cannot succeed to the dukedom."

Both Richard and Arthur had known for some time.
As Richard's illness worsened day by day and the future of the North became uncertain, the Berta family was leading the others in preparing for the future.

Of course, their argument had some merit.
The Duke of the North, who should be stronger and sturdier than anyone, was bedridden.
If not for the prestige of the Nosrain family's long rule, he would have been replaced long ago.

Richard had also seriously considered abdicating his position.
He was the Duke of the North who loved the North more than anyone.
He worried that the North's status would fall because of his weakness.

Yet the reason he did not abdicate his position was:

"If only they had a bit more capacity, I might have considered handing it over to another family."

The current heads of the five great families were too dangerous.

The head of the Berta family was violent and would rule the North harshly with an iron fist. If he became Duke, the North would become stronger than ever, but would lose its smile.
The head of the Attic family was cunning and greedy. He wanted power for himself rather than for the future of the North.
The head of the Ironpoll family was calm and inclusive in character. But his convictions were weak and he was easily swayed. The other great families would surely try to use him.

The head of Deepsnow, Lionel, was decent enough in character and wisdom.
But Richard couldn't quite figure out what he was thinking, making it uncomfortable to open his heart to him.

On the other hand, Grace, though female, possessed all the qualities Richard desired in an ideal leader.
Skill, character, and courage.
Being his only daughter, she was raised with care and had somewhat of a tomboy quality, but that very boldness became a charm that drew people to her.

"No matter what happens, our knights will protect the young lady until the end."
"Thank you for those words, my friend."

Richard coughed violently and then lay down, seemingly exhausted.
Arthur looked at Richard with pitying eyes.

Beyond their lord-vassal relationship, he was a man Arthur sincerely respected as a knight.
Though lacking in martial prowess, he had the capacity to embrace everyone and the virtue to care for even a single soldier.
Moreover, his devotion to loving only one woman since his days as a prince, without taking concubines even to have children, moved many hearts.
When such a man lost his wife and wandered the battlefield wailing with a great hole in his heart, Arthur felt burdened for not being able to protect him.

"Has the young lady resolved to succeed to the dukedom?"
"She is truly strong. While she verbally questions how she could succeed, it seems she has been prepared for it for some time. Perhaps because of that, I feel more apologetic than relieved."

A darkness different from his illness appeared on Richard's face.

"I feel I've given her too heavy a burden because of my inadequacy... Now a maiden not yet thirty will lose her life as a woman and live the life of the Duke of the North."

As Richard's voice sank into sadness, Arthur forced a smile and replied:

"Even if Your Grace were healthy, the young lady would have followed you to the battlefield rather than dancing with young noblemen in the hall."
"Hahaha, that's true. She always said she would only marry a man as strong as herself."
"Are there even such men in the world?"
"Well, I don't know about that either. Perhaps if there is one... he would be the man who could destroy that demon castle I never managed to conquer?"
"He would have to be a hero out of legend, then."

Feeling more at ease, Richard thanked Arthur and before falling asleep, made a request:

"There should be a piece of paper in the drawer. It's my will. I've written that I'm appointing Grace as the next Duke of the North, so please take care of it."
"They won't accept it."
"That's not all. Those fellows will have quite a headache. Heh heh heh."

Richard, now finding it difficult to stay awake, gestured for Arthur to leave.
Arthur bowed respectfully, carefully took the will and placed it in his breast pocket, then left the room.

"Commander Arthur?"
"Lady Grace."

Grace, who had come to visit the patient, was standing there.

"His Grace has just fallen asleep. It would be better if you came back later."
"I see..."

As Grace turned away disappointedly, the knight following her also turned.
Seeing him, Arthur called out to Elaine:

"Are you the young lady's guard?"
"Not an official guard, but the young lady has been struggling lately, so I've been staying by her side."
"Any schedule after this?"
"Nothing in particular."
"Follow me."
"?"
"Inadequate skills won't be enough to protect the Duke of the North. I'll train you personally."

***

One week later.
Richard, who had temporarily regained his health, called a meeting for the first time in a while.

At the grand council where nobles, military, and officials all gathered, the head of the Berta family made a grand entrance with his faction, openly flaunting his power.

He attended this grand council with a clear purpose.

'The reason an ailing Duke would call so many senior officials must be only one.'

He wants to take care of internal affairs as much as possible while he's feeling well.
Soon he'll be bedridden again and unable to perform his duties as Duke.

Then, after the policy discussions end, he'll bring up the successor issue.
By pushing all the policies into one meeting like this, he'll stir up concerns among the senior officials about when the next meeting might be, and draw the flow to his side.
Most of the nobles at this meeting had already agreed to stand with him, and he had already contacted those in the administration and military who were close to noble families.

Like Lionel said, the head of the Berta family also knew that challenging the Nosrain family wasn't a simple matter.
After all, they were the undisputed Ducal House of the North.
So even though the plan for action was set, it was better to try persuasion first.

If the Duke unexpectedly changed his mind, it could be resolved peacefully, which would be good. If he remained stubborn, even if the conspiracy was exposed, it would create grounds to criticize the Duke.

As the head of the Berta family had anticipated, the main focus of the meeting was to comprehensively discuss what had happened in the North while Richard was in seclusion.
When those matters were concluded, the head of the Berta family exchanged glances with the head of the Attic family, preparing to get to the main point, when:

"I've gathered you all today not only to discuss internal affairs but also to share something essential for the future direction of the North. Namely, the matter of my successor."
"?"

When Richard brought up the successor issue as the meeting was wrapping up, everyone in the audience opened their eyes wide.
Despite his illness, he had never once mentioned a successor.
When Richard raised the successor issue at such an important gathering, everyone realized this was the core of the meeting.

'What an opportunity!'

The head of the Berta family was equally surprised.
He had been looking for a chance to bring up the topic, but the Duke had thrown it out first.
The head of the Attic family's lips also curled up slightly.

"As you all know, my illness shows no signs of improvement and is worsening day by day. At this rate, I fear I may soon be unable to rise from my sickbed. Therefore, I would like to designate a strong successor in case anything happens."

Richard has no son.
The Nosrain family traditionally had only one son per generation, so there were no branch families and no adoptable relatives among his kin.
That meant he had to find a successor from among the other five great families.

At that moment, the head of the Berta family had an ominous thought.

'Wait, could it be?'

Just as he felt this foreboding, Richard spoke:

"My daughter, Grace Nosrain, has proven her skill as a knight, vouched for by the knights, and has long studied the learning necessary for a Duke. Although she is female, I believe that in the North, where we revere strength, ignoring individual talent based on gender would be to disregard our beliefs. Therefore, I would like to ask everyone what they think of Grace Nosrain as the next Duke of the North."

'Damn it!'

His ominous premonition had come true.
Richard was putting forward Grace as his successor.

'Cunning old man.'

Though his face was gaunt and his eyes sunken, he remained an opponent who could not be underestimated for a moment.

But he couldn't back down here.
He had already gathered the nobles and plotted to remove the Duke of the North and the Nosrain family.

If the plan failed now and Grace successfully inherited the position of Duke of the North, surely someone would betray them and reveal the truth to save themselves.
Then civil war would break out, and they would truly become rebels against Grace, the Duke of the North.

Moreover, he had anticipated this situation to some extent, so there was no need to panic.
At the head of the Berta family's signal, one of his most loyal nobles spoke up:

"Your Grace, there has never been a case of a woman becoming the head of a faction. Therefore, even if the young lady is talented, everyone will be confused. The North has many talented individuals, and other families have young people full of talent and spirit. I don't understand why you would create controversy for the dukedom by passing it to the young lady just because there is no male in the Nosrain family."

"I share the same opinion. The royal capital will find it strange, and there will be murmurs from other regions. While we know of Lady Grace's talents, considering diplomatic aspects, her path will not be smooth. Especially if the royal capital does not recognize her dukedom, it will be dangerous for her to maintain her position."

Once one person opened the floodgates, the nobles of the faction each added their own comments as if they had been waiting.
As the flow was created smoothly, the head of the Attic family also stepped forward.

"In the past, our ancestors showed the beauty of yielding to the Nosrain family for the development of the North when they judged it difficult to continue the dukedom with someone from within their family. I apologize for contradicting the Duke's wishes, but for the sake of your daughter and the North, please reconsider just this once."

Even from the military side, voices of concern were raised.
For the Nosrain family to continue its line, Grace would need to bear an heir.
They attacked Grace's femininity, questioning what would happen if war or expeditions occurred during pregnancy, or if monsters rampaged during her menstrual cycle, paralyzing the command structure.

Looking at their faces, Arthur was appalled to see they were all closely related to the five great families, and Richard's eyes narrowed.
But they weren't just stubbornly insisting without basis; they were making logical objections, so they couldn't be simply dismissed.
Even the senior officials who weren't part of their faction seemed to sympathize to some extent.

"Then let's hear recommendations for alternatives to Grace. Time is short, so I'll take only three names."
"!"

Richard's words were met with silence.
In fact, this was an issue that hadn't been decided among them yet.

Different dreams under the same bed.
Both the head of the Berta family and the head of the Attic family wanted to become the next Duke of the North.
They had joined hands only because they needed to remove the Nosrain family first.
Who would become the next Duke was a matter to be decided afterward.

But recommending themselves would be too transparent and would shatter the support they had gained from outside their faction.
As for putting forward their own children...

These people weren't fools.
Why did no one object to Grace's abilities and only oppose her based on gender?
If they brought forward a male from any family, the moment Richard said, "Let's have them compete," it would be over.

Years ago at a banquet, a noble boy suddenly proposed to young Grace, and she rejected him, saying she wasn't attracted to men weaker than herself.
The angered boy challenged her to a duel and couldn't walk for a while afterward.

"Ugh."

They had only intended to pressure and harass, but the flow went differently than expected. As they looked at each other, hesitant to speak first:

"It seems there are no other candidates. Then I will designate Grace Nosrain as the next Duke of the North."
"!"

Richard, using fatigue as an excuse, didn't give them much time and quickly concluded before leaving.
The Berta faction couldn't hide their embarrassment at the sudden conclusion, their mouths agape.

Shortly after.
After the meeting ended and everyone had gone home, the Berta faction gathered again in a certain place:

"This won't do. Let's proceed."

Thinking it would be dangerous to continue like this, they finally decided to use the most aggressive method.

Ch.68 - Chapter 68. The Tragedy of That Day (3)
Although Richard had declared Grace as his successor at the Grand Council, he couldn't announce it immediately.
Richard knew how reckless his statement had been,
and what significant repercussions it would bring.

Likely from the announcement of the successor until the early days of her taking the Grand Duke's position.
Grace's reign would certainly not be smooth.

That's why he couldn't hastily transfer power to her just because he was ill.
Rather, he needed to prepare calmly and thoroughly to minimize any discord.

"I've sent a letter to the royal capital. I included recommendations from the administrators, including the administrative officer, and our Northern Knights."
"*cough, cough!* Thank you for your hard work, Commander."

The North was also territory of the kingdom.
Until now, when a new Northern Grand Duke emerged, they would inform the royal capital of their ascension and receive formal permission.
When the royal capital responded, they would officially become the Northern Grand Duke.
Now, they changed the traditional procedure, first seeking permission for the designated successor.

With the approval of the central royal capital, opposing them would be equivalent to defying the royal decree.
No matter how autonomous the North was, once the royal decree recognized the next Northern Grand Duke, any mere noble or official who opposed would have to be prepared to face a bloody iron hammer.

Moreover, this was actually the proper procedure, but they had been conducting it in an abbreviated form out of respect for the North's autonomy.
If this passes, Grace would essentially become the Grand Duke with the most legitimate procedure.

The Northern Grand Duke had put his heart and soul into writing the memorial, and with the recommendations of the North's senior officials, they could speak with a stronger voice than usual.
Above all.

"The head of the Deepsnow family, one of the five great houses, also wrote a recommendation for the young lady along with us. Along with the nobles who follow him."
"*cough* Lionel?"

Perhaps he had expended too much mental energy at the Grand Council.
Richard showed a puzzled expression with eyes that had grown even more hollow in just one day.

Lionel had remained silent during yesterday's meeting, only listening.
Seeing that, Richard thought he had sided with Berta and others.
He couldn't understand why one of the five great houses would suddenly step forward to recommend Grace alone.

"I don't know what he's thinking, but supporting Grace suggests he intends to stand with us."
"Not all nobles harbor ill intentions. Just because we value strength doesn't mean we're wild beasts."
"That's right. Come to think of it, the head of Deepsnow rarely reveals his true thoughts, but he's never caused discord in the North or done anything harmful. I believe his love for the North is the same as ours."

Richard had been worried after seeing that more nobles than expected followed Berta at the previous noble council.
In the midst of this, news that one of the five great houses supported them gave him great strength.

'I deliberately asked them to name three candidates to replace Grace to provoke them.'

While Berta and Artik seemed to have clearly turned their backs, Deepsnow turned out to be on their side.
Ironfall seemed to want to side with the stronger party as usual, so they would likely come to this side if Grace became the official successor by royal decree.

Then, with three of the five great houses supporting Grace, the nobles watching from below would also join this side, creating a clearly advantageous structure.
That would enable Grace and Arthur to defeat the opposition.

'The military side is also being well recruited.'

Though he was now groaning with worsening wounds, Richard was once the Winter Lion, showing a firmer appearance than anyone.
Naturally, the military commanders were closer to him, their comrade-in-arms, than to the nobles.
Thanks to this, traditional military nobles like Knight Commander Arthur, Gunter of the Eisenderk family, and commanders of common birth supported Richard's will.

"It seems a great burden has been lifted."

Richard sighed with relief rather than fatigue.

"Ah, I heard from Grace. You've been training her guard lately? Elaine, was it?"
"I've had my eye on her since the knight's exam. Her skills are considerable. In terms of talent, she's second only to the young lady. I can see why the young lady is interested in her."
"Oh, is she that good?"
"Interestingly, rather than using the powerful and heavy swordsmanship of northerners, she uses fast and sharp swordsmanship. I was surprised that despite her young age, she's found her own style. She also has talent in handling magical power."

Richard marveled at Arthur's words.

"This is the first time I've heard you praise someone other than Grace so highly. She must be quite extraordinary. *sigh* If only I were healthy, I would like to cross swords with her."

Though weakened, his blood and soul still seemed to be that of a warrior as Richard clicked his tongue in regret.

"Anyway, prepare well until the end. Since Lionel has decided to join our cause, cooperate with him if necessary."
"Understood."

Knock, knock.
Maids entered with the knock.
Judging by what was on the tray, it appeared to be medicine.

"Is it already time for medicine?"

Even the mighty Northern Grand Duke seemed to dislike medicine, frowning.
The maid elegantly poured the medicine into a cup and presented it to Richard, then offered him a sweet to cleanse his palate as he grimaced at the bitter taste.

"Hmm, it seems the disease has spread to my tongue now. To think sweetness could be felt so strongly."
"I'll tell them to use less jam starting tomorrow."
"Please do."
"Wait."

Arthur picked up one of the sweets from the tray, ate it, and then ate another.

"...Your Excellency's tongue has definitely deteriorated."
"Haha, worried it might be poisoned? Don't worry. She's been serving me for a long time."
"There have been concerns from some nobles that they might resort to extreme methods. You must be careful."

Though he checked personally due to an inexplicable sense of foreboding, the sweets tasted fine to Arthur.
Both had an appropriate level of sweetness.

After taking his medicine, Richard seemed drowsy and asked everyone to leave. Arthur left the room with the maids.
Once everyone had left, Richard quietly tried to sleep.

***

Clack! Clack! Clack!
In the training ground of the Nosrain family, Grace and Elaine were busily clashing wooden swords.
Eventually, as Grace raised her wooden sword high, Elaine lowered her stance, quickly approached, and attempted a horizontal slash.

Thwack!
With a heavy sound, Grace forced Elaine to kneel with her stance.

"I concede."

Elaine acknowledged her defeat and withdrew her wooden sword, but Grace instead asked in surprise.

"Your swordsmanship has become faster and sharper than before? The results of your training with Commander Arthur are clearly showing."
"Thank you. But since I'm creating my own style, there's still much to improve."
"Your own swordsmanship, that's impressive. Have you named it yet?"
"No, not yet."
"Shall I name one for you?"

Grace pondered, imagining their recent sparring.

"Since you slash and thrust so quickly, how about 'Light Speed Sword'?"
"That sounds too grandiose."
"Then, since your blue hair flutters, 'Blue Light Sword'?"
"Hmm..."
"Not intuitive enough? Sharp like an icicle, 'Ice Edge Sword'?"
"I'll just name it myself."
"...You know you're quite picky, right?"

Grace clicked her tongue but seemed to get competitive as she thought deeply.

"I've decided."
"Swift Sword, Ice Point Sword, Snow Cold Sword, Cold Wave Sword... What?"
"Since I want to silence opponents quickly like a blizzard sweeping in, Snow Cold Sword. That's what I've decided."

Grace shrugged, thinking that name had been on her own list too.
Though picky in taste, once something appeals to her, she becomes completely absorbed in it, which is nice.

Suddenly looking at the sky, Grace's expression turned serious as she realized how late it had gotten.

The day she had hoped wouldn't come had arrived.
When her father Richard called her and said he would make her the successor to the Northern Grand Duke, Grace was surprisingly calm and composed.

She had anticipated this day since she realized she had no older brothers and no younger siblings would be born.
She was somewhat prepared for it.

She had no complaints either.
Some might ask if the life of a Northern Grand Duke isn't harsh for a woman.
Honestly, she preferred wielding a sword on the battlefield in rugged armor to wearing fancy dresses and being the mistress of a mansion.

She preferred swordsmanship to embroidery.
Weapons to jewels.
She wanted to run across snowy plains rather than stroll through gardens.
Rather than merely controlling servants within a house, she wanted to be with everyone across vast territories.
Sometimes, imagining herself in her father's place, receiving cheers from everyone, pleased her quite well.

Perhaps before being a woman, she was a person of Nosrain.
She must be an inevitable descendant of the Northern Grand Duke's bloodline.

Therefore, she had no complaints about succeeding the Northern Grand Duke and even found it exciting.
But if there was one thing that bothered her...

'They say those in power can't marry just anyone.'

She had heard that her parents met at a ball when her father was a prince, fell in love at first sight, and promised to marry.
The interesting part was that her mother wasn't a noble lady but a maid serving at the ball.

'Grandfather was furious because it ruined a potential marriage alliance with a powerful family.'

Perhaps because she was a child born of love rather than a strategic marriage, her parents always emphasized the importance of love to young Grace.
Grace took to heart the words of the two people she respected.

However, if she became the Northern Grand Duke, she couldn't simply marry someone just because she liked them.
As the Northern Grand Duke, she would need to produce excellent children to succeed the Nosrain family and the North.

The other person's power, wealth, bloodline, appearance, character, talent, past, and so on.
There would be countless factors to consider.
So from the moment she became the Northern Grand Duke, she would have to cut away all tender feelings.
Since she had never experienced love anyway, it didn't feel real to her.
But somehow, it felt a bit lonely.

'Goodness, who am I worrying about?'

Looking at her friend beside her, who had now become a formal knight and was even pickier than herself, she felt somewhat reassured.
When her mind was troubled and dizzy like now, she hoped this precious friend, who could engage with her at full strength, would find the partner they desired.

To her, Elaine was a friend, a reliable knight, and like a younger sister.

***

Ah, even now I remember that day clearly.

The Winter Palace, unusually noisy unlike other days.
Confused servants and soldiers.
Knights with serious faces.
Even anxious officials.

Amidst it all, she was barely holding onto her senses in the face of the sudden reality.

"Bring something to wipe the blood! Clean cloth, quickly!"
"What on earth happened to His Excellency? Tell me!"
"I'm sorry. By the Knight Commander's orders, no one is to be let in."
"Capture everyone from the maids to the chef! Not a single one should escape!"

Northern Grand Duke Richard Nosrain had collapsed in his sickbed, coughing blood.
Soon after, he breathed his last.

The cause of death was poisoning.
Poison had been in the sweets the Duke ate with his medicine.
It wasn't a lethal poison on its own, but accumulated, it was dangerous—especially for Richard, whose body was weakened by illness.
Cunningly considering Richard's habits, they had placed just one poisoned sweet each time in the spot he would reach for first.

She knew that the time for farewell would come soon, as he rarely got out of bed and was difficult to see, especially when he told her about his successor.
But she never thought it would come in this way.

At the very least, she thought they would share a quiet yet regretful farewell between father and daughter.
She thought he would comfort her saying he had worked hard, and he would leave smiling knowing that an excellent daughter remained.

Grind.
Grace's teeth clenched.

She roughly grabbed the chin of the maid whom Knight Commander Arthur had presented before her as the culprit.
There was an ominous sound of something breaking in the jaw, but Grace paid no attention and asked her.

"Who is it?"

When the maid averted her eyes.

"I only need your tongue and ears intact, even if I gouge out those eyeballs. I'll ask again. Who ordered you?"

Fear filled the maid's eyes.
There was no trace of the vibrant, bright, and beautiful young lady she usually saw.
A Winter Lion was growling with rage.

Seeing this, the maid felt with her entire being that she had made a foolish choice.
They could never defeat this person.
Beyond strength, gender, or power.
The difference was simply in their caliber.
Those stupid nobles who thought they could dispose of a mere girl once Richard was gone, even before the royal capital's successor appointment letter arrived.

Tell them not to talk nonsense.
Here stands a "Northern Grand Duke" far stronger and more dangerous than Richard.

After extracting a confession from the maid, Grace spoke to Arthur standing behind her.

"Sir Arthur."
"Yes, my lady."
"Surround those involved in this matter with all available forces, ensuring they cannot move a single step from their current positions."
"Are you starting a civil war?"

The nobles also had private soldiers, and there were collaborators within the military.
If they moved their forces, conflict would surely break out.
That would mean civil war.

"No. A civil war that my predecessor tried so hard to avoid. I cannot betray that with my own hands. The encirclement should be as covert and quiet as possible, just enough to prevent them from moving elsewhere."
"Then...?"
"I will move alone."
"That's not acceptable. They will have prepared forces too. At least take the knights with you."
"The moment we move the knights, they will notice, and that means civil war. To avoid war, taking them down one by one is the best option."
"At least let me accompany you. His Excellency also met with misfortune while fighting driven by emotion. I cannot allow history to repeat itself with you, my lady."
"Knight Commander, you must command the army. And though I am angry, I won't be easily defeated."

Grace grabbed a sword in the room.
It was Suowang Sword, the treasured sword of the Nosrain family, the sword of the Northern Grand Duke.

"With this, my power is sufficient."

As Grace drew the Suowang Sword, the blade seemed to welcome its owner, resonating on its own.
Seeing this, Arthur felt a shudder and chill.

"Yes... Grand Duke."

He bowed his head, accepting the Northern Grand Duke's command.

As Grace left the room with murderous eyes,
a knight followed her like a shadow, without the sound of footsteps.
The knight said just one thing to Grace.

"I will serve by your side."

And Grace replied with just one phrase.

"Protect me from my enemies."

Thus, the Northern Grand Duke and her guard knight made their first sortie.
To annihilate the enemies of the Northern Grand Duke.

Ch.69 - Chapter 69. The Tragedy of That Day (4)
When the Winter Palace was thrown into chaos.
Nobles, led by Berta, had gathered at the Ironpoll family mansion.

The head of the Ironpoll family didn't seem pleased that they had chosen his residence for their meeting.
This too was a scheme by Berta and Attic to firmly anchor Ironpoll to their side, preventing him from walking the tightrope any longer.

"I was truly impressed that you managed to bribe the Grand Duke's maid. Thanks to that, we were able to administer the poison without arousing suspicion."

The head of the Attic family boasted proudly in response to a noble's question.

"This is what you call the art of using people. I found out that woman had harbored feelings for the Grand Duke for a long time. That's why she served by his side for years. And do you know what's interesting? Because she loved the Grand Duke, she was jealous of the Duchess. She was younger and more beautiful, yet the Grand Duke only had eyes for his wife and never laid a hand on her."
"Hmm? But the Duchess died long ago. If the object of her hatred was the Duke's wife, not the Duke himself, how did you recruit her?"
"Hehe, that's precisely the key. With the Duchess dead, she hoped to take that position. But the Grand Duke became ill with grief for his wife. How disappointing and frustrating that must have been for her."
"Ah!"
"She devoted her entire maidenhood to one man, and now she couldn't even receive his love in return. Love can turn to hatred in an instant. Just a little provocation at that crack, and people are easily swayed."
"Oh, but won't we be discovered?"
"Haha, no need to worry about that. I've already settled matters with that woman. Even if the crime is exposed, it will merely be seen as a crime of passion by a woman blinded by jealousy. They won't kill the Northern Grand Duke's assassin on the spot, and we can release her later. We've taken her family hostage as insurance against betrayal."
"Wow~ The family head has thought of everything!"

The head of the Attic family smiled with satisfaction at the repeated praise.
At the same time, the nobles' eyes darted around busily.

As long as Grace had not yet become the official successor,
the next Northern Grand Duke would be one of the two families present here—Berta or Attic.
Ironpoll was one of the five great families, but he had only lent his name and influence while cooperating, without actively participating in the plot, so he would be second in line.

So they needed to decide which of these two sides to join.
Which would be better?

"It was a brilliant scheme, Head of Attic!"

The head of the Berta family laughed heartily while praising him, drawing attention to himself.

"Without an official successor in the North, once the Grand Duke dies, they'll hurry to convene a grand council to establish the next leader. That's when Grace will temporarily step forward as Grand Duke. Despite having Nosrain blood and being somewhat capable, she's still just a young girl. She may be good at fighting, but her political acumen falls far short of us experienced brothers gathered here."

Berta flattered the nobles, displaying his friendliness.
He too was already anticipating the next confrontation.

"If the Knight Commander and other military nobles support her, we'll demand that she make all decisions herself to prove the Grand Duke's dignity and governing ability. Gradually, we'll break her spirit until she voluntarily gives up the Grand Duke position."
"What if Grace persists?"
"Kuhehe, of course, I have a plan for that too."

This time, Berta wore a triumphant expression.

"By now, they're probably looking toward the royal capital. If Grand Duke Richard dies, their only hope is approval of succession from the royal capital. But that's exactly what will trip them up."
"You've done something, haven't you?"
"I've lobbied the high officials and nobles in the royal capital. If they successfully oppose Grace's succession, our victory is assured, and even if they just delay, that works in our favor too."

The nobles once again marveled at Berta's words, their dilemma deepening.

If Attic was a cunning and secretive strategist, Berta was a bold and relentless leader.
Berta's drive or Attic's wisdom?
As they pondered which side would likely win and which victory would benefit them more...

Bang.
The door flew open, and an Ironpoll family soldier rushed in with a report.

"A commotion has started at the Winter Palace."

At those words, the nobles' eyes all widened.
The moment they had been waiting for had finally arrived!

"We should head to the Winter Palace first. We must show our faces when the Grand Duke has died, and we need to see how Grace and Arthur are moving."
"Quite right. From now on, events will unfold rapidly, so we must move swiftly. It wouldn't look good for all of us to rush there together, so Head of Ironpoll, you go first. We need to stop by our mansions to prepare our soldiers just in case."
"Understood."

The head of Ironpoll nodded at Attic's instructions.

As soon as the nobles dispersed, the head of Ironpoll gathered his forces and gave them instructions.
Then he deliberately dawdled.

Although the head of Attic told him to go first, there was no reason to follow his instructions to the letter.
If he arrived too quickly as the first one, he might draw Grace's attention and be suspected of having placed a spy in the palace.

Logically, since the next Grand Duke would be one of those two ambitious men, they should be the ones taking the risks.
Being the second to arrive would be ideal.

They couldn't easily dismiss him for not following instructions.
They would need his influence, as he maintained the best relations with the minor nobles among the five great families.

Just as he was starting to wonder, "Shouldn't they at least inform the five great families about this, no matter how chaotic things are after the Grand Duke's death?" and "Why haven't they sent someone yet?" and was considering moving out of curiosity...

"?"

Two people were walking toward him from the distance.

Were they messengers from the Winter Palace? Their pace seemed too slow for that.
His keen instincts sensed something was amiss, so he had his soldiers stand by.

When he finally identified the two approaching figures, the head of Ironpoll's eyes widened in shock.

"G-Grace, my lady?"

It was none other than Grace Nosrain who had come to the Ironpoll mansion.
Along with her guard whom he had seen a few times in passing.
Before he could even wonder why Grace was here instead of at the Winter Palace during this crisis...

"!"

The head of Ironpoll frowned.
Grace wasn't wearing armor, but she was carrying a sword.

The atmosphere was strange.
Her expressionless face was chillingly cold, and her eyes were more ferocious than any beast's.
Like a lion about to bare its sharp teeth and growl.

The head of Ironpoll gulped.
He didn't understand what was happening, but one thing was clear.
Attic's plan had gone awry.

"I was just about to head to the Winter Palace after hearing the sad news. What on earth happened? And what's with that appearance?"

Mixing feigned ignorance with genuine confusion, he asked, and Grace swept her gaze across the mansion.

"You've prepared quite extensively. Were you planning a coup if necessary?"

She sneered, then looked to the side.

"It's tiresome having to repeat the same words. Sir Ilaine, if you please."
"Yes, Your Grace."

At Grace's call, the blue-haired female knight behind her stepped forward.

"To Berta, Attic, Ironpoll, and all nobles and minions who collaborated with them: By the charge of attempting to assassinate the Northern Grand Duke and committing treason, you are all under arrest. Surrender, and you will be punished according to the severity of your crimes. Resist, and you will be executed immediately. You have five seconds to decide."
"!!"

From Ilaine's words, the head of Ironpoll realized this was far beyond a mere plan gone wrong.

'What fools.'

What was there not to worry about?
The maid's crime had been discovered, and she had confessed, implicating them as the masterminds.
Enraged, Grace had taken up her sword personally.

Moreover, her comment about repeating the same words...
It seemed she had already purged other nobles involved in this conspiracy before coming here.

"Fi... ve. No one surrendered."

Grace sighed and raised her sword, approaching like an executioner delivering a death sentence.
Seeing this, the head of Ironpoll hastily shouted:

"What outrage is this! Suddenly barging in with a sword, accusing nobles of assassinating the Northern Grand Duke, and trying to purge us. This is clearly oppression and tyranny! Do you even realize what you're doing?"
"Silence."
"What? How dare you—"
"Do you realize what you've done?"

Grace glared at the head of Ironpoll with a menacing face.

"The maid you bribed has already confessed, and the Owin family, which I just destroyed, also admitted their guilt. Don't try to weasel out of your filthy crimes—traitors, face my wrath."
"Eek."

It seemed everything had indeed been exposed.
If Grace knew, then Arthur must know too, which meant the knights would be mobilized.
The head of Ironpoll frantically searched for a way out.

"Lady Nosrain, this plot was led by the Berta and Attic families. I was forced to join them under threat, and as proof, I didn't devise any conspiracies. If you spare me, I'll use these troops for your cause."

But his proposal was met with only a cold laugh.

"So, Head, you joined them because you thought they would win, but now that things look different, you want to switch sides?"
"...Your Grace will need my power."
"First, let me correct something."
"?"
"Head of Ironpoll, mind your language. You may be from one of the five great families, but how dare a mere noble speak as an equal to the Grand Duke of the North."
"!"

The head of Ironpoll's pupils shook violently.

"You are not yet the Northern Grand Duke. You haven't even received royal certification—"

Grace cut off the head of Ironpoll's words and pulled out a document from her breast pocket, unfolding it.
Its contents:

"My predecessor named me as successor, and it's written in his will. I received it from Knight Commander Arthur."
"Huk!"
"I heard you wanted to usurp power because the current Grand Duke was weak. That his daughter was just a woman. Very well, then let me show you who you've dared to challenge."

As if to signal the end of the conversation, Grace began walking toward him again.

"Damn it."

Yes, it was all or nothing now.
He didn't know the exact situation, but Grace had crossed a line, and he couldn't just sit there and take it.

And there was still a chance to counterattack.
Grace had entered with just one guard, without the knights.

As befitting one of the five great families, Ironpoll commanded private soldiers and had knights affiliated with the family.
They were all on standby within the family grounds for emergencies, making the forces here stronger than most units in the North.

If they could kill or capture Grace here, they could use that to turn the situation back in their favor.

"Now, attack!"

At the lord's command, the family soldiers launched their attack, but...

Slash! Slash! Slash!
Ilaine stepped forward and cut down all the soldiers at the front.
Grace calmly walked through the falling bodies like autumn leaves, heading straight for the family head.
A knight rushed forward to protect his lord, but...

CRASH!
The Lion Sword, Great Claw, mercilessly split the knight's body in half.
The strike was so powerful that the ground shook.

The head of Ironpoll's jaw dropped in astonishment.
He had heard she was talented, but to this extent?

Come to think of it, he had never seen Grace fight before, nor had he paid much attention to her.
To them, Grace was a woman before she was a Nosrain.
Her strength mattered less than her Nosrain bloodline.

But this power now...
It exceeded even Richard in his prime!

After that, knights and soldiers desperately attacked the two, but...
Knights were crushed by Grace's Lion Sword, and soldiers were cut down by Ilaine's blade.

'Grace is a Nosrain, so that's one thing, but what about that guard knight?'

Though an enemy, her swordsmanship was so fast and sharp it was mesmerizing.

Eventually, more than half lay bleeding on the ground, and the remaining forces, paralyzed with fear, could only point their weapons while trembling.

Grace shook the blood from her sword and approached the head of Ironpoll.
Though he had some skill with a sword as befitting a northern noble, he didn't dare challenge Grace.

"My lady—no, Grand Duke. I surrender. Let's negotiate. I'll give up my position, wealth, and privileges. I'll gladly accept exile. Just let me leave with my family."
"Aren't you sorry for the warriors who fell because of your ambition? Disappear without such unseemly struggling."
"Grrrr... Kill her! Someone, anyone, kill this woman! What are you all doing?!"

But it was just an empty cry.
Everyone values their own life.
Even if they wanted to sacrifice themselves for their lord,
they were pinned down by the overwhelming killing intent emanating from Grace.

"If you wanted to save your own life, you should have tried to protect lives, not take them."

CRASH!
The lion's paw struck down the impudent traitor who had dared to harm those she loved.

Ch.70 - Chapter 70. The Tragedy of That Day (5)
While Grace was eliminating the rebel groups one by one with Elaine,
Arthur was also busy, following Grace's orders to secretly surround and monitor targets by mobilizing a small but reliable force.

Despite his busy schedule, Arthur's face was extremely serious.
Though he had acknowledged her strength and let her go after she overwhelmed him, the Knight Commander, with just her killing intent.
Inwardly, he was restless, wondering if he should send reinforcements even now.

Most places weren't a major concern, but the Five Great Houses were dangerous.
They would have a considerable number of private soldiers, and above all, knights.
No matter how much Grace had inherited the blood of the Nosrain family, facing multiple knights wouldn't be an easy task.

'The young lady—no, Her Grace the Grand Duchess must have stepped forward because she's confident in her abilities.'

Not knowing her exact capabilities made him deeply uneasy.
He sincerely regretted not having supervised her sword training during ordinary times.

Speaking of sword training, another person came to mind.

'With Lord Elaine accompanying her, I can be somewhat relieved.'

If Grace had truly gone alone, Arthur wouldn't have been able to restrain himself and would have sent reinforcements.
However, the reason he could follow orders despite biting his lip until it bled was because Elaine had gone with her.

His praise of Elaine in front of Richard was no exaggeration.
If anything, it was insufficient.
While he called it training, what Arthur had actually done was merely enhance her combat sense and offer some minor advice.

Even without Arthur's dedicated training, Elaine was already an exceptional swordswoman.
She possessed sword talent surpassing even him, the Knight Commander, along with a calm perspective and judgment.
She neither overestimated her abilities nor underestimated her opponents, yet she wasn't excessively humble or intimidated by others' skills—perfect emotional control.

What was particularly impressive was that while her sword fundamentals were extremely solid, she had successfully incorporated her own originality into them.
Not everyone who learns the same sword technique fights the same way.
Each person has different strength, physique, and personality.
That's why one must know how to adapt sword techniques to oneself, which requires a deep understanding of both the learned techniques and oneself.

Elaine, barely twenty years old, already possessed this quality.
She had gone beyond merely adapting sword techniques to herself, stepping into the realm of evolving them into something original.

Though she had only just stepped into that realm due to lack of experience.
In other words, once she gained more experience, she would quickly grow to reach his level of skill.

'Still, Berta is out of the question.'

He was receiving reports about Grace's movements.
While it was certainly a remarkable achievement that the two of them had defeated Ironpole, one of the Five Great Houses, and eliminated several nobles,
They were only human and must be quite exhausted by now.

Among the Five Great Houses, Berta was said to be the strongest in terms of power.
It would be difficult to attack compared to the other Great Houses, and Berta's head was also a skilled fighter.
Arthur intended to handle that place himself.

From her current movements, it seemed Grace was planning to attack there last.
Once the targets disappeared, there would be no need for surveillance, and the forces deployed for encirclement could be redirected elsewhere.
So by the time they reached the final stage, he could join them without worry.

As Arthur continued directing operations and calculating the right timing to assist Grace...

"Report, sir. Suspicious movements have been detected from House Artic. The head of the house is currently heading toward the military headquarters with his knights."
"The military headquarters?"

Going to the military headquarters meant...
Since they were conducting encirclement and annihilation operations, information about Grace eliminating the rebels one by one couldn't have leaked.
Did this mean they were planning to coordinate with rebel forces within the military from now on, making them completely their own in preparation for future competition?

They must have been waiting for the Northern Grand Duke's death, so by now they would have heard the news through their own eyes and ears.
How brazen of them to reveal their ambitions by heading straight to the military headquarters instead of coming to the Winter Palace.

'No, wait a moment.'

The head of House Artic left his mansion and headed to the military headquarters?
Hmm... this is an opportunity.

"Lieutenant, take command for a while. Proceed as I have been doing."
"Where are you going, sir?"
"I need to present an inauguration gift to our new Grace."

Arthur picked up his sword.
To reduce the number of Grace's enemies.

"Ah."

Come to think of it, there was one force that could serve as reinforcements.
I should make a move to confirm if they're truly on our side.

***

After passing judgment on one noble after another who had betrayed the Northern Grand Duke, Grace finally faced her last enemy.
House Berta, a member of the Five Great Houses and the main instigator of this affair.

House Artic was also a main instigator, but...

'Deepsnow...'

When she reached the front of House Artic's mansion, she was not greeted by its head.
Instead, Isaac, the eldest son of Lionel, the head of House Deepsnow, welcomed her.

Grace was initially wary, thinking House Deepsnow had come to aid Artic. But his words were the opposite of what she expected.

-Did Commander Arthur send you?
-Yes. The head of House Artic is currently heading to the military headquarters, and the Knight Commander has gone to deal with him.
-...
-The Commander requested assistance from our house, and I came to block House Artic on my father's orders.

Isaac revealed that his father Lionel had been invited to join this conspiracy and had attended their meetings, so he knew the list of enemies.
He promised that House Deepsnow would help eliminate the nobles Grace hadn't yet dealt with.
As proof, he said Lionel was currently eliminating other houses.

Frankly, Grace had been growing tired from confronting so many houses.
In the midst of this, House Deepsnow's alliance was undoubtedly welcome.
She felt inwardly relieved at the thought that at least one of the Five Great Houses was on her side.

Moreover, this man Isaac who came as support.
She had heard that House Deepsnow's eldest son was capable, but the fact that he could block House Artic, another of the Five Great Houses, with just a small force was entirely due to his ability.
She would need to keep an eye on him for the future.

It was also good news that Arthur was heading to the military headquarters to eliminate the head of House Artic and the rebels hidden within the military.
Even if she eliminated the nobles, it would all be for nothing if the remnants hiding in the military attempted a rebellion.
Thanks to him, one major worry was lifted.

Now all that remained was to eliminate the head of House Berta.

No matter how much she tried to handle matters discreetly to prevent civil war, there were limits.
She had turned every house she visited into a bloodbath, engaging in fierce battles within mansions, so control networks would soon develop holes.
She needed to finish the job before they noticed something was wrong.

"Lord Elaine, how is your stamina?"
"...I'm fine."

Elaine's face, accompanying Grace, was also deeply etched with fatigue.

"Do you remember what I told you before?"
"?"
"That I need reliable guards."
"Yes, I remember."
"One person isn't enough, it seems."

Elaine seemed to agree as she caught her breath and readjusted her grip on her sword.

"Events like today could happen again. You need a personal guard that can move freely according to Your Grace's will, not belonging to the military or the knights."
"Right, then even without help from Commander Arthur or House Deepsnow, the two of us could split up to attack enemies."

Just as Grace entered the grounds of House Berta...

Swish, swish.
Hearing the sound of the wind, Elaine quickly swung her sword.
The throwing knife she deflected fell to the ground.

"Your Grace."

Elaine called to Grace while looking at the throwing knife, and Grace's expression hardened.

"Yes, they know we're coming and they're ready to fight."

It seems there was indeed a hole in the information control. They've noticed and strengthened their defenses.
The last one won't be easy.

The Water King Sword in Grace's hand rang out its name more powerfully.

***

"My lord, Grace has arrived."
"Ho ho, truly remarkable."

The head of House Berta grinned at his subordinate's report, genuinely impressed.

Upon learning of Richard's death, he had wanted to rush over immediately, but he forced himself to wait.
Power struggles are like tug-of-war. Pulling too hard can reveal weaknesses.

The head of House Berta decided to stay put until Grace "reported" the Grand Duke's death to him first and "requested" him to come to the Winter Palace.
It was a ploy to establish dominance in their relationship from the beginning.

But after waiting so long with no news, he sensed something was wrong and secretly investigated.

'She's been doing something insolent. Heh heh.'

The Winter Palace was quiet, and he received information that soldiers were handling the situation at the houses of his allies.

It seemed Artic's plan had been exposed, and things had gone completely awry.
In this case, all-out war was unavoidable, and he considered rushing to the military headquarters to gather forces for a confrontation.

'If I leave this mansion, who knows what that fox Arthur might do.'

Moreover, there were many who supported Richard within the military.
If he wasn't careful, he might walk into a trap and be purged before he could properly use his strength.

So he decided to wait for Grace where he was.
Apparently, she was eliminating the traitors one by one with a small force, like a pilgrimage.
She would soon come here, and she would be exhausted.
Then, as an adult, he would teach the impudent child a lesson.

Besides, the thought of that girl coming to him on her own two feet while he sat comfortably gave him a rather pleasant feeling.
It was as if he had already ascended to the throne.

"Still, to think she would clean everything up before coming. I need to reassess her."

The praise was sincere.
Perhaps this princess had sufficient strength to be the Northern Grand Duke.

But that was as far as it went.
From the beginning, he had maintained numerous superior troops not only to suppress the Nosrains but also to overpower his competitors.
He had even hired assassin groups from outside the North.
Moreover, his forces were commanded by the talented sons of House Berta.

It should be easy to capture a tired filly who had been running wild.

"I hadn't intended to kill her. Tsk."

Things had become quite complicated.
Thankfully, they could still manage the situation because those fools had moved quietly to avoid civil war.
The dead tell no tales, after all.

What should he do?
Perhaps claim that Grace tried to purge other houses to secure the position of Northern Grand Duke?
How should he deceive the military forces loyal to Richard?

Ah, such complex scheming was Artic's responsibility.
The fact that Grace was here meant that fellow had also been defeated.
It was good that a competitor was gone, but annoying that there was more work to do.

Creak.
Just then, the door opened.

"Oh."

That was faster than expected. Was she that exhausted?
As he turned his head, wondering what greeting would be appropriate...

"!!"

He couldn't utter a word.
Grace staggered in, covered in blood.

"C-could it be? Did you break through all the forces below?"
"Ah."

Grace exhaled tiredly and answered.

"It was actually a bit dangerous. If Commander Arthur and the knights hadn't arrived in time, I might have used up all my strength dealing with the small fry. Well, thanks to that struggle, I've finally advanced to the next level."

Indeed, Grace's face was a mess.
Minor wounds were visible, and her breathing was rough.

Nevertheless.
It seemed she had truly defeated them all. All those troops.
The head of House Berta gaped in disbelief.

"Now you're the only one left."

Thud, thud.
As Grace approached, the head of House Berta flinched.

"W-wait! If you kill me, your family will be annihilated too!"

She stopped.

"...What do you mean?"
"Heh heh, do you think all my forces are here? When I heard you were making moves, I sent assassins to the Nosrain mansion as a precaution. To take hostages."
"..."
"You wild princess, you've gone too far. If you continue this rampage, your precious family members will all be killed. You wouldn't want to lose them after losing your father, would you?"

As the insurance he had prepared just in case actually paid off, the head of House Berta inwardly rejoiced.
The Nosrains are few in number and value their family tremendously, even if they're not blood relatives but servants.

In truth, there were only five or six assassins, but what did that matter? Right now, Grace would be confused by just the existence of assassins.

"I understand."

Grace, under threat, obediently lowered her sword.
Emboldened by her submissive appearance, the head of House Berta flaunted a magical communication device before her eyes.

"Good. From now on, this is your leash. Don't do anything unnecessary and obediently follow my orders, and I'll guarantee the lives of your family."

As Grace silently stared at the magical device in the head of House Berta's hand...
Whoosh!
Slash!
The sword she had placed on the ground moved on its own, flying faster than the wind to slice through the head of House Berta's hand.

"Aaaaargh!"

Screaming from the sudden intense pain, the head of House Berta clutched his arm.
As he turned his head in confusion about what had just happened, footsteps approached.

"!"

There stood Grace, somehow holding her sword again.

"W-what was that just now?"
"I don't have the energy to explain."

With a disgusted expression, Grace raised her sword high.
The head of House Berta gritted his teeth so hard they might break.

"Yaaaaaaah!"

He drew his sword from his waist like lightning in an attempt to resist.
Lion Sword, Great Claw.
Crash!
His sword shattered like glass under the powerful downward strike.

"Huk!"

Thud!
Grace's kick followed, striking his body and sending him flying into the wall.

"Cough! Cough!"

Despite coughing violently, he didn't give up and tightly clenched his fist.
Slash!
Grace mercilessly cut off his remaining hand as well.

Having lost both hands, the head of House Berta trembled and screamed at the top of his lungs.

"N-no! After all the effort I put into becoming Grand Duke. I can't die so pathetically without even fighting properly! How can I accept such a foolish end? At the very least, I want to die fighting like a warrior!"
"No. This is the death befitting someone as dishonorable as you."

Grr.

"Even the greatest warrior of the North didn't have a glorious end, so why should vermin like you be granted a grand death? Die worse than an insect."

Grace raised the Water King Sword again to finish him off, but then...

"No. Using the Northern Grand Duke's sword to kill a bug would be extravagant."

She withdrew her sword and raised her bare hand.
Just as he wondered if she was going to beat him with her fists...

Swish, swish, swish.
The fragments of the broken sword rose into the air.

"W-wait... surely not!"
"This will hurt a lot. Though less than the pain of being betrayed by your Northern family and poisoned by someone you trusted."
"Aaaaaaah!!"

Slash, slash, slash!

And so, those who had harmed the Northern Grand Duke all met miserable ends, without exception.

Ch.71 - Chapter 71. The Tragedy of That Day, Aftermath
After eliminating the head of the Berta family, Grace headed straight to the Nosrain mansion without rest.
Elaine, who had been resting in the corridor after defeating the knights guarding the mansion, followed Grace without a word when she saw her serious expression as she emerged from the room, despite her own unsteady steps.

Outside, Arthur and the knights had finished subduing Berta's private soldiers and were puzzled when they saw Grace and Elaine hurrying somewhere.
Grace ordered Arthur to handle the aftermath at the Berta mansion, and only he accompanied them.

The three rode horses prepared by the knights and rushed to the Nosrain mansion.
With a stern face, Grace inwardly prayed, "Please, please," as they quickly arrived at the mansion.

"...Phew."

The mansion was peaceful.
There was no commotion, just the usual tranquil scenery.

But they couldn't relax yet.
The head of the Berta family had employed assassins to take family members hostage.
That meant they might be somewhere nearby, even if not immediately visible.
The danger would remain until all of them were captured and eliminated.

As Grace was about to use her magic to detect the surroundings...

"Are you arriving now, my lady?"

A familiar voice greeted Grace.
Turning her head, she saw a maid who worked at the mansion.
Her usual modest and elegant demeanor gave the impression that time here had remained unchanged, regardless of what had happened outside until just now.

Grace asked the maid.

"Did anyone visit the mansion while I was away?"
"No guests have come, my lady."
"I see."

At that moment, Arthur stepped forward and asked an additional question.

"Were you cleaning?"
"Yes."
"I see."

Arthur nodded and then said to Grace.

"I believe you can rest assured. The traitors are gone now."
"?"

Grace tilted her head in confusion as Arthur, who had heard about the assassins from her on their way here, said this.
Ignoring Grace's confusion, Arthur turned back to the maid and said:

"From now on, this person is Nosrain."

The maid blinked at Arthur, then turned to Grace, grabbed her skirt, and bowed respectfully.

"I pay my respects to the head of the Nosrain family."

As Grace wondered what the two were talking about, Arthur let out a short sigh.

"This should have been explained by your predecessor, but..."

The shadows known only to the previous head, Richard, and the knight commander he trusted.
A clan that serves the Nosrain family.
They stay around the Nosrains, considering it their destiny to protect the Nosrain bloodline.

"If such people exist, why was my father poisoned?"
"After losing his wife, the previous head sent them all away to watch over the mansion. In his anger, he ordered them to protect the Grand Duke instead, fearing he might neglect the Nosrain family."
"..."
"It wasn't just the knights' power that kept the citizens of Wintercanon unaware. These people helped from the shadows as well."

Hearing this, Grace wore a complicated expression.
He was a stronger leader than anyone.
Yet inside, he was gentler and more delicate than anyone.

...Ironically, it was that gentle heart that broke him and caused him to suffer.
While wary of the great nobles, he couldn't bring himself to dismiss them outright.
The pain of losing his spouse was unbearable, making him writhe in agony.
Caring for others, he failed to take care of himself.

But Grace neither disparaged nor resented her predecessor.
Rather, she believed he had taught her a lesson.

To become a powerful Northern Grand Duke, one couldn't just be strong on the outside.
One had to become iron and ice through and through.
One had to smile on the face while glaring like a lion inside, speak with kindness while always being ready to strike.
And above all.

One must never give enemies any leeway.
One must maintain an absolute status that makes everyone both revere and fear the Northern Grand Duke.
Especially since she was a woman and could be underestimated, all the more so.

"Head maid, the garden cleaning is finished."

A small apprentice maid with a youthful appearance, perhaps just over 10 years old, approached.
The woman called head maid looked at the apprentice and introduced Grace to her.

"Ise, say hello. This is the master you'll be serving from now on."

The girl with distinctive short black hair looked up at Grace, who was much taller than her, and despite her young age, greeted her with perfect etiquette.

Grace caught a faint smell of blood from the child who didn't even reach her chest, but...

"I look forward to working with you. From now on, you'll be attending to me."

She responded with an impassive face.

***

The commotion that began in the morning finally ended late that afternoon.
Returning to the Winter Palace, Grace was on the verge of collapse, but she had no time to rest leisurely.

Though she had purged the nobles, the death of the Northern Grand Duke couldn't be undone.
Not only did what happened remain, but the disappearance of the nobles and their accomplices left much to deal with afterward.

Fortunately, since the senior officials had experience handling administrative affairs in place of the bedridden Richard, Grace was able to manage her sudden appointment without floundering.

"Your Grace, what shall we do with the nobles and their minions who participated in the conspiracy and were arrested?"
"There will be no exile. Execute the military commanders who cooperated with the bloodlines of the five great families, and have the legal officials assess the severity of crimes for the other nobles and minions, then report back."

"Your Grace, there are reports of increased activity from the northern demons."
"We don't have the luxury to divert our attention elsewhere right now, so suspend external activities. However, continue to monitor their movements."

"The citizens will be confused by the news of the previous head's death. They'll also question the disappearance of so many nobles. It would be good to reassure them."
"We can't hold a festival in this situation. Any good suggestions, Sir Arthur?"
"Since knights who sided with the nobles have disappeared, how about holding new knight trials to recruit personnel?"
"Good suggestion. Speaking of recruitment, do you also think my previous actions were reckless?"
"...To be honest, yes. I'm currently restraining myself from lecturing you."
"Haha, how scathing. I have a proposal related to that."

After hearing Grace's plan, Arthur considered it with a serious face before agreeing.

"It may be presumptuous to say, but this all started because the previous head was severely injured by demons. Since we'll fight them again someday, I agree with having strong forces to protect Your Grace."
"Plus, if I have a personal guard, the nobles won't dare to challenge me like they did this time."
"Wouldn't that appear dictatorial?"
"We just need to make sure it doesn't look that way."

It might sound like the dream of a young ruler, but...
Seeing Grace, who hadn't crumbled despite those difficult experiences and who already possessed the spirited eyes of a proper Northern Grand Duke despite her sudden appointment, Arthur...

"As it happens, I have someone to recommend from the knights."
"Even with your recommendation, I'll scrutinize them strictly. ...I want only trustworthy people by my side."
"Ahem, of course. I hope Your Grace will verify and judge for yourself."

He decided to show unwavering loyalty to the new future the new Grand Duke of the North would create.
Just then...

"Your Grace, someone has arrived from the royal capital."

***

To summarize the message delivered by the envoy from the royal capital in one line:

[By royal decree, we recognize Grace Nosrain, eldest daughter of the Nosrain family, as the next Grand Duke of the North.]

Grace, Arthur, and the northern officials finally breathed a sigh of relief at the royal family's straightforward decision.

They had heard from the captured nobles that Berta had lobbied the royal capital.
Though they had sent people belatedly to refute these false accusations, they thought the message wouldn't arrive in time due to the distance between the North and the royal capital.
Fortunately, a positive response came back.

But there was one notable point here:

"You said the prince actively recommended me?"
"Yes. Many nobles and ministers opposed, but His Highness the Prince stepped forward and actively supported Lady Grace."

The envoy from the royal capital said that it was the prince who actively supported Grace's appointment as Grand Duke.

"I've had no interaction with the prince, so why...?"
"He is a virtuous and wise person with a broader vision than most. He recognized Lady Grace's talent after reading the memorial sent by the previous Grand Duke."
"..."
"He also uncovered the dishonorable dealings of the nobles who tried to defame Your Grace and punished them, so please don't worry."

There was no reason for the envoy to lie, so it must all be true.

If so, the prince was truly an extraordinary person.
He recognized Grace's abilities just from the contents of the memorial and supported her, and he used this opportunity to remove corrupt nobles.

If Grace ruled well, the prince would prove his discernment and magnanimity, and he had also strengthened royal power by removing nobles.
What had been merely the usual custom proceeding naturally had become a political move that benefited the prince.

Of course, it couldn't have been an easy decision for the prince either.
An unprecedented female ruler.
Grace's mistakes would become the mistakes of the prince who supported her, yet he supported her without hesitation, which must have been a great risk for him.

Though she didn't know what thoughts led him to support her despite the ministers' opposition...

'At any rate, it was a great help to me.'

Grace felt grateful to the prince and also recognized the need to keep an eye on him.

After the royal envoy left, Elaine came to the Winter Palace.
When Elaine returned after treating the wounds she had received in the previous battle, Grace welcomed her with a smile.

"Are your wounds all healed?"
"Yes, I apologize for the delay."
"A guard knight getting injured instead of their charge shows dedication to duty, but leaving the charge alone means failing in duty."
"That's correct."
"So let's select someone together. A skilled and loyal guard who can substitute during your absence."
"Understood."

Arthur interjected in their conversation.

"Your Grace, what did you just say?"
"Oh, Knight Commander. Let me introduce you—this is the newly appointed captain of the guard I've just established."

Arthur looked at Elaine and smiled.

"An excellent choice. However, while her swordsmanship is outstanding, she lacks experience as a commander. As her senior, may I teach her?"
"The commander's teachings would be a great help. Guard Captain, make sure to absorb every lesson."
"Understood."

Thus, Grace became the Northern Grand Duke recognized by the royal family.
And Elaine became the captain of the newly established guard.

That was not the end but the beginning.
Starting from that day, for eight years, there was never a day when snow settled on the roads of Wintercanon.

Just as Grace's reign was beginning to stabilize...
The demons' turmoil reached the North, and the Great War began.

The hero, a figure only known from stories, appeared, and the hero's party came to Wintercanon to eliminate the northern demons, successfully driving them away with their help.

Peace seemed to return with the news of the hero's death.
But dark clouds gathered over the North once again.

***

'So that's... how it happened.'

My face naturally grew serious as I heard from Elaine about events that weren't even mentioned in the novel.
Now I felt like I understood everything about the North and about Grace.

'And about the villains too.'

What I just heard was a story recalled from Elaine and Grace's perspective, so there were missing parts.

For example, how the prince thought about Grace in the past was revealed in the novel.

First was curiosity about Grace's abilities, wanting to verify them.
If they were real, her abilities would be a great help in future battles against demons.
If false, it would be easier to take control of a weakened North.

Second, surprisingly, was the possibility of a marriage alliance.
By marrying Grace, the Northern Grand Duke, he could make the North his in-laws, and if she died, their child or he himself would take over the North.

Even if they married, the two would live separately in the royal capital and the North.
But that didn't matter to him.
Even if Grace longed for a man and committed adultery, it would give him grounds to condemn her and take the North, which was good for him.

Of these, the first succeeded, but the second failed, they say.

When the prince visited the North with Aran during the hero's party era, he finally met Grace, whom he had only heard about in rumors.
He realized she would never be someone who would move according to his will.
That's why he tried to eliminate rather than control her, which became the beginning of Episode 4.

Like this, there was one group that was ambiguously described throughout Elaine's story:
A faction that wasn't exactly an enemy but couldn't quite be called an ally, yet somehow became a reliable ally at some point.
The Deepsnow family.

Among the five great families, they were the only winners besides Nosrain.
Moreover, I heard that the Deepsnow family, which made great contributions to stopping the conspiracy, was subsequently allocated many vacant territories and assets from the former nobles.
Thanks to that, they now hold more power in the Northern Grand Council than Berta did in the past.

Grace and Elaine interpreted Deepsnow's actions as those of the North's only loyal subject.
But I, now possessing information about both the future from the novel and the past from Elaine, finally saw clearly.

Why they supported Grace unlike other nobles, and why, despite supporting her, they ultimately betrayed her in the future.
What purpose drove them to act this way?

And that reason will be the key clue to resolving this current situation.

Ch.72 - Chapter 72. First Steps (1)
I had also heard the inside story of that day's tragedy from Ilaine.
Since I already know who the culprit will be, I essentially have all the pieces in my hands.
All that's left is to put the puzzle together.

'But there's no board.'

What good are the pieces, even if I know the picture?
The problem is that the culprit hasn't done anything yet, so there's no board on which to assemble the puzzle pieces.

Of course, they say you can complete a jigsaw puzzle on bare ground too.
But life isn't a puzzle.
If you try to assemble a puzzle on bare ground, at some point it gets ruined—by a strong wind, the vibration of hoofbeats, or simply by rain.

Yet waiting idly until the traitor makes a move would be the worst strategy.
If people are capable of reflection, then unlike the Snow Flower Tower incident, I should prevent anything from happening at all this time.

"The best method is still that one, I suppose."

Whenever people are posed with the question, "What would you do if you traveled back in time and met someone who would become a criminal in the future?" there's a common response.

Killing an innocent person in the past is morally wrong, but ignoring them makes you complicit in their future crimes.
So what's the best solution that's both morally right and prevents the crime?
The answer is simple: reform them so they don't commit wrongdoing in the first place.

'Well, that only works for certain people.'

Even villains are human—some can be persuaded and rehabilitated with proper guidance.
But also because villains are human, some won't listen no matter how well you try to persuade them, and will commit evil acts anyway.

I decided to bet on the former possibility.
I've actually witnessed delinquents reform during the second round of the knight trials.
Usually, those who reform tend to have complicated backstories, statistically speaking.
In this case, I'm not sure about the complications, but there is a backstory.
It's worth trying, at least.

With my strategy decided, my steps toward saving the North from the coming conspiracy led me to...

"Hmm!"

Ilaine looked at me with a face of complete satisfaction.

"Looking at you again, you're truly splendid. It was worth the effort to order it specially. You're so dazzling it's almost hard to look at you."
"Is it really that impressive?"

Though Ilaine said this, she stared at me intently without blinking once, as if she couldn't bear to look away for even a second.
Under such a penetrating gaze, I somehow felt embarrassed and averted my eyes.
Even when she saw me naked, it wasn't this intense.
How strange that I feel more embarrassed now while fully clothed—the human heart is truly complex.

I was currently standing before Ilaine...
Wearing a knight's formal uniform.

The deep blue color carried a sense of gravity, with a custom-tailored design that revealed just enough of my solid physique, and decorations that were elegant without being flashy.
To finish the look, my hair was styled differently than usual, giving me a refreshing appearance.

'Ugh, this feels awkward.'

This was the first time I had dressed up like this in both my past and current lives.
I had worn a suit for interviews in my previous life, but that was about neatness and propriety, which felt unfamiliar but not embarrassing.

This was different.
Perhaps because the outfit emphasized "looking good," I felt extremely self-conscious.

If I were in armor like during the knighting ceremony, it would have been less awkward.
The formal uniform was new to me, making me mentally uncomfortable rather than physically.

Meanwhile, Ilaine was examining me with the most satisfied expression I'd ever seen.

She wore a dress that reached just above her ankles for ease of movement, deep blue with subtle decorations like stars in the night sky.
Instead of her usual thick gloves, she wore thin ones that seemed to invite a kiss.
Her hair was tied up to reveal her beautiful neckline, exposing her neck area.
Though I always found her beautiful, today her appearance particularly caught my eye.

The reason we were both dressed up so formally was because...
This was a party venue.

"Are you used to this, Captain?"
"No, to be honest, it's uncomfortable. I don't wear dresses like this often."

Ilaine finally took her eyes off me and pouted.
Of course, she usually wore armor, and at home preferred comfortable clothes after removing her heavy gear.
Even I, her lover, had never seen her dressed up like this before.

"I wonder what His Excellency's intention was..."

The reason we were at this party was because Greyth had hosted it.
Officially, it was for the unity of the North, and that was indeed the actual purpose.
With the upcoming war against the Central and Western regions, it was meant to strengthen relationships among the upper echelons to prevent any cracks in their solidarity.

Naturally, the Guard was responsible for security at such parties.
I had no complaints about this duty, but the issue was that Greyth had given an unusual instruction:

-Guard deputy leaders and above must also adhere to the dress code.

No explanation was given for this directive, even to Ilaine.
Still, we followed orders from above.
The third squad leader and deputy leader, whose muscles made their formal uniforms too tight, volunteered for external security duty.

Technically, I wasn't at the deputy leader level, but since Greyth was the Guard Captain's superior, I was told to wear one too.

"Perhaps in formal uniform, you can blend in with the guests and respond immediately to any issues?"
"In the past, I've always accompanied His Excellency in armor during parties."
"Hmm..."

Now that I think about it, that seems to have been the case when I first joined the Guard.

"But still."
"?"
"It's a good opportunity to see you in formal uniform."

Ilaine grinned happily again.
Instead of saying "You'll wear it out looking at me like that," what I actually said was:

"It's a good opportunity for me too."
"Is it?"
"You look absolutely beautiful in that dress."
"!"

She was calm when she was complimenting me.
But when I complimented her, she flinched before meeting my eyes and asking:

"How is it? Is it to your taste?"
"Yes."
"Th-that's quite definitive."
"You're truly beautiful."
"Hmm."
"I want to kiss your neck, but I'm holding back because people might notice."

Since she asked, I answered honestly.

"...Do it after this is over."

And once again, Ilaine's face turned bright red.

"But why is the Captain in a dress rather than a formal uniform?"

I'd been curious about this, but wanted to compliment her dress first before asking.
If she found dresses uncomfortable, she could have worn a uniform instead, so why choose to wear something uncomfortable?

"I was planning to wear a uniform, but... when I heard I'd be with you, I suddenly wanted to wear this."
"Wow..."

How cute.

"I-I lied about not wearing them often. Actually, this is my first time wearing a dress."

We had stopped by home briefly to prepare for the party.
While I quickly changed into my formal uniform despite feeling awkward (thinking of it as similar to a suit), Ilaine took much longer even with the help of Mia, the housekeeper.
I noticed her walk was somewhat awkward, and now I understood why.

"Don't think the knight guard is being greedy. The design properly considers movement too."
"I didn't say anything."
"I even hid a dagger under the skirt. Look!"
"I said I didn't say anything. Oh, your legs are pretty too."
"This is all because you look too handsome! When you stand beside me in that uniform, I have to match you, don't I?"
"You're the one who insisted on personally fitting my uniform."
"That wasn't stubbornness, it was love!"
"Hey, wait, your voice is getting louder."

Though she had been brave enough to wear it, perhaps the dress made her extremely self-conscious.
Ilaine was uncharacteristically flustered.

How interesting.
The man feels awkward in a formal uniform, while the woman is nervous because it's her first time in a dress.
Even to me, our relationship seems quite peculiar.

***

When the party finally began, we made our entrance.
Now I think I understand why Greyth wanted me to dress formally too.

In social gatherings, unless you come with family, the basic unit is a male-female pair.
It would be strange if Ilaine were dressed according to the dress code while I, her partner, wore armor.
Moreover, since both of us are knights and thus minor nobility, attending in plain attire would be impolite.

'That aside...'

Once we entered the banquet hall, I felt a surge of excitement.
When I think about it, this is like attending a social gathering straight out of a fantasy novel.
And I'm with the most beautiful woman in the Brave Lord world (I'm a reader, so I know this is true).
Though I still felt somewhat awkward, as a man, I couldn't help but be thrilled by the situation.

If there was one regret, it was that unlike the obvious couples around us, we couldn't link arms.
Even though we are a couple.

-Luke, wouldn't it be natural etiquette for partners to link arms?
-I suppose so?

We both wanted to, but after some deliberation, decided against it.
Because...

"Isn't that Lady Ilaine? You look truly beautiful today."

As soon as we entered the party, greetings showered upon us.
Everyone seemed curious about Ilaine in her dress attire and approached to make acquaintance.

I was also quite famous, so I wasn't treated as a mere backdrop and received proper greetings.
But it seems that even in the North, men prefer a beautifully dressed woman over a young hero who prevented the Snow Flower Tower incident.
I understand.
Is Ilaine moderately pretty? No, she's incredibly beautiful.

But what I didn't like was...

"You were together at the Grand Council too, so what is your relationship... Ah, you're her adjutant. So today you're also here for security, I see. ...Come to think of it, Lady Ilaine, you're still unmarried, aren't you?"

Out of every ten men who greeted us first:
Two genuinely complimented Ilaine's beauty.
Three were middle-aged men who subtly promoted their sons to Ilaine.
The remaining five were young men who couldn't hide their rising smirks as they looked at Ilaine in her dress.
I just memorized the face of that guy whose gaze dropped downward.

How is it that not a single one joked, "What a well-matched pair, haha"?
They all seemed relieved to hear I wasn't her lover.

Ilaine, having observed and learned from accompanying Greyth, skillfully handled the nobles' advances without letting the atmosphere become awkward.
But watching from the side, I felt my insides boiling.
What is this feeling?
I simply disliked those men hitting on Ilaine.
I also disliked that she had to engage with them, even if just for a few exchanges.

Honestly...
...Fine, I acknowledge their status and wealth.
They're nobles, so they must be rich and from good families.

But aren't I better looking? And my body is stronger than those skinny fellows, trained daily.
Even if I'm just an adjutant, shouldn't they have the decency not to approach when such a man is standing right beside her?
What kind of manners do these nobles have?

'Relax... breathe, relax...'

Perhaps because my head was clearing, or maybe because Ilaine looked particularly beautiful in her dress today,
I suddenly recalled Greyth asking when we were going to get married.

Thinking about it, I began to question our secret relationship.
At first, it made sense to keep it hidden—we stumbled into the relationship, it was still awkward even between us, and there was the bet with Greyth.
But now I've become a knight, earned Greyth's approval, and in a medieval fantasy world with conservative values, living together and sharing a bed is practically equivalent to marriage.

I don't dislike our current ticklish romance. I've grown to enjoy it in my own way.
But even in a private relationship, there comes a time to make it public when marriage is on the horizon.

Perhaps it's time?
We can't keep hiding forever—is there still a reason to conceal it from everyone?
Ilaine and I have proven that our relationship doesn't interfere with our duties.

Maybe it's just my selfish desire,
But I wanted to take one step further.

'Marriage, huh.'

As I continued my serious contemplation...

"Oh? Lady Ilaine."

Damn it, who is it now?
I turned my head, ready to mentally punch whoever it was, but I lost even in my imagination.

"You've come, Commander."
"Haha, I've known you for over ten years, but this is the first time I've seen you dressed up."

The one greeting us was Knight Commander Arthur.
Arthur exchanged greetings with Ilaine with a somehow pleased expression.

"Father, is this person...?"
"Ah, my apologies."

At the call of the woman beside him, Arthur—today a father rather than a Knight Commander—introduced her to us.

"She kept begging to come to a social gathering, so I brought her. Lady Ilaine, Sir Luke, this is my youngest daughter, Calia. Please exchange greetings."

I flinched.
Though this was our first meeting and she hadn't appeared in the novel—making her a complete stranger to me—I felt a chill at the title preceding her name.

Arthur's youngest daughter.
Recently, Arthur had proposed a marriage arrangement between her and me, which I immediately declined but hid from Ilaine, fearing it would increase her concerns about my transfer to the Main Division.

I never thought I'd actually meet a young lady from the Gravein family.
If someone says the wrong thing now, it's like stepping on a landmine.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Calia Gravein, second daughter of the Gravein family."

Fortunately, Calia, befitting a noble family's daughter, greeted us gracefully.

"I've been wanting to meet you, Sir Luke. Ah, you're truly as splendid as I've heard."

Oh no...
The concern manifested immediately.

"Luke?"

Ilaine called my name in almost the same tone as my earlier internal voice.
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A bomb had suddenly dropped, but it hadn't completely exploded yet.
The words from Arthur's daughter Calia's mouth were "I've wanted to meet you" and compliments about me.
She hadn't directly brought up anything related to marriage proposals.

'Though I've already rejected it twice.'

Last time, Arthur told me his youngest daughter had taken a liking to me.
Enough that he asked again despite being rejected once.

I'm not sure why she would have feelings for someone she's never met.
But judging by that look in her eyes, her interest didn't seem to be for calculating reasons.
I've never seen her before, but she might have seen me, perhaps at the knighting ceremony.

'So she's that type. Since she wasn't directly rejected, she thinks meeting in person might change my mind.'

She was certainly a beautiful woman.
Despite her elegant dress, her cuteness stood out, and her bright personality showed in the slight upward curve of her lips.
Arthur had said he raised her like a spoiled child, but as befitting the daughter of a Knight Commander, her posture and attire were infused with courtesy and dignity.

Any man would feel his self-esteem rise if such a woman actively showed interest.
In fact, regardless of whether I returned her feelings, I did feel a bit flattered.
However.

'She's glaring intensely.'

Elaine stared at me, forgetting to even respond to Calia's greeting.
As with Sophia, she tends to be quite jealous.

After the Snow Tower incident, Sophia was focused on reorganizing things inside the tower, so she was temporarily away from the Winter Palace.
With my magic lessons suspended as a result, Elaine had stepped forward, saying she would teach me since I was her trainee knight.
She seemed to still be conscious of Sophia.

'But you know...'

A thought suddenly occurred to me.
Earlier, when I was anxious watching nobles crowding around Elaine.
I felt somewhat displeased with her too.

I understand that her diligent personality makes her respond to everyone who approaches her.
But when I'm beside her, shouldn't she know to put up some boundaries?
When it's obvious what intentions those people have in approaching her, by accepting them so politely, she's making them think they have a chance.

But given my position, I swallowed my frustration and endured it.
Yet the moment I receive a bit of attention, she's openly jealous.
Does she think I can't feel jealousy too?

Yes, I was slightly miffed.

'Should I tease her a little?'

If I exchange friendly greetings with Calia here, Elaine would probably get sulky.
Part of me wanted to get back at her, to make her feel what I felt earlier, and partly because jealous Elaine is incredibly cute, so I was tempted to play around.

'...No, never mind.'

I abandoned my mischievous thoughts.

Thinking about it again, the displeasure I felt was unpleasant, and I didn't want to make the person I love feel that way.
When we barely have enough good things to share, why deliberately share the bad?

Some might call this playing hard to get. But everyone has different views on romance, and this wasn't my style.

Besides, deliberately acting friendly to provoke Elaine's jealousy would be toying with someone's feelings, which would be disrespectful to Calia too.
So here...

"I've heard a lot about you from the Commander as well, Miss Calia."
"Wow, really?"

When I answered her greeting with a smile, Calia smiled back and visibly brightened.

"Since you're in formal uniform rather than armor, are you here to enjoy the party today?"
"I'm performing my duty as a guard. But thanks to the Grand Duke's kindness, I am enjoying it a little."
"I see. Then if you don't have a partner for the party, would it be... alright if we went together? I'd like to talk with you, Sir Knight."

Calia carefully asked while glancing at Elaine beside me.
She knew that although I was with Elaine, as Arthur's daughter, she was aware that we weren't together as a couple.

It was common for non-couples to exchange partners at social gatherings.
The social venue was literally a space for interaction. Parents bring their daughters to meet men, and siblings bring their younger brothers to meet women.
Elaine wasn't my family, but as my superior, she was certainly a related party.

Since Elaine and Arthur were close, Calia had gathered the courage to request me as her partner.

"I sincerely appreciate and am honored by your invitation, miss."

Not wanting to bluntly reject a girl who had gathered her courage, I bowed my head respectfully and said:

"But as I've told the Commander, there is a woman I hold dear in my heart. Therefore, accompanying you while harboring feelings for another woman would be disrespectful to both of you, so I must apologize."
"If you haven't started dating her yet, couldn't you give me a chance to get to know each other? That's what this venue is for, after all."
"No, I cannot."

I answered firmly to Calia, who wasn't backing down easily.

"From the moment I met her, I swore in my heart. To look only at her throughout my life, to never waver like an unbreakable sword, and to give my heart entirely to her."
"W-wow. You must really love her."
"I truly do."
"...I'm sorry for asking this, but what if her feelings differ from yours?"
"Well..."

Though that would never happen, I answered Calia's question sincerely.

"Love isn't something you do while thinking about what comes next."

Hearing my answer, Calia looked impressed, then smiled with a hint of regret.

"You're even more impressive than I thought. I fell for you when I saw your gallant appearance at the knighting ceremony, but your inner character is even more admirable than your looks."

She let out a short sigh as if releasing a burden inside her.

"However, your heart seems as impenetrable as armor, with no way to enter."
"I apologize."
"With such a wonderful heart, I'm sure she won't reject you. I'll cheer for you. Please cherish her."

After saying that, she maintained her courtesy until the end, bowed, and turned away.

Even with my kind words, the shock of rejection would still hurt the young lady.
But seeing her brave demeanor, resembling her father's, I silently hoped she would recover quickly.



Arthur knew things would turn out this way, but seeing his daughter rejected and downcast made him turn away with a bitter expression.

"?"

Suddenly, he noticed Elaine.
During Luke and Calia's conversation, Elaine had stayed back like him, with her head lowered and her hand covering her mouth.
Her face was bright red.
Like a maiden who had just received a confession from her beloved.

"Ah."

Arthur finally understood.

He had known Elaine for a long time.
She had never kept any handsome or talented new recruits close to her, no matter how many joined the guard.
Yet with Luke, she had made him her deputy and brought him to the grand council, showing possessiveness when others approached him.

'Ho ho.'

It seems more than just her attire had changed.

'I'll have to give up on recommending him to headquarters.'

He had been wondering why Luke, who was usually so confident, was acting so hesitantly about confessing to his love.
But seeing these two, it seemed they were already... Hmm, young people's love stories are always mysterious and interesting.
When did they become like this?

Arthur admired Luke for winning the heart of the once rigid Elaine and blessed their future together.

Though he was genuinely disappointed about not gaining an excellent son-in-law.
Elaine was also like a daughter to him, his cherished disciple.
He felt pleased that she, who had always been buried in work, had found someone compatible.

Whatever reason they had for keeping it secret must be their own business, so he decided not to pretend to know and instead focused on comforting his dejected daughter.

***

After Arthur and Calia left, we continued our party security in awkward silence without any meaningful conversation.

I needed to explain the marriage proposal hints I had dropped while rejecting Calia's request.
But strangely, Elaine didn't question me, didn't make eye contact, and just remained silent.

It's not that I created a secret and she's upset about it.
Elaine's personality isn't to silently sulk but to directly question the other person.
Yet her reaction suggested that something I did had deeply affected her.

Didn't I handle that properly?
I rejected Calia as politely yet firmly as possible, showing respect to both her and her father Arthur, while keeping our secret and reassuring her that I only had eyes for her.
Since Calia would tell other young ladies to give up on me when my name came up, this wouldn't happen again.

Honestly, compared to Elaine's lukewarm handling of admirers, my response deserved full marks.
What could be the problem?

My questions didn't last long.
As lively music filled the party hall,
the host of this gathering, Northern Grand Duke Grace Northrain, made her appearance.

Normally, Elaine would have accompanied and protected her.
But today, by Grace's order, someone else was following her.
It was the black-haired maid with a bob cut whom I had seen at the previous grand council.

Today, Grace wasn't in her usual practical attire or armor but was dressed in splendid clothing suitable for a party.
Though not a feminine dress like Elaine's, it was a formal outfit with a masculine design, befitting the Northern Grand Duke.

Making a grand entrance, Grace stood on the stairs with a good view of the party hall.

"Today is a gathering to express gratitude and comfort to the proud sons and daughters of the North who have dedicated themselves to our region, and also an occasion for brothers and sisters to foster harmony. I hope everyone enjoys eating, drinking, and having a wonderful time!"

As Grace raised her glass high to propose a toast, all the attendees who had received glasses from the servants during her speech also raised their glasses.

Both Elaine and I received tall wine glasses.

'Hmm.'

I'm still abstaining from alcohol since that day.
It felt awkward not to drink in this atmosphere, but drinking would break my abstinence.

Gulp.
Beside me, Elaine drank hers in one go without any hesitation.

"?"

There was a reason I was surprised to see Elaine drinking.

After the knight exam, Elaine had offered me a celebratory drink.
When I told her I was abstaining, she didn't ask why but mentioned that she didn't enjoy alcohol much either as it clouded the mind, so she didn't drink.
Yet now, that same Elaine was gulping it down as if quenching her thirst, not just toasting for courtesy's sake.

"Whew."

The northern alcohol is quite strong, probably due to the cold climate.
Elaine exhaled deeply as if the drink burned her throat.

"Are you alright?"

I asked worriedly as I took her empty glass to put it away.
Elaine gave no response and still avoided eye contact with me.

Just as I was about to ask why she was acting this way,

"♩~ ♪~ ♩~."

Gentle music filled the party hall, and people cleared a space in the center.

I knew what that signal meant.
Something indispensable at noble social gatherings.
Social dancing.

'I don't know how to dance either.'

Just as listening to music doesn't make one understand music theory, reading fantasy novels doesn't teach one how to dance.
Normally, I would have suggested we just watch the elegant dances of the nobles.

"Lady Elaine."
"?"
"Would you dance with me?"

I knelt on one knee before Elaine and extended my hand, inviting her to dance.

Finally, I made eye contact with Elaine.
Her bright red face was uncharacteristically filled with confusion.
As if she couldn't believe what she had just heard.

'Ugh, this is so cheesy.'

Actually saying lines that only appear in romance comics made my back tingle with embarrassment.
But I ignored it and looked straight at Elaine.

There were two reasons I asked her to dance.

When the music started, men's gazes fixed in our direction.
More precisely, beside me.
For those who had been showing interest in Elaine, a dance invitation would be a perfect opportunity to get closer.

While I had tolerated their greetings, I couldn't stand by and watch them swarm around Elaine asking for dances.
So I decided to make the first move.

Firsts hold significant meaning for people.
First love, first kiss, first experience, and so on.
And all of Elaine's firsts belong to me, and I have no intention of giving up any of them.
Including her first dance.

And the second reason:

While expressing my views on romance in front of Calia, I realized something.

In our relationship, it was always Elaine, not me, who took the first step.
She was the one who revealed our relationship to Grace, who insistently proposed living together.
Even guiding me when I first joined the guard was Elaine's initiative.

Thinking about it made me laugh at myself.
After always being led by her, what right did I have to complain about our secret relationship?
If I wanted to take a step forward,
It was time for me to make the move.

And this was that first step.
Without making excuses, I boldly asked Elaine to dance as her "partner."

Elaine looked at me with trembling eyes.

"Yes, gladly."

With a shy smile, she gently placed her hand on mine.
I lightly kissed the back of her hand.

"Shall we go, my lady?"

I took her hand and led her to the center of the hall.
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I took Elaine's hand and walked through the crowd to the center of the party venue.
Murmurs rippled through the room.
Everyone's eyes fixed on the two of us.

'Whew, now that we're out here, I'm getting nervous.'

It might seem excessive how much they're staring.
But it actually made sense that they would stare this much.

The Captain of the Guard with beauty that rivaled even Grace's.
Seeing her always attending parties in armor, at least 40% of the men here must have thought, 'I wish I could see her all dressed up.'

And now Elaine had appeared at the party fully dressed up for the first time, looking even prettier than anyone had imagined.
Naturally, not just men but women too were focused on her.

Especially since she came with her adjutant rather than a lover.
Who would be her first dance partner was currently the biggest topic of interest at this party.
Men without partners would have been hoping to claim that position.

But some man had taken Elaine's hand as soon as the music started and walked her out to the hall.
Who could it be? It was that guy who came as her adjutant.

They must be dumbfounded.
He was supposed to be just her adjutant. Not her lover.
They'd heard it directly from Elaine herself.
While they were excluding my existence and waiting for their chance, that guy had blindsided everyone and snatched her away.

But you know what?
I didn't snatch her away—she was mine from the beginning.
So although I was nervous, I straightened my shoulders with confidence and escorted Elaine proudly.

While I was nervous, I didn't feel too bad about it.
First, seeing the shocked faces of those guys who had been making my blood boil earlier felt like sweet vindication.
The women who saw me, her adjutant, boldly walking out holding Elaine's hand were whispering among themselves, interpreting it as "her subordinate boldly stepping in to protect his superior from the men."

In the uniform Elaine had carefully prepared for me, I thought I looked pretty good today.
Add to that the honor buff of being "the knight who saved the Snow Tower," and it was perfect for igniting the imagination of the female audience.
Noble ladies starved for entertainment always burn for dramatic narratives.

Unlike me, who was getting increasingly excited, Elaine kept her head slightly bowed with a flushed face, seemingly embarrassed by all the attention.
Though she had agreed in the heat of the moment, she squeezed my hand as a silent signal to stop before going too far into the center.
I ignored it.
Then she tugged at my arm slightly.
I tugged back.

"L-Luke."

When she finally pleaded in a voice so small only I could hear it,
I finally stopped.
We were already in the center anyway.

"Ugh... did we really have to come all the way out here?"

Her lips trembled slightly as she complained, seemingly at her limit of embarrassment.
Thinking that this approach seemed far more effective on her than chatting amicably with other women, I took both her hands in mine.

"I-I'm embarrassed, so m-my hands..."
"How can we dance without holding hands?"
"Sigh, why are you being so aggressive..."

Elaine already tends to become more adorable when I'm on the offensive.
But today, it reached its peak.
She looked so cute that I found it hard to meet her eyes, despite being the one who brought her here.

However, Elaine being this embarrassed was exactly what I had intended.

If I could have my way, I'd confess to her outright, but that would be an inconsiderate surprise action without her consent.
(This is also quite impulsive, but let's overlook minor details.)
So this was the maximum performance I could deliver within acceptable bounds.

Look at this—this is a side of Elaine you all don't get to see.
Would she hold my hand and blush like this if she didn't have feelings for me? That usually expressionless, cool-headed Captain of the Guard?
Why would Elaine come to such an event with her male adjutant as a pair instead of with Grace?
I'm rekindling the unease you all felt initially.
If you have any sense, you'll know how to behave properly, won't you?

Thinking like this makes me feel like I'm the villain.
But my love is pure.
They were the ones coveting someone else's woman.
The proper response to attempted theft is to counter with even stronger devotion.

'Still, her reaction is even cuter than I expected, which puts me in danger too.'

While I had set Elaine's cheeks aflame, I was also getting burned by that heat.
We weren't the only couple in the North.
Fortunately, many other lovers came out to the hall to celebrate their own love, blocking the view.

"Phew..."

As we were shielded from people's gazes, Elaine regained some composure.
Everyone around us would be preoccupied with their own partners anyway.

When the hall filled with couples, the band changed the music.
Everyone started dancing to the rhythm.

'Oh no, this is bad.'

As the dancing began, my mind went blank.

I had boldly asked Elaine to dance and brought her to the center, but...
I still didn't know how to dance.

Actually, this was another reason I brought her to the center.
If I floundered at the edge after coolly bringing Elaine out, everyone would seize the opportunity again.
The other couples around us were shields not just for Elaine, but for me too.

But if we danced terribly while everyone else was in sync, we'd stand out, so I needed to match them somehow to hide my inability.
How do you even do these steps?
As I desperately tried to mimic the nobleman next to me while flailing my body...

"Luke."

Elaine called me in a small voice.

"You don't know how to dance, do you?"

Busted.
This time my face turned bright red.
Meanwhile, Elaine looked at me straight on, her earlier embarrassment somewhat subsided, and chuckled.

"You're always like this—seeming so gallant but then doing something amusing. If you're going to lead so coolly, shouldn't you follow through?"
"When would I have ever learned to dance?"
"Still, thank you."

Just as the movements slowed down, Elaine glanced to the side and then gently rested her head against my chest.

"I was truly thrilled. From what you said to Lady Gravein earlier, I was so happy I could barely contain myself."
"Is that why you were so quiet?"
"What else could I do? Just seeing your face makes me smile. This is a formal occasion."

So that was the issue.
She had already reached her limit of embarrassment from that point.

As the tempo began to quicken again, Elaine lifted her head from my chest, looked at me with a bright smile, and said:

"But I should reward you for making me happy. Try to keep up."
"You know how to dance?"
"No, this is my first time too. I've only observed at parties."
"?"
"But with you, who understands my heart, I think we can create a wonderful dance. I'm not leading—we're doing this together."

Having overcome her embarrassment, Elaine regained her usual confident demeanor.
While her shy side was adorable, this spirited attitude was what had made me fall for her, and I smiled at the thought.

"Haha, I guess I need to put my heart into this!"
"Of course. I can barely contain how much I like you, so we might work up a sweat."

Feeling competitive at the thought of being led by Elaine again:

"That's fine. I'll wipe it for you."
"!"

When I whispered this softly, leaning in close, Elaine's eyes widened in surprise.
Then she smiled faintly and led me with strength in her arms.

Though she said she'd learned to dance by observation, Elaine had a natural talent for physical movement, just as with swimming.
The movements weren't flashy or complex, but simple and easy. Yet when performed by her, they were powerful and clean, truly impressive.

I followed Elaine's guidance and matched her rhythm.
Before we knew it, we were genuinely enjoying ourselves, immersed in the dance, creating a vibrant flower in the center of the party hall with other couples as our petals.

Whether others watched us or not, whether our dance was impressive or not.
A splendid party, beautiful music, elegant clothes.
Above all, a man and woman gazing at each other, lost in joy.
Without a doubt, this must be the happiest dance in the world.

***

As the band's performance ended, our first dance came to a close.
We looked at each other, catching our breath.

"You're... sweating."
"Yes, I am."

Perhaps due to the intense dance?
As we heated up, I strongly felt the urge to sneak out, throw off these stuffy clothes, and release this heat, but...

"That was truly a magnificent dance!"
"Miss Elaine, please give me the chance to dance with you next!"

Ah, these lustful bastards, seriously.
We're having a moment here—can't you read the room?

In social circles, dancing doesn't end with just one round.
Unmarried men and women typically change partners for several dances, checking their compatibility with each partner.

These guys may have lost the first dance to me, but they weren't willing to give up the second.
As the break began, they approached eagerly to request a dance.
But Elaine's answer was:

"I'm sorry. This was my first dance, and I'd like to rest a bit."

Her flushed face was due to reasons other than the dance.
It's bad manners to keep insisting after a woman refuses.
Still, some were willing to abandon manners to become her partner, when...

Clap, clap, clap, clap.
Applause interrupted.

"That was truly a splendid dance."

The one approaching with a cheerful laugh was none other than Grace.
As the Northern Grand Duke personally approached with praise, the nobles immediately cleared a path.

"Captain Elaine, I had no idea you possessed such talent. This seems to be your first dance."
"It's thanks to my partner's good coordination."
"It certainly seems so. Haha, you make quite the matching pair."

As Elaine praised me and Grace affirmed it, the nobles' expressions finally showed defeat and resignation.
I sent infinite gratitude to Grace, our eternal ally, while mentally striking a victory pose.

"My, seeing my Guard Captain dancing with her partner instead of attending to me makes me feel a bit jealous and petulant. Captain, please accompany me for a moment. I need to greet the heads of the noble houses."
"Understood."

It seems Grace came to rescue Elaine from an awkward situation.
If I followed Grace too, it would be too obvious.

"Captain, I'll go check on the duty status with the other guards."
"Do so."

Elaine read my intention and gave permission.

For a moment, I thought I saw a hint of regret in Elaine's eyes that our heated moment couldn't continue.
Hmm, maybe I really will have to wipe her sweat later.

***

"Phew."

I was also quite hot from the dance and excitement.
I took a cool drink instead of alcohol and sat on a sofa near the wall to rest.

My reason for coming to this party was because Grace had asked me to participate, but...
When I heard it was a party for the upper echelons of the North, I set one goal.

Advancing my relationship with Elaine was a secondary objective.
My primary plan was something else.
And that was...

"Hello? We meet again."

Right on cue.
I had deliberately been resting alone nearby to catch his eye, and sure enough, he took the bait.

"It's nice to see you. Your name was... Young Master Rigrit, correct?"
"Haha, I'm pleased you remember me."

Rigrit, whom I had briefly greeted during the previous competition, approached me as if we were acquainted.

"I saw you dancing with the Captain earlier. It was a wonderful dance!"
"Thank you."
"But where is the Captain now?"
"She went with the Grand Duke to greet the heads of the noble houses."
"Ah, I see! Actually, I came with my father and I'm alone. I'm shy and don't know many people here. If you don't mind, could you keep me company until the Captain finishes her business?"

While I had refused the charming lady's invitation earlier, my answer to this seemingly innocent young master was:

"I'd be happy to. There's an empty seat right here."

I smiled warmly and offered Rigrit the seat next to me on the sofa.
Because this guy was precisely my target.

Rigrit Deepsnow.
The second son of Head Lionel and younger brother of Isaac, the Winter Cannon Wall Defense Captain.
The second young master of the noble Deepsnow family.

If I had to define his image in one phrase, it would be "the well-behaved young master."
He never got angry at servants, spoke respectfully to everyone regardless of status, and always wore a gentle smile—a completely harmless man.
Even in the novel, he was described as a gentle man who never made enemies and got along well with everyone.

However, the reason I wanted to meet him was because...
This seemingly innocent, kind, small-animal-like man...
Was the Northern traitor who appeared in episode 4 of "Brave Lord."

Ch.75 - Chapter 75. Fantasy Golden Child
I don't know much about sibling relationships, having had no brothers or sisters in either my past life or my current one.
But this relationship between siblings seems quite complicated.

Throughout history, there have been countless cases of family members sharing the same blood fighting and shedding each other's blood.
Even without going back to distant history, just looking around us, siblings constantly bicker and tear each other down in ways that make it difficult for outsiders to tell whether they're joking or serious.

There are many causes for these sibling conflicts.
But if I had to pick the most representative one, it would be jealousy and envy.

Because an older sister's possessions look better, because a younger sibling receives more love, because an older brother will inherit desirable assets.
Even in the Bible, there's a story early on about an older brother killing his younger brother because the younger one monopolized God's love.
Looking at such examples, it's no exaggeration to say that sibling jealousy has existed since the beginning of humanity.

There's something peculiar about this though.
Surprisingly, sibling jealousy tends to intensify not when they possess similar wealth or abilities,
but when one sibling excels far beyond the other.
It appears in novels often, doesn't it? Cases where someone becomes a delinquent after developing an inferiority complex from being compared to their superior sibling.

'The reason I'm suddenly thinking about this is...'

Ligrit Deepsnow is the second son of the prestigious Deepsnow family.
His father, Lionel, became one of the top five power holders in the North as the leader of the nobles after the dissolution of the five great houses.
His older brother Isaac holds an important position in the military as the captain of the Guard, one of the most crucial units in the North.
These individuals have personal reputations that shine independently of their family's prestige.

On the other hand, Ligrit...
He's trained in swordsmanship since childhood but isn't at the level to pass the knight's exam.
He lacks talent in magical power, so he doesn't have the qualities to become a mage.
Though his gentle personality makes for smooth interpersonal relationships, he lacks the charisma to lead others.

In other words, he's not completely incompetent, but he's an unremarkable person who doesn't excel at anything in particular.
If we were to quantify human abilities on a game-like scale of 100, he'd be at an ambiguous position of 70 across the board.
That's about it.

Of course, differences between siblings don't always cause the less capable one to become twisted.
Many accept their shortcomings humbly and maintain good relationships with their family members.

Ligrit appears to be such a case.
Lionel, the head of the family, cherishes him enough to bring him along to grand councils and parties, and there's no description in the novel of his brother Isaac looking down on him.
Ligrit also seemed to respect his excellent father and impressive brother.

'On the surface, at least.'

Ligrit's image as the "proper young master" is actually... fabricated.

According to the novel's description,
Unlike his brother, the "elite young master" accomplished in both literary and martial arts, Ligrit decided to prove himself through his character. In contrast to his strict and cold brother, he armed himself with a soft and warm personality.

Thanks to these efforts, many people liked Ligrit and became close to him.
But in the end, it was always his brother Isaac who received the attention.

He absolutely didn't hate Isaac. Ligrit also respected and was proud of his brother's achievements.
However, he harbored feelings of inferiority about his own abilities compared to his accomplished brother.
What started as a desire to prove himself in a different way from his brother eventually twisted into wanting to prove that he had a better character than his brother.

People flocked to his brother because of his abilities, but as individuals, they would prefer him.
In the end, he would be the one receiving more love.

Though he smiled on the outside, a terrible stench accumulated in his rotting interior.
Eventually, that severely putrid stench dissolved the walls of his heart and leaked out.
This became the catalyst for him falling for the villain's temptation.

'The war with the West will begin soon, so his insides must be rotting to the limit by now.'

I shouldn't mistake Ligrit for being normal just because he's approaching me with a smiling face.

The reason Ligrit's insides are rotten is due to his inferiority complex toward his talented brother.
Therefore, he has an instinctive aversion to geniuses.

Nevertheless, the reason he's showing interest in me, the rising super rookie of the North, is solely to create "his own connections that his brother doesn't have, making people his own," and I must not forget this.

'Now, how should I lead this conversation?'

To deal with our fantasy problem child, I temporarily switch my profession from knight to therapist.

"I've seen you from a distance a few times when I was escorting parties as a new recruit."
"Is that so? Haha, thank you for remembering me."
"Usually young masters tend to be shy, but one particular person stood out for being so sociable."
"Well, given my family's status, I've been attending parties since I was young. I suppose I'm just used to it."
"Even if you've attended since childhood and have acquaintances, you could just stick with them. Reaching out to newcomers who feel out of place clearly speaks to your character, Lord Ligrit."
"Haha... I'm embarrassed by such generous praise."

Ligrit gave an awkward smile at my barrage of compliments.
People who aren't used to praise typically lack resistance to it, so that's not discomfort but rather subtle pleasure.
I'm not done yet.

"Honestly, I was disappointed that I couldn't properly greet you at the last grand council because the captain called me. As a knight, I couldn't ignore the captain's orders..."
"Was that so?"
"Yes. How could I not be excited when Lord Ligrit, a famous figure in social circles, approached me with goodwill first?"

As I expressed my desire to become friends, Ligrit's expression brightened considerably, seemingly genuinely pleased.
Seeing that expression, I inwardly smirked.

'Whew, at least I've passed the first stage.'

What I just did might look easy but was actually quite significant.
I had to avoid any hint that I wanted to be friends because of his bloodline or status, navigating around these landmines while focusing solely on praising Ligrit as an individual.
Additionally, I emphasized the networking aspect that Ligrit cares about, elevating him.
Above all, saying "I've known about you for a while" melted his heart, which craved attention.

'Actually, the first time I noticed Ligrit wasn't for a good reason.'

At that time, having just joined the guard, I was slightly excited to see in person the Northern characters I'd only read about in novels.
In some cases, like Grace, I recognized them immediately from illustrations, but for characters described only in text, I knew their names but not their faces.
So for future reference, I decided to match faces to names using my novel knowledge. In that process...

-So that guy is the traitor?

I memorized the face of the youthful man beside Lionel, Ligrit.

"I'm truly happy that Sir Luke thinks of me that way. I was also disappointed we couldn't become acquainted that day."

After being momentarily overwhelmed by the flood of compliments, Ligrit, like the veteran actor who's been playing the good boy for over a decade, quickly regained his composure.

"I hope we can be close friends from today onward."

He extended his hand to me for a handshake.
My response to that gesture was:

"If you'd call me by a more casual title. As you said, we're similar in age."
"Then would you also address me more casually?"
"Of course. What need is there for formalities between friends?"
"!"

Ligrit showed surprise at my words.
He's among the most noble bloodlines in the North.
No matter how close someone might be, they wouldn't drop honorifics with him.

But when I readily suggested dropping formalities, it must have been a fresh experience for Ligrit.
At the same time, this was an opportunity for him.
Having the most successful trainee knight in the North as a friend would be an excellent talking point to make him stand out.

"Then I'll speak casually, Luke."
"Sounds good, Ligrit."

We shook hands while addressing each other informally.
With this, I passed the second stage as well.

"Haha, this feels a bit strange? I've met many people, but this is the first time I've dropped formalities on the first day of acquaintance. I'm glad I approached you."
"I don't do this with everyone either. There's something about you that feels comfortable and familiar."
"R-really?"

When I mentioned feeling comfortable, our low-self-esteem golden child's expression started to darken, as if something displeased him.

"You know, nobles usually give off an unapproachable impression to commoners like me. But you seem different from other nobles, getting along with people regardless of their status or position. How should I put it... you make me want to become friends with you."

I may not be a real therapist.
But I've dealt with far worse characters than this affection-starved young master.
A boss who gets angry when wine is poured only 2/3 full, a superior who nitpicks every word for formality, a client who mutters about feeling hurt because I didn't use emoticons in messages.
Don't underestimate my landmine-avoiding skills honed by dealing with such people.

Additionally, using the sociability I've developed since coming to this world, I diligently stroked Ligrit's ego.
The excited golden child wagged his tail at me like a good boy.

"You've even hunted birds? So you must be really good with a bow?"
"Nah, to become a knight, you need to be good with a sword. Archery is just a hobby."
"Hey, what weapon signals the start of a war? It's the bow. I heard elves can even take down knights by imbuing their arrows with magical power."
"Haha, I can't imbue arrows with magic yet."
"It's generally harder to imbue arrows with magic than swords. Oh, if you have time later, could you teach me archery? I've always wanted to learn but never knew how. Looks like I've found a good teacher."
"I'm not sure if I'm skilled enough to teach... but alright."

The best way for men to become close is either through alcohol or shared hobbies.
Since I don't drink, I was wondering how to get close to this guy when, during our conversation, I discovered that Ligrit knows how to use a bow.
No matter how gentle a young master he is, his blood is still Northern. Physical activities would be an effective way to bond.

I immediately set up our next meeting under the pretext of learning archery.
For the third stage, it was time for my sports entertainment skills, honed through business golf, to shine.

"Oh, I should get back soon. If I slack off too long, the captain will scold me."
"If it's really troublesome, you can use my name. She might let it slide."
"Should I? Let me take advantage of my new friend."

I playfully patted Ligrit's shoulder. Though he seemed slightly surprised by this casual gesture, he smiled at the fresh familiarity without formality.

"Feel free to come by without notice when you want to practice archery. I'm usually at the mansion."

Oh ho. So he wants to show off his networking skills by having me visit casually.
"Proper young master" my ass, this cunning bastard.
However, the more he tries to use me, the more important I'll become to him, which isn't bad.

"See you later."

I waved goodbye to Ligrit and went to Elaine.
I'd gotten everything I needed from this party.

***

"Where have you been? It took too long to just be checking security."
"Ah, I was greeting Lord Ligrit."
"Lord Ligrit? Of the Deepsnows?"
"Yes, and also."

I handed Elaine a glass of drink I'd picked up on my way back.

"What a coincidence."

Elaine also had two glasses in her hands. She must have gotten one for me too.
Fortunately, they were different drinks.

"We can exchange them then."
"Indeed."

There was an empty standing table nearby.
Tired from dealing with people, we headed there to rest.
First, we toasted with the glasses I brought.

"Mmm! This is truly refreshing."
"You like fruit, don't you? I brought it because it's deliciously sweet yet refreshing."

Elaine loves fruit, especially apples.
The drink I brought was apple-flavored, perfectly matching her taste.

"You remembered."

Elaine smiled gently while looking at her glass, then quickly offered me the one she had brought before the aftertaste of the first drink faded.

"This is my recommendation, try it!"

Finding Elaine's excitement cute, I smiled and took the glass she offered, but...

'Huh?!'

If my nose isn't mistaken, this is... alcohol?

"I know you don't drink, but on a day like today, I wanted to share a drink with you."

Elaine fidgeted, watching my reaction.

"Besides."
"?"
"His Excellency said that wouldn't be enough and specially instructed you to come to work from the afternoon tomorrow. So... um, tonight..."

Elaine started speaking but suddenly realized we were at a party with other people and blushed.
She whispered quietly so others wouldn't hear, but she seemed embarrassed about her eagerness, going so far as to offer me alcohol.

'Come to think of it, the reason I stopped drinking was...'

It was because of the shock of making a mistake with Elaine while drunk, and I vowed to be careful.
But if I'm with Elaine anyway, even if I get drunk... it shouldn't be a problem now, right?

Elaine had a drink before dancing earlier.
Whether it was because of that, or the lingering heat from dancing, or perhaps the combination of drinking and then dancing that made her flushed,
Looking at her subtly reddened face made me feel heated too.

"If I drink this, I might use the excuse of being tipsy to not be gentle."
"...That's why I'm offering it."
"!"

Well, if she's going to be that direct, I can't refuse.

Unlike earlier, we toasted in silence, and after drinking, we just looked at each other without comment.
It was just one drink, but we were both already intoxicated. With alcohol or something else.

After the party ended that night.
As soon as we got home and closed the door, we embraced each other right in the entryway, without time to turn on the lights or remove our clothes.

Because of that, Elaine discovered a new preference, and afterward, she occasionally asked me to embrace her while still in uniform.
Eventually, I had to have a separate uniform made that could get wrinkled or stained.

Ch.76 - Chapter 76. One Step (1)
There's a certain romantic gesture that's passed down among lovers.
The arm pillow.
Literally using your lover's arm as a pillow, typically done by men with thick, large arms for women.

'Urrrgh.'

I guess romance is just romance after all.
I woke up from sleep due to the pain of my arm feeling like it might necrotize from lack of blood flow.

'S-save me...'

No joke, it hurt more than when I absorbed the ice spirit's chill into my body.
I tried to move my arm, fearing I might permanently lose the use of my left arm, but...

"Mmm."

When I tried to move my arm, Elaine, still asleep, let out a small groan of discomfort.
But I had no luxury to admire her beautiful sleeping face.
Love is important, but so is survival.

I carefully tried to slip my arm out and replace it with a pillow.
Unfortunately, the pillow had fallen to the floor.
Why is it there of all places?

'Ah.'

I suddenly remembered that last night, during our third time, when Elaine tried to endure by hugging a pillow, I got annoyed and snatched it away.
You crazy fool.
You reap what you sow.

But there were two pillows on the bed.
Luckily, the other pillow was within reach, but...

'...This one's a bit too wet to use as a head pillow.'

Why is this one wet too?
Too many possible reasons came to mind, so I stopped thinking about it.

Getting a pillow seemed impossible.
But I couldn't just give up when my left arm was truly at its limit, so while I was racking my brain...

Fidget, fidget.
Elaine, disturbed by the constant movement at her head, shifted her body.
As she did, her head moved from my arm to my shoulder.

'That's better.'

I felt relieved as blood began flowing back into my arm.
Thankfully, it seemed I wouldn't lose the use of my left arm.

But trials tend to come in succession.

Perhaps because my shoulder was harder than my arm, Elaine kept moving as if her headrest was uncomfortable.
Then she moved even closer to me and embraced my body like a pillow.

The problem was that in the process of hugging me like a pillow, Elaine's leg precisely pressed against my groin.
Elaine is a knight, so her body is firmer than most women's, and having mastered the high-speed Snow Blade technique, her lower body is especially strong.
With such a leg pressing on my groin...

'Aaaaarrrgghhh!'

I should have just sacrificed one arm and told Elaine to take responsibility for my life.
Thinking I might actually die, I pushed Elaine away with my right arm without hesitation.

"Mmmmm."

But the Northern Guard Captain was stronger than me even while sleeping.
She must have liked the feeling of embracing me because she refused to let go, even furrowing her brow slightly as she held me tight and nuzzled her face against me.
Normally I'd find it cute and stroke her hair, but right now, it wasn't cute at all.

I pushed Elaine with all my might, and she held on tightly in an absurd tug-of-war until finally...

"Huff, huff."

Elaine was still hugging her new pillow, but I was smiling.
I had achieved my goal.
The position of her leg had changed to rest on my thigh. I should have just moved her leg from the beginning.
Thanks to that, I avoided being re-employed as the Northern Grand Duke's eunuch.

It's exhausting escaping from crisis twice already this morning.
Just as I was about to relax comfortably...

"Mmm..."

Due to last night's activities, we were both naked.
That's also why it hurt so much when her leg pressed against my groin.

With her embracing me while we were both naked, naturally Elaine's chest pressed against mine.
I'd already suffered twice this morning because of her.
Wouldn't I deserve a little compensation?
It's not wrong for a lover to touch, after all.

Besides, Elaine really loves physical affection.
At home, she's always the first to come close and cling to me, and during our intimate moments, she always asks me to touch her.
Between us, this level of affection is quite mild.
I'm not rationalizing—it's really true.

So, like a scientist exploring the mysteries of the human body, I was carefully researching the relationship between knightly training and the softness of breast tissue, being careful not to wake my guinea pig, when...

"Oh my!"

Feeling a chill, I turned my gaze.
Elaine had woken up and was looking at me with open eyes.

"When did you wake up?"
"From the moment you grabbed it."
"Ah, I should have skipped that part. I thought you wouldn't wake up because it's so soft."
"You're not stopping even though you've been caught."
"Since I'm already caught, I want to enjoy it thoroughly before getting scolded."
"I wasn't planning to scold you for touching what's also yours. I've had enough sleep anyway."

Elaine said this but still sat up, causing my hand to fall away from her body.
I was a bit disappointed, thinking her words about not scolding me were permission to escalate my playfulness.

Then Elaine turned and straddled me.

"We don't have to go to work until the afternoon, so we have time. And since you seem healthy this morning, we can continue like this without any problems."
"What?"
"You started it first, so we have an agreement, right?"
"Just so you know, a man's thing has limits like magic—there's a cooldown period before it can cast spells again."
"That's fine. You're a swordsman. As long as the sword isn't broken, there's no limit to how many times you can wield it. Look, it's standing straight."

I gave up my pointless resistance against the increasingly cunning Elaine and placed both hands on her waist.

***

Having spent a fulfilling morning, Elaine sat at the table with a bright smile, munching on bread.
Seeing her smile so widely despite usually having minimal facial expressions, she must have truly enjoyed herself.
And she certainly should have.

As for me, while I did enjoy it, I was a bit tired.
Perhaps due to hunger, today's bread felt especially satisfying.

"You must be very hungry. Well, you've been working hard since last night. Here, I'll share my portion with you so you can eat enough and recover."

As Elaine handed me sausage onto my plate, I felt grateful but asked her:

"We both worked hard, aren't you going to eat?"
"I just unconsciously sucked rather than chewed. I'm going to avoid elongated food for a while."
"...Your dirty jokes are getting more sophisticated."
"...I wish it were a joke."

Before dating me, Elaine had no experience with men, let alone knowledge about sex.
In a fantasy world without adult videos, people usually learn about sex through erotic novels, but Elaine wasn't the type to read such things.

That's why our bedroom activities are, well...
There's something exciting about coloring a pure beauty with my own hue, which makes me overly enthusiastic each time.
Elaine's talent for excelling at anything physical manifests here too, making it enjoyable to teach her various things.

'Come to think of it...'

Speaking of teaching about sex, I suddenly realized something.
As I suspected, this fantasy world doesn't have modern contraceptives.

As a modern person who's been constantly educated about the importance of contraception, I've been careful even in moments of excitement.
But there were a few times when I got too focused on Elaine and missed the timing, or when we both wanted it and went ahead anyway.
Because of that, I had a worry in the back of my mind.

Even though pregnancy doesn't happen as easily as in fiction, it can still happen when you least expect it.
If we found out too late, it would be very troublesome for both of us.

Even in the more open-minded modern era, premarital pregnancy is frowned upon—it would be much worse in a medieval fantasy world.
Especially since Elaine and I are in positions that attract attention, and as knights, rumors once started don't easily disappear.
So...

"Um, Elaine."
"Hmm?"

After finishing our meal, I made up my mind and spoke.
Elaine seemed to notice that what I was about to say wasn't my usual light-hearted banter.

"Should we get married?"
"!"

Elaine's eyes widened, and her face immediately turned red.
She drank the remaining water in her cup in one go, caught her breath, and then answered.

"Th-that's sudden. A truly unexpected proposal. You always exceed my expectations."
"I'll do a proper proposal later, so look forward to that. Today I just wanted to discuss it in advance so I won't embarrass myself then."

Elaine seemed to understand my intention and put on a serious expression.

"You've become a knight and earned His Grace's recognition. I also never want to be apart from you. I worried that having a lover might make my heart unsettled and affect my work, but fortunately, you're a diligent man, so that hasn't been an issue."

Elaine began to share her inner thoughts.

"You've proven your abilities and established your position within the Guard. Luke, there isn't a single person in the Guard who speaks ill of you."
"..."
"So even if I say I love you... while everyone might be surprised, I believe they won't speak badly of it."

Just as the Guard follows Elaine, Elaine trusts the Guard.
Although it's only been a few months, I've come to regard the Guard members as friends and brothers during our time together.
After hearing about Grace's past, I was confident that the Guard she personally formed wouldn't be petty enough to gossip about something like this.

"To be honest, I've been feeling jealous. At the Snow Tower, in the Knights Order. Whenever people showed interest in you, I wanted to proudly declare that you were mine. Did you notice how the noble ladies were looking at you at yesterday's party?"
"?"

Noble ladies were looking at me?
I was so focused on Elaine that I didn't notice at all.

"I felt so boiling inside that if I had a sword in hand, I might have spewed flames like you. When you spoke of love in front of Lady Gravein and took my hand to dance, I was overjoyed but also disappointed."
"Disappointed?"
"That I couldn't show off such a wonderful lover to everyone. That I had to suffer in silence, unable to take your arm in public and declare to others that they couldn't covet you."
"..."

She had been bottling up as much as I had. Once Elaine started talking, she continued.

"Actually, I was the one who requested this morning off from His Grace."
"What?!"
"I desperately wanted to hold you last night. Seeing you love me made me want to strengthen my own heart, and I wanted to engrave myself deeper into your heart as well."

Come to think of it, the timing of Elaine's demands has been:
After my achievements in the Silver Sabertooth expedition, when talks of special appointment came up, and times like yesterday.

In other words, Elaine had been clinging to her love for me while harboring some insecurity about our secret relationship.
But the reason she hadn't readily brought up revealing our relationship...

"Was there something else worrying you?"
"Worries, huh."

Elaine answered with a face that wasn't dark but was certainly heavy.

"The Guard's regulations prohibit improper conduct between members, but there's no rule against love. Our love doesn't violate any regulations. But how can rules cover everything in human affairs? If you and I start dating openly, there will be talk, if not from within the Guard, then from outside."

Just yesterday at the party, there was murmuring among the nobles when I took her hand to dance.
She's quite popular among the public as the Guard Captain, so news of her marriage would attract considerable attention.

"Because of that, I feared that my selfishness might hinder your career, which has been on the rise since the Snow Tower incident. If our relationship became known, the scrutiny would fall on you rather than me, as you're seen as the easier target."

Her gentle concern for her lover had suppressed her love.
But the patience born from love clashed with the worries born from the same love, tormenting her heart.

"We really are alike."
"?"
"I was thinking exactly the same thing. I was afraid that if our relationship became known, people would say the Guard Captain was distracted by a man and question your qualifications, speaking ill of you. I worried you'd be stressed by such scrutiny."
"!"
"Besides, even though I'm a knight, I've been in the Guard for less than a year. If someone were to make lewd comments about you, suggesting that such a nobody seduced the Guard Captain, I doubt I could keep my composure."
"..."
"That's why at yesterday's party, when nobles were flirting with you, I was burning with jealousy behind you. Haha."
"So that's why you suddenly asked me to dance?"
"I wanted to show them whose woman you are."

Elaine chuckled.
In the end, we were both so concerned about each other that we were going in circles.
While our true desires were the same.

"So you also wanted to show others that you love me."
"If I could have, I would have kissed you after our dance. Deeply."
"Please refrain from that. Such things in public are a bit embarrassing."

Elaine smiled comfortably, as if a weight had been lifted from her heart.
I took her hand and asked:

"So what's your answer?"

Elaine hesitated for a moment, then...

"I look forward to it..."

She nodded, blushing.
Finding her especially lovable today as she blushed and answered formally, I grinned and continued:

"And I don't care what others say."
"Because what matters is that we love each other?"
"No. The highest authority in the North has approved, so what does it matter what they mutter? If necessary, we can tell His Grace that they're badmouthing the Guard."

Elaine laughed out loud at that.

And so, we decided to take a step forward in our relationship—not with one of us leading the other, but advancing together.

Ch.77 - Chapter 77. One Step (2)
After finishing lunch at home, we headed to the Winter Palace for work.
Together.

We had started living together at Elaine's suggestion after returning from the Silver Sabertooth expedition.
Usually, when returning from leave, we'd arrive separately to avoid being discovered.
But this time, we openly returned side by side.

We weren't the only Royal Guards at the last party.
There were also personnel in charge of security, and other squad leaders and deputy leaders attended in formal uniforms.

Though I didn't get to meet them because people crowded around Elaine at the time.
But colleagues who were present probably saw us.
Saw us dancing together in the center of the hall.
And some of the more perceptive ones would suspect something between us.
For example...

"Commander, you're here? And... Sir Luke as well?"

As if he happened to be on guard duty,
Weasel, the leader of the 4th Guard Squad, was surprised to see us arriving together.

"Squad Leader, anything unusual during your duty?"
"Nothing to report, ma'am."

Weasel collected himself and reported the guard duty status in response to Elaine's question.
After finishing his report, Weasel glanced at us again.

"I was informed that both of you would be reporting for afternoon duty... Did you come from somewhere together?"
"No, we're just now arriving for work."
"What? Oh, I suppose you must have met out front then."
"Actually, I'm staying with Luke. We went home together after the party ended yesterday and are just now coming in."
"?"
"We're on our way to see Her Excellency, so ask for details later."

Elaine walked past the thoroughly confused Weasel, and as I followed her, I quietly asked:

"Wasn't our plan something other than this vague explanation?"
"I was nervous since it's the first time. The Squad Leader is an understanding person, so he'll accept it quickly."
"He seems to have malfunctioned the moment he heard it."

Before coming to work, Elaine and I had a serious conversation about how to reveal our relationship.
We decided not to hide it anymore, but how to reveal it was also an important matter.

It's not like we were going to stand on a platform during the Royal Guard assembly and announce, "Actually, we've been secretly dating, but from today we'll be officially dating in front of everyone!"
What kind of foolishness would that be? Grace would be horrified and stop us.

Nor were we going to flaunt it by being openly affectionate in front of others.
We didn't want to follow the path of star-crossed lovers separated because their romance interfered with work.
Elaine's diligent personality wouldn't allow that either.

So our policy was this:
Don't hide it, but don't make it too obvious either.
Until now we'd focused solely on hiding it, but from now on we would date according to set rules.

1. During work hours, maintain a professional relationship as before.
1-1. Absolutely no displays of affection in the Royal Guard barracks or Winter Palace.
1-2. However, attitudes toward each other can be relaxed if not directly displaying affection.
2. During meals or break times, minimal physical contact allowed depending on the situation.
2-1. "Minimal" meaning a level that wouldn't be awkward if seen by others.
3. When not on duty, affection can be shown like normal couples.
3-1. Similar to item 2, no displays of affection that would make others uncomfortable. Such things should only be done at home.

There were other points as well, but...
In summary, it was just "Let's act with good judgment."
The multiple items were due to Elaine's personality; there was nothing particularly difficult about it.

We also decided not to bring up our relationship first, but to confirm it if someone asked.
(What just happened with Weasel was a mistake because Elaine was overly nervous since it was her first time.)
Rumors spread like wildfire anyway, so if we told just a few people, the rest would find out on their own without us needing to hold a press conference on a platform.

Still, we decided to reveal our relationship to those who absolutely needed to know.

"Ah, I see."

Grace responded nonchalantly after hearing about our newly affirmed relationship decision.
Not the reaction I expected.

"What's with that disappointed look? Did you expect me to be greatly surprised? I've known about you two dating for quite some time."
"It's not that, but since Your Excellency seemed frustrated by us hiding our relationship, I thought you might be somewhat impressed."
"I was impressed, when you two were dancing at the party. I was the one who told you to enjoy the party, but I didn't expect you to enjoy it that much. So I thought you had decided to reveal your relationship from that moment."

Grace then nodded in understanding, saying, "Ah, well, I suppose no one else noticed. Perhaps because Commander Elaine has kept romance at arm's length for so long."

"Anyway, congratulations on your decision. Do well within limits that don't interfere with work. By the way, Luke, if you slack off at work because of romance, you'll be immediately expelled from the Royal Guard."
"Understood."

She said it with a smile, but it wasn't a joke.
Still, since I'd proven myself through our bet, Grace probably meant it more as a light warning than actual pressure.

"By the way, Your Excellency, there's something I'd like to ask."
"What is it?"
"Was this party... Did you arrange it to push us together?"

From the unusual instruction to attend in civilian clothes rather than armor, it seemed there might have been some intention.
When Elaine asked about what had been bothering her, Grace shrugged.

"Yes and no."
"What do you mean?"
"The reason I instructed you to come to the party in civilian clothes was because a major event is approaching, and I wanted you to enjoy yourselves comfortably beforehand. I'm not rich enough to host a party of that scale just for you two. The costs for the winter mining operation are already substantial."
"Ah..."
"Anyway, if war breaks out, the role of your Royal Guard will become very important. We might face battles as fierce as the last Great War. So I'm planning to give vacations to the guard members as well, not just the squad leaders."

The purpose of this party was originally to appease the upper-class citizens before the war with the West.

While we plan to conduct morale education within the Royal Guard,
Grace was also concerned about the morale of the Royal Guard who would protect her directly.
Though there probably wouldn't be anyone whose loyalty would waver.

"Ah, I'll give you two separate vacations as well. This morning off was because Commander Elaine was in heat."
"Your Excellency."
"Your eyes yesterday really looked like that. I thought you might grab my pant leg if I said no. Well, given what happened, it's understandable."

Since I wasn't there, I don't know what happened between them.
But judging by Elaine's silence, Grace wasn't entirely joking.

"And I did hope you two would get closer at this party. There's nothing more reassuring than having someone by my side who will definitely protect my life on the battlefield."

Then Grace looked at me with a smirk.

"Perhaps because I've been thinking a lot lately, memories I'd forgotten have been coming back to me."
"?"
"When was it? Commander Elaine once told me her preferences in men."
"??"

Elaine's preferences in men?
What's that about? I'm extremely curious.

"How about it, Sir Luke? Curious?"
"Extremely curious."
"Hehehe, I should tell you."
"Your Excellency!"

A flustered Elaine argued with Grace.
Grace teased Elaine, pretending to deliberate whether to tell or not, and finally:

"Actually, it was so long ago that I don't remember the details. But I do recall that her conditions were extremely demanding, and I wondered if any man could meet them all."

I was genuinely disappointed by her gesture indicating she truly couldn't remember, but I still asked out of curiosity.

"In Your Excellency's opinion, how well do I meet those conditions?"
"I don't know for sure, but probably perfectly? I doubt the fastidious Commander Elaine would compromise on her conditions."
"I suppose one condition was that he had to be younger than her."
"Bwahahahaha!"

Grace burst into laughter, while Elaine, with a bright red face, quietly pinched me.

"...Your Excellency, you were quite demanding yourself."
"Me? That can't be right."
"Perhaps not as much as me, but you were similar."

Ah, so she admits she's demanding.

I think I can guess Grace's preferences without being told.
They would match Aran's characteristics.

"What did I really say?"

Grace seems to genuinely not remember, rather than just evading.
It made me a bit curious.
Grace is actually much less romantically aware than Elaine, to the point where she doesn't even recognize her own feelings for Aran.

It's interesting that she once discussed male preferences with Elaine.
I wonder what exactly she said.
Elaine seems to remember, so maybe I'll ask her later.

***

After Elaine and the others left, Grace returned to her work but suddenly smiled.

'They're good at everything else, but act like children in the strangest ways.'

When she first heard their unexpected confession about dating at the restaurant, she was genuinely surprised.
But after knowing, she could see their eyes were full of affection for each other.
Watching them frantically try to hide it in front of others was both cute and somewhat frustrating.
That's why when they danced together at the party, Grace felt both amused and relieved.

'Perhaps I was too mischievous at first.'

She felt a bit guilty, wondering if she was partly responsible for why they had tried so hard to hide their relationship.
She had pushed Luke too hard right after hearing about their relationship.
Even making that strange bet.

But at that time, she had been in a bad mood for reasons she couldn't explain even to herself.
Looking back now, she should have congratulated her friend who finally found a lover, not acted so coldly.

If she, a friend of ten years, reacted coldly, Elaine might have thought others would react even worse and decided to keep it secret.
Hmm... she should give them a grand celebration when they get married.

'But why was I in such a bad mood back then?'

She acknowledged that Luke was a good man.
He was good-looking and had a nice personality.
Though his behavior during each incident seemed somewhat calculating, he wasn't malicious and was dedicated to the North.
He just seemed like someone who wanted to handle things himself, similar to her lover.
His ambitious eyes with strong goals were interesting, and it was commendable that he only had eyes for Elaine despite other women like herself or Sophia being around.

Thinking about it, he was one of the best men she had ever known.
She had even been somewhat interested in him.

But she didn't think those feelings were romantic love.
When she told Elaine she would take him if she kept hesitating, it wasn't sincere but a warning to properly hold onto her match.

Ah, perhaps such words were burdensome to the other person?
She would know if she had ever dated a man herself.

Speaking of dating, she became curious about the male preferences Elaine had mentioned that she supposedly talked about.
She remembered having such a conversation with Elaine, but after that day eight years ago, she had cut off all tender feelings, so she truly couldn't remember what she had said.

It bothered her so much that she stopped working and tapped the table with her quill pen, lost in thought.
Gradually, things seemed to come back to her.

'He needed to be fertile to continue the Nosrain bloodline.'

But that's something you can't confirm until you sleep together, which is problematic.

'Being healthy and strong was also a condition, I think.'

Sickly men are out of the question.
As the partner of the Grand Duchess of the North, he should be twice as robust as other men. Northerners generally dislike sickly men more than dirty ones.

And if possible, he should be handsome.
When you marry, you live together for life, so there should be pleasure in looking at them.
The Grand Duchess's consort becomes the face of the North, so it's important.

But above all, the most important condition was...

"That's right! I remember now. He had to be good with a sword."

Grace, always busy with work, didn't have much in the way of hobbies.
She wasn't leisurely enough to enjoy pastimes.
Her only recreation was wielding a sword when she could find the time.
She had a small(?) wish that her spouse would be skilled enough to match her sword.

'Luke fails this condition.'

Of course, he was quite good. Elaine wouldn't have taught him her unique Snow Cold Sword technique just because he was her lover.
But that wasn't enough.
He needed to be at least as good as Elaine.

Come to think of it, how many men in the world could match her sword, known as the Sword Saint?
Perhaps Elaine was right about her conditions being demanding.

"Ah."

At that moment, one person came vividly to Grace's mind.

Hero Aran.
Much stronger than most men, handsome, and a swordsman skilled enough to face the Sword Saint's blade head-on.
He meets all these demanding conditions...

In that moment, Grace's mind reeled.

She did have feelings for Aran.
She thought he was quite an appealing man.
When she heard he had died, she grieved, and when told he was alive, she felt indescribable joy.
And now, knowing he was wandering somewhere in the kingdom, possibly coming to the North someday...

"I miss... Huh?"

Grace unconsciously covered her mouth with her hand.
What had she just said?
She immediately realized her face was flushed.

Her face reflected in the window...
Resembled Elaine's when she looked at Luke at the party.

That day, Grace took a step forward in understanding her own feelings.

Though she had pretended to be indifferent...
By spending time with Luke and Elaine...
Their emotions had gradually influenced her heart as well.

Ch.78 - Chapter 78. Team 4 Leader Weasel
"Lord Luke, may I have a word with you?"
"?"

On my way back from running an errand for Elaine, Weasel, the captain of the 4th Guard Division, called out to me.
Her sharp eyes suggested she had something important to say, and I could guess what it was.
In the current situation, there was only one reason why Weasel would seek me out.

'Why did you have to rush things and make such a sudden announcement...'

What can I do? If they're curious, they'll come to me rather than Elaine, so I'd better get used to it quickly.
When I first revealed everything to Grace, that was quite impulsive too, but I managed somehow.

"Yes, what can I do for you?"
"I'd rather not talk about it here..."

As I thought, she wants to ask about my relationship with Elaine.
Weasel glanced around, then led me to a secluded spot.

"I was so curious that I stopped by home last night and asked my mother... Sigh, she confirmed it's true."
"Your mother?"
"Yes, my mother."
"?"
"Why are you acting like this is news to you? She's been working as a housekeeper at Lady Elaine's residence for quite some time."

A housekeeper at our home.
Mrs. Mia? She's Captain Weasel's mother?

'I heard that Elaine formed a connection after saving a soldier's daughter...'

So that daughter was Weasel.
I didn't know because we didn't have many interactions.
Still, it's fascinating. How interconnected everything is—the world is truly small.

"So Mrs. Mia is your mother. I had no idea."
"Really? Oh my, she thoroughly hides details about Lady Elaine's life when I ask, and she conceals her family connections from you. She's always been mischievous, which can be troublesome."

It's not so much that she hid it from me; I simply never asked for details.
Weasel seemed upset that Mrs. Mia had kept secrets from her.

At the same time, I felt strong trust toward Mrs. Mia.
Despite her daughter being a Guard Captain, she kept Elaine's relationship private. Elaine's judgment in people is truly remarkable.

"So, it seems you two are living together... Are you perhaps m-married?"

If she heard it from Mrs. Mia, she should already know, but judging by her question to me, she wanted confirmation.
I wonder if Captain Weasel, being a woman, is interested in such topics.

"We're not married yet, but we're seriously considering it."

When I answered her serious question with equal seriousness, Weasel's eyes widened.

"So you two are dating? Not relatives or anything like that?"
"Yes, that's correct."

As I nodded again, Weasel's eyes bulged so much they looked like they might pop out. She stammered for a moment, then—
Grab!
She seized my collar and shook me.

"How did this happen? How did you and Lady Elaine...? Since when? I never noticed any signs. Wait! Don't tell me it started when you became her adjutant? What did you do to seduce Lady Elaine in such a short time? I never thought you were such a frivolous man!"

Wow, this first encounter is intense.
She kept shaking me so vigorously that I couldn't find the right timing to answer, while questions stormed at me like a hurricane.
The shaking was making me slightly dizzy.

Weasel had always shown great respect for Elaine.
As someone whose life was saved by her, she probably thought of Elaine even more specially than Mrs. Mia did.
Elaine, too, had a soft spot for Weasel, who was diligent in everything and competent enough to become a Guard Captain in her twenties.

I suppose if Grace suddenly announced she was dating Aran, I'd be extremely shocked too.

That comparison gave me some internal empathy.
But I couldn't tell her everything, so I satisfied her curiosity as much as I could within reasonable limits.

"Oh, I see."

Weasel seemed to understand, but then—

"But you kept it secret for months? Lady Elaine could have at least told me! And if this started during the Silver Sabertooth expedition, that's around the same time my mother started working at Lady Elaine's house. Was I being deceived by my mother for months?"
"Well, technically Mrs. Mia didn't lie to you; she just withheld information, so it's not really deception."
"That still counts as deception!"

Only after shaking my head several dozen more times did Weasel finally release me.

"Sigh, I'm sorry. I was so shocked that I behaved inappropriately."
"Compensation in the form of... motion sickness medicine would be sufficient."

I was quite exhausted, but thanks to Weasel, I gained some confidence.
If I can handle this from the start, I shouldn't have trouble when others come asking.

"This might just be my guess, but you seem more upset with me than with your mother for keeping secrets."

Weasel sighed and replied.

"As expected of someone I once wanted to recruit for my division. You're right—I do feel disappointed in my mother, but I'm slightly annoyed with you."
"I understand. Some newcomer suddenly appears and takes the place beside the commander you respect—you must be wondering what kind of person I am."
"Could you not say that with your own mouth?"

The way she addressed Elaine as "Lady Elaine" was telling from the start.
Weasel's feelings were complicated.

It's like being the president of a fan club and hearing that your favorite idol is dating someone—especially when your idol is a top star and their partner is just a rising rookie.
With such a difference in status, you'd wonder what this guy did to deserve it.

But when the person is someone you've respected, and your idol announced the relationship first, and even the manager(?) acknowledges it as a good relationship, you can't just criticize outright.
Yet you don't want to congratulate them either.

"But if she's happy, that's okay, right?"
"Lord Luke, we haven't had many conversations before, so I didn't realize you had such a thick-skinned side."
"Hahaha."

Since I hadn't done anything wrong, I decided to be brazen. Weasel seemed to realize that getting angry would only hurt herself, so she sighed.

"Fine. Lady Elaine wouldn't keep just anyone by her side, and you are talented enough that all captains would want you. If they kept it secret to avoid reactions like mine, I understand."
"Thank you for your congratulations."
"I didn't congratulate you."

I remember Weasel having a kind, sisterly image with her division members.
But she was quite prickly with me.
I decided to keep quiet, sensing it would be dangerous to push further.

"Sigh... If I had known you two were in that kind of relationship, I would have applied for the Deputy Commander position just to keep an eye on you. But I can't leave my division members, and the application period has already ended."

The Guard Deputy Commander selection was scheduled for the day after tomorrow.
Originally there were four candidates, but the 2nd Division Deputy Captain withdrew, probably hoping to take over if his captain, Lorron, became Deputy Commander. So now there were three:
The 2nd Division Captain, 3rd Division Captain, and 4th Division Deputy Captain.

"Do you support your Deputy Captain, Captain?"
"Well, yes."
"Aren't you disappointed that if the Deputy Captain gets promoted, his position will be vacant?"
"Regardless of position, I'll certainly miss having a trusted senior to rely on. But he's capable, so I believe he'll do better than anyone."
"Hmm."
"I was thinking of putting you in the vacant Deputy Captain position."
"What?!"
"Just kidding. That's my revenge for teasing me earlier."

Having succeeded in her small revenge, Weasel grinned.

"Besides."
"What is it?"
"I should tell you this."
"?"
"Be careful of Lord Lorron. He's also after Lady Elaine."
"?!"

Lorron is after Elaine?
Surely "after" doesn't mean he's targeting her life.

"You don't mean what I think you mean, do you?"
"That's exactly what I mean."
"But he never showed any signs..."
"Did you show any signs?"
"Ah."
"You might not know since you've only recently become her adjutant, but he's had his eye on Lady Elaine for a long time. I wouldn't miss that kind of gaze."

2nd Division Captain Lorron always carried himself with a cold, calculating noble aura, making his emotions difficult to read.
But to hear he was after Elaine was truly shocking.
Now I understand how Weasel felt. It all makes sense.

"Could it be that his application for Deputy Commander is also for that reason?"
"I can't say it's completely unrelated. The Deputy Commander is right below the Commander, so it would put him closest to her after you."

Since Elaine's heart is with me, I wasn't worried about losing her, but it still bothered me.
He's a genuine talent who rose to Guard Captain on his own merit, unlike many mediocre nobles.
Above all, it was disconcerting to learn about this unexpected rival just as we decided to make our relationship public.

"The reason I'm telling you is because I think you're better than him."
"...What do you mean by that?"
"He's a ruthless ambitious man. Do you think his interest in Lady Elaine stems from affection? There was no love in his gaze."

The Guard Commander is favored by Grace.
Even I've had many more opportunities to speak with Grace since dating Elaine.

Lorron Tevar is a man who deliberately joined the Guard, where noble privileges are nonexistent, to advance his career.
His ambition must be extraordinary.

"Thank you for the information."
"Don't mention it. As you said, Lady Elaine's happiness is what matters most."

I thanked Weasel and left.
With so many quests already on my plate, having a new one gave me a headache, but since it could affect the ending, I needed to pay attention.

'Still, Lorron didn't seem like someone who would use unscrupulous means for advancement or exploit women for his ambition.'

Though he might come across as rigid and lacking in human warmth, his reputation as a captain wasn't bad.
In fact, his strict and meticulous work ethic made him regarded as the most capable among the captains.
However, I couldn't ignore Weasel's words, given her devotion to Elaine.

I wasn't close with any captains except Elaine and Giran from the 3rd Division, so I couldn't be certain.
The fact that Lorron wasn't mentioned in "Brave Lord" made it impossible to predict what he might do.
I realized anew how much of a cheat key future knowledge is in navigating life.

***

On the day of the Guard Deputy Commander selection.

Having been warned by Weasel, I considered sabotaging Lorron... but that would be dangerous.
If Grace caught me, I'd be dead.

I didn't have any means for sabotage anyway.
The classic method of slipping laxatives into his food wouldn't work, and the exam papers were held by Grace, so any attempt at tampering would result in sword magic falling on my head.

In the end, all I could do was—

"Deputy Captain, do your best. I'm rooting for you!"
"Lord Luke is cheering for me? Ha ha, thank you."

—give snacks to 4th Deputy Captain Bendem to keep his energy up and encourage him.
As for the other competitor, 3rd Division Captain Gi...
Well, sorry, but he seems best suited to remain in the 3rd Division.

After giving Bendem a boost with the heart of a parent sending off their child to a college entrance exam, I headed to—

"Stop right there. May I ask your business here?"
"Please tell Lord Rigrit that Knight Luke is here. He'll know who I am."

The guards at the entrance looked at each other, and one went inside to verify.
While waiting for Rigrit, I admired the Deepsnow family estate through the iron bars.

"It must be challenging."
"?"
"I'm in the Guard too, so I do the same work. It's not easy, standing in one place guarding all day."

At the mention of the Guard, the security officer looked surprised.
Being from the North, he would certainly know the Guard's prestige.

"So you're a Guard Knight. How do you know the young master?"
"We met by chance at the last party and became friendly. Lord Rigrit was kind enough to invite me."
"If you had mentioned that from the beginning, I would have escorted you in immediately..."
"As I said, I'm in the Guard too. Letting a stranger approach your charge without verification could result in disciplinary action for you."
"Indeed!"

The security officer nodded with respect, seeming to connect with me as someone in the same line of work.
This would improve my image among the guards, and rumors would spread.
Rigrit's image would also improve by association with such an exemplary Guard Knight.
Parents don't tell you to make good friends for nothing.

Though I couldn't sabotage Lorron, I came to work on a different kind of behind-the-scenes operation.

The best thing about becoming an adjutant is having Elaine always by my side.
The second best thing is being freed from the Guard's rotational duty schedule—with permission from my direct superior, Elaine, my actions were relatively unrestricted.

Elaine's schedule today involved the Deputy Commander selection process with Grace from morning until evening.
While Grace and Elaine would be attending as examiners, I had nothing particular to do. Even if I were there, I'd just be reacting to things.

So, like a child asking permission to play outside while mom works, I asked, "Lord Rigrit wants to see me; may I go?"
Perhaps because the person in question wasn't a woman, Elaine gave permission, telling me not to stay out too late once I finished my business.

'Hehe, strike while the iron is hot.'

Director: Luke.
Screenplay: Luke.
Producer: Luke.
Starring: Luke, Rigrit Deepsnow.
And adaptation by: Luke.

Now, I'm about to drastically alter the original storyline.

Ch.79 - Chapter 79. Twisting the Plot (1)
When I visited the Deepsnow mansion, I cast "Friend, let's play!"
Fortunately, Regrit was home.

"Welcome, Luke! I didn't expect you to visit so soon."

Regrit welcomed me warmly when I actually showed up just days after our K-bab promise. Seeing him personally come out to the main gate to greet me rather than sending someone to escort me to his room made me wonder if he was genuinely happy to see me or just putting on a show.

'I'm sure there's some sincerity there. After all, I'm someone who can help him now, so he must feel grateful that I'm actively seeking his company without him having to worry about how to keep me close.'

Although in the novel, he became a villain who betrayed others due to his inferiority complex and desire for recognition.
Even villains have emotions.
Considering that emotional factors drove Regrit to betrayal, he probably has richer emotions than most people.

Regrit and I walked side by side from the entrance, exchanging recent news, and despite having met only days ago, the Deepsnow household servants glanced at us curiously, seeing how we acted like lifelong friends.

Now I noticed that Regrit was deliberately taking me through areas with many people under the pretense of showing me the mansion.
I played along, expressing genuine admiration whenever he introduced different parts of the estate.
It wasn't entirely an act. Though I worked at the Winter Palace, the Northern Grand Duke's residence, there was a different charm to noble mansions that made the tour enjoyable.
I was genuinely amazed at how they managed to create a garden in the North where growing plants is difficult, using magical tools befitting a great noble family, and how it harmonized with the natural snowy landscape.

Though our meeting was based on mutual calculation.
A noble friend... doesn't seem so bad?

But it wasn't just him making an effort today.
There was an unexpected encounter.

"Greetings, Lord of the House."
"Ah, yes. We met at the Grand Council. Welcome to Deepsnow, Sir Luke."

The head of the Deepsnow family, Lionel Deepsnow, was home.
As I suspected, the eldest son Isaac was absent, probably with his military unit.

"I've been watching you with interest. Your heroics against the Seven Heroes during the Snowflower Tower incident, and how a young man like yourself confidently exchanged opinions with me at the Grand Council still comes to mind occasionally. Ho ho ho, I had no idea my son had such connections."

As Lionel welcomed me with a gentle smile, Regrit beside me smiled as well.
Looking at them, it seems the eldest inherited Lionel's talent, while the second son got his personality.
Father and son smile exactly the same way.
Finding that amusing, I smiled along with them.

"Any friend of Regrit's is like a son to me. Don't feel burdened and enjoy yourself. You two are about the same age, so you should make good friends. Ha ha ha!"
"Thank you for your hospitality."

Having suddenly gained a father, I considered making a deep bow before remembering that wasn't the custom here.

After making an impression on the servants and greeting his father, Regrit finally took me to the training ground used exclusively by family members.

I briefly thought this felt less like visiting a friend's house and more like meeting a girlfriend's parents, but quickly dismissed the thought.
There's another house I want to visit.

Come to think of it, I've never talked with Ilaine about her parents.

While this world's version of me has no family, Ilaine has never mentioned her parents to me either.
All I know about her is that she lives alone and comes from a commoner background.
Given her extraordinary beauty, I once wondered if she might be from some hidden noble family, but that doesn't seem to be the case.

If I'm going to marry her, I should greet her parents.
I'll have to ask her about them when I get the chance.

"Here, since you're a beginner, this should suit you best."

Taking the bow Regrit handed me reminded me of trying traditional Korean archery in my past life.
My skill then? Heh, there's a reason I called my interaction with Regrit "entertaining" him.
Koreans have a well-founded pride when it comes to archery.

Regrit kindly taught me the basics step by step.
I was secretly impressed by how well he explained everything.
Since it was my first time, I didn't want to aim for the center but also didn't want to embarrass my teacher by missing completely. So I aimed for the edge of the target and drew the bowstring, but...

"..."
"Oh, you missed, but sending the arrow beyond the target on your first try is impressive. As expected of a knight, you're strong."

Our kind Regrit didn't mock me when my arrow flew far past the target, instead complimenting me with a nice spin.
But my pupils were shaking, and my expression froze.

"Okay, I've got the feel for it. Let me try again."

I nocked another arrow and fired.

"That was so close! What's this, Luke? You said you couldn't handle a bow at all, but you seem to have talent for it!"

The dangerous word "talent" came from Regrit's mouth, but I was too preoccupied to care.

'Th-this can't be happening.'

This is impossible.
I shot that arrow with genuine effort, ready to pass it off as a lucky shot if needed.
Not only did I miss the center, I missed the entire target?

Maybe it's because I now have Northern DNA instead of the DNA of Jumong, the legendary Korean archer.
Perhaps in exchange for gaining skill with swords and magic, my ranged abilities were sealed, changing my skill tree from archer to magic swordsman.

'I-I can't believe I'm terrible at archery.'

I was so shocked that my hands trembled.
Seeing my distress, Regrit patted me on the shoulder.

"Don't be too discouraged. Nobody is good at everything from the start... except for geniuses like my brother."

Regrit, who thought I was a genius knight making a name for myself in the North, offered heartfelt consolation from one ordinary person to another, but this wasn't part of my plan.

My original plan was to hit just the edge of the target, praise Regrit's excellent instruction, ask him to demonstrate as an experienced instructor, and then shout "Nice shot, young master!" whenever he hit the mark.
Instead of winning his favor, I'd earned his sympathy.

'Argh...! This isn't the time, Luke.'

I wanted nothing more than to shoot all the remaining arrows to prove I wasn't terrible at archery, but today wasn't supposed to be about me. I suppressed my wounded pride and regained my composure.

"Wow~ This is much harder than swordsmanship. Being a knight, I thought I could at least hit the edge if not the center."

I felt utterly humiliated putting on this performance, but it seemed to have earned me more goodwill than I'd planned, which was some consolation.

"Why don't you show me how it's done? I need a good example to follow."
"Alright, watch carefully."

Regrit, now confident after discovering I was a complete novice, walked with a proud stride. He drew the bowstring dramatically, aimed briefly, and released.

Thwack!
Dead center of the target.

***

After our archery practice, we took a break with refreshments brought by a servant.

The snacks were exquisite, befitting the Deepsnow family.
Ilaine would love these.
Would it be rude to ask for some to take away? Sneaking them would be too petty.
I should buy her some nice treats on my way back to make up for today.

"As expected of a knight, you're good with your body. You're improving quickly."

Quickly, he says.
Going from hitting nothing to hitting three out of ten shots is improvement, I suppose.
If it were Ilaine, she'd probably be drawing hearts on the target with her arrows by now.

"It's because I have an excellent teacher. You saw how I shot at first. I didn't know I was that bad."

This was no act but my honest feeling.

"But are you sure you only learned this as a hobby? This doesn't seem like hobby-level skill."

This too was my honest opinion.

If there was one thing I unintentionally learned while practicing archery with Regrit all morning:
This bastard Regrit is incredibly skilled with a bow.
His skill was so high that I didn't even need to pretend to be worse.

While I was hitting random spots, Regrit never missed the center of the target.
As far as I know, archery requires not only concentration and composure but also significant strength.
Yet this slender guy showed no signs of fatigue after multiple shots, as if he had bones of steel.
His concentration and composure were impeccable.

If he'd been born in the modern era, he would have definitely been an Olympic national team member.
In this world, he could have given the elves a good competition.

"Haha, it is just a hobby. But I did get a bit absorbed in it because it was fun."

Regrit has significant insecurities about talent and craves recognition due to his emotional deprivation.
Someone like him, having discovered his talent for archery, wouldn't have approached it casually.
But the reason he draws the line at calling it a hobby:

"A knight's essential skill is the sword, not the bow. Even in the North, the bow isn't a particularly prestigious weapon."

As Regrit said, close-combat weapons were most valued in the battle-oriented Northern culture.
Knights primarily used swords and spears rather than bows.

It's not that bows were disparaged, but they were an unpopular discipline.
People preferred to use magic or sword techniques for ranged combat; bows were weapons for common soldiers.

If Regrit had been a commoner, he might have made a name for himself with the bow.
For commoners who couldn't learn magic due to their environment and thus couldn't use sword techniques, the bow was the best way to earn military merits.

But he's a noble, and a high noble at that.
Rather than using a bow like common soldiers, it's more important for him to master close-combat weapons befitting a knight.
In wartime, as a knight, he should be at the forefront, wielding a sword magnificently to showcase the Deepsnow family's prestige.

Perhaps having talent in archery actually fueled Regrit's inferiority complex.
Thinking that if only he had talent with the sword instead of the bow, he could have become a knight.
That might be why he's turning away from archery despite his skill.

'Looking at it this way, I feel a bit sorry for him.'

Having talent isn't always good.
What matters is having the right talent for the time and situation.
If someone with the potential to become a great mage was born on Earth, could they have succeeded using their talent?
Conversely, what could a programmer who created a GOTY award-winning game do in a fantasy world?

So honestly speaking:

'What a waste.'

I felt such regret for Regrit's talent.
Despite having natural talent, he wasn't utilizing it at all.
Instead of focusing on his aptitude, he was digging a different well to follow the trends, which led to the misunderstanding that he was mediocre.
It's like a sniper holding an épée instead of a sniper rifle and feeling depressed about being bad at fencing.

After much deliberation:

"Hey."
"?"

Yes, after thinking about it, this is definitely the right answer.

Just because he's a villain in the novel, does that mean I have to exclude him?
Unlike Rowe or that Snowflower Tower terrorist, whoever he was.
Those irredeemable bastards should be cast aside. But if there's a chance to make a villain pay back as much as they caused trouble in the novel?
Wouldn't it be right to put them on a leash and make them work like dogs? After all, they'd become villains if left alone, so I don't feel bad about making them suffer.

"Have you ever thought about applying to the Guard?"
"?!"
"There's some overtime, but the pay... oh, you're rich. It's a prestigious unit close to the Grand Duke, popular, well-treated, and good for advancement. What do you think?"

Even in spy movies, snipers always pull more than their weight.
And there should be positions available in the Guard.
I abused my authority as the Guard Captain's adjutant to scout a potential recruit.

Worried about placing a potential villain with sniper skills near Grace?
I'll handle the Guard's ideological education.
Feed this pup with praise, and I'll turn him into a hunting dog that puts arrows in our enemies' necks.

Ch.80 - Chapter 80. Twisting the Plot (2)
Ligrit's response to the sudden scouting proposal was.

"Me in the Guard?"

As expected, his face showed utter bewilderment.
It's the kind of reaction you'd expect if you asked the opposition leader's second son to join special forces.

But this shouldn't be translated into real-world terms.
This is the North.
A crazy place where the opposition leader's eldest son can rise to become a military general through his own merit.

The reason for Ligrit's dumbfounded expression wasn't because he was being asked to enlist, but because someone was recommending such a prestigious position to a civilian like him.
...Or was it?

"Isn't that a place that someone like me—a nobleman who's just been lounging around at home—can't enter? I heard only the most elite in the Northern Army can go there. They say even my brother would have joined if he hadn't been aiming for a military command position."

Phew, that's a relief.

"Of course, accepting my proposal doesn't mean you'll immediately become part of the Guard. You'll undergo rigorous screening under His Grace the Grand Duke's supervision."
"Ah, so as I thought..."
"But we basically operate on a recommendation system. Since I'm the Guard Captain's adjutant, if you're interested, I could recommend you to the Captain."

I spoke casually to prevent the low-self-esteem Ligrit from getting intimidated prematurely, but this was actually quite a challenge for me too.
Since there was no precedent of a civilian being specially recruited into the Guard for archery, even as someone who possessed this body, I couldn't guarantee the outcome of recommending Ligrit.
Since he wasn't a soldier, he had no performance records, which would make the screening process even more stringent, and since there were no Guard members who used bows as their main weapon, the assessment of his qualifications would be extremely thorough.

However, Grace and Elaine wouldn't ignore Ligrit's talent. I would also be there to advocate for him.
Even if he didn't make it into the Guard, they would recognize his archery talent and open other paths for him.
Having the Northern Grand Duke's patronage would greatly benefit Ligrit's mental state and future.

"What an astonishing proposal... I've never even thought about such a thing."
"Think about it comfortably before giving me an answer. I'm not trying to pressure you—I'm asking because your archery talent is truly remarkable."
"..."

After a moment of silence, Ligrit spoke.

"Is my archery skill really that good? I can't even handle a sword properly—is it enough to qualify for the Guard?"

For the first time, a slightly trembling voice came from his lips.
Not just his voice, but his face also darkened.
Is this the face of Ligrit without his mask?

Yet, from the mouth of someone who had always denied his true talent, there came the first attempt to confront himself.
So I too.

"It would be difficult to enter the Guard with just archery skills, generally speaking."
"Ah..."
"If it were just an average level of skill."
"?"

I looked straight into Ligrit's eyes and continued.

"This is just my speculation, but if you're this skilled while teaching a mere beginner friend, what would you be like if you focused properly and shot with all your might? Have you ever done that?"
"No... I've never shot with my full power."

Just as I thought.
At most, he probably just did quiet mental training at the practice field or hunted as a hobby.

"Friend. We haven't known each other long, so this might sound a bit rude. May I speak freely?"
"...I'll listen."
"From what I see, you have a good personality, a generous spirit, and excellent character that makes people around you feel comfortable and happy."
"...?"
"Take me for example—we've only been friends for a few days, yet we can have this kind of conversation without reservation. That's a kind of talent too. It's not easy to be so approachable with strangers."

At the mention of talent, Ligrit's pupils dilated slightly.

"But as we talk, I feel like you're somehow harsh in evaluating yourself. Like right now. Do you think I'm recommending the Guard just to flatter you? When I clearly know what kind of place it is?"
"..."
"To be honest, I want to support you. They say elves are the best archers, but that's only because there hasn't been a Northern warrior who's made a name with a bow yet. Who knows, you might be the first."
"!"

Ligrit's pupils now visibly trembled.
Riding the momentum, I didn't stop there but pushed a bit more.

I just had an intuition.
An intuition that something was about to burst, like popcorn starting to pop.

"Being from Deepsnow, you must know about what happened to the other Great Houses in the past."
"Ah, yes, I do know. Why bring that up suddenly?"
"Why did they fall? There might be various factors, but I think it's because instead of properly utilizing what they had, they coveted the wrong things."
"Hmm..."
"If Berta had used her strength and Artic his cunning, wouldn't they have played major roles in the war against demons a few years later and become heroes of the North? They might even have taken the demons' castle and become lords themselves. Despite having power and influence that everyone envied, they used it in the wrong direction and ended up with names worse than street dogs, let alone heroes."

Ligrit's expression grew serious.
Though he's not a traitor now, he was one in the original story, so perhaps something resonated with him emotionally.
That's why I deliberately used provocative expressions like "hero" and "worse than dogs."

"It's truly pathetic. To capture the hearts of the Northern people, brilliant military achievements and a strong warrior spirit are best, yet they thought they could seize power through betrayal? Even if they had succeeded, they would have been scorned, wouldn't they? Oh my, I got too excited. Sorry. The conversation went off track."

At this point, I made a gesture suggesting I had been overly immersed, changing the atmosphere.

"Since you came from the Great Council, you must know that there could be a war with the West soon. I think having an excellent archer would greatly strengthen our forces in preparation for that."

I talked until my mouth hurt.
At this point, it would be courteous for Ligrit to show some reaction.

I've done all I could.
I praised Ligrit's talent.
I thoroughly disparaged the concept of being a traitor.
I gently stimulated his ambition for advancement.
I subtly suggested a way for him to make his mark.

Ligrit's goal isn't to become the 'Northern Grand Duke.'
It's to become great himself.
More directly, it's to be recognized for his abilities and achievements and to be praised as a great person.

The way this got twisted in a strange direction in "Brave Lord" was:
Dorgon approached him, claiming they only came to eliminate Grace, who was plotting rebellion against the royal family. He promised that if Ligrit helped eliminate Grace, the royal family would hand over the North to him and withdraw the army.

Although it was an absurd proposal, Ligrit at that time was broken enough as a person to fall for such an offer.
If successful, he would become a hero who defeated a traitor and saved the North from war under the royal family's protection.

Additionally, the background of the Deepsnow family also influenced him.

I realized this after hearing the inside story from Elaine.
About why the Deepsnow family took such a course.

Simply put, during the tragedy of that day, unlike the other five Great Houses, Deepsnow bet on Grace's victory, going against the odds.

If Deepsnow had sided with the five Great Houses as the traitors suggested, they might have won, but even if they did, they would have had to compete with the other nobles.
On the other hand, by helping Grace, only Deepsnow and Northrain would remain among the five Great Houses, making them the highest after the Grand Duke's family.
It was purely a political calculation.

Their investment, looking at long-term prospects rather than immediate gains, was a great success.

'The problem was that the plan went awry from the next stage.'

The failed marriage between Grace and Isaac.

In the original story, even a prince once planned to marry Grace and claim the North through their offspring.
Deepsnow, who had broken the existing system of five Great Houses and chosen a two-top system with Northrain, probably had the same idea.
It would merge the two families, but since Northrain had only Grace, it would essentially be Deepsnow swallowing Northrain to become the absolute power.

'In the novel, only Ligrit was the traitor. But strictly speaking, Deepsnow, who went along with it, was also a traitor.'

How would Dorgon know the inner thoughts of the second son of a distant Northern noble family?
There was a powerful second-ranked family in the North, and when they investigated the second son whose actions were unremarkable, they detected the scent of a traitor like themselves and approached him.

'The prince, having been directly involved in the tragedy of that day, must have conducted his own investigation.'

From the series of actions shown by Deepsnow, he realized they were ambitious and tried to exploit that.

Ligrit had touched the treasure chest that his family had prepared to seize power after Grace's generation, but had abandoned due to the failure of the marriage alliance.
By exacerbating this with the mastermind, the Deepsnow family unknowingly sank deeper into the swamp of betrayal.

Eventually, facing the crisis of being accused of treason even if they won the war, they had no choice but to side with Ligrit and choose rebellion.
This was truly a case of "rebellion if failed, revolution if successful."

But just as Deepsnow had grown stronger than eight years ago, Grace was no longer the young Grand Duke of eight years ago.
Deepsnow met the same fate as the other five Great Houses.

'Lionel himself is ambitious, but not evil. Just looking at his attitude during the Great Council, he's full of love for the North.'

So originally, while Deepsnow might have had ambitions, they wouldn't have done anything to endanger the North itself with war looming.
Moreover, considering Lionel's moderate tendencies, even if he aimed for the generation after Grace, he would avoid methods that would eliminate the Northrain family itself, unlike other heads of houses.

In contrast, Ligrit prioritized himself over the North, which is why he committed his act.
That means...
If we can somehow persuade Ligrit, the power of the Deepsnow family will be ours, unlike in the novel.

'Well, I've given you enough time to think. It's about time you gave your answer.'

I watched Ligrit, who had been silent for a while, and after continuing his serious thoughts, he finally spoke.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"Thank you."

A smile returned to Ligrit's face, but
that smile was completely different from the one he had been wearing until now.

"I've made many friends over the years, but you're the first person who has looked at me and treated me so seriously. And on top of that, giving such incisive advice that seems to see right through my inner thoughts."

Pausing, Ligrit let out a deep sigh.
It was filled with so much concern that it seemed to expel everything that had been piled up inside him.

"Meeting you has been truly fortunate. To be honest, I wanted to become friends with you because I admired your abilities and success... but now I'm filled with gratitude for meeting you as a person. To have gained a true friend like you—how can I express this joy in words!"

Grab.

"Luke! Your words have genuinely moved me."

Ligrit took my hands in both of his and brought his face close.

"You're right. Why have I been ignoring what's in my own hands, only envying and coveting what others have? Even if what I possess is different from others, using it to achieve new feats is the spirit of the North that pioneered this harsh land!"
"..."
"I've decided. I'll stop fixating on becoming a knight and comparing myself to my brother. If I truly have talent in archery, I'll try to accomplish something with it. Isn't that the path of a truly great person?"
"Um... yes, that's a noble spirit. I'll support you."
"Support? My friend, you must join me! Since you encouraged me, you must stay by my side to witness and testify to my success!"

Ligrit laughed loudly.
Although he had always been accompanied by smiles, his smiles had always been gentle and mild.
When he suddenly burst into a hearty and resonant laugh, the people around seemed quite surprised, but

Ligrit continued to laugh, paying no attention to others' gazes.
As if genuinely relieved.

'Wow, I definitely need to get him into the Guard somehow.'

Seeing Ligrit's laughter, while feeling a sense of achievement for having completely won him over,
I also felt burdened by the fact that I seemed to have gained much more favor than I had anticipated.

Well, as I always say,
All's well that ends well.

Ch.81 - Chapter 81. Twisting the Plot (3)
After helping Rigrit release the knot in his heart, I didn't end it there but shot a few more arrows with him.

Now that I knew there was no need to entertain him, I could shoot more comfortably.
Ah seriously, why can't I hit the target?
Shouldn't this be the part where I start showing my true skills, only to be overwhelmed by the archery genius?
I guess fiction and reality are different after all.

On the other hand, some things were the same as in fiction.

"Hahah!"

The counseling therapy must have worked wonders.
Rigrit, now in high spirits, shot arrows with genuine laughter.
His skill was impressive to behold once again.
Earlier he had been shooting one arrow at a time, but now he was showing off the feat of loading three or four arrows at once and hitting all targets.
I'm seeing this in real life. Maybe it's because this is a fantasy world.

'But this crazy deceiver.'

Though I had encouraged him, I felt slightly annoyed.
With talent like that, in the novel he pretended to have no talent and caused trouble?

I wanted to kick him hard from behind but held back.
If I had been good at archery myself, I probably wouldn't be this angry...

'Right. This guy is also from the North, and a direct descendant of one of the Five Great Houses, so of course he'd have some fighting talent.'

From the beginning, being a villain notable enough to be mentioned in the novel means he wasn't incompetent.
If Rigrit had been a complete fool, the North wouldn't have been shaken by one young master's actions, and Dorgon would have failed.

Of course, in the novel, there was no mention of his archery talent, perhaps because he refused to pick up a bow until the very end due to his pride.
But Rigrit's talent for drawing people to him is genuine.

Anyone who's worked in society knows how exhausting it is to deal with people.

So perhaps the reformed Rigrit might actually live the brilliant life he's always wanted.

"Hahah, Luke! Look at this."
"Wow."

Everything's fine except that as his personality brightened, his humility disappeared, which I don't like.
Comparing our ages, I'm one year older. Should I establish the hierarchy early on?

Sigh, never mind.
The moment hierarchy comes up, I'm at a disadvantage. This world has a class system.
He must be so happy to have that knot in his heart untied. In times like these, it's best to just watch with warm eyes.

***

I was wrong in my thinking.
What's so important about a one-year age difference?
The one with money who buys meals is the hyung.

"I noticed you liked these cookies earlier."
"!!"
"It's a thank-you gift for hanging out and talking with me today. Come visit again sometime. Haha, no. Next time, maybe I'll be visiting the Royal Guard?"

His social skills haven't gone anywhere.
Rigrit must have noticed me deep in thought whenever I ate cookies, so he packed some for me.
Thanks to him, I now have a gift for Ilaine.

Ah, Rigrit. My friend.
I'll never call you a traitor again.
May our friendship last forever.

The traitor was the Rigrit in the novel, and this is the real Rigrit.
Blaming someone for the mistakes of their parallel world self would be a hasty generalization fallacy.
It's like what often happens in movies.
The same being having separate good and evil versions.
This Rigrit is the good Rigrit.

After parting with my close friend, I headed straight back to the Royal Guard barracks.

It was late afternoon, so the deputy commander selection must be over by now.
I wonder how it turned out. I'll ask during dinner.

As I headed toward the Royal Guard, a thought occurred to me.

'I need to get stronger too.'

My swordsmanship was still barely mid-tier compared to all Northern knights, let alone comparable to Ilaine's, and although I had accepted the power of ice crystals into my body, I couldn't handle cold magic.
Of course, I'm steadily training with the Snow Cold Sword and practicing magic.
I am gradually getting stronger.

'But it's also true that I haven't made much progress since becoming a knight.'

It's definitely not that I'm complacent after becoming a knight.
However, comparing before and after the knight exam, my growth has indeed slowed.

I suppose back then I had a tight time limit and a clear level to reach, which pushed me to grow continuously.
Now, with the broader goal of preparing for war, I tend to focus less on my own development.

I've already twisted the traitor incident to my advantage.
Now I've decided to focus on my own growth.

While changing the novel's plot to prepare for war is important,
ultimately, developing the skills to survive in battle is most crucial.
And the final means to deal with variables caused by changing events, like at the Snow Flower Tower, is the power I possess.

Meeting Rigrit was a good stimulus for me too.
Thanks to him, I also reflected on my own talents and felt the need to do my best to utilize them.

***

Wondering where Ilaine might be, but thinking she'd come here if I waited, I went to the Royal Guard Commander's office and stretched my shoulders, stiff from shooting arrows all day.
Come to think of it, seeing Rigrit's archery stamina, he must not have prepared for the knight exam half-heartedly.
How bad could he possibly be with a sword?

'Well, that knight exam... wasn't exactly easy.'

I breezed through the combat assessment called Highlight, and had luck with teammates and opponents in the second test.
But when I faced Sub-Captain Rine in the first test, I was genuinely terrified.

If Rigrit opened the door for his exam and faced the same situation I did...
Whew. I can't help but shake my head.

"What are you imagining that makes you smile like that?"

While lost in thought, I heard the door open, and Ilaine really did come here. As expected, we're in sync.

"Welcome back. I see the deputy commander test went well."
"Yes! It was an excellent result. You should have watched it. Battles between captains are quite rare."

Seeing Ilaine's bright expression, it seems everything went smoothly.
It's a shame there's no video recording in this fantasy world.

"How did it turn out?"
"His Excellency said it was not an easy decision, so he'll announce it after more consideration. It was certainly a competition worthy of such deliberation."
"You're making me even more curious now."

It must have been quite entertaining for Ilaine to speak like this, despite the fierce competition.
But for me, the result was more important than the process.

'It won't be Loron, right?'

Perhaps because of what Wizle told me.
I kept thinking about it.

One reason I wanted to get stronger was this sense of competition.
It's annoying, you know? Having an extremely capable man next to my woman. And he's handsome too.
This is absolutely not an inferiority complex.
Any man would understand.

"So what was so funny that you were smiling earlier? I'm curious too."

I couldn't help but laugh imagining Rigrit being caught by Sub-Captain Rine and flying away like a cat or mouse from an American comedy animation.

"Ta-da!"
"What's that?"
"I went to the Deepsnow mansion, and the cookies were delicious. I asked Lord Rigrit for some to bring back."

Actually, Rigrit packed them for me after noticing my interest, not because I asked.
But to score points, you have to embellish a little.
If I hadn't shown interest, Rigrit wouldn't have packed them, so technically I have some claim to credit. Yeah.

"I-Is that so? It's before dinner, but given your thoughtfulness and my craving for something sweet, I'll just have one."

Ilaine put one in her mouth with a delighted expression.

"Mmm!"

She exclaimed with wide eyes.
I knew she'd like them, but such a reaction makes me even more pleased.

Ilaine silently glanced at me, so I subtly held out the bag.
Nom.
She took another one.

"These are incredibly delicious. If they were for sale, I'd pay to eat them."
"I had a feeling you'd like them right away. How are they?"
"Are you saying you thought of me while eating these?"

Ilaine's lips twitched.

"Let's go out to eat!"

Though we've changed from secret dating to public dating...

"It's frustrating that I can't hug you because of this armor."

It seems Ilaine wants affection beyond the permitted range.
As before, for us, going out to eat was a signal to go home and be intimate.

***

"Lord Rigrit had such talent? I had no idea."

Ilaine, sitting behind me with her arms around me, was surprised by the story I told her.
I reached back to feed her cookies for dessert as I continued.

"I heard he's even hunted birds before. With skills like his, it seems entirely possible."
"Unlike his older brother Lord Isaac, I thought he had little interest in fighting. This is unexpected. I suppose it's the Deepsnow bloodline."

Then she tilted her head again.

"I haven't heard that Lord Rainel was particularly skilled with a bow either. Does that mean this is Lord Rigrit's unique talent?"
"It seems so."

If I suddenly recommended Rigrit to the Royal Guard, even Ilaine, who is favorable to my words, would find it strange.
So I carefully laid the groundwork first.
I'm literally feeding her snacks from Deepsnow as I speak.
Given her strictness about work, this won't count as major flattery, but it might have some effect, even if minimal.

By the way, Ilaine eating snacks is really cute.
Now I understand why adults used to enjoy that childish prank of pretending to feed but putting their finger in a child's mouth. Let me try...

Slip.

"?"

Ilaine was surprised when my finger entered her mouth instead of a cookie.

"The sugar makes it sweet."

She smiled with her eyes, then sucked on my finger and finally lightly licked the tip with her tongue.
Wow, damn, that's crazy.

With my face and entire body burning from the intense stimulation, Ilaine laughed playfully.

"I won't always just be led by you."
"...You really do learn physical things quickly."

She used to be just innocent and cute, but lately she's been showing a mischievous side that's quite troublesome.
In bed, I used to be the one teaching one-sidedly, but Ilaine has started making her own requests, making things hotter rather than more familiar.

Having caught each other's eyes during our playfulness, we shared a kiss before returning to our conversation.

"Ilaine, do you know how to shoot a bow?"
"I learned with His Excellency before, but neither of us can shoot well. His Excellency eventually learned non-sword techniques, and I just need to run fast and cut, so neither of us felt the need to master it."
"What about among the Royal Guard?"
"There aren't really any archers in the Royal Guard either. The Northern army basically uses close-combat weapons rather than bows."
"This is just my thought..."

Having laid sufficient groundwork, I finally got to my main point.

"Wouldn't Lord Rigrit's archery talent be useful for the Royal Guard in future battles? I think having a sniper by His Excellency's side would be a great help."

After speaking, I gauged Ilaine's reaction.

"Hmm, for you to recommend a member to me, you must really be impressed?"
"Not just impressed—I think it would be a waste not to use his talent. You'll understand once you see him."
"While I might grant most of your requests, you know I don't take Royal Guard matters lightly."
"I know that well."
"Yet you still suggested it... Alright, I'll check it out."
"Thank you!"

Fortunately, Ilaine, who had been listening with interest, readily agreed.

"But it won't be easy. As you now know, His Excellency doesn't let just anyone into the Royal Guard, even if they're a noble's child. Moreover, since Lord Rigrit isn't even a soldier, the screening process will be very strict."

That's what worries me too.
But this is all I can do.
If Grace asks questions during Ilaine's recommendation process, I can add a few words of support.

The rest is up to Rigrit.
Let's see how you do, friend.
I believe you're not foolish enough to miss this opportunity you've finally found.

Ch.82 - Chapter 82. Guard Unit Captain
The Deputy Captain of the Guard's schedule basically involves always being with the Captain.

And the Captain basically always accompanies the Northern Grand Duke.

Today, I was also guarding Grace's side along with Ilaine.

"Deputy Captain of the Guard. I wonder who would be better."

Grace was lost in thought about yesterday's evaluation.

At this rate, I wouldn't have a chance to bring up Rigrit.

"Haven't you decided yet?"
"Isn't it the same for you?"
"......"
"Hehe, that's because it's such a fierce competition."

Grace continued with a smile.

"First, I have to exclude Lord Gi, unfortunately. Among the three, he has the best relationship with the soldiers and showed the best results in the combat evaluation. But the deputy captain's role is to support the captain from behind, and his personality doesn't suit that. Lord Gi would be better suited to remain in the third squad as an assault force."

"I agree."

"The key is choosing between Lord Lorron and Lord Bendem. Both are skilled without question, and excellent at performing their duties. Lord Lorron has substituted for you in your absence, and Lord Bendem has assisted the fourth squad leader for a long time, so both would perform the deputy captain's role well."

Listening to this, it's clearly not an easy choice.

It seems Ilaine is struggling with the same concerns as Grace.

I suddenly became curious.

Who became the deputy captain in the novel?

In "Brave Lord," while Ilaine appeared as the Captain of the Guard, there was no mention of a deputy captain at all.

'That's strange.'

I understand that the deputy wouldn't have much presence since even Ilaine was an extra, but shouldn't their name at least have been mentioned?

Or perhaps...

'Was there no deputy captain in the original work?'

It's possible.

Originally, Ilaine would have been severely injured in the battle with Silver Sabertooth, losing much of her ability and not actively participating in combat afterward.

Because of that, she would have spent more time on administrative work, making a deputy captain unnecessary.

In contrast, the current Ilaine is physically fine, and due to the changed developments, powerful enemies like Low have invaded the north, causing her to be absent from duty due to combat injuries.

Additionally, since she wants to spend her personal time with me, unlike in the novel, she now needs someone to assist with her duties.

Looking at it this way, it seems like I'm stealing Ilaine's time, but...

I can see it.

How dark the expression of the novel's Ilaine must have been as she spared her body on the battlefield due to injuries and focused on administrative work.

Pouring all her time, even personal time, into work must have stemmed from her self-loathing.

Ilaine isn't as indifferent and cold as she appears on the surface.

She's someone who enjoys delicious food, wants to be close to people she likes, and falls asleep quickly when you hold her hand, feeling secure.

Just imagining how she must have felt in the novel makes my heart ache.

This is just speculation, but if that's the case, the deputy captain position is one that was newly created because of my existence in this world.

Is this also a kind of butterfly effect? How fascinating.

"Do you have a preference between the two?"
"I do."
"Oh, me too. Shall we exchange our thoughts? We might have the same choice."
"Alright."
"I'll go first. I choose Lord Bendem."

Nice, Your Grace.

As expected, you understand my feelings.

If the Grand Duke has decided, that's the end of it.

"He's an early member of the Guard, so he knows it as well as we do, and I was impressed when he gave up the squad leader position to Lord Wizle last time. Given his age, it seems he's aiming for this deputy position as his final career achievement. So I can't help but want to favor him."

Since both candidates are equally qualified, we have to look at other aspects.

I've heard that Bendem transferred from headquarters to the Guard on the recommendation of Arthur, the Knight Commander.

Having been there from the beginning, he's like a meritorious retainer to Grace, so she'd want to take care of him.

Besides, Lorron is still young and has plenty of opportunities ahead.

I can only listen since I can't intervene, but I fully support Grace's choice.

"And you?"
"I choose Lord Lorron."
"?"

What? Wait. What's this about?

The name that came from Ilaine's lips was the opposite of Grace's choice.

"Lord Lorron has excellently handled my absences, so he's already regarded as a deputy captain among the members. While both have shown perfect job performance, Lord Bendem's experience was limited to his squad, whereas Lord Lorron has already managed the entire unit's duties, making him the more certain choice in my opinion."

"Hmm."

Though slightly taken aback, Ilaine's reasoning made sense.

'Well, I suppose.'

Lorron is certainly a capable person. If he becomes deputy captain, he'll be a great help to the Guard.

Being ambitious, he'll perform his duties more enthusiastically as he gets promoted.

In truth, my opposition to Lorron stems from jealousy, so it's a bit embarrassing to actively support Grace.

Still, hearing Ilaine recommend Lorron made me feel a little dejected.

She's speaking without knowing, of course.

You know that feeling of petty spite?

I think I'll be the one initiating skinship today.

After exchanging opinions with Ilaine, Grace fell into silent contemplation, then...

"Good opinion. That was helpful."

Though no immediate conclusion was reached, Grace's expression brightened, and Ilaine continued.

"Your Grace, I also have something to discuss regarding Guard recruitment."

"Recruitment... That's indeed necessary. We haven't recruited anyone since Luke, and we need to replace those who were injured during the Snow Tower incident."

Since we were facing the Seven Heroes, the battle with Low produced knights like me, but there were also injuries.

Fortunately, none were fatal, but like a true assassin, Low severed tendons and muscles, making it difficult for the injured to return to their former abilities even after treatment.

Grace allowed those who wished to remain in the military to transfer to other units, and provided lifelong support to those who chose to retire.

"So, who is it?"
"Rigrit Deepsnow, the second son of the Deepsnow family."
"Huh?"

Grace blinked, wondering if she'd misheard.

"The recommender is Lord Luke, who is present here."

As Ilaine directed the arrow at me, Grace's gaze turned to me as well.

"I need to hear about this."

I told Grace about my archery experience with Rigrit at the Deepsnow mansion.

Of course, I included what Rigrit had told me at the party.

Grace listened attentively, clearly surprised.

"This is quite surprising. I've known Rigrit for a long time and thought he had no talent with the sword. To hear he's good with a bow."

"Since he has no military achievements, we need to evaluate him more strictly than usual, but if Lord Luke's words are true, I think it's worth checking."

"Hmm."

After pondering for a moment, Grace said:

"We've never recruited an archer into the Guard before... but considering future battles, we might need one. It's refreshing to bring this change to the Guard. Even if not for the Guard, we can't let that talent go to waste, so we can look for other options."

Great!

Grace, like Ilaine, had a positive reaction.

Plus, she volunteered to support him even if he couldn't join the Guard.

The Guard strictly examines not only skill but also character, but this shouldn't be a problem.

Though he has a cunning snake inside, Rigrit outwardly appears to be an exemplary and solid young nobleman.

Grace, with her good intuition, might detect a strange scent of villainy like Dorgon did, but since I reformed him at the mansion last time, it should have mostly disappeared by now.

"Heh, if a new recruit joins, does that mean Lord Luke will become a senior?"

Though I've already lost my rookie status since becoming a knight and receiving respect from regular members...

Still, the thought of having a junior felt refreshing.

Even though I want to be a good senior, as the Captain's aide, I probably won't interact with him that often.

***

The deliberation over who would become the Guard's deputy captain didn't last very long.

That afternoon, after final discussions with Ilaine, Grace gathered the Guard members and announced the deputy captain.

The person selected as the Guard's deputy captain was...

Second Squad Leader Lorron Tevar.

'Hmm.'

It was the opposite of what I had expected, but after hearing Grace and Ilaine's discussion, I understood it couldn't be helped.

If Grace argued from emotion, Ilaine argued from reason, and even I found Ilaine's argument more convincing.

Despite being appointed deputy captain, Lorron maintained his usual expressionless face.

He thanked Grace with proper etiquette, but showed no signs of joy, making it awkward even to feel jealous.

Instead, Third Squad Leader Gi, who didn't get the deputy position, seemed very disappointed.

The third squad was happy that their leader would remain, though; those guys should probably just stay together forever.

Instead, Grace made one more announcement:

She promoted Fourth Deputy Squad Leader Bendem to First Squad Leader.

This was to reduce the burden on Ilaine, who had been serving as both Captain and First Squad Leader, while also showing respect to Bendem as an early member.

Although there was no hierarchy among the four squads of the Guard, and the squad numbers didn't indicate strength...

The number 1 has always symbolized supremacy.

That's why Ilaine had been the First Squad Leader.

Though Bendem didn't become deputy captain, he was happy to become First Squad Leader.

First Deputy Squad Leader Anduril and the First Squad members all welcomed him.

Bendem's credibility as the most senior deputy squad leader was well-known in the Guard.

After the successful deputy captain inauguration ceremony, I was running errands for Ilaine despite feeling a bit bitter, when...

"Lord Luke, may I have a word with you?"
"?"

This feels like déjà vu.

Turning around, it was indeed Fourth Squad Leader Wizle.

Ah, the Fourth Squad was on night guard duty today.

I felt somewhat awkward toward her.

She had thoughtfully given me information, but I couldn't do anything with it.

But I wasn't in a position to do anything anyway.

"So that's how it turned out."
"I'm not blaming you, so don't worry. It wasn't something you could have changed anyway."

Wizle seemed to understand, showing only a bitter expression.

"Instead, I'll make sure the Captain's eyes don't wander elsewhere."
"Why would you want the Captain to only look at you? She should be looking at Her Grace."
"You know that's not what I meant. Couldn't you play along at times like this?"
"I know, but I found your tone just now off-putting. Were you always this flirtatious?"
"The Captain seems to like this sort of thing..."
"!"

Wizle's eyes widened as she took the red pill I didn't want to know about.

She shouldn't find this amusing.

"Sigh, talking with you is always exhausting. Anyway, that mindset is good. Keep that resolve and..."
"Shh, Squad Leader. Just a moment."
"?"

As I interrupted her, Wizle looked puzzled, but I gestured for her to be quiet.

Her eyes moved to where my hand was pointing, and there...

"Second Squad Leader?"

Lorron, who should have been in the barracks after work, was out in civilian clothes rather than armor.

While senior Guard members had some freedom for evening outings if not overnight stays, just like Ilaine and me...

What reason would the Second Squad Leader, now Deputy Captain, Lorron have to be near the Winter Palace when he wasn't on night duty?

Sensing something suspicious, Wizle and I nodded to each other and secretly observed him.

"Oh my, have you been waiting long?"
"?"

A beautiful woman appeared and approached Lorron, asking.

But the surprising part was...

"Not at all, my lady."
"?!"

Lorron, who was always stiff and cold as if wearing a mask...

Showed a gentle smile and kissed her hand.
Very romantically.

"You seem to be in a good mood today."
"Actually, I was promoted to deputy captain today."
"Oh, really? Congratulations!"
"That's why I wanted to spend this time with you. Shall we go?"

The woman gave a shy smile and took Lorron's arm.

Lorron matched his pace with the shorter woman as they headed somewhere.

"......"
"......"

After the incredibly affectionate couple disappeared, I said to Wizle:

"Squad Leader."
"......"
"Have you ever been told that you have very poor intuition or an overactive imagination?"
"......"
"It just occurred to me. Maybe the reason Lord Lorron often looked at the Captain was because he saw her as a mentor and wanted to learn from her? They do have similar personalities."
"...No."

Wizle denied it with a trembling voice, then:

"To think Second Squad Leader was such a promiscuous person. Is this separating public and private life? Meeting another woman behind her back, how could he..."
"Squad Leader, please be reasonable. Anyone can see they're a long-established couple. I know because I've been like that lately. Besides, Lord Lorron is a nobleman; wouldn't he have a fiancée?"
"Ugh..."
"Come on, let's just leave it be. It turns out what you were worried about was just your own misunderstanding."

Genuinely relieved, I teased Wizle with a grin, and she fled, her face red with the shame of realizing she had been completely mistaken.

She probably wants to kick herself under the covers.

But since she's on night guard duty today, she can't even do that, and I couldn't help but laugh seeing her trembling as she performed her escort duties.

Suddenly, memories from my previous life came to mind.

At school or work, when a man and woman talked together, the women around would make a fuss about them possibly being interested in each other.

I remember the accuracy rate wasn't that high. The real couples dated secretly.

Humming a tune, I headed to where Ilaine was.

Today, too, my love life remains smooth sailing.

Ch.83 - Chapter 83. New Face (1)
After being promoted to Vice-Captain, Loron reported directly to the Vice-Captain's office following his inauguration ceremony.

With the vacant positions of 2nd Squad Leader and 4th Assistant Squad Leader set to be filled with new appointments, the Guard would likely be buzzing with excitement for a while.

When I casually asked Ilaine if I could apply too.

"You'll get rejected."

I gave up.

As I'm still a knight-in-training, I'd feel awkward becoming a squad leader, and I'm perfectly content with my current position.

If I were to leave, someone else would take my place as aide, and I'm not particularly fond of that idea either.

...Am I actually quite jealous by nature?

I feel like I've been that way lately.

Just as Ilaine is influenced by me, I suppose I'm influenced by her too.

I was assigned to guide Loron on his first day as Vice-Captain.

"How is it? I arranged everything to be as clean and simple as possible, considering your usual preferences, Vice-Captain."

"Did you do this yourself?"

"Yes."

"Good."

Loron remained expressionless today as well, but judging by how quickly a positive response came from his lips, he seemed satisfied.

The Vice-Captain's office was newly created by renovating a previously unused room to provide accommodations befitting his rank.

This is exactly why they created the aide position, so I took charge of decorating the room.

I've never actually studied interior design.

But in my previous life, I'd seen enough offices. I'd also moved enough times to be sick of studio apartments.

Furniture arranged for efficient movement, clean windows for light and ventilation, neat and organized shelves without clutter.

It was basically a model house-style room with just the essentials, which would perfectly suit Loron's taste.

In fact, Ilaine, who has a similar personality, asked me to reorganize her room after seeing the completed office.

'Sigh, being too competent is exhausting.'

While the work here is demanding, I don't mind since this is like a major corporation that properly rewards competence.

Perhaps because of what I witnessed last evening.

I'm not personally close with Loron, so the atmosphere still felt awkward, but somehow I felt an inner sense of camaraderie with him.

Cold and brusque at work, yet warm and affectionate in front of his lover—that contrasting charm.

I know it well, and it's truly something special.

Now that we'd be working closely together in an official capacity.

Wanting to become friends with him, I casually mentioned:

"I saw you yesterday evening while I was on duty, Vice-Captain."

"......"

"Was that your fiancée with you? You two looked very good together, quite affectionate."

Since they were meeting openly in public, it couldn't have been a secret affair.

Judging by the expressions they had for each other, theirs wasn't a loveless political arrangement but a relationship full of genuine affection.

So I complimented their relationship. I know from experience that it feels good to receive praise about one's relationship with a lover.

"She is Lady Trobi, my fiancée whom I've known since childhood. We've decided to marry within the next month."

Wow, an engagement between noble families, but it's a pure love story between childhood friends?

And they're getting married next month? Hey, where's my invitation?

This is getting more and more interesting.

Come to think of it, there are quite a few prospective grooms planning to marry within the Guard. Maybe it's because they're young.

I suddenly wondered about Senior Garen from the 1st Squad. I wonder how his love life is going.

Just as I was getting excited, eager to become closer with the 'I can't resist this' mindset.

"I thought you had proper manners. Is it appropriate to discuss a superior's private life? Please refrain from doing so."

"I apologize."

I got scolded by a man even more rigid than Ilaine.

Dejected.

***

As someone who had originally managed the Guard's affairs alongside Ilaine, Loron performed his Vice-Captain duties flawlessly, just as expected.

Both Ilaine and Grace acknowledged that he was an excellent choice, as he handled his new responsibilities without any hitches despite the position being new to him.

Although my attempt to become friendly with him failed, my respect for him only increased.

Thanks to the capable Loron taking on much of the administrative work, Ilaine's burden was reduced, and I got to spend more time training with her.

Not that I'm trying to pursue a romance—my current status is knight-in-training, and since Ilaine is my supervising knight, I needed to learn swordsmanship from her to become stronger.

I suddenly remembered what Arthur once told me.

That pure devotion to one's love is the model for knighthood.

Though he may be excessively rigid when in work mode.

Loron, the Vice-Captain who excels at his job, has no personal issues, and is devoted to his love.

According to the Captain's logic, wouldn't he be the ideal knight?

There was one more person whose favor increased because of Loron.

Passing through the corridor, I encountered 4th Squad Leader Wizzle and greeted her with a mischievous grin.

"...Please don't smile like that."

"It's a sign of friendliness. We're comrades, aren't we?"

"What kind of comrades?"

"Members of Captain Ilaine's fan club. Today again, all is well around the Captain."

"Ugh."

Wizzle seemed to realize I was teasing her and got flustered, but she couldn't retort and fled instead.

'Ah, tsk tsk.'

She brought this on herself.

Still, seeing how she filled the Vice-Captain's office with necessary items at her own expense under the pretext of a congratulatory gift, she clearly has a strong fan devotion but also a conscience befitting a Guard Squad Leader.

For me, it's great—I get to save the Guard's budget and have someone to tease.

Besides Loron's appointment as Vice-Captain, there was one more significant change in the Guard.

"It's been a while."

"Should I say I'm back?"

"Then I'll welcome you back."

Sophia returned to the Winter Palace.

She had suffered the most severe injuries during the Snow Flower Tower incident and needed time to recover.

It seems her pride was badly hurt by that incident, and even after recovery, she shut herself in the Snow Flower Tower, focusing on strengthening the tower's security and defenses.

It must have been serious, as she didn't even show her face at the grand council attended by northern dignitaries or at parties held for the upper echelons.

"I'm glad to see you're healthy. No aftereffects, I hope?"

"That bastard... after messing me up so badly, he somehow left my internal organs intact. He beat me with such technical precision."

Sophia gritted her teeth, still bitter about it.

Though she has some eccentric tendencies, she usually maintains proper etiquette in front of others. Seeing her express emotions this openly suggests that while her body may have healed, her pride still bears deep scars.

"I heard from Father. The mastermind behind this incident was the Central, and we're going to clash with the West, who are Central's pawns, right?"

"A perfect summary."

"Good. If they want war, let them have it. I'll drop volcanic bombs on their territory."

Still, those aftereffects became a driving force for her development beyond what I saw in the novel.

Previously, Sophia was dispatched to the Winter Palace because the Snow Flower Tower wanted to investigate me as a rising rookie, and because Dariel, the master of the Snow Flower Tower, wanted to match Sophia and me together.

However, the examination of my body was thoroughly conducted after the Snow Flower Tower incident under the pretext of helping me recover. And the connection with Sophia was Dariel's personal ambition, so it remains a secret.

Nevertheless, the reason Sophia was dispatched here again was because she had been assigned to the Guard as a magic consultant.

Although she hadn't completely changed her affiliation—it was more of a temporary assignment—Sophia's joining the Guard was a significant help.

Guard members are recruited from the military, so they're all knights and soldiers.

Grace had initially considered including mages, but the plan was abandoned because mages, accustomed to scholarly lifestyles rather than military ones, refused to sacrifice their research time.

As a result, the only magic users in the Guard were a few knights who had learned magic as a supplementary skill.

With Sophia's addition, the Guard's magical capabilities were strengthened.

The Northern Guard also serves as a royal guard, and the Northern Grand Duke leads from the front in battle.

Strengthening the Guard's combat power means strengthening the North's core military strength.

'Perhaps young mages who admire her achievements might join the Guard in the future.'

Whether in a fantasy world or modern civilized society.

People admire heroes and want to follow in their footsteps.

All things considered, the person who benefited most from Sophia's joining was, of course:

"Hmm, judging by the flow of mana, I see you haven't been slacking off."

Sophia checked my condition with her mana sight and smiled with satisfaction.

"As I heard, you really do possess cold mana. You absorbed some of the ice crystal's power, correct?"

"I've only absorbed it, but I still can't utilize it."

"That seems to be the case. The heat flows smoothly throughout your body, but the cold energy remains frozen in place, not moving at all."

She can even tell that much?

As expected of someone with mana sight and detection abilities.

Sophia had always been my mana training mentor.

It was thanks to her teachings that I became more proficient in heat manipulation.

Since Sophia is both a fire-specialized mage and an elder-level mage of the Snow Flower Tower, I thought she might be able to use cold magic as well, given that the Snow Flower Tower is the sacred ground of cold magic.

"Cold magic? Of course I can use it. I just don't often because it's not my preference."

"Could you possibly teach me how to handle cold energy?"

"Fufu, I've joined the Grand Duke's Guard as a magic consultant. Of course I can teach you."

Sophia gladly accepted my request.

"Then let's begin the lesson right away. If we're talking about magic, it's not particularly difficult. You input the defined magic formula and inject mana—that's it. Of course, there are differences in how to inject mana according to each attribute, but since you're not a mage, I don't need to explain that far."

Even though I had just asked for confirmation, Sophia immediately started the lesson.

True to a mage who can't resist magic or mysterious phenomena.

She was originally in charge of my mana lessons anyway.

Now that she confirmed the presence of ice crystal's cold energy within me, her curiosity was stimulated, eager to see results.

Having been frustrated at not being able to utilize the ice crystal's power, I quietly listened to Sophia's explanation.

"Do you think fire and cold are opposing concepts?"

"Aren't they? Fire melts cold, and intense cold extinguishes fire."

"Then you must have been operating cold mana differently from your usual heat manipulation. To keep them from clashing."

"Well... yes, I suppose. Since I'm much more proficient with heat manipulation, if the cold energy touches it, it would melt away."

"That's where you're wrong."

"?"

Sophia clapped her hands once, like a teacher gathering attention.

"Fire and cold are not opposites. For example, they say day and night cannot coexist, right?"

"Yes."

"Then what about dawn? It's both the end of night and the beginning of morning. Is dawn night or day?"

"!"

"Fufu, you're still quick to understand. In natural elements, there are no opposing concepts like right and left. Even right and left change direction depending on the observer. The same goes for fire and cold. When there's less heat, it gets cold, and when a cold wind blows, the temperature drops."

"...Isn't that opposite?"

"No. If I had to make an analogy, when fire and cold meet, water is born, so rather than being opposites, they're like male and female, harmonizing and coexisting together."

"Harmony... coexistence..."

"With this in mind, don't handle cold mana too far away from heat. Instead, try to make the cold flow along the same path as your heat mana. It will be much easier if you move the cold along the familiar mana pathways."

I truly understand now why they say finding a good teacher is crucial when learning something.

In every fantasy I've seen, fire and ice are always portrayed as contrasting elements, so I had been training them as separate mana types.

I never imagined that fire and cold could be like male and female, harmonizing and coexisting together.

"Thank you! I think I see a clue now!"

"Fufu."

Sophia proudly rejoiced at having opened the eyes of another seeker, then began looking around.

"By the way, I don't see the Guard Captain."

Previously, when I had mana lessons with Sophia, Ilaine would pretend to observe while monitoring us despite her busy schedule, or she would pass by and strike up a conversation, pretending it was coincidental.

She would hover around, wary that I might show interest in the intelligent and cute-looking Sophia.

But now, Ilaine wasn't nearby.

Since the party, she's become more relaxed, confident that my heart wouldn't waver even if another woman approached me.

She calmly agreed when I said I was going to meet Sophia.

Of course, I had to kiss her hand before leaving.

According to Ilaine, kissing the back of the hand is a common greeting in high society, so it doesn't count as an excessive display of affection.

I accepted without trying to understand.

"Back then, I was still a soldier, so she was concerned, but now that I've become a knight, she probably won't come unless something's wrong."

"I see..."

Seeing Sophia's clearly disappointed expression, I quietly observed her for a moment.

"Since we're talking about the Captain, please congratulate me."

"For what?"

"We're dating."

"?"

"We're even considering marriage."

That day, another Ilaine fan's world crumbled, following Wizzle's.

I'm in no position to criticize Ilaine.

These intense reactions are secretly quite entertaining.

I'm truly wicked.

Ch.84 - Chapter 84. New Face (2)
Following Wizzle, Sophia also became a victim(?) of the shocking confession.
But she quickly regained her composure.
Unlike Wizzle who was a fan, she had targeted Elaine with romantic intentions, but the magician's rational attitude was that there are plenty of women in the world.

Looking at it objectively, Elaine didn't really match Sophia's preferences except for having a large chest.
Her taste was for cute, round hamster-like appearances.
Elaine was cute too, but that was more about her personality than her face, which could be described as handsome rather than cute.

Besides, nothing had really developed between them anyway.
If anything, until recently, Elaine had been wary of her as a romantic rival.

In the novel, Sophia had also set her sights on one of Aran's companions, but unfortunately, that person was the main heroine who was single-mindedly devoted to Aran.
Back then, Sophia had given up as well.
Now that I think about it, Sophia's love life has been rather unfortunate.

What can you do?
Being a lesbian in a medieval fantasy society isn't easy.
Still, I hoped that someday she would find her own love.

Though she had regained her rationality, she still felt disappointed enough not to offer congratulations.
At least she wasn't openly sulking like Wizzle, and seemed to want to just move past it with a "I loved her..." so I also kept quiet without teasing her.
Since she hadn't exactly come out to me, I couldn't offer comfort either.

"How is the ice crystal research progressing?"

I decided to change the subject and ask about something I was curious about.
Even though I had provided them with a large boulder-sized ice crystal, revealed Hancheol's location, and introduced them to the blacksmith Bill to learn synthesis techniques.
The ice crystal was entirely under the Snow Flower Tower's jurisdiction, so I didn't know the progress.

I tried to casually check through Bill, but he seemed to be staying at the Snow Flower Tower these days, with his weapon shop closed and a note saying "Temporarily closed for business" on the door.

Honestly, I was a bit annoyed, but realistically, I wasn't in a position to receive reports on the ice crystal research.
I had already done everything I could, and now it was up to them to handle it. Besides, if I poked around the Snow Flower Tower's business too much, I might attract the attention of the tower master Dariel, so I decided to wait patiently.

Still, after all I've done for them, surely they'd share some of the benefits with me.
I don't mean to brag, but without me, the ice crystal might have been destroyed by that red thug. They said it could regenerate if infused with magic, so they should be willing to give me a piece.

When Grace tried to give me a Silver Sting before, I was tempted but declined because it was awkward to use, but I had no intention of passing up an ice crystal weapon.
I already had cold attribute magic power in my body, and it was a recognized cheat item in the novel. Obtaining it would greatly help improve my abilities.

"Ah, the ice crystal?"

Sophia, as a prospective elder of the Snow Flower Tower, seemed knowledgeable and answered me.
My friendship with her was partly why I didn't need to snoop around the tower.
If I was really curious, I could just ask Sophia.

"The analysis research is almost complete. The property itself is simple—extremely condensed cold magic power—but its power is incredibly deep and vast. It's similar to my magic eyes, you could say."

Magic eyes are also a phenomenon where changes occur in a person's body due to an overflow of magic power.
The ice crystal is also cold magic power extremely condensed into mineral form, so it could be considered a similar case.

"So does that mean anyone can use cold magic just by injecting magic power, even without learning cold magic? Like how magic eyes allow one to see the flow of magic just by possessing them."
"Yes, that's right. ...Wait, who told you about the ice crystal research? You seem to know about it."

Oops, I almost made a mistake.
Having knowledge from the novel can be troublesome in situations like this. I know too much, so it's confusing what I'm allowed to mention.

"I heard it from a magician at the Snow Flower Tower when they were treating me."
"Ah, I see."

But by now I had enough experience as a transmigrator to handle it smoothly.
When I answered brazenly, Sophia didn't suspect anything and continued.

"Weapon development has also begun. Hmm, since you're not affiliated with the tower but are still involved, I suppose I can tell you."
"Thank you."
"First, the most urgent need is for military weapons, so they're developing new magic cannons using ice crystal fragments. The power control is difficult, but when completed, they'll be quite formidable."
"Mmm-hmm."
"While anyone can use cold magic by injecting magic power, it's better for those familiar with the cold attribute to try it first. That means the Snow Flower Tower magicians, so they're also making staffs. They'll be distributed to elder-level magicians and above, but I declined since I specialize in fire magic."
"Mmm-hmm...?"
"Then there's reinforcement of city walls and defensive magic arrays. The immense cold of the ice crystal can be used for defense as well as offense."

As I listened quietly, I noticed something strange.
In the novel, the weapon made from the ice crystal was a sword, not a cannon or staff.
Why wasn't Sophia mentioning the crystal sword?

Of course, in the novel, the situation was urgent, so they made a sword to immediately strengthen the northern region's strongest fighter, Grace.
Now they have plenty of time to research the ice crystal, allowing for more diverse weapon development.
In terms of warfare, cannons are more important than swords, but...
As a reader, I'm curious.

"I heard something about making a sword too... is there no progress on that front?"

I couldn't help but ask, and Sophia showed an awkward expression when I mentioned the sword.

"Ah, the sword."
"?"

What's going on?
Last time Dariel was also troubled, even though I gave him Hancheol. Why the same reaction?

"Isn't it working even with Hancheol?"
"Well, you could say it's not working well..."

Ah, why? What's the problem now?
I've given them everything.
I've shared all my novel knowledge, and now I have nothing left to help with.
Sigh, having come this far, I can't back out now.
I decided to at least hear what she had to say.

"What's the problem?"
"The problem... is something even we can't fix, which makes it difficult."
"A problem that even the Snow Flower Tower can't solve?"
"Bill, was it? The craftsman? It's a problem he has to overcome himself."

What's happening with Bill?
In "Brave Lord," Bill's character was simply defined as the genius blacksmith who created the crystal sword.
He created the crystal sword by combining ice crystal and Hancheol in a way no one else had thought of, and as a minor supporting character, he didn't appear afterward.

I only learned after coming to this world that he was an ordinary citizen and that he transformed when it came to weapons.
So I had no idea what could be troubling him.

"He's an extremely passionate person. To us, his work seems excellent, but to his craftsman's eye, it must not be satisfactory, as he's not content with any of his creations. He's so persistent that even the magicians are amazed and shake their heads."
"..."

Whew, somehow that's a relief.
It's like a potter breaking his pottery while shouting "This isn't it!"

Bill is a person with immense pride in his weapons and firm convictions as a blacksmith.
In the novel, perhaps the situation was so urgent that he had to compromise to create quickly. Or maybe he did his best under those circumstances without having time to perfect it.
Now that he has time, it seems Bill is giving his all without compromising his principles.

'Wait, could it be...'

What if the one in the novel was just a prototype, and this time a fully evolved, perfect crystal sword will be born?
This is getting exciting.

"Ah, speaking of swords, I just remembered something."
"?"
"I mentioned earlier that weapons made from ice crystals would be given first to those familiar with the cold attribute."
"Yes, you did."
"You'll likely be one of those candidates, Luke. No, you'll probably be the test subject for the weapons."
"?!"

Oh? I was expecting some benefits, but is she telling me this right away?

"Really?"
"You know that weapons suitable for knights are being developed according to the Grand Duke's orders, right?"
"Yes, I've heard about that."
"Since we're not knights, we need the cooperation of skilled knights to develop weapons for knights, and fortunately, we have a knight right here."

Sophia pointed at me with a grin.

"And not just any knight—one who has absorbed the cold of the ice crystal into his body and has experience using its power in actual combat."
"!"

My goodness. This is all connecting.
It seems what I'm getting is not just a small benefit.
This is like a whole steamer full of rice cakes.

'Hang in there, Bill! Sleep is for the dead anyway!'

As I was cheering for Bill, who was probably clutching his head while working, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

'Wait.'

There was one more knight who had used the ice crystal's power in actual combat, though they hadn't absorbed its cold into their body.
The person who received the Heukyo I threw, filled with the ice crystal's cold, and delivered the final blow to Rowe.
The person who created the eye of the sword aura with the ice crystal.
Elaine also met the conditions Sophia mentioned.

***

Sophia's joining the guard benefited many others besides me.
Knights who had concerns about magic power usage and soldiers who wanted to learn magic to prepare for knighthood sought her advice.
Some knights even began to formally study magic that they had previously only learned as combat support.
Sophia seemed to enjoy having the newbies chirping around her.

While the guard's new face was making a brilliant debut...
I came to welcome another new face.

"Alright, let's see what you've got."

Grace crossed her arms with an intrigued expression.
Standing before her with a tense face was...

"Yes!"

Rigrit Deepsnow.
His guard admission test had begun.

As it was with me, normally guard recruitment involves internal verification of the candidate's specialization and reputation to determine if they're suitable.
Then the guard captain, Elaine, visits for an interview and makes the decision.
(By the way, when I asked Elaine if she fell for me during that time, she said no, which made me a bit glum. She really can't say things just to please people.)
If the candidate is willing to join the guard and passes Elaine's interview, they finally meet with Grace and are assigned to the guard.

In other words, not every guard member is personally tested by the Northern Grand Duke.
But since Rigrit was such a special case, Grace decided to attend in person to test his skills and make the decision.
She was also curious about the archery skills of this younger brother she knew.

Rigrit seemed surprised that Grace would come all the way to the Deepsnow mansion for the assessment, and he was visibly nervous.
However, true to his ambitious nature, he recognized this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and became even more serious.

'Hmm, he looks good.'

His attire was different from when he was shooting arrows before.
Back then, he had the air of a noble young master enjoying a sport, but today he already looked like a proper archer.
With light leather armor for mobility and iron gauntlets on his arms for protection, he looked ready for the battlefield.

Of course, Elaine was also present for the guard member assessment, and I accompanied her as her deputy.

"You acted uninterested during the deputy captain's assessment, but you came to see this. Are you curious about the result of your recommendation?"

Elaine asked with a slight smile beside me.
Though now I was needlessly worried, I had been very interested during the deputy captain assessment too.
Sensing that Elaine wanted to tease me, I played along.

"I thought the young master might be less nervous if there was at least one person cheering him on, rather than two people intimidating him with their gazes."
"Hmm, it seems you're not the only one cheering him on."

Elaine's gaze shifted to Grace's side.
There stood a middle-aged nobleman with graying hair, looking as tense as if he were the one being tested.
It was Rigrit's father, Rainel.

I wondered if parents were allowed to observe guard assessments, but Grace didn't seem to mind, so Rainel was watching his son's test.
The only condition was that he couldn't interfere with the assessment.

'He must be concerned.'

It must be confusing yet intriguing to receive an offer from the North's core unit to test a second son who isn't even a soldier.

'Well... I'm curious about the outcome too.'

What's about to happen wasn't even mentioned in the novel.
Even as a transmigrator, I sat at the gambling table with a tense heart. From the start, I was forced to go all-in without time to think.

"Begin!"

Ch.85 - Chapter 85. New Face (3)
The first test was target shooting.
Recalling how Ligrit had hit the center with perfect accuracy last time, one might think it's nothing special.
But the young master's sports and the Guard's examination are on completely different levels.

'...Even with my archery skills from my past life, I'm not confident about this.'

In my past life, I prided myself on my archery skills thanks to superior genetics.
But even then, my skills were only at the level of traditional village experience activities.
To hit that target, I'd need a gun rather than a bow.
And not just a pistol, but something like a K2 rifle.

That's how impossibly far away the target was.
I couldn't tell if it was actually small or just appeared small due to the distance. The target was tiny either way.

"First, I'll check your rapid-fire ability and accuracy. You need to hit the target with all ten arrows in this quiver. Miss more than three and you fail."

Ilaine, the Captain of the Guard, personally conducted Ligrit's examination.
Usually, she would speak respectfully to Ligrit, but now, as Guard Captain facing a candidate, she addressed him coldly and informally.

Ligrit nodded and immediately drew his first arrow.
The distance and target size were already challenging enough, but with these conditions added, it seemed like a lot of pressure.
Yet Ligrit calmly pulled the bowstring and—
Ping.

When the first arrow was released, everyone turned their heads.
A blue flag was raised.
It meant a hit.
Grace raised an eyebrow with an "Oh?" while Lionel's eyes widened in surprise.

Ligrit seemed excited by his success, his lips starting to curl up, but he quickly regained his composure and prepared the second arrow.
This was because Ilaine was watching him sharply while everyone else was expressing admiration.

Ligrit shot his second arrow, and again a blue flag was raised.
Then another blue flag, and another.
After taking two breaths as if to steady himself, his next arrow also earned a blue flag.
He had already hit the target five times out of ten.

'Did he practice in the meantime?'

Even with natural talent for archery, one would expect mistakes when suddenly facing increased difficulty after only practicing casually at the mansion.
Yet while Ligrit's face showed tension, his posture remained steady and calm.
Now that I looked closer, he seemed accustomed to the weight of his equipment too.

'So he wasn't just wearing it to look good.'

Though he could be mistaken for a self-deprecating noble young master due to his severe inferiority complex, that guy was surprisingly hardworking.
He had lived as a kind and friendly socialite while hiding his dark inner thoughts, and how much effort must it have taken to act so well that no one noticed?
He caused trouble in the novel because his efforts were misdirected, but if he had channeled his efforts correctly...

'So this is what happens.'

He hit the seventh arrow.
Three remained.
Just one more hit would be enough to pass, and some of the tension visibly left Ligrit's face.

"Hmm?"

Ilaine looked at Grace and nodded.
Did they exchange some signal?
I hadn't heard anything about this, so I focused on Ilaine.

The moment Ligrit shot his eighth arrow—
Slash!

"!"

Ilaine swiftly drew her sword and cut down the arrow Ligrit had shot.
Ligrit stared at her with wide, surprised eyes, but—

"Miss, one."

Ilaine counted it as a failure in a cold voice.
Lionel turned to Grace in shock, but Grace remained impassive.
Everyone finally understood the situation.
There had been such a trap at the end.

'Two arrows left, and he needs to hit just one to pass.'

But both would likely be intercepted by Ilaine.
Even if she didn't interfere, the anxiety of expecting interference would make it hard to maintain composure.
Indeed, Ligrit's pupils were trembling violently.

"If you take too long, that will also count as a miss."

At Ilaine's warning, Ligrit reluctantly took out the ninth arrow.
He drew the bowstring but hesitated to release it, glancing at Ilaine as if unsure whether to shoot.

Ilaine stood in the arrow's path with her sword drawn, her gaze pressuring him as if counting down time.
When Ligrit's pounding tension became palpable even to me—

"!"

Suddenly, as if struck by an idea, Ligrit turned his bow.
The direction his arrow was pointing—

"Ilaine?"

Ping.
Ligrit gritted his teeth and shot with more force than any previous arrow.
The ninth arrow's target was not the bullseye but—
Ilaine herself.

Slash.
Despite Ligrit's unexpected move, Ilaine calmly deflected the arrow aimed at her with high-speed swordsmanship, but—

Flutter.
As Ilaine deflected the arrow, a blue flag was raised.
The blue flag signaling a hit meant—

"Huff, huff."

Ligrit's quiver was empty.
Somehow his bow was once again pointing at the target, not at Ilaine.

"Well done."

Grace smiled with satisfaction.
Just now, Ligrit had shot the ninth arrow at Ilaine while simultaneously drawing the tenth arrow and firing it without even aiming.
He trusted only the instinct that had already hit the target seven times.
And that instinct was accurate.

"You pass the first test."
"Phew..."

When Grace personally declared him passed, Ligrit finally let out a sigh of relief and lowered his shoulders.

It was good improvisation from my perspective too.
Targeting Ilaine to seal her movements, then quickly hitting the target in that brief moment when her guard was down.
But to accomplish that required rapid-fire skill, accuracy, and the courage to take such a risk with only one arrow left.
Ligrit demonstrated all of these.

Moreover, even if he had planned it and had the ability to execute it—
There would naturally be psychological resistance to shooting an arrow at a person.
Was this because he was someone who could betray the North for his own sake? His personality was truly twisted.

"Did you deliberately not deflect the last one?"
"?"

What did she just say?

"This examination isn't meant to fail him. Archery skills like his are rare even within the Northern army."

Ilaine calmly answered Grace's curious question.
Wait, does this mean—
Ilaine could have deflected the tenth arrow too if she wanted?
She let it pass to acknowledge Ligrit's skill?

'Ah, I see now.'

When Ligrit shot the arrow at Ilaine, I was surprised but not worried.
Normally, one would worry if an arrow flew toward their lover.
I must have vaguely known.
With Ilaine's skills, deflecting a straight-flying arrow was nothing, and she could have deflected the next one too if she wanted.

Just then, Ilaine looked at me and grinned.
As if showing off her skills, I sighed at the sight.
Yes, you're amazing as always, my dear.
But next time, give me some warning. I was genuinely startled, regardless of whether I was worried.

***

The second test took place outside the Deepsnow mansion.

The content of this test was also simple.
Within a time limit, collect three different types of berries and catch one animal from the forest.
Seven arrows were provided, with up to three misses allowed.

If the previous test assessed rapid-fire ability and accuracy, this one was to evaluate mobility and swift mission execution.
Ilaine accompanied him as supervisor, and we waited for Ligrit's return.

"Did you know the young master possessed such archery skills?"

Grace asked Lionel, perhaps out of boredom.
In formal settings like assemblies, she used informal speech for the Grand Duke's dignity, but in private, she showed respect to fellow high nobles by speaking formally.
Lionel shook his head at Grace's question.

"He used to shoot for fun in the past, but he hasn't picked up a bow recently, so I had no idea."
"Hmm, was he deliberately hiding it?"
"I don't know why. That's why I was a bit surprised when he offered to teach Lord Luke archery."
"?"

Grace's gaze turned to me.

"You were going to learn archery from Ligrit?"
"Yes."

I answered immediately as the arrow of conversation flew toward me.

"When we met at the party last time, he mentioned being good at archery, and since I was curious about it, I decided to learn."

Grace looked at me meaningfully after my explanation.

"Ah, so that's why you recommended him."

She nodded with a smirk.
Her gaze was somehow chilling.
Though she said nothing, her eyes seemed to say, "You two again? How interesting," creating a strange atmosphere.

Grace turned her gaze back to Lionel.

"Since he's not here, let me ask you this. What do you think? Do you approve of bringing Ligrit into my Guard?"
"Well..."

After pondering Grace's question briefly, Lionel replied:

"I'll be honest. When I first heard about the Guard's recruitment test, I was perplexed. I could understand if it were Isaac, but Ligrit hadn't shown anything special, so I wondered why you wanted him. I know the Grand Duke isn't that kind of person, but I wondered if there might be political reasons."
"Hmm."
"Even if there were such reasons, I wouldn't mind. After all, having my second son join the Guard, considered one of the North's finest units, would further enhance our family's reputation, following my eldest who is the Defense Captain."

Lionel continued to speak his mind candidly:

"But when I saw the look in my son's eyes as he prepared for the Guard's test, I wanted to support him regardless of the reason."
"Why is that?"
"Ligrit always smiled, but there was something empty about it. For the first time, his eyes were filled with passionate fire. I never saw that look even when he challenged the knight examination."

Lionel's gaze turned to me.

"Lord Luke, was it you? The one who ignited the fire in Ligrit's eyes?"
"I..."
"Don't think about lying. His eyes changed after your visit. That child mentioned your name often."

My opponent was one of the top five power holders in the North, a seasoned politician and experienced high noble.
With him speaking with such conviction, I had nowhere to hide.

"That's right. His archery skills were so impressive that day, I thought it would be a waste to let them go unused, so I encouraged him."
"I knew it."

Lionel smiled as if he had expected this, then continued:

"That's when I realized. It wasn't the Grand Duke who had ulterior motives for the Guard, but Ligrit himself. He must have thought he could spread his wings there. He always envied his talented brother but couldn't spread his own wings due to lack of ability."

So this is what it means to be a father. Lionel had some understanding of the inferiority complex Ligrit harbored.
That's probably why, even in the novel, when Ligrit caused trouble, Lionel scolded him but ultimately helped him, saying it couldn't be helped.
No parent can overcome their love for their child.

"However..."
"?"
"I never imagined his method would be archery. Tsk, a second son of a noble family using a bow like a commoner? How frivolous."

Grace chuckled at Lionel's complaint.
Despite everything, he was a traditional noble of the North, faithful to its stereotypes, wishing his son would advance with a sword rather than a bow.

"Lord, you say that even after seeing those archery skills?"
"I admit it's impressive, even if he is my child. But still, I'd prefer if he acted more like a Deepsnow... Never mind, he's already made up his mind, so there's no point in outsiders commenting further."

Lionel snorted and crossed his arms grumpily.
Grace laughed as she teased him.
Truly, no parent can overcome their love for their child.

Shortly after, Ligrit returned, and in his hands were indeed three tree berries and one rabbit.
Ilaine, who had accompanied him, confirmed that he had hunted everything fairly with arrows and without cheating.

"Impressive skills. Better than any archery I've ever seen. Protect me with that bow, and cut down my enemies with those arrows. From today, you are a member of the Northern Guard. Let's sweep through the glorious battlefield together."

Grace rose from her seat, approached Ligrit, and personally patted his shoulder, acknowledging his assignment to the Guard.
Ligrit saluted with a moved expression at the North Grand Duke's bright smile. Lionel, watching his second son intently, couldn't help but smile wryly as if resigned.

With this, the Guard gained a powerful asset while the North lost a potential enemy.

Ch.86 - Chapter 86. The Third Conspiracy
# Hierarchy Matters

In any organization, hierarchy is important.
Schools, military, companies, even among siblings.

If asked to choose the best position in a hierarchy, it's undoubtedly the top.
In the military, it's the sergeant major; in companies, the chairman; among siblings, the eldest.

These individuals inherently possess tremendous power within their organizations. Everyone else is beneath them, giving them the advantage of issuing orders and speaking freely—the benefits of authority.
There's a reason people have always fought desperately to climb upward.

However, being the leader comes with management duties and responsibilities. If the organization falters due to their incompetence, they must bear the consequences—it's no easy position.

Just because the top is the best position doesn't mean the bottom is necessarily the worst.

Being the youngest means facing pressure from all directions—running errands, receiving lectures, maintaining a diligent and proactive attitude, displaying energetic charm, and so on.
The disadvantage is having everyone above you, requiring constant vigilance and leaving little peace of mind.

But the bottom position comes with a passive skill: the sympathy card for being the underdog.
When used effectively, this grants special powers like a private's heartfelt letter or a cute youngest sibling's tears.
Plus, the youngest position naturally receives affection, making it easier to be liked and harder to be disliked.
Think of it as a game character with low HP but strong shields—that makes it easier to understand.

So then, what's the worst position?
If it's neither the top nor the bottom, what's left?
The middle.
In military terms, a private first class; in companies, an assistant manager; among siblings, the second child.

It's an awkward position—too low to enjoy power with absolute authorities above, too high to be protected with juniors to look after below.
No wonder so many people relate to stories about the sorrows of second children or the hardships of middle management online.
That's how stressful the middle position typically is.

Why am I suddenly spouting such serious contemplation?

"Is that true?"
"Yes, absolutely."

I engaged in a staring contest with Grace.
I lost in one second.

It was a battle I couldn't win from the start. A mere trainee knight challenging the Northern Grand Duke head-on? Madness.

"What do you think?"
"I agree with Your Excellency's opinion. Since both are exceptional cases, it seems better for us to manage them rather than causing confusion by assigning them to different teams."
"I see. Then let's consider this matter settled."

As the two top decision-makers whispered and approved it, I inwardly sighed deeply and accepted reality.
Yes, I knew this would happen from the moment Grace spoke and Elaine showed interest.
I just wanted to hold onto a little hope by denying it.

Grace's troublesome suggestion was this:
To assign Sophia Zenon and Ligrit Deepsnow, the two new guard recruits, directly under the Guard Captain rather than sending them to other teams.

Since both were unprecedented cases, it was awkward to assign them to Teams 1-4.
Grace argued that since they had abilities well-suited for directly guarding the Northern Grand Duke alongside the Guard Captain, they should be kept as special forces under Elaine rather than complicating matters.
Elaine agreed, seeing the positive outlook of having a senior-level mage and a talented archer beside Grace to strengthen the guard.

Well, theoretically, they were right.
Sophia wasn't permanently assigned to the guard but temporarily attached for this war, so she couldn't be assigned to another team.
Ligrit could have gone to Team 1, but as a new and rare archer position, that team would need to revise their existing tactics and formations.
His presence would create strong differentiation between teams, which didn't align with the guard's principle of maintaining equal strength across all teams.

'Suddenly I have juniors.'

Elaine had already been separated from Team 1 Captain duties to focus solely on guarding Grace.
This allowed her to form her own special team, and both newcomers were suitable forces for the newly established Guard Captain's team.
But my concern was...

"Sigh..."

Sophia, who looked somewhat bitter, as if she'd been assigned to a group project with someone she had a crush on after hearing they were dating someone else.

"I'm so happy to be working with you! Oh wait, you're my superior here even though we're friends, so I should be formal. I look forward to working with you, Sir Luke! I'm truly delighted to fight alongside you."

Ligrit, wagging his tail like a puppy and strangely following me around.

Looking at these two already gave me a headache.
Yes, regardless of their abilities, these people were simply exhausting.

"From now on, you will accompany me in guarding His Excellency up close. If you have questions about your duties, ask me or Sir Luke. Sir Luke, please explain the guard's duties to these two today."
"Understood."

I could view this positively since I now had subordinates.
But one is a prospective elder of the Snow Flower Tower, and the other is a direct descendant of a great noble family. Moreover, both are children of the North's highest authorities. Damn it...
How am I supposed to comfortably give them orders even if I'm nominally their superior and senior?
Sophia was my teacher until just a few days ago, so giving her instructions feels awkward, and Ligrit...

"I understand, Sir Luke!"

He's overflowing with enthusiasm, but it's burdensome.
It feels like watching the CEO's son trying hard as a new employee.
Ugh, trauma from my past life.

'Sigh, let's think of them as colleagues, not subordinates.'

I never expected to implement modern society's progressive military and innovative corporate culture concepts in the fantasy world of the North.
But that's fine.
My personality never suited pulling rank anyway, so this might actually be more comfortable.
Besides, one of them is a disaster I brought upon myself.

'Actually, maybe I'm not troubled by their assignment but annoyed that outsiders have entered what was a private space with just Elaine and me.'

That thought made my face burn hot.
Have I really been influenced by Elaine lately, becoming more possessive and jealous?
I patted my own cheeks to clear my mind.

'Come to think of it.'

It's quite a peculiar combination.
An extra character who had little significance in the original story due to weakened power.
A nameless Soldier #1.
A supporting character who was strong but belonged elsewhere.
A villain who would become a traitor.

'Heh, we're like some hero movie team.'

And each person's abilities are impressive too.
The North's fastest swordsman and youngest knight exam passer.
A magic swordsman with two elemental powers.
An elite magician considered the next Tower Master.
A wealthy genius archer.

Somehow, it gives the impression of a party straight out of a fantasy story.

***

In "Brave Lord" Episode 4, the main villain Dorgon prepared three plots:
The Snow Flower Tower terror attack, Deepsnow's betrayal, and one more.
I've already taken care of two that I could address in advance.

'The Snow Flower Tower issue is completely resolved, but I need to do more about Ligrit.'

There's a reason why precious children are considered precious.
Ligrit's desire isn't just to join the guard but to gain fame through his own abilities.
After rehabilitating him, if his life doesn't change after joining the guard, he might fall into depression again.
If he betrays us after being brought into the guard, it could be even worse than in the novel.

To tame a dog, you need to feed it regularly to build loyalty.
The problem is that Ligrit is a purebred who won't eat just anything—he needs praise as food.
But what could I praise him for?

After all my hard work, perhaps heaven decided to reward my efforts with a gift.

"Your Excellency, I'm reporting on the guard expedition formation. The main force consists of four teams, with one reserve team. Team 3 and the team without a newly appointed captain will remain in Wintercannon to protect the Winter Palace."
"I understand."

An expedition was scheduled for the Northern Army.
Before the war with the West, they wanted to clear the area around the North in case monsters caused disturbances.
And the Northern Army's surveillance network had detected movement of a non-human race.

I already knew about the Northern Army's action plan from attending the Grand Council, but I was quite surprised by the expedition news.
The Northern Army's target was the "Orc" race.

The name wasn't unfamiliar. As a novel reader, I knew orcs existed in this world.
I was surprised because these orcs were the third plot Dorgon had prepared—war slaves for attacking the North.

'In the novel, they came with the West's advance, but why are they moving already?'

Being by Grace's side, I received unfiltered war information and knew about Western movements.
The West wasn't openly moving yet, but orcs moving first and getting caught in the North's surveillance was different from the novel.

Anyway, the North couldn't ignore orcs invading their snowy territory.
Grace immediately set out on an expedition to stop the orcs' advance.

***

Leaving the defense against possible Western or Central movements to Knight Commander Arthur,
Grace headed west with two guard teams, Gunter's elite troops, and a small, mobile force.
Upon encountering the advancing orcs, they established a camp on the plains.

"Sir Gunter, what's the evacuation status of nearby villages?"
"Thanks to quick reconnaissance, everyone fortunately evacuated to the rear. However, prioritizing lives meant we couldn't process supplies, so the orcs have likely seized the village resources."
"Well, we must be satisfied with that. Lost supplies can be replenished, but lost lives never return."

Grace briefly expressed relief, then asked the commanders:

"But why have orcs, who disappeared as a race after the last Great War, suddenly reappeared? And from the Western direction, no less. It's very significant."

Originally, orcs were a non-human race living near the North.
Living in cold environments, they valued strength even more absolutely than Northerners, but they were native lifeforms, not monsters.

However, during the Great War in the past, they cooperated with demons and attacked the North together. When the demons were defeated by the hero party and Northern alliance, the orcs fell with them.
Going further to the current timeline in "Brave Lord" Episode 4, they reappeared as Western pawns to attack the North again, only to be completely eradicated.

"Did the West take them in after they disappeared from the North?"
"It's possible. According to reconnaissance reports, the orcs have somewhat recovered their numbers since the Great War era. Given their nomadic lifestyle, this would be impossible without someone's support."
"They're being used as cannon fodder. To even mobilize orcs... Dorgon, that bastard, what is he really..."

Grace clicked her tongue in displeasure.

"Sending those orcs our way means they're almost ready for war, doesn't it?"
"That's likely the case."
"In my opinion... it seems they want to create a sense of impending war in the North before the actual conflict."
"To keep us tense rather than peaceful."

I silently agreed with the commanders' conversation.
Though not numerous, orcs are a strong and fierce race. When they invade, ordinary people naturally feel fear.
Even a single wild boar coming down from the mountains startles people.

"We need to eliminate them quickly. They're enemies we've fought before. There's no reason to leave such irritants around for long."

After the strategy meeting, Grace declared they would engage in battle tomorrow. The guard also prepared for combat at Grace's side.

As part of the Guard Captain's team, I shared a two-person tent with Ligrit.

"Hehe, I'm excited. I never thought I'd go into battle, and to think it's this thrilling. Joining the guard is already fascinating!"
"Don't get too excited. It would be embarrassing if you make a mistake."
"Ah! Thanks, I'll keep that in mind."
"Your duty isn't combat but guarding the Grand Duke, so don't take your eyes off His Excellency. Well, you're good at reading people, so you'll do fine."

Since he was a friend, and to help him relax, I allowed Ligrit to speak informally while in the tent.
Being a Northerner, Ligrit was quite talkative in his excitement about his first battle, busily maintaining his bow and arrows.
While dealing with him and providing mental guidance, I was also lost in thought.

'The Orc tribe, huh.'

I had given up on them until the war broke out since there was no way to intervene, but now an unexpected opportunity had arisen.
By stopping the orcs here and letting Ligrit shine, I would have thwarted all three of Dorgon's plots.
It feels like finally removing a heavy burden.

'I'm suddenly curious.'

While thinking about the fight with the orcs, I recalled the novel's content.

In "Brave Lord," orcs appeared as Western pawns fighting against the North.
But calling them cannon fodder wasn't quite accurate.
That's because orcs moved as a separate Western detachment with different actions.

'Perhaps they disliked cooperating with humans they once fought against?'

Come to think of it, how did the orcs end up following Dorgon's orders?
As supporting characters who get eliminated mid-episode, the orcs' background wasn't covered in detail.
The confrontation scene with Dorgon that might have explained this focused on Aran's relationship with the Seven Heroes, with no mention of orcs.

I just remember one of Aran's companions looking at a falling orc with a melancholy smile, making a cryptic comment about how desperate they looked, just like himself.

'Hmm...'

Perhaps because right beside me was living proof that this world wasn't limited to what I'd read in the novel,
I felt uneasy about simply regarding them as enemies and moving on.

Ch.87 - Chapter 87. Hero and Knight
Dawn broke, and the Northern Army's advance began.
Their target: a village occupied by orcs.

"Is that it? The village occupied by orcs?"
"Yes."
"Insolent creatures. They dare to consume the food my people gathered with their blood and sweat, and sleep in their beds?"

Grace's expression twisted with anger.
Looking particularly displeased today, she took a deep breath to calm herself and gave instructions to her commander.

"Since the orcs haven't fled the village, we'll proceed with the second plan. Establish a wide encirclement, and only I with my guards and elite troops will charge to attack the enemy."
"Understood."

Following Grace's instructions, the commanders departed to move their respective units.
Grace then issued orders to the assault team that remained by her side.

"I will lead the vanguard. The guards will charge with me straight to the center of the village, and Lord Gunter, as soon as we enter the village, divide your troops to sweep away the enemies on the outskirts."
"Understood."
"We attack as soon as the encirclement is formed. Get ready."

The guards prepared for battle at Grace's stern command.
Elaine and the new guard captain team protected Grace from her immediate vicinity.

"Begin the attack!"

At Grace's command, the assault team charged forward all at once.
Their fierce charge, like a meteor, seemed ready to crush the small village in one go.

"Hmm?"

Suddenly, a guard at the front who spotted something strange in the distance called out to those behind.

"Your Excellency! There's an unarmed orc standing at the village entrance."
"What?"

Upon hearing the report, Grace looked puzzled and ordered the charge to halt.
As the guards and elite troops stopped in front of the village, indeed, a sturdy orc without weapons walked toward us and spoke loudly.

"I request to speak with the leader of the humans!"

In response to the orc's call, Grace glanced at Elaine before stepping forward.

"Guard team four, stand by. Only my direct subordinates will follow me."

I, along with Sophia and Rigrit, who were designated by Elaine, followed behind Grace.
Elaine whispered only to Rigrit.

"If he draws a weapon, shoot without hesitation."
"A-Alright."

Rigrit answered with a slightly tense voice while moving one hand to her arrows.
With the rapid-fire skills she demonstrated during the evaluation, she could pierce the orc's neck the moment he drew a weapon.

"Orc, what do you have to say?"
"I am Glaka of the Black Rock tribe. I wish to propose a negotiation."
"You invade my land, drive out my people, and then talk of negotiation? That's quite the joke."
"That's not what I mean. We came to fight. But if we are to fight, we want to fight honorably, warrior to warrior."
"As warriors?"
"Our kind has been starving. We've just now eaten and rested. If you withdraw your army now, we will wake our warriors and come out to fight."

Grace responded to Glaka's words with a scornful laugh.

"I was wondering what you were going to say."

Her expression was colder than the winter wind.

"You speak as if you have some grand circumstance. That food belongs to my people, and you plundered the provisions of those who couldn't defend themselves. And now you want me to wait until you've eaten your fill and are well-rested to fight? Don't speak of a warrior's battle, you thieves."
"It is natural for the strong to defeat the weak and take spoils. But even starving, we are still warriors. We took the humans' food, but we had no intention of massacring the weak humans. That's why we gave them time to escape. Also, since it wasn't spoils of war, we didn't touch anything except the food."

Indeed, the response had been quick.
It was almost miraculous that there were no casualties.
According to them, this was due to the orcs' consideration.

"We came prepared to die fighting humans, but even if we die, we want a death with pride as warriors sacrificing for our species' survival, not a meaningless death. So, leader of humans, grant us the chance to fight a battle without regrets."

Perhaps orcs don't have such a custom, as he didn't bow his head, but Glaka stood proudly as he made his request to Grace.
Of course, Grace wouldn't take his words to heart.
She glared at the orc with a disinterested face.

"I don't know your name, but I remember the Black Rock tribe. You were one of the orc tribes that invaded the North alongside demons during the last Great War. You've managed to survive. Are other tribes there with you as well?"
"...All the tribes that survived from that time have joined."
"You attacked the North with demons and failed. And now you're puppets of that damned Dorgon, targeting the North again. Why should I treat such vermin as warriors?"
"That's...!"

Now I understood why Grace seemed in such a bad mood.
The orcs she had fought before had now become Dorgon's hunting dogs and were attacking the North again, which disgusted her.

At Grace's words, Glaka seemed to have something to say, flaring up momentarily before biting his lip and muttering.

"...We fought on the demons' side following our tribal rule of following the strong, so I won't apologize for what happened then. But now is different."
"No, it's exactly the same. The only difference is that this time, you'll face extinction."

Just as Grace was about to issue another attack order, having no intention of continuing the dialogue—

"Your Excellency, may I say something?"

Grace coldly responded to the voice from beside her.

"Lord Luke, what is it?"
"There seems to be something unusual about the orcs' situation. I think we might be able to use their circumstances to our advantage. What if we dig a little deeper?"

Grace sighed and replied.

"I do care for you, but don't overstep your bounds. Even if I've always praised your actions, I won't always be so understanding."

I'm not a clueless fool.
I know that the reason I've been able to act beyond my station since my days as a soldier is because Grace has been lenient with me due to my results.
Because of that, I once tried to be more cautious, but...

'It still bothers me.'

The reason I act beyond my boundaries has always been the same.
To prevent the events that would unfold in the North and to secure a peaceful fantasy life.

Looking at the current situation...

'The orcs are clearly pawns of the West. Dorgon wanted to make the powerful orc species part of his forces. But they're starving?'

To revive the severely damaged orcs after the Great War and use them as battle slaves would require massive support.
In fact, during yesterday's strategy meeting, the Northern commanders also expressed the view that the orcs must have recovered their forces with Western support.
Yet, from the mouth of an orc who lives and dies for battle came a plea to return today and fight later because they had just eaten after starving.

'Something's off.'

Listening to Glaka, two suspicions arose.
First, there seemed to be an issue in the relationship between the orcs and the West. It wasn't simply a case of the orcs following Western directions to attack the North in exchange for support for their tribal revival.
Second...

'Dorgon knows both the orcs' circumstances and Grace's personality. He must have anticipated this situation.'

He deliberately moved the orcs to provoke the North, ensuring they would clash somehow.
That must be Dorgon's strategy.

"I'm willing to stake all my achievements and honor. In return, may I just say one thing?"
"...I doubt someone like you would speak carelessly. You know what it means for a knight to stake his honor, right?"
"I do."

It means accepting the possibility of being stripped of knighthood and exiled.
Because the stakes I raised were so high, Grace gave me one chance.

"As you said, we cannot give them time to prepare for battle. But if we crush the orcs now, we can expect fierce resistance. What about a duel instead?"
"A duel?"
"If the orcs win, we'll withdraw our troops once as they propose. But if the Northern Army wins... we subjugate the orcs to the North."
"!"

Grace blinked at my proposal.

"Subjugate the orcs to our side?"
"Yes."

As Grace's sharp eyes pierced through me, I felt a chill down my spine, but I swallowed my nervousness and immediately explained.

"The fact that the orcs are starving means they aren't receiving proper support from the West. This suggests they're more like mercenaries than an army under their command. If we take these mercenaries for ourselves, we can steal the forces the West has prepared."
"The orcs invaded the North alongside demons in the past. Even now, our people have suffered because of their advance. What about the chaos that would arise from accepting such orcs?"
"Orcs are strong and sturdy. They would make excellent soldiers, and even better laborers. Using their labor force could benefit building construction and resource production."
"Hmm..."
"Above all, it was Grand Duke Dorgon's strategy to send the orcs to the North. If even one of our soldiers dies in battle with them here, we'd be playing right into their hands. The cunning Dorgon's intention to expend the orcs in this manner is also suspicious."

Grace's expression softened slightly, seemingly more concerned about the latter part of my statement.

"I understand what you mean. But setting aside the practical aspects, what if the orcs betray us?"
"According to the literature, orcs are simple yet stubborn. If someone defeats them in a formal duel, they will unconditionally obey that person."

I looked at Glaka and asked.

"Is that true?"
"Yes, human. Serving the strong who defeat us in duels is our absolute rule. That's why we sided with the demons—because our chief was defeated by and submitted to a demon at that time."

Despite Glaka's direct confirmation, Grace snorted.

"Then you've already been defeated by the hero and the Northern Alliance before. Why don't you serve us?"
"That was a defeat in war, not a duel, and at that time, we were too busy fleeing for our survival."
"So now you're following Dorgon because he defeated you in a duel?"
"That's..."

Glaka closed his mouth again and averted his gaze.
Indeed, there must be something between them.

Grace silently glared at Glaka before turning her gaze to me.

"Luke."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"This may not be the right time to say this, but let me ask one thing."

Grace sighed deeply and then...

"Who exactly are you?"
"?!"
"I've been patient, but it's been bothering me. The ice crystal of Crystal Lake, the traitor of the Snow Flower Tower, the mine with the seasonal worker, your unusual heat manipulation ability, even your interpretation of the Seven Heroes."
"..."
"You always act like you know one more thing than others, you have uncanny luck, and everything you do produces unimaginable results. Is this even possible?"

My heart raced at Grace's words.
Looking at it all laid out like this, I realized I had indeed done quite a lot.

And that's not even mentioning everything.
Just recently, didn't I discover Rigrit?
For one person to achieve such brilliant accomplishments in such a short time is strangely impressive, so it's understandable that Grace would find it suspicious.

"That's why it's even more peculiar."
"?"
"If your actions were solely for yourself, it would be easy to see it as using any means necessary for advancement, or some plot to approach the upper echelons of the North. But you always act for the benefit of the entire North. And you do so while putting yourself in danger."

Grace approached me and, looking directly into my eyes, said:

"You consistently produce results that ordinary people couldn't even imagine, all while fighting for everyone. In the past, there was only one person who acted similarly."
"...Who was that?"
"You... are you perhaps a second hero?"
"?!"

At Grace's serious question, I was genuinely bewildered and confused.
It's fortunate that I'm not being suspected in a negative way, but it seems the Grand Duchess of the North has made quite a misunderstanding.

Me, a hero?
What a dangerous notion that could ruin this world.

Of course, how wonderful it would be if I could become a hero.
Despite realizing I had been reincarnated into a novel, I tried all sorts of incantations like status window, information window, system, character window, archive, quest, and so on, thinking I might be the protagonist.
But being in a novel rather than a game, there were no such special features.

"I am not a hero."

If I were the protagonist of this novel world and another hero, it would have been so much easier.
Instead of cautiously navigating like now, I could quickly deal with the six main villains, splitting them between Aran and myself using protagonist overpowered abilities, end the crisis, and then...
[And they lived happily ever after with Elaine. The End.]
However...

"I am not a hero, nor can I become one."
"What do you mean?"
"I'm a selfish person who can only see what's around me. I'm too small a person to dream of grand things like saving the world."

What makes a hero a hero?
A hero walks the grand path of destiny to save the world.
Such a person, even while on a path of revenge, would defeat a succubus who drains men's vitality, save the South from the calamity caused by dark elves, and dismantle the kingdom's largest criminal organization.

In contrast, I act solely to achieve my own happy fantasy life.
Because the safety of the North is important for that happiness, I run here and there for the North.
So, apart from my knowledge of the novel, I am just an ordinary person—definitely not a hero and could never be one, but...

"I am just a knight of the North, doing my best to protect the North that I love."

Saving the world is something only extraordinary heroes like Aran can do.
But protecting the happiness of the woman I love and the home we live in is something even a knight can do.
The reincarnated one chose the path of a knight, not a hero.

"Is that so."

Grace continued to look at me, lost in thought, and then...

"You'll use that ability to protect the North here. ...Then this is your final test."
"Pardon?"
"If you achieve this, I will no longer doubt you and will let you pursue your intentions freely."

Grace stepped back and said to me:

"Prove it again. Prove that you are a knight who appeared to protect the North. Successfully ward off the external threat and become a hero of the North."

Ch.88 - Chapter 88. Duel (1)
Fortunately, thanks to the more impressive precedent of Aran, Grace gave me an opportunity rather than suspicion regarding my unusual actions. Her tendency to welcome talented newcomers also played a part.

It felt somewhat complicated to have Hero Aran as my precedent. But at least I no longer needed to frantically hide the fact of my possession from Grace.

'It seems I've suddenly been given the grand label of a knight born to protect the North.'

In a fantasy world where fatalism is regarded as science, there probably isn't a more effective label than this.
In fact, if we're talking about achievements, even Aran, who is far more extraordinary than a possessed person, is completely accepted by people with just the label of "a hero destined to save the world."

Anyway, to earn that label, I first needed to resolve the matter at hand.
Since Grace had handed over the negotiation rights to me, I would now represent the Northern Army, so I stepped forward with courage.

"Glaka of the Black Rock, I am Luke, Knight of the North. I wish to negotiate with you on behalf of the Grand Duke."

Having waited patiently while Grace and I conversed, Glaka seemed to regard me as someone significant after seeing me strike a deal with the Northern Grand Duke.
His eyes were sharp as he looked at me.

However, perhaps because I had just dealt with Grace, I could face him with a more relaxed mind.
That's also why I spoke informally rather than formally.
Right now, I am the representative of the Northern Grand Duke, so I must present myself as equal to the Orc tribal leader.

"Before we negotiate, I'd like to ask something. Do we really have to fight?"
"Yes."
"Hmm, Orcs must have some concept of trade. If you're hungry enough to postpone a fight, shouldn't you exchange goods and food instead of insisting on fighting? Strange, isn't it?"

Flinch.
Glaka closed his mouth as if something had struck a nerve.
With his large head, expressions showed quite clearly on his face.

"Enough useless talk, let's duel already, human."
"Of course we'll duel, Orc. I proposed it, after all. But we should clarify the conditions before fighting."
"Conditions?"
"If you win, we'll withdraw our army for a while as requested, but if we win, you'll be assigned to the North. Do you agree?"
"Human, the weight of the conditions is not equal."
"Look, Orc. We're already conceding by not launching a full attack right now. We've already made one concession, and if you keep insisting on special treatment, can this really be a warrior's duel?"
"Hmm, very well."

Glaka acknowledged with an embarrassed cough.
But what I wanted wasn't his acknowledgment.

"If you really want to make the conditions equal, there's a way."
"?"
"You said the reason you asked us to withdraw was because your tribe was starving but has now finally eaten, right?"
"...That's right."
"Seems like food is really scarce. Then how about if we lose, we give you food?"

At the mention of food, Glaka's pupils dilated momentarily, but true to his position as the Orcs' negotiation representative, he quickly regained his composure.
I inwardly smirked and continued my bluff.

"Ah, no reaction. Then I guess you don't need food. Instead, we'll eat heartily to prepare for our attack."
"W-wait!"

Glaka called out to me urgently, then caught himself and withdrew his arm.

"Will you really provide food?"
"No."
"Huh?"
"On second thought, I don't see why we should give you food. I can't just give it away without knowing why you need it. For all I know, you could be pretending to need food just to deplete our supplies."
"We are warriors. We don't stoop to deceiving others."
"How would I know you don't deceive? You've been hiding the answer when I ask why you want to fight instead of trade."
"Ugh..."

Glaka, competent in negotiations but lacking in verbal skills, continued to be flustered. Sighing in frustration despite facing an enemy:

"You're persistent, human. Fine, I'll tell you."
"Go ahead."
"The truth is, there are no females in there."

The biological term caught me off guard, but then I remembered they were a different species, not humans, and understood the situation.

"Only males, you say? Why?"
"All the females of our tribe... are being held hostage by humans."

Glaka's body trembled as if even speaking of it was shameful.
Yet he spoke with a brave voice.

"To free our females, we must follow their orders. That's why we fight against you."

Ah, now I understand.
Only a small number of Orcs remain, and with the women who can bear children taken hostage, they have no choice but to follow Dorgon's orders for the sake of their species' survival.

This must also explain their apparent dissatisfaction.
Having to submit not to superior strength but to a dirty scheme must feel dishonorable for warriors like them.

"Wait, this complicates things. Even if we win, you might not submit to the North, right? Your hostages would be killed if you surrendered."
"We do not lose to humans. Even if we did, a duel is an absolute rule of our tribe. It must be honored even at the cost of our lives."
"Hmm."

Now I see they're a simple yet complex tribe.
They say they'll fight us to save their hostages, yet if they lose the duel, they'll prioritize their traditional rules over the hostages.
It made sense intellectually, but psychologically, it was a strange feeling.

'Found it, an opening to exploit.'

In our conversation just now, I glimpsed a solution to Dorgon's third scheme—the Orc army.

"Thanks for telling me. But what about the food shortage? Not to be insensitive, but wouldn't having fewer mouths to feed improve your food situation?"
"That... I cannot tell you about that. Anyway, this is why we want to fight you."

It couldn't have been easy to capture all the females of a species.
Did they steal or destroy food during the kidnapping of the female Orcs?
I wanted to know more, but Glaka had closed the subject, so I had no choice.

"Alright, since the duel is unavoidable, let's do it. How shall we proceed? One-on-one, one person from each side?"
"Our Orc duels are always one-on-one."
"Understood. Shall we begin right away?"

At my words, Glaka gestured for me to wait.

"A duel requires witnesses from both sides. I'll go bring my kinsmen."
"Haha, are you worried we might kill you and attack if we lose?"
"You speak very frankly, human. Yes. Our warriors never lie, but humans easily deceive others."
"It's sad to see such distrust. But I understand your situation with your family held hostage. Go ahead and bring them."

When I gestured for him to go, Glaka stared at me.

"If you want to discuss conditions further, that's problematic. You've hidden why you need food, after all. But since your situation seems complicated, I won't pry."
"Hmm..."
"Shall we conclude our negotiation, or do you have anything else to say?"
"No."

Glaka shook his head and headed toward the village where his kinsmen were.
He didn't seem to realize he'd been outmaneuvered until the end.

After the negotiation, I returned to Grace and reported everything—from why the Orcs wanted to fight us to the one-on-one duel.

"You managed to uncover such information."

Grace was amazed that I had gone to negotiate and returned with intelligence.
She muttered to herself that she was right to trust me, then:

"You needn't worry about the hostages being killed."
"Why not?"
"Dorgon isn't just a warrior who fights with spear and shield. He's a general with strategy. He knows the Orcs would attack him furiously if he executed the hostages. They're already furious about the hostage situation."
"Couldn't he kill hostages to break their morale?"
"He could, but..."

Grace snorted.

"The Dorgon I know is a self-preservationist who prefers safe and easy paths. That's probably why he messed with Snowflower Tower and mobilized the Orcs—to deal with me more comfortably. He'll likely bring the Orc hostages to the battlefield, using the Orcs until the very end."

Perhaps due to her experience fighting alongside the hero's party during the Great War,
Grace also had insights about Dorgon.
From what I knew, Dorgon wasn't one for adventures either.

"If we rescue the Orc hostages, wouldn't the Orcs completely side with us?"
"If things go well, that's possible. But I'm more concerned about something else."
"What is it?"
"The one-on-one duel—are you confident? That Glaka fellow looks quite strong."
"?"

A chilling feeling came over me.
My plan had always been to have Grace fight.
I was certain we would win with the cheat key of humanity's strongest knight, which is why I suggested the duel in the first place.
Save troops, gather information, and take advantage of the Orcs—a perfect three-birds-with-one-stone plan.
But it faltered at the last moment.

"It's your plan, so you should see it through to the end. Right? I'll tell you now, I have no desire to meet their demands. So you must win at all costs."

Grace smiled, having apparently seen through my intentions.
Normally, I might have tried to persuade or plead with her a bit more, but knowing it would be futile, I resigned myself immediately.

After all, this was a duel I had arranged contrary to Grace's wishes.
Since Grace had called this a "test," she was both challenging me for going against her wishes and making me take responsibility.

'Well, fine. I started this, so I should finish it.'

Look at what happened at the grand council.
Because of what I did at Snowflower Tower, the Northern elders didn't criticize me for speaking up but paid attention instead.
This is the North, where meritocracy reigns.
A strong warrior has a voice here.
If you want to stand out, you need the skills to match.

So Grace was telling me that if I wanted to continue standing up for the North, I should build a reputation worthy of it here.
Since I had rejected the title of hero, I should instead take the name of a knight for the North to avoid causing trouble.

"Your Grace, I have a request."

At that moment, Ilaine approached Grace's side and spoke.

"I would like to be Luke's witness for the duel."

At Ilaine's request, Grace looked at her and:

"Go ahead."

She nodded in understanding and granted permission.
Having received Grace's approval, Ilaine expressed her gratitude and approached me, then:
Thwack!

"Ouch."

She flicked my forehead.
I frowned in pain but quickly composed my expression when our eyes met.

"I told you to stop making me worry. Really, you keep surprising me with these things."
"...I'm sorry."

I bowed my head in apology since I was at fault, but Ilaine lifted my chin.

"Like Her Grace, I was also concerned about your actions. Every time I witnessed your remarkable feats, I wondered if you might be a messenger sent from heaven to protect the North."

A messenger from heaven—an even grander expression than the hero Grace mentioned.
But it wasn't so wrong. I literally did drop from the sky. And I do have the purpose of protecting the North.

"Do you also think I'm like a hero, Captain?"
"No."
"That's quite definitive."
"How could you be a hero when you constantly worry me? You're definitely not a hero."
"Haha... I have nothing to say to that."
"When you spend time with someone, you get to know them. You are absolutely not someone grand like a hero or heaven's messenger."

Ilaine sighed deeply, then:

"In truth, you're someone who cares more about how to spend a happy day today than about becoming a hero. Even now, you're stepping up to protect that happiness."
"!"

Indeed, lovers are different.
Ilaine truly understood me as a person.

"Even so, today's actions were clearly reckless. You're aware of that, right?"
"Yes."
"I have a mountain of scolding to do, but I'll save it for when we return. As your captain and your knight-mentor, it's my role to support what you do. As much as I'd like to fight in your place... that's not possible, so I'll at least help with advice."
"Thank you."
"And."

Ilaine patted my shoulder and smiled gently.

"I don't really dislike your actions. Something good happens every time you step up, so I find myself strangely expectant."
"..."
"Even if you're not a hero who saves the world, the statement that you're a knight born to protect the North is probably true. I always believe in you."

How wonderful it is to have someone who believes in you without wavering.
Though it was just an excuse I was going to give Grace, when Ilaine affirmed it, I felt as if it might actually be true.

Thanks to her, my confidence rose.
Confidence that I could win the duel against the Orc and successfully conclude this matter.

I smiled back at her, showing strong eyes.
Satisfied with my response, Ilaine gently pushed me forward as if telling me to lead the way.

Now it's time for the duel.

Ch.89 - Chapter 89. Duel (2)
While waiting for the duel with Elaine, Glaka, who had gone to the village, returned with his tribesmen after apparently finishing their discussion. As Glaka had mentioned, there were no females—just several dozen large male orcs with various styles of beards.

'Their eyelids really do look bad.'

Despite their food shortage, they were still massive and imposing figures rather than emaciated ones, owing to their racial characteristics. However, they all had sunken eyes that made them look rather unhealthy.

I recall hearing that hunting dogs are deliberately kept hungry before a hunt to make them more eager. If Dorgon was aiming for that effect, this seemed excessive.

'Come to think of it, the novel described orcs as being ferocious.'

I hadn't gotten that impression during my conversation with Glaka, which is why negotiation had been possible. Perhaps they become more ferocious when they're hungrier? Or was it because they were in the midst of war back then, excited by the sight of blood?

While I was pondering whether there was some correlation, Glaka stepped forward and spoke.

"Our tribe has decided to accept the duel."

"Will you, Glaka, be the contestant?"

I asked this upon noticing the massive axe in his hand, different from before, and he nodded.

"I will participate too."

"You too?"

"I have something to say about that. We orcs currently have no grand chieftain leading all tribes. The chieftains of each tribe move together in alliance. This matter will determine the fate of our race. Therefore, other chieftains besides myself will also participate in the duel."

So even though Glaka came forward as the negotiation representative, since defeat would mean the entire orc race would be subjugated to the North, the other chieftains wouldn't just stand by and watch.

Seems like orc-style democracy.

"It feels a bit unfair to change the conditions suddenly."

"In exchange, we'll accept one of your demands."

"Hmm, so how many will participate in the duel?"

"Including myself, four in total."

"Four..."

So we need three more people on our side too.

Who should I bring?

If I explain the situation to Grace, would she reluctantly come to help?

What about Lord Gunter? Wizzle is also a squad leader, so he must be quite strong.

"Human, will you be participating on your side?"

"That's how it is."

"Good. I wanted to compete with you."

"Why?"

He wanted to compete with me? I don't think my appearance would be particularly interesting to an orc.

"Human—Luke, was it? As expected of someone with a name similar to our race, I like your attitude of boldly seeking to settle things through a duel. That warrior's look in your eyes is also very interesting."

Indeed, Glaka's eyes showed both fighting spirit and a hint of goodwill as he looked at me.

They must know Grace's reputation well, having fought her directly.

Thanks to me stepping forward and asserting my opinion to Grace, the orcs were able to avoid being one-sidedly crushed, so from their perspective, I must seem both impressive and worthy of gratitude.

No matter how much they love fighting or how simple-minded orcs are supposed to be, seeing them swallow their pride and follow human orders to save their women shows they're not creatures without emotion.

Moreover, from an orc's perspective, unlike Dorgon who schemed against them, I'm trying to bring them under my command according to their traditions, so they probably view me more favorably.

"But what is this female beside you?"

When Glaka asked about Elaine, she answered without reacting to being called a "female," perhaps knowing about orc culture unlike me.

"I am Elaine, captain of the Northern Archduke's guard. I originally intended to attend as a witness, but since you say four, that works out well. I'll participate in the duel too."

When Elaine expressed her intention to participate, Glaka asked her:

"Human, what is your relationship with the male beside you?"

"I am Lord Luke's superior."

"That won't do."

"Why not?"

"We orcs have sent tribal chieftains who are responsible for their clans. You humans should also send male warriors who represent and are responsible for a clan, not just any warrior. That is the etiquette of dueling."

"Orc traditions are quite particular."

"A duel must be conducted according to strict rules, as much as its outcome matters. There are only two cases where female warriors can participate: when the female is the representative responsible for a clan, or when she is close kin to that representative."

In other words, since they've sent tribal chieftains, they want nobles or heads of houses from our side too.

I seem to be an exception since I received full negotiation authority from Grace.

We need to proceed with this duel since we stand to gain more from it.

That means Grace qualifies as the head of the Nosrain family, and Lord Gunter qualifies as a noble and the head of his family.

If Elaine doesn't qualify, then Wizzle probably wouldn't either. Among the remaining people...

"Hmph, then there's absolutely no problem with the conditions."

Elaine straightened her shoulders and answered confidently to Glaka's explanation.

"That means family members of the representative can participate, correct?"

"That's right."

"I qualify to participate because I am this person's wife."

"!"
"?!"
"!!"

At Elaine's declaration, everyone within earshot—myself, Glaka, Grace who was watching, everyone—was startled.

"Wow."

Grace let out an exclamation with surprised eyes.

Glaka nodded and replied:

"A wife is acceptable. Female human, I recognize you as a duelist."

Elaine, who had suddenly become a participant, gave me a slight glance.

Ah, well... well done. Yes. It's not exactly a lie, either.

I think I can see Wizzle in my peripheral vision starting to get dizzy wondering when we got married, but I ignored him since this wasn't the time to go over there and explain that Elaine was just improvising.

With Elaine participating, we need two more.

Since the other side unilaterally proposed adding more people, I have an excuse to try to persuade Grace, when—

"Then I shall step forward as well."

"?"

A familiar voice caught my ear.

It was a woman's voice, but neither the speech pattern nor the leisurely tone belonged to Grace.

A mage wearing a wide-brimmed hat and loose robes stepped forward with a staff.

"I am Sophia Zenon, daughter of the Snowflower Tower Lord Dariel. I'm also a candidate for the next Tower Lord position."

Glaka asked about Sophia's appearance:

"Candidate for the next Tower Lord... Female human, what is your relationship with this male?"

"Is that important? You should be able to figure it out from the flow of things."

"Hmm."

When Sophia brushed off the question rudely, he looked back and forth between me and Elaine, then made a face of understanding.

It seems he mistook Sophia for something like my concubine, but I didn't bother to correct him.

Instead, I whispered quietly to Sophia:

"What's this about being a candidate for the next Tower Lord?"

"All the elders are Tower Lord candidates, so it's not a lie."

"But you're not an elder yet."

"Mages are always forward-thinking, you know."

Though I was slightly taken aback by her unexpected participation, Sophia's involvement was very positive.

She's a Tower-level elder mage who could hold her own against Row, one of the Seven Heroes, even though she lost.

In terms of combat power, she's probably stronger than me.

"After the last incident, I wanted to test some newly developed magic, and I couldn't miss this opportunity. Hehe."

Plus, she's itching for a fight after the spark that was lit during her battle with Row.

A suitable selection.

'For the last one...'

I was thinking of recruiting either Grace or Gunter, the captain of the elite guards, when I glanced at Grace and saw she was completely in spectator mode, apparently not intending to help at all.

Then my eyes met with someone beside her.

'Hmm?'

An interesting thought occurred to me.

"I've chosen our last duelist."

"Who is it?"

When even Elaine asked curiously, the person I pointed to was—

"?!"

Rigrit's eyes widened in surprise as my finger pointed directly at him. He had been guarding right next to Grace, and when she gave him a slight push, he stumbled forward, approached me, and asked:

"Lieutenant, did you really call for me?"

"Yes, you."

"Why? I mean, why me?"

"Well..."

I surveyed the assembled duelists.

This wasn't my original intention, but looking at the group now, it was quite coincidentally all four of Grace's direct guards.

"Because I think you can do it."

I smiled and patted Rigrit's shoulder.

Since he joined the guard, I'd handed this enthusiastic fellow's training over to Gi, the 3rd squad leader, and since Sophia was on the same team, I asked her to teach him mana manipulation as well.

Plus, I'd tested his skills myself—his swordsmanship was seriously lacking, but as an archer, he was above average.

Unlike Elaine, I couldn't be certain of his victory, but—

'With the right guidance, it might be possible.'

Since this wasn't a one-on-one match but a 4-vs-4, an interesting approach came to mind.

Plus—

"This is your first deployment. At this rate, you'll go back without doing anything. Can you accept that?"

"!"

Rigrit's face showed understanding at my whisper.

He's the guy who heated up the tent with nothing but his enthusiasm to make a big contribution.

He must have been disappointed that things weren't leading to combat.

With Rigrit's talent and passion, my plan, and a bit of beginner's luck—

'This is the perfect opportunity to feed this golden child some praise.'

Enough praise to keep him satisfied for a while, like a grandmother's holiday feast.

"There's nothing to fear. How can someone who wants to become a hero of the North back down from one hungry orc?"

"Yes, you're right!"

He's the madman who rebelled against "humanity's strongest knight" in the novel.

It may be his first real battle, but he's got a stronger heart than me when facing an orc tribal chieftain.

"Are you confident?"

"Of course."

With his eyes quickly regaining confidence and fighting spirit, Rigrit stepped forward on his own and shouted:

"Allow me to introduce myself—I am Rigrit Deepsnow, second son of the great northern Deepsnow family! And..."

Then Rigrit pointed at me and declared:

"I am Lord Luke's sworn brother!"

What the fuck?

Oops, a curse slipped out by mistake.

This time I approached Rigrit with a shocked face, glaring as I whispered quietly:

"Hey, what's this sworn brother business?"

"I thought saying I'm just the second son of a family head might not be enough justification. Shouldn't I have some relationship with you? Oh, by the way, were you married?"

"No, that story... I'll explain later."

As my head started to ache—

"That's fine."

Grace made a comment while looking in our direction.

"Let me see the skills of my direct guards for once."

Grace's smile toward us gave me confidence in this choice.

Grace intends to win.

If she had been worried about Rigrit, she would have stopped him. The fact that she pushed him forward with her own hands means she thought he wasn't completely without potential.

From the beginning, he wouldn't have become the Northern Archduke's direct guard if he were weak.

The orc side accepted him as well, since he was a direct descendant of a great noble family and my family member.

Why do they keep accepting everyone who claims to be family? Weren't their traditional rules supposed to be strict?

'Alright, let's do this.'

Even though this was a situation of my own making, I felt both slightly dazed and extremely intrigued by how it had developed differently from my initial plan.

I had joked earlier that the four members of the guard captain's team were like a fantasy party composition.

Maybe that's why I felt excited about carrying out a mission with them for the first time. That's also why Rigrit caught my eye.

In a situation where I'm mistaken for a hero, wouldn't those entangled with me each have something to contribute?

Besides, I wasn't in a position to worry about others.

'I'm not certain I can win either.'

I hadn't immediately recognized the name Glaka since it didn't appear in the novel.

But seeing his weapon, I vaguely recalled something similar. He resembled an orc that had been particularly well-described when Aran's group fought the orc race in the novel.

"All duelists have assembled! Now we begin the sacred duel between orcs and humans!"

The duel began with the orcs raising a battle cry.

The first duel:

"Our warrior is Zenora, chieftain of the Vine Marsh tribe and shaman!"

An orc in robes wearing a mask and holding a crooked staff that looked like it was made from ancient wood stepped forward.

"A shaman who's a warrior?"

"The 'warrior' part is probably figurative."

I was pondering who to send against a shaman when one person was already stepping forward as if it were obvious.

"Hehe, good timing. I've always been curious about orc shamanism."

A shaman should be matched against a mage.

Sophia grinned with the greedy eyes of a mage facing an interesting academic subject.

Ch.90 - Chapter 90. The First Duel: Inferno
"The rules of the duel are simple. Until one side surrenders, loses consciousness, or dies. Any method is allowed, but no outside help of any kind is permitted."

After that brief explanation, the first round began.
The contestants were Zenora, the shaman chieftain of the Vine Swamp tribe, and Sophia, a flame mage and candidate elder of the Snow Tower.

"A mage. It's been a while since I faced one. Keukeuk."

The laughter of an old orc could be heard from behind his mask as he pulled out wooden pieces from his chest.

"At your age, as the next Tower Master, you must be quite skilled. I'll go all out from the start."

Zenora formed hand seals while holding the wooden pieces, then threw them forward.
Then.
Kugugugugung.
Soil rose from the ground, enveloped the wooden pieces, and quickly formed into massive golems.

"Is that a shaman's totem?"

When Sophia asked with curious eyes, seemingly recognizing what it was, Zenora answered with a laugh and threw two more totems in the same manner.
In an instant, three earth golems were completed, standing like iron shields to protect Zenora.

"They may lack the durability and power of magically created golems. But they excel in creation speed and ease of production. Good for improvisation."

Though Sophia had instantly analyzed the golems with her Mana Eye, Zenora wasn't fazed at all.

"Keukeukeu. Do you think that's all I have?"

This time, he took out talismans from his chest, unwrapped the prayer beads wrapped around his staff, and then with one hand burning the talismans with shamanic power and the other planting his staff into the ground while forming seals.

"Is that ominous energy a curse?"
"Keukeuk, that's right. With the talismans, a curse to suppress mana. With the prayer beads, I release ghosts that follow my command to wreak havoc on your mind and senses. To block this, you must break through the golems and reach me directly. And I will never let go of these."
"That's not all, is it?"
"Hmm?"
"That staff you planted in the ground is also a medium for shamanism, right? What curse will I be subjected to if I reach there? I'm also concerned that you didn't mention that part."

Zenora seemed impressed by Sophia's analysis and briefly exclaimed.

"You're clever, human mage. But you have no time to analyze. Even now, the grasp of the curse is closing in on your neck."

The talisman was already half-burned, and the totems seemed to be forming a mana defense barrier together, suggesting they weren't just for golem creation.
Even to me, who could sense mana though not as well as Sophia, it was a diverse and dangerous attack.

While knights have weapons as auxiliary means, mages lose their means of attack without mana.
Mana suppression would be a serious debuff for Sophia.
As the prayer beads rolled, a strange chill and goosebumps could be felt on the skin, like watching a horror movie.
I didn't know what kind of ghost would emerge from there, but it was certainly something extraordinary.
And then there was the unknown shamanic power in the staff.

Once the curse was complete, the flow would be entirely in Zenora's favor. To block it, one would first need to break through the three massive golems and eliminate the three shamanic mediums in the shaman's hands.
If I were in her place, I would have gotten dizzy just thinking about how to tackle this.

However, there was no sign of panic on Sophia's face, and as I watched to see what move she would make...

"In a previous battle, I came to a realization."

Sophia smiled gently even as the completion of the shamanic spell approached, seemingly lost in recollection.

"When an opponent uses an incomprehensible technique I don't understand, I pondered deeply on how to counter and win."

As she spoke, she gripped her staff with both hands and raised it high.

"Many methods came to mind, but none seemed certain to lead to victory. After much deliberation, I arrived at one answer."
"?!"

At that moment, burning magic circles appeared behind Sophia.
One, two, three, four. Wait, why do they keep increasing?

"If an opponent uses incomprehensible techniques, why not just overwhelm them with sheer firepower?"

As a total of seven flame magic circles were completed, the corners of Sophia's mouth turned upward.

Whoosh.
As Sophia swung her staff, the seven magic circles emitted light.
Whrrrrrrr!
They began firing various flame spells all at once.
Fireballs, flame throwers, explosions, burning beasts, spear-like fire shapes, and even compressed fire beams.

"Haha, let's start a festival of flame magic."

All kinds of flame spells unleashed by Sophia charged toward Zenora from all directions.

"Ooooh?!"

Startled to the point where his black pupils turned red at the terrifying sight, Zenora's three earth golems stepped forward to protect their master.

Boom! Boom-boom-boom! Boom!
Under the onslaught of fire, the golems' bodies were brutally destroyed, but they regenerated instantly as long as the totem mediums remained intact.
The problem was...

BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!
The raging flames paid no heed to the golems' regeneration and continued their destruction like hammers breaking walls. As the totems inside the repeatedly destroyed and regenerated golems became slightly exposed...
Crash-crash-crash!
Fire spears rushed in like a pirate's roulette, violently piercing the totems.
The totems were mercilessly split and torn apart, looking almost gruesome.

The three golems were eventually engulfed in flames, leaving not even ashes behind.
The flames that literally tore apart the golems then targeted Zenora.

"Keukeuk, impressive magic. However, my shamanic spell is complete!"

Zenora, who had bought time thanks to the golems, declared with an ecstatic voice.
With that, the prayer beads scattered in all directions, and numerous translucent beings visible to the naked eye appeared and flew through the air.

"Banshees?"

Banshees, monsters from fantasy, ghosts said to drive people mad with their terrible screams.
As more than a dozen of them appeared, the faces of all spectators hardened, when suddenly...

"Banshees? That's nothing special."

Sophia looked up at the sky and directed five of her seven magic circles upward.
Then.
Bang. Pop-pop. Pop-pop-pop-pop.
Fireworks-like flames shot from the magic circles and exploded.

Physical flames might not affect the ghostly banshees, but I chuckled as I realized her intention.

"So that's a possible method."

The medium through which banshees exert their power is sound—she's trying to drown it out with firework noises so it can't be heard.

But doing this would divert some firepower to the banshees, reducing the firepower available to attack Zenora, especially with the mana suppression curse already activated.

"Keukeuk, you've fallen for it."

As if this too was part of his plan, Zenora pulled out a new talisman and was about to activate another shamanic spell in succession.

"Ah."

I immediately realized my concern was unnecessary.
This would have been a serious problem if the mage had been someone else, but not for Sophia.
I should have noticed when she activated seven magic circles.

"If magic circles are depleted, I can just create more."

Woom-woom-woom-woom.
Five new magic circles formed around Sophia.

"What?!"
"Sorry, but I have no intention of letting you use new shamanic spells. You said you'd go all out from the start, right? I agree with that. However, it seems our definitions of 'all out' differ."

The newly created magic circles were even larger and more fiercely burning than before.

"I prefer overwhelming bombardment to playing games."

KWAAAAA!
The seven flame magic circles once again unleashed merciless flames toward Zenora.

"Kuuugh!"

Zenora hastily tore a talisman to activate a defensive shamanic spell, but his expression was not good.
This must be a first-time experience even for someone who has lived for many years.
A mage who can simultaneously activate twelve magic circles.

'His loss to Rowe wasn't due to lack of firepower.'

Sophia is no ordinary mage.
She's a mage with Mana Eye, and her mana capacity is several times that of an ordinary mage.
The firepower of magic activated from that is already in the realm of war, not just dueling.

Unable to find an opening to use other shamanic spells amidst the endless onslaught of flames, Zenora moved the banshees to try to change the situation.
Since flames don't affect ghostly banshees, his plan seemed to be to send them to Sophia's ears to blast her eardrums with screams.

"By the way, shamanism also uses mana as a basis, doesn't it?"
"?"
"Then I can just burn the structure of the spell itself."
"What did you say?"

The five magic circles that had been setting off fireworks combined and radiated flames in all directions.
Surprisingly, the banshees that came into contact with the flames began to disappear like smoke.
I couldn't understand how this was happening—she wasn't burning the ghosts themselves, so what was it?

"These banshees are just your shamanic spells, right? Then I just need to burn the connection between the banshees and you."
"How is that...?"
"If you can accurately see the flow of mana and emit enough firepower to burn it, it's possible."

It sounded simple, but this was a skill only Sophia—or rather, only someone with Mana Eye—could perform.

"If I can do just this, no matter what technique an opponent uses, as long as it's based on mana, I can burn anything."

It seemed her fight with Rowe had greatly influenced her.

As the banshees disappeared in real-time, Zenora visibly flinched in surprise, his expression evident even through his mask.

"This proves my theory works on techniques beyond magic as well. Thank you."
"What kind of mage... I don't even have a chance to use shamanism."
"As a reward, let me show you my secret technique."

Pleased with the success of her theory, Sophia's eyes turned completely white as she ignored the open-mouthed Zenora and overlapped the seven flame magic circles that had been attacking him, changing the color of the flames.

"Blue flames?"
"This is a new flame magic I created, with extreme firepower that burns the opponent's abilities themselves. How about calling it 'Flames of Destruction'?"

The blue flames rose high, writhing like snakes.
At this threatening sight, Zenora came to his senses, clicked his tongue, and pulled out his staff.

"This is the Curse of Distortion! It twists the form of anything that approaches!"

His ultimate shamanic spell, originally a trap to eliminate Sophia if she approached, was deployed to block the blue flames, but Sophia paid no heed and dropped the blue flames.
KWAAAA!
The blue flames engulfed Zenora completely.

It was a brutal sight, but there were no screams or explosive sounds.
Just...

"Ugh..."

As the flames dispersed, Zenora made a dazed sound, with all his shamanic spells burning around him and the talismans on his body turning to ash and falling off.
She had truly only burned his abilities.

"Hehe, I didn't kill you because Lord Ruke has plans."

As Sophia smiled sweetly, Zenora sat down with a bewildered face and forfeited the duel.

"The winner of the first duel is Sophia of the Northern Army!"

As Glaka swallowed his bitterness and declared Sophia's victory, cheers erupted from the Northern Army while sighs came from the orc side.

I had expected Sophia's victory, but seeing it unfold left me feeling somewhat dumbfounded.
Honestly, when various shamanic spells were activated and banshees appeared, I was worried about how Sophia would break through, but she simply overwhelmed with firepower.
Indeed, my ancestors from my previous life were right: the best way to deal with strange things is to crush them with powerful artillery.

"Good job."
"Whew, I'm tired."

Though the duel's outcome showed Sophia winning overwhelmingly, it must have been due to the massive firepower she expended.
After returning, she caught her breath, looking exhausted. I left her with Elaine and stepped forward before the next duel began.

"Chieftain Glaka."

Glaka looked up at my call.

"The four-contestant format was your sudden proposal, and we conceded. We also respected orc traditions in contestant selection."
"I acknowledge that."
"In return, you agreed to accept one of our demands. I'd like to address that."
"What proposal do you have in mind?"
"For a total of four duels, two should be conducted in your way, and two in our way. Wouldn't that be fair? From what I just saw, there don't seem to be complex traditions for the duels anyway."
"Hmm..."

Glaka groaned as if considering, then...

"Very well. I accept your proposal."
"Glaka! Are you letting humans interfere with our traditions?"

One of the orc chieftains, perhaps the next contestant, approached in an agitated state.

"Mas, this duel was the humans' proposal. Respecting their wishes is the warrior's way."
"Kruk."
"Besides, if you win, it doesn't matter, does it?"

Provoked by this statement, the hunchbacked orc with strong legs but a thin upper body shook his head defiantly.

"Krrrr, human! Send out your next opponent! Is it you?"
"No. Our next duelist is..."

Having finished speaking, I looked toward our team.

"Ligrit, it's your turn."
"!"

We were set to secure our second victory.

Ch.91 - Chapter 91. The Second Duel: Hunters of the Wild
"We will now begin the second duel!"

The contestant from the Orc side is Mas, a hunter from the Shadow Walker tribe.
The contestant from the Northern Army is Ligrit, the second son of the Deepsnow family and a new recruit in the Guard.
Though it was clearly an unfavorable match, the two didn't engage in a battle of wills as they faced each other.

"Begin!"

As soon as the signal was given, both ran toward the forest.

'Do well, Ligrit.'

With a stern face, I cheered for Ligrit while recalling what had just happened.

Of the four duels, Glaka had agreed that two would be fought according to our proposal and two according to the orcs' proposal.
I decided to use one of those two opportunities now.

So the content of this duel was changed to target hunting.
Victory would be determined by which side could hunt more targets placed in the forest, and hunt them faster.

At first, Mas seemed displeased that humans were changing the duel's content, but when he heard my proposal, he welcomed it enthusiastically.
After I explained the rules, he even praised me for being a human who knew how to duel without using underhanded methods.

It seems he developed a fondness for fair fights shown by humans, especially considering his kinsman had been taken hostage by humans.

'If that's the case, I feel a bit sorry.'

There was a reason Mas welcomed the target hunting.
Orcs, being a hunting society, are naturally skilled at hunting, and the Shadow Walker tribe, judging by their appearance, specializes in archery and agility.
As the chief of such a tribe, his hunting skills must be extraordinary.

I could see that Mas's main weapon was a bow, and he had a nimble body with strong legs.
Though I didn't know his hunting skills, he gave off the impression of a master.

To be honest, I didn't expect Ligrit's hunting skills to be superior to Mas's.
Yet I still proposed a hunting competition because...

'At least Ligrit has some hunting experience. But he has absolutely no experience in life-or-death combat.'

Would Mas, who rose to become a tribal chief in an orc society that values strength more than the North, be good at just hunting?
Of course, he would be skilled in dueling too.
On the other hand, Ligrit, with no real combat experience, would be overwhelmed regardless of his confidence when facing Mas.
So to make Ligrit comfortable in the duel, they shouldn't fight directly.

'If I propose a hunting competition where he thinks he has the advantage, Mas will let his guard down.'

Just as I predict Mas's advantage, Mas too would be confident that he could easily defeat a human in hunting.
Of course, having lost the first round, he wouldn't be as complacent as in "The Ant and the Grasshopper," but...
The sense of security that comes from a favorable situation is an inevitable emotion.

With that, we've already taken two advantages to adjust the balance.
Once the balance was adjusted to create the possibility of an equal match, I finally conveyed to Ligrit the secret technique to catch Mas.

***

Mas, the chief of the Shadow Walkers, leaped powerfully with a split grin.

'Humans are stupid.'

Did they think they would win by putting forth an archer for a hunting competition?
They must think orcs are fools who only know how to fight. Of course, if another tribal chief had been their opponent, the humans' plan might have succeeded, but...

'I am the greatest hunter among orcs! No matter how dense the forest or how dark the night, my eyes never miss a target!'

The humans' mistake was being too fair with the conditions in order to maintain the honor of the duel.
If they really wanted to win, they should have used underhanded methods like those damn people...
Well, he did agree readily because he quite liked the duel conditions that came from a human's mouth.

'I will take this victory!'

Mas spotted the first target and changed direction toward it.
Though unmatched as a hunter, he lacked the strength of other orcs, so he needed to close the distance to hit the target.
As the target came within range, Mas took out an arrow and aimed his short bow.

Thunk!
An arrow struck the target.

Seeing this, Mas... wore a puzzled expression.

"Huh?"

He hadn't shot yet?
The arrow he had nocked was still aimed at the target.
Wondering what was happening, a chilling thought crossed Mas's mind, and he turned his head.

Tap tap.
Faint footsteps sounded from far away.

"Human?"

This forest was currently a sacred dueling ground.
Besides him, only the human duelist could have shot an arrow to hit the target.

"Kruk."

Mas groaned briefly in frustration.
The human had looked young and his eyes seemed gentle unlike a warrior's, so Mas hadn't considered him much of a threat, but it seemed the boy had some skill.
After all, it would be an insult to himself if his opponent's skills were pathetic.

'I'll let him have this one.'

Without time for regret, Mas searched for the next target and quickly found the second one.
Determined to hit this target, he drew his arrow as soon as it came within range, but...

Swoosh!
Thunk!

"?!"

Once again, before he could release, an arrow from afar hit the target.
It was the human's arrow.

'Twice now. Lucky human.'

There were ten targets in total.
It was unfortunate to have lost the lead on two of them due to this overlap, but eight still remained.
However...

Swoosh!
Thunk!

When the third target was also taken, even someone as dense as Mas couldn't help but notice something was wrong.

"Kruk! Human, are you following me?"

As Mas looked around with a distorted face, Ligrit, who was far away, hid himself and broke into a cold sweat.

'Haha, so I was caught after all.'

Still, he had claimed three out of ten targets.

'I was a bit uneasy at first... but Luke really is brilliant.'

Before the duel, when Ligrit was worried about how well he would do in the hunting competition, Luke approached him.

-Strengthening your body with magic? Of course I learned that. It's the basics of magic training. Though I can't transfer it to weapons yet.
-That's enough. I'll tell you a good strategy, so listen...
-What? Follow the orc and hit the targets before him to claim the points?
-That orc is a born hunter by the looks of him, and his skill at finding targets in the forest is probably better than yours.
-Hmm, that's... true.
-But his arm muscles are less developed than other orcs. There's probably not much difference in strength between you two. But what if you enhance your arms with magic?
-Then I could aim from further away.
-Exactly.
-But isn't that not a fair competition?
-Come on, friend, don't be so naive.
-?
-In the world of competition, results matter. You shouldn't do bad things, but clever strategies that stay within the rules are actually praised. You yourself passed the Guard entrance exam with a clever way of shooting arrows, didn't you?
-Ah! So it's similar to that.
-Right. Just don't do anything bad. It's not like you're attacking the orc. This isn't cheating, is it?
-When you put it that way, I guess not.

Convinced by Luke's words, Ligrit began following Mas as soon as the duel started.

As a noble's son, he had received magic training from childhood and knew the basics of body enhancement.
After joining the Guard, he refined his skills under the guidance of Sofia, an elder-level mage, thanks to Luke's arrangement.
Through Luke's introduction, he also received physical training directly from the 3rd Squad Captain of the Guard.
It was his first time moving his body to the point of exhaustion, and with Gi's encouragement right beside him whenever he worked hard, an excited Ligrit trained with all his might.

Additionally, his well-honed observation skills allowed him to spot targets in the same direction whenever Mas changed course.
While the orc, using only raw strength, had to run to close the distance, Ligrit could secure his firing range from further away and shoot his arrows.

His concerns about having a fair competition disappeared as soon as he hit the first target.

'Luke was right. As long as I don't do bad things that harm others, it's fine. This isn't cheating; it's strategy.'

Despite being from a noble family, his thinking was remarkably flexible, and he had already justified his actions to himself.
At the same time, gratitude welled up for Luke, who had advised him for his victory.

Throb.

"Ugh."

Perhaps it was because of his opponent.
Using magic with his limited talent to gain an advantage was causing severe pain in his legs.
When he snatched the third target just now, the pain in his legs prevented him from getting closer, and he barely hit it from a precarious distance.

"Don't worry, friend. I'll definitely win."

Nevertheless, Ligrit stood up, enduring the pain.
Though he had been flustered until Luke stepped in, he realized he had benefited the most from Luke's intervention.
If he won here, he would become the hero and prove himself to everyone.

So he absolutely couldn't lose.
For his grateful friend, and for his own success!

***

He thought he was clearly ahead this time.
Just as Mas was about to release his bowstring, the human's arrow hit the target by a hair's breadth.
Having lost the fourth target as well, Mas was truly at his wit's end.

"Krururuk! Human, where are you?!"

This couldn't be a coincidence.
It seemed the human was indeed following him and stealing the targets.

However, the reason Mas was howling wasn't because he was angry at his opponent's underhanded tactics.

'To think I'm losing in a competition!'

In the wild, snatching prey isn't cowardice; it's competition.
The human wasn't cheating, and even if the human was following him to targets he found, the fact that the human hit them first meant his archery was superior.
In the end, Mas felt his pride severely wounded, as it seemed he was only better at tracking than the human, but inferior in archery.

There was the option of removing the arrows from the targets the human had hit, but...

'Kruk! I cannot desecrate a sacred duel!'

Such a lowly act would only prove that he was a degenerate orc who resorted to scheming despite lacking skill.
Better to die than do that.

"Human, come out and compete in speed! Let's hunt targets around this big tree—I'll take the right side, you take the left!"

Again, there was no answer.
Though circumstances indicated the human was nearby.
The remaining targets might all be on the left side of the tree, but with the human not responding, a frustrated Mas stomped his feet and then...

"Fine, have it your way. I'll claim the remaining targets at a speed you can't even follow!"

Mas left no room for complacency.
He erased all thoughts of underestimating the human or believing he had the advantage.

Six targets remained.
If the human was going to trail behind him, he would use all his strength to hunt every target before the human could steal any.

Swoosh!
With a sound that cut through the wind, Mas ran instantly to find a target and...

'I won't let you have it!'

Like a hungry wild dog, he sprinted and, as soon as he was in range, drew his arrow and shot.
Thwack.

"Got it!"

Though elated that he hadn't lost this one, Mas was a first-class hunter.
To avoid giving the human any distance, he immediately ran and soon discovered the next target.

"Taking it!"

Thwack.
After hitting another target in succession, Mas rejoiced, thinking he should have done this from the start, and soon a third target appeared before him, which he hit easily.
Thwack.

"Kruruk! Human, feeling anxious?"

Just one more hit and they would be tied.
Mas proudly called out behind him, but the human, either unwilling to reveal his position or unable to keep up, didn't answer.
Probably the latter.

Mas's speed was the fastest among orcs.
When he ran at full strength, not just humans but even other orcs couldn't keep up.

The only reason he had been conserving his energy was that running a lot consumed stamina, making him hungry quickly, and with food supplies being limited, he wanted to save as much energy as possible.

'Defeat is worse than hunger!'

With no intention of giving any leeway, Mas eventually hit the fourth target first as well.
Thwack.

"Kruruk!"

Now they were tied.
It had happened in an instant.
Indeed, humans were beings that orcs could defeat anytime if they exerted their full strength.

Still, it had been an enjoyable match.
How long had it been since his heart had raced like this? Since he'd felt this anxious?
He had been accumulating anger because of some damn human, but now he felt joy because of a human—it was strange, but he had enjoyed the fight thoroughly.

Now, aiming to hit the remaining two targets and reverse the situation, Mas started running again and discovered the next target, but...

"Kruk?"

An arrow was already stuck in the target. It was the human's.

Since the human hadn't overtaken him...
Had he been here before?
In his haste, he hadn't properly checked the terrain as he usually would.

He changed direction and went elsewhere.
Increasing his speed, he quickly found another target, but...

"Kruk."

This one too had the human's arrow already embedded in it, as if it had been hit earlier.
With only two targets left, overlaps were bound to happen.

Mas licked his lips and ran again, but...
The next target, and the one after that...
Every target he encountered already had an arrow in it, and when he saw that the fifth target he found also had an arrow in it...
Mas's face hardened.

'The human hit four targets. This is... in a different location from where I've been.'

Could it be?!
At that moment, as if realizing something, Mas opened his eyes and mouth wide and...

"Kruk, humaaan!"

The orc, realizing he had been tricked again, let out a furious roar.

***

Hearing Mas's rage-filled roar, Ligrit leaned against a tree, catching his breath while letting out a hollow laugh.

"Huff, huff. You were the one who suggested splitting right and left."

Ligrit, while following Mas, acknowledged that the orc's tracking abilities were far superior to his own.
But no matter how fast Mas was or how good at tracking, while Mas found four targets, Ligrit only needed to find two to end it.

When Mas started running at a speed that Ligrit couldn't even see, he gave up chasing him.
With both his legs and magic at their limit, it was impossible to keep up with Mas's speed now.
Stupidly chasing after him would only result in watching the orc's back until the end.

Ligrit had another area he was confident in besides archery: "observation."
His habit of observing others while active in social circles had developed his eyes.
Now, even without conscious effort, he could naturally scan his surroundings, with an accuracy comparable to a hunter's.

With no other options, Ligrit, for the first time in his life, trusted in his own strength and set out to find targets himself.
While Mas was hitting his fourth target and savoring the thrill of the chase,
Ligrit had hit the fifth target and barely discovered the sixth.

Despite his trembling arms, Ligrit loaded his arrow with all his might and...
Thwack.

The final score was 6 to 4.
It was a narrow margin, but Ligrit had won.

"I did it!!!"

Though he didn't have the strength left to raise his arms in victory, Ligrit used his remaining energy to shout loudly and then staggered sideways and collapsed.

"Hehehe."

Unable to move a finger, rough soil particles pricked his noble, fine face, but...
It felt more refreshing than bathing in all sorts of perfumed oils.

Ch.92 - Chapter 92. The Third Duel: The Best Support
Following the first round, we succeeded in winning the second round as well.

The funny thing is, while Sophia finished with the dignified appearance of a clear winner, Mas walked out just fine, but Ligrit didn't come out of the forest for so long that Grace had to send someone to find him—and they discovered him collapsed on the ground.

This raised suspicions from the Orc side about foul play, but Ligrit himself claimed he was simply exhausted, and Mas, despite looking thoroughly displeased, admitted his defeat without protest.

When the results were confirmed at 6 to 4 in Ligrit's favor, the Orc side found Mas's defeat puzzling. However, since the warrior himself honorably acknowledged his loss, and Ligrit clearly looked like a warrior who had collapsed after a fierce struggle, the Orcs ultimately accepted the defeat.

An unexpectedly heartwarming(?) scene unfolded afterward.

"Human, what did you say your name was?"
"Ligrit... why?"
"If I had gone all out from the beginning, I could have outmaneuvered you and won."
"..."
"This defeat was my mistake for underestimating you and letting my guard down. Next time, I want to properly test our skills against each other."

What seemed like a complaint turned into a challenge as Mas left, promising Ligrit a rematch before departing.
He appeared extremely frustrated by his defeat.
Today's strategy was a one-time use, so the next encounter might yield different results.

'Well, that's not my problem.'

What matters is that we won.
With this, we've taken half of the four matches.

'Now, they must be in a state of emergency.'

They had welcomed the duels, confident they wouldn't lose to humans.
Yet they've already lost twice.
Not only is their pride at stake, but one more loss would mean a 3-0 defeat for them, completely upending their strategy.

That means the Orc duelist for the third round will likely be the strongest among their tribal chiefs.
If they lose here, it's over, and at this point, they'll need to at least force a tie.

'Will Glaka come out?'

I was preparing to enter the match myself when—

"?"

Someone brushed past me without making a sound.

"Ilaine?"

At that moment, the Orc side also brought out their next duelist.

"From our side, Boom of the Iron Fist tribe will fight!"
"WOOOAAARGH!"
"Boom! Boom! Boom!"

As a massive Orc with an ogre-like build emerged roaring, the other Orcs cheered wildly, chanting his name like he was a superstar.

"...?"

I vaguely remembered him.
Though I couldn't recall his name, that giant club, massive build, and tusks protruding from his lips—he seemed like the Orc who had fought Aran's companion.

'That means he must be quite strong.'

A character's prominence in the novel isn't always a measure of strength, but among all those Orcs, one who had faced the protagonist's party couldn't be weak.
He must be at least equal to Glaka, or given his appearance at this crucial juncture, perhaps even stronger.

"Luke."

Ilaine called to me as she stepped forward.

"Do you have any advice for me?"

I had actually been thinking of Ilaine as our hidden card.
No matter how well-planned a strategy is, something can always go wrong.
A legendary boxer once said, "Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth."
Even Zhuge Liang, portrayed as an infallible strategist in "Romance of the Three Kingdoms," reportedly experienced failures due to various unexpected circumstances.

That's why Ilaine was my ace in the hole, meant to salvage the situation if the other three faced unexpected defeats.
I could firmly believe she would never fail.

"If you step in here, Captain, it would end everything too easily."

I subtly nodded toward Grace, implying it would be awkward to claim victory without a fight, to which Ilaine smiled slightly.

"Well, is this really the end?"
"What? Is the opponent that dangerous?"

Though the massive Orc certainly looked formidable, I was a bit surprised that Ilaine would even consider the possibility of defeat.

"Of course not. I have no intention of losing. Even if you weren't watching."
"Then...?"
"It's just that the Luke I know is always a step ahead, a clever man. The same greedy man who wasn't satisfied with just defeating Silver Sabertooth but also mined ice crystals from Crystal Lake."
"Haha."

I really can't fool Ilaine.
Yes, even though I considered her my hidden card, I was aiming for a clean sweep from the beginning.
That's why I had planned for scenarios like this, where we wouldn't need to go to the final match if everyone won—and Ilaine had seen right through me.

"Are you trying to pave that path for me?"
"Am I not acting as your wife now? If my husband wants to accomplish something great, I should support him."

I was overwhelmed with gratitude at having the most reliable wife in the world.
With Ilaine, the plan I had only considered as a possibility would become a hundred percent certain.

"So, what's your advice?"

She seemed to envy the advice I had given Ligrit before the second round and urged me on. I smiled and leaned close to her ear.

"Honey, win this. I'm rooting for you."
"!!"

What advice could I possibly give Ilaine?
She's much stronger than I am.
So instead of useless words, I offered a charm for victory.

Ilaine's eyes widened as she froze for a moment.
Then she grabbed my shoulder and—

"Haaah..."

Squeeze.
Her grip tightened on my shoulder.
The buff must have worked properly. My shoulder hurts. I need to fight in the next round too.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"That was the best advice."

Having apparently regained her composure, Ilaine restored her expression to normal and headed toward the dueling ground.
Somehow, her steps seemed more energetic than ever before.

"Sheek, sheek. Is this little female my opponent?"

Even though Ilaine was tall for a woman, Boom, who was two or three times larger than the other Orcs, looked down at her and breathed heavily.
Ilaine silently drew her sword in response.

"It's laughable to face a human who looks like they could hold a sword with one hand. Sheek, but as a warrior, I'll simply crush whoever stands before me. WOOOAAARGH!"

His roar was so loud it made me wince even from a distance.
I worried about Ilaine's eardrums, being right in front of him, but—

"..."

Ilaine's expression remained serene, as if she couldn't even hear Boom's voice.

"The Guard Captain's composure is impressive. I'd think she cast some protective magic on her ears."
"Protective magic? ...Ah."

No way.
I knew Ilaine was more affectionate than her stoic appearance suggested, but did my encouragement really become an actual buff?

As Boom, having finished his intimidation roar, raised his club as if intending to send Ilaine flying out of the arena—

"Orc, I warn you."

Ilaine raised her sword and took her stance.

"I don't think I can hold back right now. Dodge if you know what's good for you."

The moment she finished speaking—
Swoosh. Swish.
A gust of wind sounded, and—

Slash-slash-slash!
Ilaine vanished from her spot and instantly slashed Boom's body three times as she passed by.

"Kugh!"

She had cut his right leg twice and his left leg once.
Though Boom flinched from the pain, he swung the club he had raised backward.

Whoosh. Slash!
Ilaine dodged the club while drawing an elegant arc with her sword.
Seolhan Sword, Powdered Snow—a high-speed slash that cut across Boom's waist.

"Sheek, you little pest!"

Boom spread his large hand wide and swung it as if trying to catch a flying insect, but—
Stab!
Ilaine, who had already moved to his side, stabbed Boom's thigh with Seolhan Sword, First Snow—a high-speed thrust.
The flow of battle was completely in Ilaine's favor.

"Eeek!"

The enraged Boom stomped hard, causing the ground to shake.
As her footing became unstable, Ilaine jumped far back.

"Got you, human!"

Like the veteran warrior he was, Boom seized the opportunity and swung his club like a battering ram, but—

If Boom was a veteran warrior, Ilaine was a veteran knight.
Clang!
She infused her sword with mana and, adjusting her posture in mid-air, parried Boom's club.

The impact sent her flying farther than expected, but for Ilaine, whose specialty was speed, this wasn't a problem as long as she stayed within bounds.

Tap.
The moment her feet touched the ground, Ilaine leaped at high speed and again stabbed Boom's thigh with Seolhan Sword, First Snow.
As soon as she withdrew her blade, she followed with a flurry of slashes.

Like the technique's name suggested, her sword strikes fell like a fierce blizzard. Boom tried to move his body to dodge, but he apparently wasn't one of those who possessed "speed disproportionate to his massive build."

Slash-slash-slash-slash-slash!
With his lower body being methodically cut apart by Ilaine's sword strikes—too fast for the eye to follow—he couldn't even stomp the ground like before.
Crash!
Boom finally tried to stop Ilaine's attack by bringing his club down, but—

Swoosh. Slash!
If his opponent had been an ordinary knight, Boom's strategy might have worked.
Even if he couldn't land a direct hit, he could have created distance to buy time and find an opening.
But his opponent was one of the top five knights in the North.
Ilaine dodged just enough to avoid the club and instead exploited the opening created by Boom's powerful swing.

Having his waist cut again, Boom used his club as a cane to support himself.

"Sheek. You're fast, human female."

Belatedly realizing he could never match Ilaine's speed, Boom breathed heavily.
We watched Ilaine's combat with admiration, our eyes wide.

I hadn't expected the battle to be this one-sided.
Then again, she had held her own against Row, the officially fastest character in "Brave Road."
I began to wonder if the reason Ilaine was an extra in the novel was because she would have stolen the spotlight from the protagonists if she had been in perfect condition—a balance patch, so to speak.

"Sheek, even if I can't catch you because of your speed, there are other ways."

However, Boom proved himself a formidable warrior.
Despite being overwhelmed in speed and having his lower body covered in wounds, he refused to give up.
He stood firmly, spread his legs like a batter at the plate, and gripped his club with both hands.
What was he planning?

"We Orc warriors don't use mana like you do. Our only power is our physical strength. But when a warrior's fighting spirit reaches its peak, we can do this! URYAAAAH!"

Boom let out a battle cry and swung his club forcefully, as if he were about to hit a home run.
I wondered why he was swinging at nothing when Ilaine was some distance away, but—

"!"

Ilaine's eyes widened as she dodged to the side.
Then—
KWAGAGAGAGA!

"W-what was that?"

Even the spectators were startled.
Did he just create a shockwave with air pressure?
The sound and the gouged earth clearly demonstrated its destructive power and range.

"Hmph!"

Apparently capable of firing multiple shockwaves, Boom grinned and took the same stance.
KWAGAGAGAGA!
A second shockwave, no less powerful than the first, targeted Ilaine again.

I suddenly realized that sending Ligrit out for the second round had been a stroke of genius.
Against those shockwaves, even bullets instead of arrows would have been useless.
This guy was literally a walking cannon.

Moreover, to launch such powerful shockwaves, his lower body must be firmly planted on the ground.
To produce such devastating shockwaves despite being cut up by Ilaine... Wait a minute.

Ilaine, aware of the shockwaves, refrained from recklessly charging in and kept her distance while observing her opponent.

"Sheek! The greater the distance, the better for me!"

Seeking to avenge his earlier disadvantage, Boom continued launching shockwaves.
Ilaine calmly dodged attacks that looked powerful enough to damage internal organs if they connected.
Then suddenly—

"Sheek!"

Boom, who had been firing consecutive shockwaves, suddenly frowned and hesitated.

Tap.
Ilaine seized that split-second opportunity and charged at high speed.

"Sheek, not so fast!"

Boom quickly launched a shockwave at the approaching Ilaine, but—
Crack.
The hastily fired shockwave, launched without sufficient power, was weaker than before.
Ilaine's mana-infused Seolhan Sword, Powdered Snow instantly cut through the shockwave, and she accelerated to close the distance.

"Yes, let's settle this, human!"

Boom didn't retract his club after swinging but reversed its direction to target Ilaine.

Neither of them showed any sign of defense.
It was a game of chicken—who would take down the opponent first?
Sharp, high-speed swordsmanship versus a large, powerful club.
Ilaine's speed clashed with Boom's monstrous strength.

Like a scene from a manga, the two crossed paths.
But unlike manga where the outcome remains uncertain until the end, I was confident in the victory.

If Ilaine had been hit, they wouldn't have crossed like that.

"Kuugh!"

Boom fell to his knees.
A very deep wound marked his leg.

"Wear armor on your lower body at least."

Ilaine advised Boom as she shook the blood from her sword.
Then, as if declaring victory, she sheathed her sword and turned back toward us.

Unlike the second round, which took place in the forest making the timing for cheers ambiguous, this battle was fought in the Orc style with victory clearly visible.
And with this third win out of four duels, our overall victory was confirmed.

"WOOOOOOAH!"

A thunderous cheer erupted from the Northern Army.

"Haha, as expected."

Though I had believed in her victory from the start, seeing it unfold was still impressive enough to make me smile.

Her opponent was a massive, hulking figure. No matter how excellent Ilaine's swordsmanship, bringing down such a giant would require sustained attacks.
Ilaine's sword style focused on rapid consecutive strikes rather than powerful single blows like Grace's.

That's why from the beginning, Ilaine had persistently targeted only the lower body supporting that massive frame.
Even when Boom started launching shockwaves, she pretended to be pushed back, intentionally making him use powerful techniques to put more strain on his legs.
Then, when his leg wounds widened and he faltered, she seized the opportunity to finish him.

A strategic and clean battle that utilized her strengths to the fullest, without a single moment of crisis.
Her Seolhan Sword, which she had further refined after her fight with Row, was even stronger than before.
This is the Guard Captain of the Northern Grand Duke and the leader of our guard.

Ilaine calmly received the Northern Army's cheers, then slightly turned up the corner of her mouth toward me.

In response to that signal seeking praise, I answered with a smile.

Indeed, my absolute trust in her is not misplaced.

Ch.93 - Chapter 93. Blood Oath
Elaine's victory didn't just shift the momentum to our side—it completely ended things.
We won three out of four matches.
There was absolutely no room for the Orcs to dispute the Northern Army's victory, and their expressions were as dark as people leaving a racetrack after losing their bets.

Seeing their gloomy faces made me feel good.
Not because I have sadistic tendencies.
It was satisfying to see the Orcs' credibility as they strictly adhered to tradition and accepted the results without complaint.
And with the atmosphere this heavy, whatever I was about to do next would be more effective.

Since Elaine had kindly set the stage for me after seeing through my intentions, it would be a shame to just take a moderate gain and leave.
Still, I was a bit concerned about my earlier boasting, so I glanced at Grace.

"......"

When our eyes met, Grace engaged in a brief staring contest before smirking and nodding once.
Though I had orchestrated things to achieve a good result, she seemed to think it was insufficient that I hadn't directly demonstrated my abilities.
Her silent consent seemed to say, "Go ahead and see this through to the end."

I returned her nod with one of my own, conveying my confidence that I would never fail her and would secure the greatest possible advantage, then stepped forward.

"Orc Chieftain Glaka! I request a dialogue."

At my call, Glaka stepped forward.

"Human, the victory is yours. As promised, we Orcs will..."
"Ah, before we get to that."
"Hmm?"
"Let me ask you one thing. How do you rank among the Orc chieftains in terms of strength?"

Though he looked puzzled by my question, since such inquiries were tied to pride and honor for Orcs, he answered straightforwardly.

"I would not be so arrogant as to claim I am the strongest among the chieftains. I vie for rank with Boom, whom you just fought."
"So you could essentially be considered the strongest, yet you're being honest with yourself."
"For us Orcs, strength is the most important value. To lie about one's own strength is shameful."
"True, if you were definitively the strongest, you would have become the Grand Chieftain by now."
"Hmm."

Glaka tried to maintain his expression, but his pride seemed slightly wounded as he let out an uncomfortable grunt.
That was enough for me.
To engage in bullfighting, you first need to excite the bull by making it snort at the red cloth.

"Don't you feel wronged?"
"...?"
"You were singled out from the beginning, yet things ended without you even getting to fight. If you had come out from the start, the outcome might have been different."
"...Even so, we would have lost three to one all the same."
"Haha, well, who knows? Perhaps with a different order of matches, the compatibility differences might have favored your side more, and the situation could have been reversed, don't you think?"
"What are you trying to say?"
"Earlier, we only used one of our two opportunities to duel according to our methods, right? I'd like to use the remaining one now."

Glaka tilted his head, not understanding my words.
But I didn't have time to explain everything to him, so I drove my point home directly.

"Let's have a clean, final match between you and me. If you win this time, we'll forget about the Orc tribe's subjugation to the North."
"?!"
"In exchange, since we're making this concession after having already won, you must disarm and quietly leave this place to return to where you came from. Understood?"
"...I understand."

For Glaka, this was both a confusing and tempting proposition.

He had reluctantly joined the battle, following Dorgon's orders to save his tribe's females, and had accepted the duel with firm confidence in victory.
Now that they had clearly lost, Glaka's mind must be in turmoil.
If they submitted to humans and turned their backs on Dorgon, the remaining Orc females would be in danger.

However, ignoring the results of a duel would mean disregarding the principle of strength, shattering Orc tradition and identity.
So he had resigned himself to defeat, but now the victorious side was offering a chance at salvation for some unknown reason.
Even if he won here, they would have to return like defeated troops, creating other problems, but at least they could plan for the future.

"Kruk. Human, if you win, what are your conditions?"
"Simple."
"?"
"All Orcs, not just those present here, will be subjugated to the North. You must never harm the North, never betray the North, and never commit any hostile acts against the North. You will swear this by a Blood Oath."
"!"

Glaka's eyes widened at my condition.

The Blood Oath.
It's an ancient ritual in this world that has become almost obsolete, known to very few.
As the name suggests, it's a ritual where contractual terms are sworn in blood, and as long as blood flows in the contractor's body, its effect persists eternally with ultimate binding power.

The most terrifying aspect of the Blood Oath lies elsewhere.
Children inherit their parents' blood.
This means that once a Blood Oath is made, the contract extends not just to the parties involved but to their descendants for generations.

There are only two ways to break such a contract:
Either the contracting parties mix their blood and destroy the contract document,
Or the bloodline of the contractor is completely extinguished.

It's understandable why it fell out of use.
How troublesome would it be to carelessly make an oath that binds even your descendants?

But in situations like this, it could be extremely powerful if used correctly.
By binding the entire Orc race with a Blood Oath, we could eliminate any possibility of betrayal for all eternity.

"Human, how do you know of this ancient contract?"
"Because I'm smart."

Of course, I don't actually know it because I'm smart, but because Aran, the protagonist of this world, made such a Blood Oath.
From the Orc's perspective, it must seem strange that a young human would know about an ancient contract.

"So, will you accept? If not, we can end the duel now."

Ending the duel now would mean the Orcs' defeat and their subjugation to us, though without the Blood Oath.
Honestly, it didn't matter much if he refused; it would just be better if he accepted.

"......"

For the Orcs, this had an entirely different weight.
If they didn't accept, it was over; if they did, they were gambling everything.

But here's the thing.
Despite gambling being a well-known path to ruin, why do so many people still become addicted to it?
Why do people use their hard-earned money as collateral to go to casinos, complain about lunch costing over ten dollars but buy two lottery tickets every week that aren't worth the paper they're printed on, and spend money on character gacha games with decimal point probabilities?

There are many reasons, but the fundamental answer is one:
Because they think they'll win.

If the opponent had been Grace, Glaka probably wouldn't have accepted this bet, but against a seemingly average human?
Just from the glances Glaka had been giving me, I could predict his answer.

"I accept."

As someone who ranks first or second among Orcs in strength, he must have plenty of combat experience.
From his assessment, I was clearly inferior to him.

Well, he's right.
Though we haven't directly competed, comparing Glaka and me, my defeat would be obvious.
If I were in his position, I'd bet on his victory too.

"Good, let's fight."

Both humans and Orcs were surprised when Glaka and I were set to have a final duel, which they thought had already ended.

The Orcs welcomed this ray of light in their darkness, though some gave me puzzled or mocking looks.
Others admired that I wasn't stopping halfway but finishing things like a true warrior.

"......"

Among them, Glaka had the most complex expression.
The strongest emotion in his eyes was "suspicion."
But there was also curiosity.

He seemed unable to understand why I would make such a proposal when the match was already won. He appeared concerned about how I intended to fight, even though it seemed obvious he would win.
I wouldn't tell him even if he got on his knees and asked.

On the human side, most looks were understandably puzzled.
After winning three consecutive matches, the mood had been festive, but now I was engaging in an unnecessary fight, leaving them confused about my intentions.
Even...

"What are you plotting?"

Grace herself asked out of curiosity.

"You're not one to fight battles you'll lose. Do you have a strategy to win?"
"I'll simply do my best."
"Hmm..."

Grace stared at me intently before smirking.

"Hehe, very well. Since I've decided to entrust this to you, I'll watch until the end. It seems more entertaining to see it directly rather than hear about it in advance."
"I won't disappoint you."
"Good, let's not discuss the duel content then... Was this your aim all along?"
"As Your Excellency said, even if we subjugate the Orcs to our side, there will inevitably be trust issues given past frictions. The people will also be anxious."
"And the Blood Oath addresses that?"
"If we bind them with a forced contract, we may not be able to trust them, but we can rely on them, can't we?"
"Indeed, doing so would make the gains from this expedition far exceed expectations. To borrow your expression, it would be like having Orcs as permanent mercenaries at no cost, which would reduce Northern blood spilled in the battle against Dorgon."

Understanding my plan, Grace smiled with interest.

"A Blood Oath. I've heard vaguely of this ancient contract, and you know it quite well."
"...Reading is my hobby."
"Let's go with that. Aran occasionally masters and uses powers no one taught him. For you, it's knowledge."
"Your Excellency, as I mentioned earlier..."
"Hmm? What? I was talking about Aran."

Despite clearly hearing my muttering, Grace brazenly feigned ignorance.
It seemed she had no intention of dropping her suspicions about me being the second hero.

It was convenient that Grace accepted my words without doubt, but it became burdensome in a different way.
Still, I should be satisfied that she wasn't openly treating me as a hero.

"Luke."

As I finished my conversation with Grace and prepared for the duel, Elaine approached me.

"I assume you've come to offer advice."
"It's a wife's duty to see her husband off when he goes to do important work."
"...Are you going to continue with that?"
"I started saying it as a joke, but it sticks to my tongue surprisingly well. As if calling you this way is natural."

Elaine spoke not in jest but in earnest, which helped calm the tension I was feeling before the duel.

"I think I need actual advice rather than encouragement."
"Of course, I came to give serious advice. I'm too anxious to joke around right now."

Having fought opponents of Glaka's caliber, Elaine would know how dangerous this fight would be for me.
She took a short breath and then said:

"When we fought at the Snow Flower Tower."
"...?"
"At the end, when I delivered the final blow with the snowflake. It felt like blooming a new flower with magic above my hand."
"What does that mean?"

I tilted my head at Elaine's vague, incomprehensible advice.

"I thought this would be the best way to explain it to you."
"I prefer direct and simple advice."
"Then I'll give you that too. Don't focus too much on speed thinking you'll overwhelm your opponent."

Elaine glanced at Glaka.

"He doesn't seem like the type who would fall for that."

This time, her advice was quite practical, and I nodded, taking it to heart.

Indeed, unlike the other chieftains we'd seen, Glaka didn't have any standout physical characteristics.
But his large frame was packed with solid muscle, suggesting a well-balanced warrior. He likely excelled in strength, speed, and weapon skills.

From our conversation, I could tell that while he might lack eloquence due to his primitive strength-worshipping nature, he possessed composure.
Perhaps his mental fortitude was the greatest among the chieftains.

After completing my preparations, I stepped onto the dueling ground with my sword drawn. Glaka, who had been waiting, raised his axe upon seeing me.
The large man with an axe in one hand and a shield in the other looked somewhat like a Viking.

'Come to think of it.'

Silver Sabertooth, Low.
Whenever I fought opponents beyond my skill level, Elaine was always by my side.
Though Glaka might not be at their level, this was the first time I was facing a strong opponent alone.

'Alone, huh.'

Suddenly wanting to check, I turned my head.
Remarkably, I immediately met Elaine's gaze.
She was looking directly at me with unwavering eyes.

"I'm not alone."

Even when she thought it would be a one-on-one duel, she had offered to be present as an observer.
Thanks to her intention to be with me in spirit if not in combat, I didn't feel lonely despite the physical distance between us.

I turned back to face Glaka and assumed my stance.

"You have good eyes, human warrior."

Acknowledging me as a worthy opponent, Glaka also took his stance.
We glared at each other, igniting our fighting spirit.

"Begin!"

With the signal to start the duel, we charged at each other.
The final duel had begun.

Ch.94 - Chapter 94. The Fourth Duel: Ice Sword (1)
'I wonder how this will unfold.'

Grace smiled with excitement.
Just moments before colliding with the Orc, she had been quite angry.

In truth, Grace held no personal grudge against Orcs.
Of course, she viewed them as enemies to be eliminated since they threatened her people's safety, but she didn't particularly feel her anger rising just from hearing about Orcs.
The reason for her anger was singular:
It was because of who stood behind the Orc.

She had planned to pulverize the Orc, Dorgon's underling, right here to send a warning to Dorgon.
"Challenge me, and this will be your fate too."
But when Luke intervened to stop her, she momentarily lost her temper.

'Now that my head has cooled, I see it. Something is strange about this situation.'

As she had told Luke, the Dorgon she knew wasn't just some brute who was good at fighting.
He was clever enough to command a massive legion comparable to the Northern Army.
In fact, if they hadn't captured Row, they wouldn't have known about his invasion preparations and would have been caught off guard.

Would such a Dorgon simply throw part of his forces—Orcs—into the North?
That couldn't be right.
He must have some ulterior motive.

'Though I don't know what that motive is.'

Grace, too, was not just a knight who excelled at fighting.
The ruler of the North, who ascended to the position of Grand Duke at a young age and led the Great War against demons to victory, belatedly realized that she had almost stepped into a trap they had set.
She also understood that Luke had intervened to throw himself in her path as she walked toward that trap.

'I owe him one.'

While feeling grateful to Luke, she observed the duel.
No matter how she looked at it, he was a suspicious character, but ironically, that's why she trusted him.
After all, she had met a similarly incomprehensible man before.

The hero Aran.
A mysterious man who saved humanity from the threat of demons using his own special ability—a power bestowed by fate, different from both magic and the extreme sword techniques she used.

But what made Aran special wasn't just his ability.

It was his peculiar knack for taking paths everyone else considered reckless and foolish, yet always producing good results.
In fact, during the Great War, Grace had secured a decisive turning point in defeating the demons by trusting Aran despite everyone's opposition.

Looking back, the reason she first showed interest in Luke was because she somehow saw Aran's image overlapping with his.
Now she understood why.

Using elemental abilities without anyone teaching him, having the courage not to be intimidated in her presence, and accomplishing many things with composure despite his young age.

That fellow might not be as strong as Aran, but he was undoubtedly a hero like him.
Since he was a different type than Aran... perhaps a hero of knowledge?

'He seems aware of his special nature, but tries to hide it.'

She didn't know why he was hiding it. For now, she was certain it wasn't for a bad reason, so she decided not to pry.
She would naturally learn in time.
However.

'If you intend to walk the hero's path of saving others like Aran, one feat at the Snow Flower Tower isn't enough. Prove yourself on this stage.'

He had already won with strategy, but that wasn't enough. Sensing something, she had given permission, and as expected, Luke had expanded the situation on his own, entering the battle directly and drawing everyone's curiosity.
The North ultimately valued strength above all else.
He was someone who understood that he needed to secure victory with his own hands.

Grace quietly cheered for Luke.
One thing he had said had left quite an impression on her.
That he wasn't a hero saving the world, but a knight protecting the North.

Though the exact details remained unclear, the North now faced some conspiracy orchestrated by the royal family after the Snow Flower Tower incident.
And Luke, who had begun to stand out there, had formed a bond with her guard captain.
Could this be some grand destiny?
Perhaps that fellow...

"Hmph, it's too early to say."

The knight struggling against the Orc chieftain still fell short of Grace's imagined expectations.

***

Whoosh.
Though my expression was tense as I dodged Glaka's swinging axe, I was smiling inside.

'Just as I thought.'

Facing him directly, I had to admit it.
Glaka was stronger than me. His combat experience, size, strength—all were a level above mine.
The only area where I wasn't inferior was speed.
But that merely meant I wasn't falling behind; the difference wasn't enough to gain an advantage through speed alone, unlike Row or Ilaine.

Yet the reason I was smiling was:

'It's just like in the novel.'

I had a weapon that could overwhelm Glaka.
Knowledge.

Glaka was an Orc strong enough to have faced the protagonist Aran in "Brave Lord."
Paradoxically, that's precisely why I could fight him.

Honestly, if I were to face any of the other three chieftains, I couldn't predict victory.
I didn't have Sophia's firepower, Rigrit's archery, or Ilaine's speed and swordsmanship.
I probably would have struggled greatly or even been defeated.

But with Glaka, I was confident.
Because he was a significant Orc who fought Aran, I had seen his capabilities through the novel.
Simply put, I knew Glaka's fighting style, techniques, habits—his weaknesses.

'A quick downward strike. Then horizontal and vertical follow-up attacks.'

As expected, when he failed to finish me with the downward strike, Glaka didn't stop there but attempted a combo. It was his specialty three-hit combo.
Since I already knew this, I quickly dodged all his attacks and then:

'In the novel, Aran did this!'

I thrust First Snow, my frost blade, targeting Glaka's shoulder.
Glaka didn't dodge but easily blocked my decisive thrust with his left-hand shield.

'Got him.'

I had become proficient at imbuing my sword with heat.
Moreover, this sword was directly bestowed by Grace after my knighthood ceremony, replacing my previous one that shattered at Snow Flower Tower.
Though not as sharp as the one Bill made for me, it was a proper knight's sword with excellent durability and magical conductivity.

Having prepared heat in my hands since before the duel began, I imbued the sword with heat as I thrust.
Naturally, Glaka, unaware that I could use a heat blade, blocked such a heated sword... with a wooden shield.

Crack.

"?!"

When an ominous sound came from the wooden shield as it met the elemental mana—heat—infused thrust, Glaka panicked and tried to pull his arm away.
But it was too late.

First Snow's thrust went through more smoothly, and soon I felt the sensation of tearing flesh in my hand.
Slash!

"Tch."

Yet it was I who clicked my tongue despite successfully landing the attack.

In the novel, Aran had easily destroyed Glaka's wooden shield and even damaged his shoulder.
Was it my complacency, thinking I didn't want to make him one-armed since I needed to use him as an ally? Or was Glaka's combat skill greater than I had thought?
I had inflicted a wound, but it was less than I had intended.

Regardless, Glaka, having allowed the attack, slid backward, glanced at the wound on his left arm, and then:

"An excellent technique."

I wasn't particularly pleased to receive his praise. With this, he had discovered that I could use a heat blade.

'I still have more cards up my sleeve, though.'

I shouldn't be either careless or overly confident just because I have knowledge from the novel.
Just as anyone can claim to be a pro gamer verbally, the same applies to fighting.

I am different from Aran in both abilities and techniques. I can't exactly follow the same strategy he used.

"Having lost your shield, now I'll attack."

Swish.
Glaka took a charging stance and:

"!"

Boom!
He charged with a terrifying momentum like a rhinoceros.
His speed and pressure were too great to dodge.
I gripped my sword with both hands, infused it with as much mana as possible, and countered.

"Nnnggh!"

Though I countered with the heavy strike of Snow Flake, the frost blade, the impact was so powerful that I was sent flying.

"Uoooohhh!"

With a wild battle cry piercing my ears, I saw Glaka leap high into the air, bringing his axe down toward me.

'If it were Ilaine, she would quickly dash away as soon as she landed.'

But I'm slower than Ilaine, and Glaka is faster than Boom.
So the best choice for me is:

I quickly drew the dagger Black Feather from my waist and activated heat manipulation.
Then I pointed the reddened, heat-filled blade of Black Feather toward the sky.

Whoosh!

"!"

Fire erupted from Black Feather, shooting upward.
Glaka, who was descending like a guillotine, saw the fire and tried to twist his body to avoid it, but:

"Ugh!"

In midair without footing, movement is difficult. The flames touched Glaka's left leg.
Landing at a distance from me, Glaka staggered with his leg, apparently burned.

'Now!'

I withdrew Black Feather and leaped, targeting his left side.
Clang!
Glaka defended against my high-speed thrust by raising his axe, but:
Would I rely solely on novel knowledge?
My swordsmanship, which I've consistently trained, isn't that shabby either.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
The flurry of Snow Sleet, the frost blade, pushed Glaka hard.
Though I couldn't inflict major damage:
Glaka's left arm and left leg had been hit by the heat blade.
It must be stinging and painful.
And in a fight, having half your body uncomfortable is a bigger penalty than one might think.

"Hnngh!"

Whoosh.
Frowning as he blocked the consecutive attacks, Glaka put strength into his arm and swung his axe widely.
Slash.
Reluctant to face that head-on, I retreated, but not before managing to wound his leg.

"Phew."

After evading Glaka's axe, I caught my breath and assessed the situation.

While I seemed to have the upper hand, having succeeded in attacking three times while Glaka failed to land a hit:
Except for the burn, the wounds weren't deep, and with an Orc's strength and that large axe, he could turn the tables with just one blow.

"You're quite good, but this isn't enough, human."

Glaka gripped his axe handle with both hands.
Then, after stomping his feet like a bull preparing to charge:

"Uwooohhh!"

He charged straight at me, disregarding his leg injury.
Damn, doesn't he even catch his breath?
Just as in the novel, he's a berserker who doesn't spare his own body.

'Then it'll be difficult to defeat him by accumulating wounds like Ilaine would.'

What's the characteristic of a berserker?
Gamers would know. A berserker is the ultimate warrior who exerts explosive power as their health decreases.
Surprisingly, this strategy is quite useful in reality too.
Like starving dogs before a hunt, or gamers whose hands move faster in crisis situations.

Glaka is such a case.
As blood leaves his body, the urgency and anger to defeat the enemy quickly translates into increased combat power.
Against such an opponent, I don't want to risk making him stronger by accumulating damage when the situation is already precarious.

'There are two options.'

First, overwhelm Glaka with absolute power in one blow.
The only person here capable of that is Grace, so that's ruled out.

The second option is:

"It's my first time in actual combat, but..."

Instead of relying on beginner's luck, I decided to trust in my efforts.
I haven't just been dating; I've been training diligently every day to prevent the impending war.

If this duel with the Orc is the prelude to that:
It's fitting to conduct a practical test.

I held the longsword in my right hand and Black Feather in my left.
I wasn't planning to engage in a brute strength contest with the Orc using dual-wielding.

Thud.
I gripped Black Feather in reverse and stabbed it into the ground.

"Phew..."

Even with the mad bull charging at me, snorting:
Despite the urgent situation, I forcibly raised my concentration to calm my mind.
In that state, I poured my mana into Black Feather.

Recalling Sophia's advice from before:
Don't operate heat and cold differently.
Keeping that advice in mind during practice, I realized another meaning embedded in her words.

Whether I hold a sword or a fork in my hand, it's still my hand moving it, not my foot or mouth. Only the method of using the tool differs.
The same applies to heat and cold.
They are different natural phenomena, but ultimately, they are supernatural abilities manifested through my mana.

Based on this insight, I operated my mana in the familiar way I had been doing, but:
Like driving two cars not in the same lane but on a two-lane road, I moved the energy differently.

Crack.
Cold energy emanated from my left hand, and the ground where Black Feather was embedded began to freeze.
But it didn't end there.

'Create a new flower with mana above your hand.'

I recalled Ilaine's advice.
When I first heard it, I didn't understand, but when I shot fire—or rather, "flames"—at Glaka using heat manipulation just now, I got a clue.

If I imbue a dagger's blade with heat, I can use a heat blade that causes burns just by touch, but if I imbue it with cold, the blade just freezes and becomes cold and hard without other effects.
If I try to cause frostbite by pressing it against flesh, the blade might stick to the opponent's skin, rendering it unusable for me too.

Cold shouldn't be used like a heat blade.
The proper way to utilize cold mana doesn't end with imbuing the blade with cold.

'Spread the cold!'

Just like when I filled my body with frost mana and fired a cold wave at Row:
I released the cold mana I had filled Black Feather with.
Crack. Crack-crack. Crack-crack-crack.
Cold spread in all directions from where Black Feather was embedded, gradually freezing the ground.

"Nnnggh!"

I tried to regulate my body temperature with heat manipulation as the cold rising from the ground threatened to chill me.
Even as my body alternated between cold and hot like having a fever, I maintained my focus and:

"Haaaah!"

With a breath and a shout, I released my mana.
Then:

Crack-crack-crack-crack!
Ice crystals erupted from the ground as the cold spread explosively.

"!"

Faced with the sudden phenomenon of the ground freezing, the charging Glaka widened his eyes and tried to stop, but:
The law of inertia exists in this world, creating a braking distance even with an emergency stop.

I had anticipated this and deliberately released the cold when he was close to me.
As a result:

"Kruk!"

Crack-crack-crack.
Glaka's legs stopped, but not because his legs were strong enough to ignore inertia.
The cold had frozen both of Glaka's legs up to his knees.

"Kruk!"

The startled Glaka tried to move his legs to break the ice, but:
The source of my cold mana is pure frost.
This isn't ice weak enough to be broken by mere Orc strength.

"Cough, cough!"

My body trembled as if having chills from using unfamiliar mana excessively, but:
I stood up, leaving Black Feather embedded in the ground, holding only the longsword.

"Now, the punching machine is complete."

Like the game I played in arcades in my past life, hitting a machine with a hammer to score high points.
With that exact sensation, but now even stronger with heat imbued in my sword:

"Haaaah!"

I swung toward Glaka.
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A devastating strike with a blazing sword after freezing both legs.
Glaka's response to this was...

Clang!
Even with frozen legs, Glaka's arms were fine, and he blocked the heat sword with his axe.

In any martial art—swordsmanship, taekwondo, or otherwise—a solid stance is always emphasized.
And a solid stance comes from a strong lower body.
This means that without a stable lower body, martial techniques lack proper power.
I don't know what martial arts orcs use, even as a reader of the novel.

'But I do know the combat stance for an axe.'

The novel kindly described it in the narrative.

To put power into a large axe, one must spread their legs sufficiently.
But now Glaka's legs were frozen while they were closer together, as he had been stepping to reduce his speed.
Compared to when he was fighting me earlier, the distance between his legs was reduced by half.
As a result...

'He's weakened.'

The axe that had felt terrifying before now seemed manageable.
Meanwhile, Glaka was frowning as if uncomfortable.

I unleashed high-speed swordsmanship with my frost-fire blade, and Glaka swung his axe around trying to block my attacks.
But with his leg movement and strength limited, his defense was clearly more vulnerable than before.
I pressed the attack further, getting a feel for his movements, and then...

Swish.

"!"

With nimble footwork, I moved behind Glaka.
With his legs frozen, he couldn't turn his body.
He twisted his waist, desperately trying to block my attack.

But no matter how superior an orc's physical abilities might be compared to humans, they can't twist their bodies like invertebrates.
Whoosh.
I could easily dodge the axe he swung behind him based on instinct.

Slash!
They say a swordsman's shame is a wound on his back, but Glaka was an axe-wielder, so I cut him without hesitation. As he retrieved his axe and swung it widely, I quickly retreated to avoid it.

'It's over.'

I had perfectly positioned myself behind Glaka.
If I just avoided his clumsy axe swings and stabbed him in the back of the head, my victory would be certain.

In "Brave Road," Aran also shattered Glaka's left shoulder with his electrical ability, then paralyzed his body with electricity before defeating him with a flurry of sword techniques.
I don't have Aran's electrical abilities, but I have cold energy that he doesn't.
So instead of paralyzing, I'll freeze him and then strike.

"Grrraaaaargh!"

Glaka sensed the danger of being attacked from behind and desperately tried to move his legs, but as I said, the cold energy freezing his legs was from ice crystals...
Rumble rumble.

"?!"

An ominous sound reached my ears.

"Tch."

It seems my cold energy skill wasn't advanced enough to make the ice completely solid.
No time to be complacent.

I took a deep breath and channeled heat into my sword again.
He might get some burns, but I'll treat him if he surrenders.

Just then...

"Glaka, use that!"
"?"

An orc shouted to Glaka from outside the arena.
Use what? What is that?
Glaka's expression darkened, as if he understood what the demonstrative pronoun referred to.

"That cannot be done. It would soil the pride of us orcs. Would you have us trample on our race's strength and traditions?"
"Kruk, would you rather be completely defeated by a human? Glaka, just this once. Think about what's best for our race!"

As Glaka hesitated under his kinsman's pressure, I spoke to him.

"I have no idea what you're talking about. But if it's something that makes you hesitate this much, it's probably better not to do it."
"..."
"If it were something you could reasonably compromise on, one of the other chieftains would have mentioned it when they were about to lose. Don't do something you'll regret."

I don't know if what I'm doing is an angel's whisper or a devil's temptation.
But feeling I should dissuade Glaka, I calmly reasoned with him.

"...Your words are true, human."

Glaka agreed with me, then said:

"This would be a shameful act that I could not face our ancestors with. It would mean abandoning the honor and pride our race has preserved even while starving, reducing ourselves to beasts."

Then Glaka took something out from inside his garment.
A fruit?
Its garish appearance had an unnatural, disturbing shape rarely seen in nature.

That appearance though.
I've never seen it before, but it feels strangely familiar.

"But even if we orcs may seem like monsters to you, we cannot lose to you for the sake of our race. Human Luke, as you say, I don't want to do something I'll regret. But my greater regret now would be failing to save my daughter Dzara!"

Crunch.
Before I could stop him, Glaka bit into the fruit.
In that moment, I instinctively thrust at his back with my heat-infused sword in the Snow Blade's First Snow Thrust, but...

"GRAAAAARGH!"

As Glaka roared, an explosive energy erupted from his body.

"Ugh!"

The energy that poured out like smoke carried a fierce aggression.
I tried to pierce through it with my heat sword, but sensing I'd take damage if I forced my way in, I withdrew my attack and retreated.

"What did he just eat?"

There was no need for analysis.
The reason for Glaka's transformation was clearly the fruit he had just eaten.
It looked strange from the beginning—definitely not a fantasy apple or pear.
Most noticeable was...

"Grrrrrrrr."

The rational and calm Glaka was now drooling like a rabid dog.
His grotesque appearance sent chills down my spine, but one piece of knowledge came to mind.

'This matches exactly the description of orc ferocity from the novel.'

When I first met Glaka, I felt something was off.
Compared to how "Brave Road" portrayed orcs as a ferocious race, these orcs were actually reasonable, capable of dialogue and negotiation, which created a strange dissonance.
I had thought perhaps in the novel they were just excited because of the war situation.

'That fruit... it's definitely strange, isn't it?'

Call it a novel reader's intuition.
I immediately understood that this unnamed fruit was a combat stimulant that granted strength at the cost of sanity, and that all the orcs in the novel must have been under its influence.
Taking this deduction a bit further...

'If it's a fruit, it could provide sustenance. The orcs mentioned food shortages, yet this combat stimulant happens to be in the form of a fruit?'

Given how ashamed Glaka seemed about it, it's unlikely to be an orc traditional ultimate weapon...

At this point, it would be strange not to be suspicious.
The Western forces behind the orcs... those who kidnapped female orcs to force them into battle—could they possibly have no connection to this fruit?

Anyway, rather than pondering that now...

"GRAAAAARGH!"

Glaka violently shook his body in place.
The ice freezing his legs began to tremble and...
Crack.
Finally, it started to break.

"!"

My cold energy still requires Heukyo's assistance to use.
That dagger, Heukyo, is currently stuck in the ground to maintain the cold energy.

Thinking I needed to subdue this rabid orc before the ice broke, I charged again when the energy around Glaka momentarily calmed, but...

"KAAAH!"
"?!"

As Glaka swung his axe backward, black energy was released like a slashing attack.
I quickly used my heat sword to counter, and when the axe's slash collided with my heat sword, it made a tremendous noise.
CLANGGGGG!

This is insane.
The strength I had reduced by fixing his legs had actually increased beyond its previous level due to the energy gained from eating the fruit.

Though genuinely surprised by this unexpected defense, I couldn't afford to be dazed.
The moment the ice breaks, I'll face an even tougher battle than before.
I need to attack aggressively now to prevent Glaka from breaking the ice.

I twisted my sword to deflect the slash sideways.
Clang! Clang! Clang!
To keep his attention on me and give him no time to think, I persistently attacked from behind. While doing so, I suddenly realized the true nature of that fruit.

'Now I understand why it seemed familiar.'

The energy I sensed from Glaka was none other than magical power.
Orcs who only use pure physical strength don't use magical power unless they're shamans. That was clear from watching Ilaine and Boom's fight earlier.
Even in a fantasy world where magical power is as common as oxygen and all living beings possess some, an orc who normally doesn't use magic wouldn't naturally have such dense and vast magical power.

That was the fruit's effect.
It wasn't just a doping agent.
It was a fruit filled with magical power instead of nutrients, causing the body to overflow with magic when consumed, automatically enhancing it.
And the nature of the magic contained in the fruit was familiar enough for even me, who hadn't lived in this fantasy world for a year, to recognize:

The werewolf form that Row showed in phase 2 at the Snow Flower Tower.
The black magical power I felt from Glaka now resembled the energy I sensed from Row then.
In other words, this magic was an imitation of demonic power.
And the name of this fruit was the "Devil's Fruit."

Of course, it's not a naturally growing fruit.
The Devil's Fruit was created by one of the Seven Heroes, and it appears as a significant problem in Episode 5 of "Brave Road."

Now I understood all the causality.
So the Devil's Fruit was the cause of the orcs' ferocity.
The reason Episode 4's main villain, Dorgon, used the orcs was to secure forces to attack the North while experimenting with a prototype of the Devil's Fruit.

The reason for sending orcs north this time was probably calculated on the assumption that the starving orcs would eat the Devil's Fruit when cornered by Grace's attack.
Using orcs who had eaten the Devil's Fruit to conduct performance tests while also inflicting damage on the Northern army.
It was a chillingly cunning plan.

'Aran, being a demon hunting specialist, must have sensed this energy.'

Come to think of it, in the novel, Aran decisively defeated Glaka after he became ferocious from eating the fruit.

Although my skill level is inadequate, my cold energy originates from ice crystals. It creates ice harder than ordinary cold magic.
Yet someone who could break even ice made from ice crystal cold energy was completely paralyzed by Aran's electricity and couldn't move at all—the reason for this:

It wasn't simply a difference in ability.
Unlike me, Aran knew better than anyone how to counter demonic power, so he used the standard approach.

If so, there must be a hint in the method Aran used.
Some clue to subdue the rampaging Glaka.

"Grrrr!"

Thanks to my continuous attacks disorienting him, Glaka couldn't try to break the ice.
But another problem arose:
Glaka was gradually becoming accustomed to the black magical power.

Cursing the unnecessarily good combat instincts of orcs, I quickly racked my brain for a solution from the novel's text.

"Maybe!"

Though uncertain, one possible method came to mind.

Dash!
I stopped pressuring Glaka and ran past him.
My target was...

Swoosh.
I pulled Heukyo out of the ground.
With the dagger that had been maintaining the cold energy by channeling magic into the ground now removed, the magic supply was cut off.

"GRWAAAAH!"

CRASH!
As Glaka released black magical power, the ice on his legs finally shattered.
Having regained his freedom, he charged at me like a hungry wild dog.

Even though he was free from the ice, his feet must still be in pain from the cold. Is he unable to feel pain due to the fruit's effects?

"Huff, huff."

Is this how a matador feels facing a bull with a red cloth?
But what I held in my hand wasn't a fluttering cloth but a sword made of steel.
So I stood firm without fear.

This time, I took a dual-wielding stance with a longsword in my right hand and a dagger in my left, ready to meet Glaka's charge head-on.

'Just once. If I can block just once, there's a possibility.'

I poured as much magical power as I could into my right hand.
Since heat wasn't necessary for this strategy, I channeled pure magical power without any attribute.
And because mere quantity of magic wouldn't be enough, I refined the magic in my sword to make it as solid and sharp as possible.

Then...
Hum hum hum hum.
The magic in the sword gradually took shape, becoming straight and...
Quietly and calmly settled in the sword.
It was the signature technique symbolizing knights, one they rely on as their main skill.
Sword energy.

'Funny that I can use sword energy only now, when I've been using heat sword techniques just fine.'

It felt different from the heat sword.
If the heat sword felt like holding a giant soldering iron with an extremely hot blade,
The sword energy gave me confidence that I could cut through anything, as if the sword had become extremely sharp.

Not having time to be entranced by this feeling, I swung my sword against Glaka's axe strike as he approached right in front of me.
CLAAANG!
The axe imbued with black magic and the sword filled with sword energy collided with an ear-splitting metallic sound.
But as I said, I had no intention of engaging in a brute strength contest with an orc.

"HAAAH!"

While blocking the axe with one hand in a crazy move, I thrust my dagger straight at Glaka's abdomen with my left hand.
THWACK!
Orcs, like humans, have two hands.
Glaka, holding his axe with one hand, caught my Heukyo with his other.
Then, as if trying to crush the dagger with the black magic in his hand, he bulged his muscles and gripped it tightly, but...

"Heh, you... stupid... fool."
"Kruk?"
"This is made of cold iron."

I'm not sure if this message will reach Glaka in his maddened state, but I grinned mockingly and said:

"Thanks for blocking it with your hand. My goal was to wound you."
"...?"

Glaka, his eyes bloodshot, instinctively sensed something was wrong and looked at the hand gripping Heukyo.
Crack. Crack crack.

"!"

His hand began to freeze.

"GRRRGH!"

Maintaining sword energy with my right hand while channeling cold magic with my left made me dizzy and almost nauseous, but...

"If you're going to do it stylishly, go all the way!"

Except for Rigrit, who doesn't know the details of the duel, the other two won too impressively.
Though I can't help struggling due to the skill difference, at least as the last fighter, I should finish with impact.

I forced cold energy into the wound on Glaka's hand caused by Heukyo's blade.
Why did a powerful fighter like Aran in the novel specifically paralyze his opponent before finishing with swordsmanship?
Pondering this question, an interesting hypothesis emerged:

Orc warriors don't handle magic and fight with physical strength alone. Could the massive amount of magic suddenly forced into their bodies have had only positive effects?
To properly handle magic, one must constantly train the pathways in the body, like building muscles.
Even I spent days and nights manipulating heat in my body to develop my magical power.

Without that process, abruptly injecting magic would surely wreak havoc on an orc's magical pathways, which must be why Aran used electricity to paralyze him.
He disrupted the internal magic pathways with electricity to suppress the use of black magic, then defeated the weakened orc.

"GRRRRRGH!"

When his right hand froze, Glaka tried to pull away, but...
Unlike before, this time I was directly injecting cold energy while holding Heukyo.
Black magic or not, this ice won't break.
Even if he tries something with his left hand and the axe, I'm desperately maintaining sword energy to block it since I don't want to die.

"GRRRRRR!"
"NNNGH!"

With my right hand, a contest of blade strength.
With my left hand, a territorial battle between cold energy and black magic.
My sword energy defended against Glaka's axe trying to split my body.
The black magic resisted my cold energy trying to freeze Glaka's body.

Whether Glaka's body would freeze first, or I would collapse with a nosebleed from excessive magic use...
In this chicken game where even I couldn't gauge the outcome, finally...

"Kruk, human?"

Glaka's voice reached my ears.
Perhaps because the magic pathways in his body were frozen by cold energy, preventing black magic from flowing, he seemed to have regained his senses but had no memory of the current situation.

"Huff, huff. Hey, orc. Is your mind fully back?"
"Y-yes. What is this...?"
"Can you feel sensations too?"
"Yes."
"Good, since this is hard, let's talk details later."

I extended my left leg back and...
THWACK!
With all my remaining strength and emotion, I kicked him in the groin.

"!!!"

Apparently that area is also a weak point for orcs, as Glaka's eyes rolled back and his body curled up. The strength left his axe.

"NNGH!"

I needed to end this before he was engulfed by black magic again.
I knocked aside the axe and poured every last drop of magic in my body into sword energy.
Then I transformed that magic into cold energy.

While projecting cold energy outward is difficult, storing it in the sword like the heat sword isn't too challenging.
As the magic in the sword took on an attribute, intense cold transferred through the blade to my skin, and the edge transformed into an ice sword.
If the heat sword was like a soldering iron, the ice sword was cold and hard like a massive icicle.

Using this ice sword as a club...
I struck Glaka's head.
THWACK!
Hit squarely on the head, Glaka collapsed to the ground. He lay limp, apparently unconscious without even a twitch.

"Huff, huff."

I wanted to collapse after him, but...
Slash.
Since that wouldn't be a stylish finish, I raised my sword high with my right hand and struck a pose.

"WOOOOAAAAAAH!"

Whether it was because my mind was hazy or not, I'm not sure.
But it seemed like the loudest cheer yet.

Ch.96 - Chapter 96. Alliance of Souls
Originally, I had planned to end it with a cool descent from the dueling arena amid cheers.

'I can't move an inch.'

Using both sword energy and cold energy simultaneously was indeed quite taxing on the body.
If I tried to move my legs now, I'd probably collapse within seven steps.
That wouldn't look cool at all.

Standing still and maintaining my pose made me look like someone basking in praise.
Tap.

It's truly nice to have someone by my side who understands my feelings without me having to say anything.

"Good job."

Elaine had approached me without my noticing and was now supporting me.
Thanks to her, I avoided the embarrassment of collapsing after accomplishing everything.

"Actually, when black magic emerged from the Orc chieftain, I was about to rush to save you. I couldn't because His Excellency stopped me."

Elaine's hand supporting me was slightly damp with sweat.
Was she that nervous?

"You fought brilliantly, Luke. I'm so proud of you."

Elaine gave me a genuinely admiring smile and embraced me.
She probably justified it to herself as a superior encouraging a subordinate after a fierce battle, or that it was fine since she was pretending to be my wife.

Normally, I would have been flustered by her physical contact, but perhaps because I had just been wielding unfamiliar cold energy recklessly.
Using the excuse that I needed warmth, I silently nestled into her embrace.
Right, we danced at the party, so a hug was nothing.

While I was in Elaine's embrace, another person approached us.

"Well done. By the way, that black magic just now. If my eyes weren't deceiving me, it clearly resembled that of demons. What's going on?"

At Sophia's serious expression, Elaine released me from her embrace and said:

"I felt it too. No, anyone who experienced the Great War would recognize it. He consumed something during the battle and then transformed."

Elaine returned to her usual serious face and said:

"We need to hear an explanation."

She glared at the Orcs who had approached to tend to the fallen Glaka.
The Orcs, who were about to take Glaka away, flinched when they met Elaine's gaze.
Since Elaine was supporting me and couldn't move freely, Sophia approached Glaka instead.

"I'm not going to harm you, so stay still. You've absorbed a lot of cold energy, and if left untreated, your blood vessels will freeze. We need to thaw you quickly."
"......"
"As you saw earlier, I'm the North's finest fire mage. I'm also an elder of the Snow Flower Tower, so I'm well-versed in cold magic. Now that the duel is over, we have no reason to fight. If you don't want your chieftain to die, shouldn't you listen to me?"

As Sophia explained calmly, the Orcs exchanged glances among themselves.

"Human, please help."

Perhaps some trust had developed during the fight.
Zenora, the chieftain of the Vine Swamp Orcs who had fought Sophia in the first round, gave permission.

I know from my own experience of being treated by mages for cold energy before.
Sophia wasn't simply performing an act of kindness.
While treating him, she was probably using her magic sight to examine the black magic inside Glaka's body.

"Kruk......"

Just then, Glaka opened his eyes and:

"Grrrgh!"

He let out a painful groan as the black magic seemed to surge again.
Whoosh!
Sophia engulfed Glaka in the Flames of Destruction.
Surrounded by blue flames, Glaka twisted his body in agony, then:

"Ugh......"

Eventually, he calmed down and regained consciousness.
It seemed Sophia's Flames of Destruction had the ability to burn away an opponent's power, including black magic.
True to its name, "Destruction" flames.

"Hmm, this has melted the ice. And eliminated the black magic too."

Sophia's expression remained serious as she withdrew the Flames of Destruction.
She seemed to have completed her investigation of the black magic in that brief moment.

"The concentration is much lower, but it's definitely magic with the same properties as that of demons. What's going on here?"

As Sophia gripped her staff, about to interrogate the Orc:

"Just a moment, Miss Sophia."

I approached, still supported by Elaine, and stopped her.

"Before that. Glaka and Orc chieftains."
"...?"
"I just won the duel, and with this, all four duels have ended in victory for our Northern Army. Surely you don't intend to dispute the results?"

Originally, Glaka would have declared the winner as the referee, but this time he had fainted, so there had been no official declaration yet.
But anyone with eyes could see who had won.

The Orcs looked cautiously at Glaka, who also staggered to his feet with the support of his kin.

"I have been defeated. Human Luke, it is your victory, and humans have won this duel."

The words of defeat came from Glaka, the representative of the Orcs.
At those words, the Northern Army felt another surge of elation but held it in check.
This wasn't the time for celebration.

"Then as promised, the Orc race will now be subject to the North. Any objections?"
"None. According to the strict rules of dueling, we Orcs are now your human subjects."
"No, not human subjects."
"Hmm?"
"Literally, you follow the North, not humans, and you're not becoming slaves of humans, but rather the Orc faction is becoming part of the Northern territory. Understand?"
"Hmm... I understand."

Contracts should always be detailed to prevent misunderstandings later.
Our enemies are also humans, so it would be problematic if Orcs became subjects of humans.
And "slave" sounds harsh and negative, potentially causing resentment, so it's better to imply that the Orc faction has come under our authority.

"Then, although we haven't made the blood oath yet, shall I give my first directive?"
"What is it?"
"That fruit, what exactly is it?"

I had made some guesses during the fight.
I had no intention of letting this matter slide.
One reason I wanted to subjugate the Orcs through dueling was to avoid falling into Dorgon's trap, but I also wanted to learn about the interactions between the Orcs and the West that weren't mentioned in the novel, directly from them.

Glaka, looking as if he had expected this, exchanged glances with the other chieftains and said:

"Now that we must follow your orders, I will tell you everything."

Step, step.
Grace had also approached us by now.
Having heard Glaka's declaration of defeat, she gave me an approving smile, postponing her praise to focus on the current conversation.

"It happened suddenly. After the Great War, our race left our homeland and drifted to the Western Wastelands."

Glaka's story went like this:
The surviving Orcs settled in the barren lands of the untouched Western Wastelands.
But as refugees who had left their homeland, life was difficult in the wasteland where hunting and herding were challenging.
In these harsh conditions, the Orc race struggled to establish a foothold.

"One day, when the males returned from a distant hunting trip, they found the settlement reduced to ashes."

The Western army, having discovered the Orcs' location, had invaded the settlement.
But what they did wasn't extermination.

"Our hard-earned settlement was burned to the ground. All the females and children who remained in the settlement were abducted."

Though they revere strength as an absolute value, as evidenced by their objection to Elaine participating in the duel, Orcs are a male-dominated society.
The females who were guarding the settlement while the males were hunting faced the Western army and, naturally, were defeated due to numerical disadvantage.

Grace, piecing together the situation in her mind, asked Glaka:

"So you followed Dorgon's instructions to rescue the females?"
"Yes. But their intentions didn't end there."

In the process of the Western attack on the settlement, the Orcs lost resources, including food.
To such Orcs, the West provided what they called "support" in the form of demon fruits.

"The first ones who ate the fruit behaved strangely. They gained strength but became violent. Seeing that, we realized: this is a forbidden fruit. So we tried not to eat it, no matter how hungry we were."
"...So that's why you were starving."
"Yes."
"Then just now, you ate it despite knowing the danger?"
"I couldn't lose the duel. If we became subject to humans, we would lose our females. That would be the end of our race."
"Hmm......"

Grace nodded, seeming to have understood the full picture now.

"So what will you do now? You've lost the duel. We haven't made the blood oath yet. If you submit to us, you can't rescue your females, so will you try to escape secretly or betray us?"
"...We won't betray the results of the duel. If we did, we would no longer be Orcs. We would be mere livestock without honor or pride."

The Orc race was truly simple to the point of stubbornness, but they had pride.
Even Grace, who had fought against Orcs in the past, seemed to see a new side to them, her expression no longer as harsh as before.

She looked around at the Orcs, including Glaka, and spoke:

"I understand your intentions. We will make the blood oath as per the duel's conditions, and I respect the pride the Orc race has in dueling."
"Thank you, human."
"However."
"?"
"I know well about Dorgon, the one manipulating you. He won't harm your families that he's holding hostage."
"Ah......"
"Don't be relieved. As much as I'd like to think he wouldn't go that far, he might bring the hostages to the battlefield as meat shields, to keep the Orc forces tied down."
"What!"
"Save your anger for later. Before that, I want to ask you something."

The Orcs, who had been getting agitated, paused at Grace's calm, even-toned voice.

"If Dorgon brings out your families and demands betrayal, what will you do? Will you ignore your females according to the blood oath? Or will you betray us for the future of your race, even if it costs you your lives due to the consequences of breaking the blood oath?"
"That's......"
"Let me tell you in advance, staying neutral is not an option. Forces that don't contribute and just take up space are only a hindrance."

At Grace's difficult question, not only Glaka but all the other Orcs looked grim.
From what they've said so far, they would probably try to keep the blood oath for the sake of Orc pride.
But the price of maintaining that pride could be the death of their families and the extinction of the Orc race.
Imagining that future made it hard for them to speak.

Just as Glaka was about to answer, having bitten his lip and seemingly made up his mind:

"I never thought I'd feel sympathy for Orcs, but this seems too cruel. Shall I reveal the answer now?"
"?"
"Lord Luke, since the blood oath was your plan, as the person responsible, please explain."

So she's saying she let me rest by talking, and now it's time for me to work again?
She's truly a harsh boss.
But as Grace said, this was my plan, so I should wrap it up.

"Do you remember the condition we proposed when I suggested making the blood oath earlier?"
"I... remember. That we must not be hostile to humans, no, to the North."
"And I specified that it applies not just to you here, but to 'all Orcs'."
"What does that mean?"
"All Orcs. Don't you understand yet?"

The Orcs looked at each other and tilted their heads, not understanding.
Already tired and in pain, I just said it directly out of frustration:

"It means your families captured by Dorgon are also subject to us."
"Ah!"

The Orcs all widened their eyes, and I thought they had understood, but:

"What good does that do? The females and children are held hostage. They can't help you."
"Ah, really......"

It's nice that they're simple, but isn't this too simple?
I felt dizzy.

Grace, also seeming frustrated, sighed and intervened:

"Lord Luke, I think it's better to explain everything. ...What we mean is, if you faithfully fulfill your oath and follow us, we will help you rescue your captured females."
"!!"

Now finally understanding what we meant, the Orcs opened their mouths wide in surprise.

"Is, is that true?"
"If you make the blood oath and all Orcs become property of the North, then you are now mine, as the Grand Duke of the North. I don't like it when someone takes or steals what's mine. Obviously, I can't have Orcs in their hands. I'll retrieve them all."

The Orcs murmured among themselves.
Their simple minds, which couldn't even find hidden meanings, seemed overwhelmed by this unexpected proposal, making it hard for them to judge the situation.

"Will you really save our race? Is this not a lie?"
"If I were going to lie about something like this, I would have just crushed you earlier instead of dueling. That would have been easier."

Suddenly, there was a loud thud!
Glaka was bowing with his head to the ground.

"If you do that for us! We Orcs will serve you Northern humans as the saviors of our race! Forever!"

A series of thuds followed, and all the Orcs present pressed their heads to the ground.
Was this the Orc way of bowing?
We were a bit taken aback by suddenly receiving such sincere prostrations from the Orcs, but:

"Good, let's crush the kidnappers together and get your families back."

And so, even before making the blood oath with the Orcs...
We formed a spiritual alliance.

Ch.97 - Chapter 97. Creating a Hero (1)
They say you should pull out even a bull's horn in one go.
Don't put it off, they said, and we exchanged a blood oath right here.

I knew how to make a blood oath.
It was a scene that appeared in the introduction of <Brave Lord>.
However, just as knowing how to swim doesn't make everyone a swimming athlete, I only roughly knew the form but had no idea how to manipulate magical power through the proper methods and processes.

'Having a knowledgeable mage as a companion is incredibly convenient.'

Fortunately, Sophia said she had read books about blood oaths.
As I gave her a rough explanation, she gradually recalled her old memories.
And conveniently, Zenora, the orc shaman who loved traditions, also had knowledge about this, so the two prepared the contract ritual together.

Since the contract was for all orcs, we needed to collect blood from all orcs waiting in the village who hadn't come to the dueling grounds.
So while the tribal chiefs including Glaka went to the village with Lord Gunter to explain the situation and collect blood,
We had one debate among ourselves.

"So, if we make this contract, its contents will be engraved in the blood and passed down through generations."
"Yes, that's correct."

I, who could now endure a bit longer after drinking the potion that Grace had given me as a reward for my hard work like a tonic, still couldn't go rest.
Rigrit, who shared the same tent, was sleeping soundly. Lucky bastard.

"Hmm."

After I explained about the blood oath to Grace, who had only vaguely heard about it, she fell into silent contemplation.

"If the contract ritual requires blood from both sides, and they're providing blood from all orcs, do we all need to provide a drop of blood too?"
"Since the contract specifies they won't harm the North, there's no need for that. One representative providing blood should be sufficient."

Originally, a blood oath requires blood from all parties involved in the contract.
But the blood oath we're making now isn't exactly equal in content.

The orcs must not betray the North, must not harm it, and must not engage in any hostile actions, with many other conditions attached.
Meanwhile, the North only has one safety measure to prevent future abuse: not to oppress orcs and to take care of them.

'It might look like we're making a fraudulent contract with simple creatures.'

But in exchange, we saved the orcs from extinction, prevented them from becoming test subjects for the devil's fruit, and agreed to rescue the captured female orcs.
It's like we've paid the price in advance, so while not equal, it's surprisingly a win-win deal for both sides.

Anyway, since the binding force only applies to the orcs, our side only needs one representative to sign the contract to complete the blood oath.

"Just one drop of Your Grace's blood will suffice."

We can't entrust such an important contract binding orcs to the North to the blood of a nameless soldier.

It's uncertain whether the soul oath to remain loyal if we rescue the females will continue across generations.
So to maintain the absolute security of the blood oath, our side must also continue to possess the blood used in the contract.

Therefore, the human contractor should be someone who can preserve their blood better than anyone else.
With a war against a powerful enemy ahead, to prevent the unfortunate situation where the human contractor dies and the blood line is broken, the contractor should be someone least likely to lose their life.
I'm not sure if the bizarre act of drinking their spilled blood would continue the contract, but just in case it doesn't work...

Who else could it be?
Grace Northrain, the Grand Duchess of the North.
The strongest knight of humanity and the Sword Saint.
The strongest person in the North, and a main character who survived until the end of Episode 4 in the novel.
Plus, as the leader of the North, she makes a fitting representative. The North's Grand Duchess holding the leash of the orcs.

But Grace's reaction was somehow strange.

"Well..."
"?"

Instead of answering straightforwardly as usual, she hesitated as if reluctant.

"Your Grace, is there something bothering you?"

When Elaine, as her close aide, asked after noticing Grace's reaction, Grace replied with a still indifferent face.

"If I absolutely must do it, I will. But I'm not particularly inclined to."

She's not someone who would refuse the opportunity to gain the power of the orc race without reason.
Sensing there must be a reason, Elaine asked again.

"From what I've heard, to maintain the blood oath, one must pass down the contract along with blood to their descendants. This may sound odd, but I am the only bloodline of House Northrain. And the Northrain family has historically had few offspring."

Grace gave a bitter smile.

"If I don't bear children, this contract will end with me. I currently have no husband, nor am I betrothed. Hmph, I wonder if I could even have a normal marriage and family at this point."
"..."

Indeed, Grace hadn't married in the eight years since becoming Grand Duchess.
She herself had no interest in men, and even with Aran, the only one she connected with, they never ended up together in the novel.
I don't know what happened to Grace after the novel, but there were no hints that she married another man, making it difficult to be optimistic.

"I need to consider whether I should be responsible for this contract because I'm the Grand Duchess of the North. Whether the blood oath is simply for the upcoming war, or also for the future of the North. We should think carefully and choose the most suitable person as the contractor. That's my opinion."

Grace's words make sense.
The reason for binding the orcs with a blood oath is not just for this situation but to eliminate their potential danger in the future.
I need to consider life beyond the novel now.
Considering that, the contractor's blood needs to be reliably passed down.

'By actual medieval standards, Grace is past marriageable age.'

But this is a medieval 'fantasy' world, and we shouldn't assume it matches the medieval life we learned about in history class.

<Brave Lord> wasn't an adult work, but it did contain sexual depictions, like with Luna, the main villain of Episode 1, or the Black Crow criminal organization in Episode 3.
For whatever adult reasons, all characters were over 20 years old, and the world setting, unlike the medieval era where teenage marriages were common, had early to mid-twenties as the marriageable age, similar to modern society.

'Even the protagonist Aran was in his late twenties, and most of the female heroines were in their twenties except for one.'

Of course, Grace, despite looking a year or two younger than Elaine with her youthful appearance, was actually in her early thirties, making her slightly late even by this world's standards.
That's why she held the big sister position among the heroines.
There was a heroine older than Grace, but she was of a different race, so that's beside the point.

Anyway, Grace was opposed to using her blood for the blood oath.
But questioning whether she wouldn't marry would be not just crossing a line but outright rude.
I needed to think about how to persuade Grace to complete this contract, but my tired mind wasn't working properly when...

"So, I can't just refuse and leave everyone in a difficult position. I'd like to make a suggestion."
"?"
"This blood oath wasn't my plan to begin with. I had planned to eliminate the orcs here, but thanks to the wise decision of a certain knight, we can now accept the orcs as a military force for the North without casualties."

Wait a minute.
Something seems off here.

"So it doesn't seem right for me, who just stood by, to claim the credit. Naturally, it should go to the one who worked hardest for the North."

Then Grace turned to me.

"Sir Luke, what do you think?"

As I suspected. Grace's proposed human contractor was me.

Honestly, I was taken aback.
The content of this contract is simply to prevent orcs from opposing the North.
It doesn't allow control over the orcs or make one their true master.
As long as the blood can be preserved, it doesn't really matter who from our side makes the contract.

Still, this contract has symbolic meaning in subjugating the orcs to the North, so it would look better if someone with appropriate status or reputation took on the role.

'At the very least, Rigrit, a high noble, or Sophia, an elder of the magic tower, or Lord Gunter... though it would be awkward to ask someone his age to have new children.'

Is it also awkward with Sophia because she's a lesbian?
Rigrit is in her early twenties and a high noble, so she probably has a fiancé, and as an archer, she fights one step back from the front line, making her the most suitable candidate I was considering.

"You may not be a hero, but you said you're a knight protecting the North. So I think it's appropriate for you to accept the responsibility of safeguarding this contract."

I had noticed since she insisted on not participating in the duel that she intended to push this entire matter onto me from beginning to end.
However.

'It feels like she has some ulterior motive?'

Even if she's fully supporting me as promised after I passed her final test, this is extremely supportive.
She's offering to hand over something as symbolic as the blood oath to me.
If that happens, from the perspective of the Northern people, I'll be seen as the protector of the North against the orcs, gaining fame like during the Snow Flower Tower incident, or perhaps even more.

'Could it be! Is she still mistaking me for a hero?'

While she doesn't seem to be treating me as a hero, I can tell she hasn't completely dismissed her suspicions, as she muttered when I brought the blood oath proposal.
She told me that if I wanted to shoulder the mission of protecting the North, I should become a hero with appropriate influence.

'Creating a hero... huh.'

Grace really likes talented newcomers.
My strategy when I was aiming to win Grace's favor in the past was to make a name for myself as a talented newcomer to catch her eye, and that's why I was selected for her guard.

Even so, it felt somehow suspicious that she, an 8-year veteran Grand Duchess, would favor me this much just because she liked me.
I even suspected that her excuse about bloodlines was just a build-up for this.

'I'm not sure what benefit Grace gets from making me a hero.'

But it won't be for a bad purpose.
I know well from reading the novel and serving by her side that she's not a villain who envies or is jealous of others.
This is clearly a decision made for a positive future for me and the North.

'Haha.'

Now I understand Grace's feelings.
Even though I don't know what she's thinking, I'll trust that it's for everyone's good.
That's what I've been doing for her and the North all this time.

Alright.
Since she's decided to trust me without doubt, I should accept whatever her intentions are.
Besides, I have nothing to lose by becoming the hero of this incident as Grace intends.

'This way... we'll get a little closer.'

Elaine, Grace's guard captain, is a very famous figure in the North.
This was evident from how the Northern nobles rushed to speak to her when she appeared in a dress.

In contrast, I'm not such a remarkable person in terms of status or position, though I've made a name for myself in one major incident.
One reason I initially hid my relationship with Elaine was concern about what people might say if it became known that such a famous person was dating someone as unknown as me.

But what if I gain the reputation of a hero who saved the North from the orc threat?
I could get closer to where Elaine stands, and there would be fewer people questioning our relationship and more people accepting it.

"If that is Your Grace's wish."

I too, hiding my true thoughts, respectfully addressed Grace.

"I am infinitely honored by your trust, and I swear to protect this heavy duty entrusted to me for the North with my life."

I knelt on one knee like a knight, acting with an expression full of gratitude and loyalty, and Grace, whether acting or not, smiled at me with full trust.
With this, I became the guardian who would uphold the blood oath.

Ch.98 - Chapter 98. Making a Hero (2)
One unexpected thing was.
The orcs, who had been demanding that someone higher up than a mere knight should come out for the duel.
I thought they might object to me, someone without any position or power, coming out as the Blood Oath contractor instead of the Grand Duke of the North.
But far from objecting, they accepted it quite readily.

I could understand why Glaka, who had negotiated and fought with me, would accept it, but I wondered why the other orcs weren't raising objections.
The answer came from Gunter, who had accompanied the orc chieftain to explain the situation.

"There was resistance among the orcs. Those who didn't know the circumstances would naturally be bewildered by the sudden prospect of submitting to humans."
"Yes, that would be expected."
"But Chieftain Glaka stepped forward and passionately argued that thanks to you, they avoided the Northern army's attack, gained a new foothold in the North, and even got a chance to rescue their captured females."
"R-really?"
"Indeed. The dissatisfied orcs were persuaded by his fervent speech, and some even became grateful to you for promising to save their families."

I'm not sure exactly what Glaka did or how he did it, but... well, I suppose all's well that ends well?
It would have been troublesome if internal discord had ruined everything after all the effort to get them to the negotiating table.
Thankfully, no such awkward development occurred.

I dropped a single drop of my blood into the blood the orcs had collected, mixing it together. With that blood placed in the center, Sophia and Zenora led the Blood Oath ceremony.

As we chanted the spell according to the ritual, the blood began to glow on its own and dispersed in all directions.
The dispersed blood returned to everyone who had mixed their blood, and was inscribed in the form of a tattoo at the location specified by the contractor.

It might sound creepy to say we were tattooed with blood, but there was no sensation at all—just a beautiful pattern of dots appearing on the skin.
Though I suppose it is creepy in a way, since this dot turns into a bomb if the contract is broken.

Looking at the Blood Oath tattoo inscribed on the inside of my arm, I finally breathed a sigh of relief that it was over.
I felt slightly guilty about having to pass this tattoo down to my descendants.
But unless the Northerners collectively go mad and try to wage war against the orcs, they would take excellent care of my descendants, so this was a kind of pension.

"I'm counting on you, human."
"Likewise, orc."

After completing the Blood Oath, Glaka approached me and spoke. I extended my hand as a gesture of goodwill.

"?"
"It's called a handshake, a human greeting. Just take my hand and shake it up and down once slowly."
"Hmm."

As Glaka awkwardly extended his hand, I took it and gently shook it up and down.

The orcs will need to undergo many changes if they're going to be vassals of the North and live as neighbors to humans.
The most important of these will be exchange.

The deep rift of conflict from fighting each other with weapons in the past won't be resolved immediately.
But in this world, there are no eternal enemies or friends. Rather, with the powerful West as our enemy, we need all the friends we can get now.
This handshake, exchanged with bare hands rather than weapons, will be the first step toward the North and the orcs working together in harmony.

"So now we just follow you humans?"

That's the issue that remains.
Even though we've made the Blood Oath, suddenly bringing orcs along would surprise people.
The people's unrest could be resolved by showing them the tattoo on my arm, but there's also the question of where and how to accommodate the orcs we bring.

Should we create an orc autonomous zone in Wintercannon? Should we give them land to build their own village?
My head was spinning with these questions when—

"Lord Luke."

Grace intervened.

"Well done. You look tired, so go rest now. I'll handle the rest from here."

Grace told Elaine to take me away, then dealt with Glaka herself.
Come to think of it, such concerns were for rulers, not knights.
Now that my part was truly finished, I left it to Grace.

"I'm really sleepy. Can I sleep for a while?"
"You can rest well. I'll stay by your side."
"Haha, as the captain of the guard, shouldn't you be by Her Excellency's side?"
"Seeing that you have the energy to say such things, perhaps you'll be fine without me."
"I was joking. Please stay by my side, and hold my hand too."
"Of course I will."

As Elaine supported me, she said:

"Isn't it natural for a married couple to hold hands while sleeping?"

That's not quite the cute meaning she thinks it is...
Being next to Elaine and smelling her scent gave me such a sense of security that my strength drained away, and my eyes closed before I could even protest.

***

I must have been tired, because I slept so deeply I didn't even dream.

When I woke up, Rigrit, who had gone to rest before me, was already awake and greeted me.
I felt a strange disappointment that Elaine wasn't there holding my hand anymore.

'The captain of the Grand Duke of the North's guard can't stay by my side the entire time while I sleep for who knows how many hours.'

Still, knowing Elaine's personality, she probably stayed by my side for a while after putting me to bed before leaving.

I heard from Rigrit, who still looked proud of his achievements, about what had happened while I was asleep.

First, the orcs decided not to accompany the Northern army but to act separately.
Instead, Grace gave them a secret mission, and following that, the orcs returned to where they had withdrawn from the village.

Before they left, Grace took all the demon fruits the orcs possessed in exchange for providing them with some food.
The demon fruits that were handed over would be sent to the Snow Flower Tower for investigation.

Rigrit also told me about the secret mission Grace had given to the orcs.

"Hmm, that's not bad."
"Right?"

I thought it was a good strategy too.
The female orcs would be important hostages for Dorgon as well. We promised to rescue them, but it won't be easy.

In the novel, orcs weren't treated as important, so I unfortunately don't know if Dorgon will really bring the female orcs to the battlefield as Grace predicted.
But if they intend to use the orcs until the end, they probably will.
After all, controllers are usually kept next to electronic devices.

So if we strike at the right moment, we might be able to rescue the female orcs while simultaneously dealing a significant blow to the West.
Repaying a plot with a plot.

After hearing about everything from Rigrit, and with my fatigue gone after a good sleep, I got dressed and headed to Grace to report my safe return.

During the day I was asleep, the orcs had left the village they were occupying, but the Northern army remained at the campsite.
It wasn't particularly for my sake.
The Northern army had also been marching hard to quickly stop the orc invasion.
Even though they hadn't fought a battle, they were all resting from the fatigue accumulated during the march, especially now that the orcs had withdrawn and there would be no battle.

"Hey, everyone gather around! It's Lord Luke!"

When I emerged from the tent, a nearby Northern army soldier recognized me and called out loudly to his comrades.
Other soldiers who had been resting immediately got up and approached me.

"You were amazing, Lord Luke!"
"That was a duel that had us on the edge of our seats!"
"Are you a magic swordsman? I heard rumors about your heat abilities, but you were handling cold energy too!"
"Lord Luke, do you remember me? We were in the same unit before!"

Like a press interview I'd seen in the news in my past life, soldiers spoke up from all sides, giving me a slight feeling of dizziness.
What's with this enthusiastic welcome?

I knew I'd done something significant, but I hadn't expected such a reception.

From an ordinary soldier's perspective, it must have been a bewildering turn of events.
They had marched from Wintercannon for days to reach the battlefield, set up camp, and were ready for battle.
Then some knight stopped the fight, engaged in a duel, and subjugated the orcs.
Some might have felt let down or confused. Some might have had negative views, wondering why I was showing off.

But the eyes of the Northern soldiers around me now were filled only with goodwill.
Of course, these weren't all of the Northern army, but the fact that they were approaching me with friendliness rather than whispering from a distance meant—

"Haha."

Let's take the positive view. It's not like I was summoned for something urgent, so a little time should be fine.
Given their unexpected goodwill, I couldn't ignore or dismiss them.
With a smile on my face like a celebrity, I made eye contact with the soldiers and responded to them.

I thanked them for their praise, answered questions briefly, and returned greetings.
Although it wasn't my first time being the center of attention, it still felt awkward and somewhat uncomfortable.
But the strongest feeling was pride that the soldiers' warm welcome was proof that what I had done was right.

Interestingly, I wasn't the only one receiving acclaim.

"Lord Rigrit, how did you win? Please tell us in detail!"
"Is it true that the orc chieftain asked for a rematch afterward?"
"I heard from a friend in the guard that your archery skills alone earned you recognition as guard-level!"
"Fighting until you were covered in dirt—you're a model for Northern nobility!"

Rigrit, who was beside me, was also surrounded by soldiers.
He didn't seem to mind the situation—in fact, he seemed to be enjoying it greatly.
With his lips more relaxed than usual, he responded smoothly, befitting the second son of a noble family.

Seeing that, it seems the golden boy has achieved his plan too.
Although I helped a little, Rigrit clearly proved his abilities through his own efforts.
Having received plenty of praise for this incident, he won't forget this feeling of satisfaction and will continue to excel in the future.

Still, given his fundamentally strange personality, if he's pampered too much, he might develop bad habits, so I should think of ways to keep him in check.
What I want is a loyal dog that behaves well when fed properly, not a rabid dog running wild with its own self-importance.

As I mingled with everyone, I felt my reputation rising from this incident.
I might not be a hero, but I felt like one.

***

"Your Excellency, I've finished resting and have returned."

When I arrived at Grace's tent and saluted, she welcomed me.

"Welcome, Lord Luke."

I also made eye contact with Elaine, who was standing behind Grace, and since words weren't necessary between us, we exchanged greetings with just our gazes.

'You seem well-rested. No other pains?'
'Thanks to you, I rested well. I'm a bit stiff, but nothing particularly painful. I am a little hungry though.'
'That's understandable. You slept for a whole day. I'm... sorry I couldn't be by your side when you woke up.'
'It's okay. I know how busy you are.'
'Let's have a meal together later, shall we?'

A lot of conversation passed in that brief exchange of glances, but no one else knew.
Even I found it a bit amazing that we could communicate so much in less than a second.

"Thanks to you, this expedition... though we didn't engage in battle, we did march outside the castle, so it's still an expedition. Anyway, the results of the expedition were more successful than originally anticipated. Thanks to you, we had no casualties and were able to save on military expenses."

No matter how much the North values strength and loves battle and weapons—
Even those aggressive and simple orcs know how to negotiate, suppressing their instincts for the sake of their families. How could humans, who are more rational than orcs, be obsessed with war?
Moreover, with the current confrontation against a force incomparably larger than the orcs, any loss of troops here would have been a major headache, but that problem was avoided.

"I express my gratitude to you once again. You really worked hard."
"Thank you."

I bowed respectfully at Grace's words of thanks.
Looking at me with satisfaction, Grace immediately continued:

"We've suddenly taken in a new faction, which has increased administrative work, but that's my job. You must be busy preparing for other matters now."
"Other matters...?"

With the orcs gone, this expedition should be over.
What else could there be?
Unable to think of anything, I tilted my head, and Grace grinned.

"Have you already forgotten the major incident you caused in front of all those people? While you were sleeping, everyone came to Lord Elaine with questions."
"Ah."

I had forgotten.
The action Elaine had taken to participate in the duel.
She had introduced herself as my wife in front of everyone.

"I didn't know you two had progressed that far. So, when's the wedding?"

At Grace's playful smile, Elaine, who was standing behind her, also made an embarrassed face.

Ch.99 - Chapter 99. Hero of the North (1)
After my meeting with Grace ended, I joined Elaine for dinner as we had agreed with a look.
I was planning to discuss how to handle the bomb she had dropped during the duel.

But naturally, we couldn't have a private dinner together at the campsite, as we weren't in the city.

"Miss Sophia, you've left all the vegetables in your stew. Are you unable to eat them?"
"No, it's just ordinary pickiness."
"Ordinary... pickiness?"
"You're eating well despite being a high noble, Lord Rigrit. Were you perhaps born with a soldier's constitution?"
"I don't particularly avoid any foods. This kind of meal is new to me, which makes it interesting."

The heroes of our duel victory.
The four members of the Captain's direct team ate together.

Rigrit and Sophia, who had been strangers before, had become quite close now.
Both had sociable personalities (though one was pretending), and especially Sophia, who disliked formalities with people close to her, had switched to casual forms of address on the day they met.
Rigrit, still showing his old habits, welcomed the opportunity to build a friendship with a prospective elder of the Snow Flower Tower.

Since they would be working together on important matters in the future, it was much better to be friendly than awkward or stiff.

"If you can eat it, you shouldn't leave it. Agriculture isn't well developed in the north, so it's wasteful to leave food."
"Actually, I had a bad experience with potatoes when I was young. It's practically the same as not being able to eat them."
"Oh, is that so? I apologize, I didn't know you had such circumstances... What happened?"
"I was so focused on magical research that I went three days without eating, and when I got hungry, I went to Elder Sara's field where she was researching crops. I dug up some potatoes there and got a stomachache."
"...What?"
"I thought it would be fine to eat them raw since they were grown by an elder-level nature mage. But they tasted bad and had an unpleasant, hard texture. I've disliked potatoes ever since."
"Um... Miss Sophia."
"?"
"That seems like your fault for eating something random. Don't be picky for such a strange reason and just eat them."
"No. Besides, I'm an adopted child who used to pick up and eat things from the streets."
"What does that have to do with anything?"

Good heavens, is this a conversation for grown adults?
I put them together to become friends, but what childish nonsense are they engaging in?

Thinking about it, these two had similar dispositions.
One was a brilliant mage whose elder-level talent was recognized at a young age, but who hid unusual sexual preferences and eccentric tendencies.
The other was an exemplary noble who maintained harmonious relationships with everyone through his caring personality without any sense of entitlement, but who concealed severe inferiority complexes and emotional deprivation.
Both were the same in that they hid their true selves, which couldn't be shown to others, and lived while cosplaying as ordinary people.

Is that why they became friends so quickly?
Because they sensed something oddly similar in each other.
They were also alike in wanting same-age friends with whom they could relax, despite their high positions.

As much as I believe in letting good things be good...
Their conversation, which had progressed to friendship at a dizzying pace, gave me a mild headache, and I turned away.

"..."

While the two argued like children over pickiness, Elaine silently focused on her meal.
If we had been on a mission, she would have cautioned them as captain, but since mealtime was rest time, she seemed unwilling to intervene.

"Hmm?"

Sensing my gaze, Elaine looked up and our eyes met.
I tried to convey my thoughts through my eyes.

'About what you said regarding marriage during the duel.'

"Do you have something to say, Luke?"

Failed.
It doesn't work every time, I guess.
It seems this skill only works under specific conditions or circumstances.

I glanced sideways.
They were still arguing about pickiness. By the looks of it, it wouldn't end anytime soon.
Using their conversation as cover, I spoke in a low voice.

"About what you said during the duel, Captain."
"I can't hear you clearly."

Ugh.
Is my voice being drowned out by their chatter right beside us?
I had no choice but to speak a bit louder.

"You mentioned that while I was asleep, others came to ask you about what you said during the duel. How did you respond?"
"About what? Ah, that."

Just as Elaine paused her spoonful of food, having finally understood...

"?"

I felt an eerie sensation and rolled my eyes sideways to find Sophia and Rigrit had stopped arguing and were looking in our direction.
Damn it.
These two are only helpful when they're doing their actual jobs. They stop fighting at the most inconvenient timing.

"Yes, I've been curious about that too! What did you mean when you said you were Luke—I mean, the Lieutenant's wife, Captain?"
"..."

Rigrit, who had been curious since the duel, opened his eyes wide, while Sophia, who had previously heard about our relationship from me, maintained a calm expression but was clearly interested, leaning in to listen.
Seeing their gazes, Elaine maintained an expression even more composed than Sophia's.

"To be clear, I am not Lord Luke's wife. Since only family members could participate in the duel, it was a bluff to deceive the orc."
"Ah, so that's what it was?"

I shrugged my shoulders as I watched Rigrit's expression relax.
Well, Elaine's statement wasn't wrong. She isn't my wife.

"So you explained it the same way to the others yesterday?"
"Yes."

Elaine affirmed my question.
I felt relieved inside.
Although we had decided to make our relationship public, it seemed out of order to be treated as newlyweds when I hadn't even proposed yet.

Unlike Rigrit, whose expression had relaxed at Elaine's answer, Sophia slightly furrowed her brow in confusion.
She had clearly heard from me that we were dating with marriage in mind, but now Elaine was saying it was a tactical move, so she seemed to be trying to make sense of the contradiction.

"Haha, I was really surprised. Others would naturally have taken it as a strategy, but you two are always so close, and you look good together, so even our allies were confused."
"There seems to be a misunderstanding. We haven't married yet, but Luke and I are dating."
"?"

Rigrit froze mid-laugh at this sudden revelation.
This time, Sophia's face showed an "Ah, that makes sense" expression as she calmed down.

"Pardon?"

After being surprised, then relieved, then surprised again—
Experiencing this emotional roller coaster, Rigrit stammered and looked at me.

"It's true. We haven't married yet, but we are dating."

Having understood Elaine's approach to handling this, I aligned with her and confirmed the reality to Rigrit.
Rigrit blinked, looking back and forth between us.

"So... the Captain isn't the Lieutenant's wife, but you are lovers."
"That's right."
"And saying you haven't married yet means you're in a serious relationship."
"Mm-hmm."
"And when His Excellency asked when you'd hold the ceremony, it wasn't just a joke?"
"You've got it exactly right. Full marks."

After nodding at each of Rigrit's points and grading his understanding, Rigrit remained dazed with confusion before turning his head sideways.

"Aren't you surprised, Miss Sophia? Did you already know?"
"I heard it from Luke before."
"Was I the only one who didn't know?"
"You didn't ask, so I didn't tell you. Now you asked, so I'm telling you."
"Haah..."

Rigrit sighed deeply, his shoulders drooping.

"I did think you two seemed very close, so that explains it."
"Sorry, I hope you're not upset?"

I asked, concerned about his mental state since he had symptoms of depression.

"No, no. Your relationship isn't something you need to announce to everyone. I'm grateful you told me."

Perhaps his mental health had improved since joining the Royal Guard.
Rigrit's expression returned to normal with no trace of darkness. He wasn't upset.

"Aha! So that's why you danced together as partners at the party. I thought it was a beautifully intense dance like that of lovers—now I understand."
"What? The Captain danced at a party?"

Rigrit had reached understanding and calmed down, while Sophia's eyes widened in surprise.
It was actually quite amusing watching them. Despite their similar dispositions, they kept having opposite reactions, like a comedy show.

Sophia, who hadn't been present at the time, looked back and forth between us, saying this was the first she'd heard of it.
Although she had given up after learning about Elaine and me dating, she still seemed curious about Elaine's dancing.

"Oh, Miss Sophia, you weren't there? I don't recall seeing you."
"Never mind about me. Did you two really dance together?"
"Yes. It was our first dance."
"First dance?!"

Sophia couldn't suppress a sigh, apparently deeply regretting missing Elaine's first dance.
Elaine and Rigrit seemed puzzled as to why she found it so regrettable, but knowing the truth, I inwardly held back my laughter.

Coming to her senses, Sophia pressed us for details about the dance, and as we told her, her pupils began to tremble.

"I wonder if there's magic that can turn back time..."

The genius mage's quiet mutter gave me chills, but fortunately, such a thing wasn't possible.
Time magic had been mentioned in novels but was explicitly stated to be impossible.

Afterward, the four of us continued our meal time with laughter and chatter that had begun unexpectedly.

Perhaps it was because we had just accomplished something significant together.
Although we were formed as a team, except for Elaine and me, everyone came from different backgrounds, and the team was assembled based solely on ability without any special narrative.
We hadn't had opportunities to bond, so while individuals might be friendly with each other, there wasn't much unity or sense of community as a team.

That's why, despite being called the Captain's direct team, we were more like a well-organized group project of four individuals skilled at solo play.
But this opportunity seemed to have strengthened our relationships as team members rather than just individuals.

'By the way.'

Even as I conversed with them, one thought kept circling in my mind.

'Wife...'

Although Elaine had covered up by saying the wife thing was a lie, with so many people around, some would have suspicions like Rigrit did.

Just as I had done many things in front of Grace that made her mistake me for a hero.
Working together as lieutenant, having overlapping vacation days, dancing at the party, and now this unhesitating declaration of being my wife—anyone could become suspicious and let their imagination run wild. Well, in this case, it wouldn't be a misunderstanding.

We had decided to transition from a secret to a public relationship, and marriage had briefly come up before. It seemed like a good time to face it seriously without further delay.

But there was one important problem.

'How should I propose?'

I had relied on novel knowledge and my past life experiences for many things.
These two assets had been my greatest weapons, helping me achieve things others couldn't and serving as keys to solving many difficulties.
If my novel knowledge was a sword to eliminate future calamities,
My past life experience was a sturdy shield that helped me live a stable second life in everything from daily routines to Royal Guard duties.

But there were two life experiences I lacked from my previous life:
Marriage and child-rearing.

While child-rearing could be put off for later,
My concept of proposals came only from dramas and romance comics.

'Sigh... this seems harder than subjugating orcs.'

I'm a man too, with my own desires.
I don't want a half-baked proposal.
If I'm going to do it, I want to create a memory that will remain positively in both our lives forever, even if it's not the absolute best.

Looking at Elaine smiling faintly at the Royal Guard team's casual conversation across from me, I stepped onto a new battlefield.
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# Snowflower Tower Terror

I've successfully thwarted all three plots that Dorgon had prepared for the northern invasion in the novel:
- The Snowflower Tower terror attack
- The internal betrayer
- The Orc army

While I can't say I completely prevented the Snowflower Tower attack, the explosion was minimal, making repairs relatively easy. In fact, the slight provocation actually increased the fighting spirit of Sophia and the rest of the Snowflower Tower. We even secured Low, one of the masterminds, allowing us to uncover their plans—ultimately turning this into a greater advantage.

It feels like one major chapter has come to a close.

However, as I described it as a "chapter," my work isn't finished yet. What I've prevented so far were merely the villain's "preliminary operations." Episode 4's war hasn't even begun. Now that I've blocked all the conspiracies brewing beneath the surface, I need to focus on preparing for the main conflict.

In that regard, Grace's decision to send the Orcs back was excellent.

If we had completely blocked all of Dorgon's plans in succession, that would have been dangerous in its own way. According to Grace's assessment, Dorgon is a meticulous, safety-conscious strategist and commander. If all his plans had failed, rather than giving up, he might have devised yet another conspiracy. That would have created a new incident not mentioned in the novel, which would have been difficult for me to counter since I wouldn't have known about it.

In contrast, while all three of Dorgon's plots from the novel ended in failure, the only failure he's actually aware of is the unsuccessful Snowflower Tower attack.

What I've been calling the second plot—recruiting Ligrit Deepsnow—was supposed to happen after the war broke out, so it hasn't even been attempted yet. Perhaps it's not even in the planning stages.

As for the Orc army, after the duel, they didn't join the northern forces but returned to their village, pretending to retreat as Grace had instructed. Dorgon won't know they've switched sides. Even if there are spies within the Orc ranks who might leak information to the west, they're bound by blood oaths that include non-betrayal clauses, preventing any hostile actions against the north.

I've blocked one of the opponent's moves.
I've made my move before the opponent could place theirs.
I've replaced the opponent's stones with my own and painted over them.

Using Go as a metaphor might make this seem like a dirty trick, but since they were trying to place stones before the game even started, this is simply justice being served. Indeed.

***

The expeditionary force returned to Wintercannon.
Once again, citizens lined the streets to welcome the returning troops with cheers.

"Oh?"

There was curiosity and surprise in the eyes of the citizens welcoming the expedition.

What is an expedition? It's war.
When an army returns from war, no matter how brilliant the victory, there are always casualties, both major and minor.
Tragic deaths are also common.

The citizens came out to the streets not only to show gratitude and respect to the heroes who defended the north, but also to confirm with their own eyes whether their family members had returned safely.

Yet there wasn't a single injured soldier among the returning expedition.
No one was bandaged or using spears as crutches—everyone walked with vigor.
There were no soldiers forcing smiles to avoid worrying their families. There were only soldiers raising both arms to prove they had returned in good health.

Moreover, their opponents had been Orcs.
Everyone had indirect experience of the Orcs' strength when they invaded Wintercannon during the Great War.
They remembered how fierce and powerful that race was.

To have fought against such Orcs without a single casualty was astonishing.
The amazement soon turned to curiosity, and just as people were thinking they should ask their family members what had happened...

"Beloved sons and daughters of the North! I have something to announce to everyone!"

Grace stopped at the plaza during the victory procession, gathered the citizens, and began her speech.
Whenever she returned from an expedition, Grace would announce the victory to the citizens, but this was the first time she had gathered everyone to speak. Thinking she must have something important to say, many citizens gathered at the plaza.

Grace briefly explained to the citizens what had happened during this expedition:
How the Orcs had been entangled in a western conspiracy and advanced toward the north, and how they had fought and won a duel against the Orcs.

She omitted the part about subjugating the Orcs.
They were still officially enemies, and keeping their alliance secret was part of a strategy for the war—the fewer people who knew, the better.
The Orcs' alliance with the north could be announced after the war. In fact, if the Orcs helped us during the war, it would boost the morale of our soldiers.

"...Thus, there are no more external threats to the safety of the North!"
"Hurraaaaah!!"

Cheers erupted at Grace's words.
To think they had defeated those fearsome Orcs in a one-on-one duel!
What an exhilarating victory.
Orcs were perceived as stronger than humans due to their size and strength, but someone had proven humans could be stronger by defeating them.
It was a victory perfectly suited to northern tastes.

This raised an obvious question.
Grace had only mentioned winning the duel, not who had fought it.

Who was the hero who showed the Orcs the spirit of the northerners and led them to victory?
Everyone wanted to know the name of the person who had fought and won against the Orcs, allowing their beloved family members to return home safely.

As if responding to this expectation, Grace took a breath and continued.

"Now, let me introduce the hero of this expedition to everyone! Honorable Knight of the North, step forward!"

At Grace's introduction, a knight stepped forward and revealed himself.
Who else could it be?

Some citizens murmured as they recognized the knight.
After all, he had stood proudly before the citizens of Wintercannon not long ago.

"This is Sir Luke, the knight who was specially appointed after resolving the recent Snowflower Tower incident!"

At those words, even the citizens who had been uncertain remembered the knight's face and erupted in applause and cheers once more.

"Hurraaaaah!!"

To think that the young knight who had saved the north from the Snowflower Tower incident had distinguished himself again!

It's not just Grace who likes new heroes.
People welcome the emergence of heroes and take interest in them.
This is especially true for people living in a world of romance and fairy tales.

At Grace's nod, the knight drew his sword and raised it high.
At that moment, the brilliant light reflecting off the blade spread in all directions like a torch, and the exclamations of the citizens watching continued like rolling waves.

The plaza had become a space celebrating the exploits of Knight Sir Luke, the hero of the Orc expedition.

***

'...This is impressive.'

I know this plaza well.
It's the very place where I was specially appointed for resolving the Snowflower Tower incident.
To be introduced to the citizens as the hero who defeated the Orcs in the same place as before.

I understand Grace's intention.
While I've already secured enough fame among the soldiers, heroes are created through public support.
She's determined to give me a high status as a knight, even if I'm not a hero.

Thus, a young hero beloved by the people has been born in the north, and conveniently, this hero belongs to the Northern Archduke's guard.
The Snowflower Tower, the knighthood, and the military can't covet me, and if noble families try to take me as a son-in-law, Elaine will block that.

By completing my heroization process that began with the Snowflower Tower incident, she achieves public stability, secures next-generation talent, and strengthens the Archduke's power.
Like a professional Archduke, she's no ordinary politician.

However, what I found impressive wasn't Grace's political skill.

I immediately understood why Grace had told me to gain fame if I wanted to become a knight for the north.
So this is the power of fame.
I think she intended to show this to me as well.

Until now, I'd been busy trying to change events while hiding behind Grace as a shield, but seeing this scene changed my thinking.

'It's a bit burdensome, but as Grace said, I need status and fame right now.'

The incidents I've resolved so far were either briefly mentioned in character dialogues or briefly covered at the beginning of Episode 4.
To be honest, in terms of significance to Episode 4 as a whole, they're sub-stories rather than the main story.

On the other hand, what I'll face next are the main stories from "Brave Road" Episode 4:
The war with the west, the confrontation with the Seven Heroes' Dorgon.
Much bigger events will unfold compared to now, and the villains will become more active.

Therefore, I need to act more proactively than before.
For that, I need power in my hands to move people.
The source of that power is precisely the fame that Grace just demonstrated.

Of course, even without my active intervention, the north would eventually win as it did in Episode 4 of the novel, but...

'The novel's plot is already changing bit by bit.'

Low, who originally shouldn't have been here, came to the north and nearly destroyed the Ice Crystal.
According to him, his failure might allow Mercy, who was supposed to appear in the next episode, to make a move.

Given the unpredictable butterfly effects of my actions, I must remain vigilant and thoroughly prepared.
Moreover...

'Even though the north won in the end, the damage was severe.'

It was a fierce battle against the west, and they barely won with the hero joining their side. The north suffered significant casualties.
At the end of Episode 4, Grace expressed regret that she couldn't help Aran despite wanting to, because the damage was too extensive.

The Snowflower Tower's safety, securing the Ice Crystal, and the Orcs' alliance have already significantly reduced our potential losses.
But I can't be complacent. What if just one person gets hurt, and that person happens to be someone close to me? What if it's Elaine?
I would blame myself for the rest of my life for being negligent. I can't let that happen.
While it's impossible to win a war without any casualties... I want to save as many people as possible.
That's my new goal.

Additionally, if we defeat the west with fewer casualties than in the novel, the north might have resources to spare.
This could potentially create positive changes in the content after Episode 4.

I mustn't become arrogant.
I was possessed while reading Episode 6, so I don't know the exact ending of this novel.

The conclusion of "Brave Road" is the hero Aran's responsibility, so it's not something I should heavily involve myself in, nor do I have the ability to do so.
But for my happy fantasy life to continue, he needs to achieve a perfect victory.
So while I'm in the north, it's mutually beneficial to help as much as I can.

'Alright, I'll play along.'

I've already introduced myself as a knight dedicated to protecting the north.
If it means gaining the power to protect the north, I'm willing to become a hero or whatever is needed.

Ch.101 - Chapter 101. Hero of the North (3)
The victory celebration speech in the plaza was not the end.

"Next, I'll introduce these warriors who, like Lord Luke, proudly defeated Orc chieftains in duels, elevating the prestige of our North!"

Grace had already informed the citizens about what happened during the expedition, telling them that the North had defeated all the Orc chieftains in duels.

There were four duels in total.
Naturally, people would be curious about all of them, and I, who played the most significant role, was introduced first.

Guard Captain Ilaine.
Snow Tower Prospective Elder Sophia.
Guard Member Rigrit Deepsnow.

Grace introduced the three of them to the public one by one, and each time, citizens sent heartfelt applause and cheers to these heroes who had won their duels.

Ilaine graciously acknowledged the cheers directed at her with her usual expressionless face.
Sophia waved her hand with a gentle smile.
Rigrit's lips kept twitching, but as the most perfectly mannered noble among us, she maintained her humility while making her successful debut as a Northern warrior before the people.

With all four members of the Northern Archduke's direct guard team gathered and receiving cheers from the people, the joke about us being a hero team no longer felt like a joke.
We might not be a hero team, but we are a team, and we'll need to fight powerful enemies to protect the North and the Northern Archduke with these members in the future.
We've proven our individual abilities through these duels, so perhaps we should try team training as well. The guard often does group training anyway.

'By the way.'

As I received cheers as a hero in front of so many people, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
A concern that had been occupying a large space in my mind recently.

This was a celebration with many people, and we were the stars of the event.
The atmosphere was heated, and I felt a stirring desire to just go for it and propose right here.

I wouldn't need to explain to everyone individually, and though people might be taken aback, marriage between a man and woman is a joyous occasion, so in this excited atmosphere, they would congratulate us anyway.
Thanks to Grace's efforts, I now had enough fame that if I confessed to Ilaine, I wouldn't receive questioning looks about who I was.
Ilaine had also agreed to marriage, and she was willing to advance our relationship, so there was no worry about rejection causing an awkward atmosphere.
However.

'Hmm... setting aside my own embarrassment...'

After much deliberation, I decided to hold back.
I have no experience with proposals, but I've learned from books and videos.

I've heard that public confessions are what women find most burdensome.
Even in school, students who confessed in the schoolyard might have succeeded but were teased until graduation and became topics of conversation afterward.
Even in dramas, public confessions used to be standard in the old days, but they're rarely done nowadays.

'A disaster of rejection won't happen, but other disasters might.'

Ilaine had already malfunctioned from embarrassment when I asked her to dance at the party last time.
She had barely calmed down because of the comical fact that I couldn't dance.
If I were to make a public confession here, I couldn't predict what might happen beyond her cute malfunctioning.

If she were to flee from embarrassment...
With my speed, I could never stop her, and suddenly two expedition heroes would be running away from the plaza—an emergency situation.
Then the reputation Grace had built for me would also vanish.

'Right, let's not do anything unnecessary.'

Come to think of it, although Ilaine occasionally made sudden moves, even combining everything she had done so far, the sudden move I was contemplating now would be more extreme.
Besides, seeing how Ilaine had managed the situation by telling people that her "wife declaration" was a lie, she probably wouldn't want this kind of sudden move either.

'From the beginning, my wish was to make the proposal a memory that would remain good in both our lives forever.'

I want us to smile warmly when we remember that moment even when we're older, not burst into laughter because it was funny.
Yes, I'll propose when we're alone.
That's what I decided.

'I won't make any sudden moves, but still...'

Perhaps humans are creatures of lingering attachment.
Letting this good opportunity slip away made me feel somewhat regretful.

Even if not something as risky as a public proposal, maybe dropping subtle hints would be okay?
Like when we danced in front of the nobles at the party last time.
Just showing a slight nuance in front of the public.

While pretending to respond to the cheers from people around, I quietly moved toward Ilaine.
Ilaine seemed not to notice and remained still in her place.

But Sophia and Rigrit, who knew about our relationship, noticed my movement.
The two of them subtly widened the distance, allowing Ilaine and me to stand side by side, receiving cheers together.

This was my intention.
A man and woman standing side by side in the same frame, receiving cheers at such a public event?
People are naturally imaginative and love romance.
When they see a man and woman together, they naturally imagine and analyze the combination. "Don't those two look good together?" they might gossip.
That was enough.

"?"

Ilaine is not an unobservant person.
When she noticed that the formation had changed from the four of us standing in a row to just the two of us standing together, she seemed to realize my intention and glanced at my face.

She smiled faintly but didn't reject it, staying in place and going along with it.

But here's the thing.
I was so focused on standing next to Ilaine that I only belatedly realized something.
If we were standing as a pair... Sophia and Rigrit had naturally ended up standing as a pair too.
Suddenly, we were split into two pairs, each receiving cheers from the left and right.

'Those two might bicker, but they're not on bad terms, so it should be fine for them to be together.'

At that moment, I spotted two familiar faces among the crowd.
Snow Tower Lord Dariel and Deepsnow Family Head Rainel.
They must have come out of curiosity since their children had returned from the expedition.
The two were standing side by side, looking at the same place.
Where Sophia and Rigrit were standing.

***

After the victory performance at the plaza ended, the expedition force was disbanded, and Grace and the guards returned to the Winter Palace.
Although there hadn't been a major battle this time, leave was always granted after returning from an expedition.
The guard is a workplace where taking time off is difficult, so they needed to rest at times like this.

Naturally, the direct team of the Guard Captain, who were the heroes of this mission, were given two additional days of leave.
This was necessary even for health reasons.
While Ilaine and Sophia, who had won overwhelmingly, were fine, Rigrit and I, who had fought by depleting our physical strength, were not in normal condition.

The plaza performance was actually done while enduring pain.
Rigrit needed treatment for muscle tears and nerve damage from forcibly enhancing her muscles with magic.
I needed to treat my magic pathways from overusing unfamiliar cold magic.
At least I didn't get frostbite thanks to my heat manipulation ability, and my proficiency in handling magic had improved, so I wasn't bedridden in a hospital room like during the Low incident.

So unfortunately, despite having leave, I couldn't spend time lovey-dovey with Ilaine and instead spent time in a bed at Snow Tower.
By the way, my rich friend offered to call a first-class healing magician for me, but since cold magic is our specialty, I was lying down at Snow Tower.

A magic tower is basically a place where outsiders, except magicians, cannot freely enter, and after the recent terrorist incident, even magicians had to undergo strict inspections to enter Snow Tower.
This meant that even the Northern Archduke's Guard Captain couldn't come and go freely to visit me.

However, connections are indeed important in life.

"How are you feeling?"
"Good, the facilities here are nice."

Despite the difficulty of entry, Ilaine was sitting next to my bed in casual clothes, as she was on leave, rubbing her hands.

Yes, Sophia had let her in.
Sophia was the person responsible for establishing Snow Tower's security system, and Ilaine was a well-known figure even among Snow Tower magicians who had provided crucial help in capturing Gardi, the Snow Tower terrorist.
She approved Ilaine's entry on the condition that she would accompany her, as she was visiting me as her captain.

But after guiding Ilaine to my room, she left us alone.
It was her consideration, knowing we were lovers, allowing us to be together without worrying about third parties.
I take back what I said about her only being helpful in her main job.

"I should have pretended to be sick too. Then I could have been by your side."
"Your jokes have improved."
"All because of you. It's the first time I've felt my home was lonely. Do you know how many hours I spent hugging the pillow you used yesterday?"
"Six hours?"
"...Let's not talk about this."
"Suddenly? Why? Is it less than I thought? Or is it an absurdly large amount?"

When I persistently questioned Ilaine, who seemed to be hiding something, she sighed deeply and confessed.

"Actually, I only hugged it for an hour."
"Just an hour?"
"Well, actually... because the pillow smelled like you..."

Ilaine blushed and lowered her head deeply.
Even though I was receiving treatment for cold magic aftereffects, her hand holding mine was so hot that I almost unconsciously used cold magic.
What on earth did you do with my pillow?

Then suddenly, I remembered something from the knight exam.
At that time, it was the opposite—I was alone at home without Ilaine.
When I smelled Ilaine's scent on the blanket we shared, I got a bit heated in the middle of the night.

'Sigh...'

They say lovers grow to resemble each other, but...
It's a bit embarrassing to be similar in this way too.
As we both recalled different memories and fell silent, we tried to change the subject.

Bang!

"Hey, Luke! I heard you're laid up here sick. Are you okay?"

A boisterous voice I hadn't heard in a long time came through the door as it opened.
With bushy beard and sturdy shoulders, it was Bill, the blacksmith and weapon shop owner.

Bill, who entered with a big smile, discovered Ilaine sitting in front of the bed.

"Aaaah! Guard Captain! I'm so sorry! I didn't know you were here!"

He immediately prostrated himself, not knowing what to do.
While his intrusion was indeed tactless, it helped break the awkward atmosphere, and we both welcomed him with gratitude.

"It's been a while. Have you been well, craftsman?"
"Ah, yes, yes, yes. I've been doing very well. Thank you for your concern."
"I'm not here as the Guard Captain but just as Ilaine visiting Luke, like when I stop by the weapon shop. You don't need to be so formal."
"Th-thank you. Then I'll come back later after you leave."
"Wait."

Ilaine stopped Bill, who was tactfully trying to leave.

"If you're here to visit, you could just greet and go. But it seems what you have in your arms is related to why you want to come back. Am I right?"

Although Bill and I know each other, we're just a regular customer and shop owner, not particularly close friends.
Moreover, Bill's priority is always swords.

I heard from Sophia recently that he's currently obsessed with creating ice crystal weapons to the point where even magicians are impressed. Would he put down his hammer to visit me?
I hate to say this, but Bill isn't that socially adept.

So I knew as soon as he entered that his visit to me was just a side errand, and his real business was in that bundle he was carrying.

"Hahaha, as expected of the Guard Captain. You're right. Actually, I have a new sword I've made, and I wanted to ask Luke to take a look at it."
"A sword?"

Visiting a patient to show a sword?
Ilaine tilted her head in confusion, but as soon as the word "sword" came out of Bill's mouth, every hair on my body stood on end.
The sword Bill is currently making—there can only be one.

"Show me!"

I shouted excitedly without realizing it, startling Ilaine beside me.
I quickly apologized to her, and Ilaine, more puzzled by my excitement than angry at being startled, suggested we look at the sword.

With permission granted, Bill smiled broadly and placed the bundle on the empty space of the bed and slowly unwrapped it.
Although it was a shame there weren't more spectators, I was thrilled to exclusively witness this historic moment with Ilaine—the first appearance of the Crystal Sword in the world.

"...?"

The moment I saw the sword that was unwrapped, I tilted my head in confusion.
The Crystal Sword... was somehow different from what was in the novel.

Ch.102 - Chapter 102. Recreating the Storm
# <Brave Road> Episode 4: The Key Item, Crystal Sword from the 'Land of Ice, Iron, and Blood'

As a reader in this world, I know more than anyone about its power, appearance, and abilities.

Made of ice crystal, its power is naturally immense cold.
When Grace swings it at full power, it can cause localized weather phenomena.
In appearance, the hilt is like an ordinary sword, but the blade resembles a sharp icicle. Even though it's mixed with steel, the cold emanating from the ice crystal is so powerful that it freezes the metal.

To be honest, while the Crystal Sword can be called a sword, it was only usable in close combat because Grace, a swordmaster, wielded it.
If someone like me used it, it would function more like the Black Feather—a magic sword that amplifies the user's magical power to unleash area attacks rather than for close combat.

But what Bill showed me before my eyes was... definitely a sword.
The blade portion clearly had steel rather than sharp icicles.
Wasn't this supposed to be the Crystal Sword?

"Ah, perhaps?"

Sophia had mentioned that if weapons were made with ice crystal, I would likely be testing their performance, but that was just an informal suggestion from the Snow Tower's prospective elder.
Bill had only asked me to look at a "newly made sword," not specifically stating it was an ice crystal weapon. I had just assumed.

"Well, that's disappointing."

Perhaps because I had high expectations only to be let down, I suddenly felt deflated.

Come to think of it, I don't remember commissioning Bill to make a weapon, so I wonder what kind of sword it is that he came all this way to ask about.
Though I was disappointed it wasn't the Crystal Sword, I was starting to regain interest since any weapon made by Bill would be of above-average quality.

"This is a sword made with ice crystal."
"?"

...What?
It's really the Crystal Sword?
I looked at the sword again with bewildered eyes, but no matter how I looked at it, it was different from what was described in the novel.

"You made it with ice crystal?"

I finally asked in a dumbfounded voice to confirm.

"Yeah. The blade is made of steel, but I mixed in ice crystal. Feel it if you're curious."

At Bill's confirmation, I touched the blade.

"It's real!"

It was unusually cold for metal. It felt like my hand would stick to it if I held it too long.
Moreover, as someone who carries the cold of ice crystal in my body, I couldn't be mistaken.
This was definitely the cold of ice crystal.

Elaine, who was beside me and had also experienced ice crystal's magic, confirmed the magical power in the blade and marveled at it.

"How did this happen?"

While there were some elements that had changed from the novel—the timing of the ice crystal discovery, the steel mining period, Bill's enhanced metallurgy skills—I couldn't calculate exactly how all these changes had combined to create this difference.
So I decided to put aside my position as a novel reader and ask questions as someone seeing an ice crystal weapon for the first time. This would be more natural since I was actually seeing an ice crystal weapon for the first time.

"Ice crystal was a huge chunk of ice, but this looks like an ordinary sword. How did you do it?"

"Don't even ask. I've had so many failures. No matter how I tried, the ice crystal kept freezing the steel. Still, since the base metal is high-quality steel and ice crystal is extremely hard, it could be used as a sword. But it was more like a staff that mages use rather than a proper sword, which bothered me."

"!"

I couldn't help but be surprised when Bill's mouth perfectly described the characteristics of the Crystal Sword from the novel.

Come to think of it, in <Brave Road>, Bill didn't go through many trials and errors when making the Crystal Sword.
He struggled a bit, but he made it rather quickly.
I wondered why it took so long this time and had so many failures.

"I never imagined that the Crystal Sword from the novel was actually an inadequate item by Bill's standards."

Since Bill was an extra character in the novel, there were no descriptions of his psychology or inner thoughts, so I had only been able to guess.
It seems the truth was that he had been pressed for time and limited by the quantity of ice crystal, so he had compromised on the quality of the sword he really wanted to make.

"So this sword fully contains the cold of the ice crystal?"
"Hmm, not exactly."

Bill shook his head at Elaine's question.

"Since the ice crystal kept freezing the steel, I lowered the ratio of ice crystal in the sword. That's why it finally stopped freezing the blade."

"Um... doesn't that mean the sword's power is weakened?"

"Listen, Luke. As you said, the sword's power is weakened, but it's easier to handle. And instead of changing the ratio, I applied a new method to utilize the ice crystal's power."

"A new method?"

"Remember that dagger I made for you before? I tried to coat the steel with other minerals like I did then, but I found it better to make a core of ice crystal and wrap it with steel."

"!"

The coating idea I shared with him was something I had passed on from the future Bill in the novel to the past Bill.
But Bill had taken that idea one step further.

Using ice crystal as the core embedded in the blade and completing the sword with steel.
I have no idea how that's possible, and even if an expert explained it, I probably wouldn't understand as a layman.
But I can tell it's impressive.

"So during battle, you infuse magic into the sword to make the ice crystal core react and emit cold, and when not in battle, you don't infuse magic so you can carry it around like a normal sword. Isn't that better? With the ice crystal inside rather than outside, you can properly use the steel too."

Bill is right.
If cold constantly leaked out like with the Crystal Sword in the novel, it would be powerful but difficult to store normally.
The situation back then didn't allow for considering such details, but thinking about it now, storing the Crystal Sword after the events in the novel would have been quite troublesome.

And when I fought Glaka before,
I also used the technique of storing cold magic power inside a steel sword to attack him.

"So to summarize, this sword can be used like a normal sword, but with the ice crystal core inside, it can also function as a magic sword."

"That's what we need to confirm now. I'm a blacksmith, not a knight. What I just said is only theory. Whether the ice crystal's cold can be effectively released and whether it can be properly used in swordplay needs to be verified by an actual knight."

Though he said that, given Bill's strong pride in his work, his theory is almost certainly correct.
Still, I agree that it needs to be tested.
Since this Crystal Sword is different from the one I knew in the novel, I'd like to see how it performs.

"Shall we go now then?"
"Huh? Are you sure? You still don't look well."
"I'm fine."

As Bill said, I'm still recovering from the aftereffects of cold magic power, so I shouldn't recklessly test the Crystal Sword.

"Besides, we have an excellent knight right here."

Though she doesn't have cold magic power inside her, there was someone beside me who was just as suitable as a test subject.
Elaine, being a swordswoman, had been showing interest in the Crystal Sword.

"Would it be alright if I tried?"
"I'm asking because it's you."

As Elaine welcomed the idea with a slight smile, Bill looked back and forth between us with a puzzled face.

"Um... are you and the Captain of the Guard perhaps..."

And so another acquaintance's face was filled with shock.
I was getting used to this by now.

***

When I explained the situation to Sophia, she gladly agreed.
The creation of ice crystal weapons is currently Snow Tower's greatest interest, and having a knight of Elaine's caliber verify the prototype is a good opportunity.
I also promised to just watch without causing any trouble.

As expected of a war-specialized magic tower, Snow Tower had a weapon testing ground inside.
When I asked if magic towers normally have such facilities, Sophia laughed and said of course not. Why do you have something that's supposedly not normal?

As Sophia said, our craftsman Bill had become quite famous.
When we announced that we were testing Bill's prototype, mages from Snow Tower gradually gathered around.

"This is really turning into a demonstration."

Traditionally, a beautiful woman should be the show host.
Today's host, Elaine, was in casual clothes, but when she held the sword, she exuded a different kind of beauty than when in armor.

"Then I'll begin."

When the mage in charge of the testing ground activated the device, a golem made of ice appeared from the floor.
Seeing the golem as large as a house, I asked Sophia:

"Isn't the target too big for a sword test?"
"At Snow Tower, all weapon tests use targets about that size."
"Why?"
"It's our principle that a good weapon should be able to destroy something that big."
"..."

I suddenly remembered that these people make magic bombs, magic cannons, and magic staves.
Considering the power of the Crystal Sword in the novel, destroying a house-sized target would be nothing.

"But there are two variables here."

First, the performance adjustment Bill mentioned earlier.
If he reduced the ratio of ice crystal for convenience, the power would also be reduced.

Second, the difference in users.
Grace's Lion Sword is characterized by powerful strikes that combine well with the Crystal Sword's cold, allowing her to unleash area attacks.

In contrast, Elaine uses more technical swordsmanship rather than power, so she won't be able to create blizzards like in the novel.

"I don't think Elaine will lose to a golem like that, but she'll win differently."

I was curious about what that would be and watched with great interest.

"Hoo."

Elaine swung the sword around to get a feel for it, then—

Taat!
She dashed toward the golem at incredible speed.
Then, avoiding the golem's downward strike, she added rotational force and slashed at its leg, but—
Kagagagak!

"?"

Despite Elaine's sword strike, only a scratch appeared on the golem's leg.
How could Elaine, who easily cut through the waist of a large orc, only manage to scratch it even with a steel sword?

Finding this strange, I looked at Bill, but Sophia answered:

"Since this is an ice crystal weapon demonstration, we mixed ice crystal into the golem too."
"You can do that?"
"It would be boring if it broke too easily."

Putting ice crystal in a dummy? Do you have that much to spare?
Even if there's more than in the novel, it shouldn't be that abundant.
As expected of Snow Tower people obsessed with making better weapons.

"Don't look at us like that. The cost-effectiveness doesn't make sense, so we only have that one golem with ice crystal. We're using it for ice crystal weapon testing because it's too valuable to waste."

Right, I'll just accept that.
At least they're putting it to good use.

Since the golem is also made of ice crystal, as Sophia said, it should provide a proper weapon test.
Elaine, having gauged the golem's abnormal durability, leaped back and charged again.

Kagagagagak!
Only the durability had increased; everything else about the golem remained the same.
Elaine circled around the golem, attacking at high speed, and though she couldn't completely sever the golem's legs, she continued to inflict significant damage.

"Hmm, the steel ratio seems fine. Perhaps we should increase the blade length. If we increase the steel content, the ratio with ice crystal..."

Bill also analyzed the performance with serious eyes from the side.
After turning the golem's body into a comb-patterned pottery, Elaine finally executed her Snow Sword technique, First Snow, and stabbed the golem's body.

Pook.
The Crystal Sword sank into the golem's body, and after testing the thrust's power, Elaine immediately retreated and said:

"Master craftsman, I think this is sufficient for demonstrating the blade's strength and sharpness. Now I'll check the magic power."
"Yes! Good!"

Since this was a weapon demonstration rather than actual combat, Elaine was following that purpose.
This means that in a real fight, she would add magic power on top of this, increasing the sword's cutting power.
Bill seemed to be calculating with that in mind as well.

To move on to the next demonstration, Elaine infused magic power into the sword.
But then—

"Hmm?"

Elaine seemed to notice something as she looked at the sword.

"W-wow..."

Someone in the audience gasped.
Bill, Sophia, and I also widened our eyes in admiration.

Because the moment Elaine infused magic power into the sword,
a subtle chill arose, and ice crystals formed in the air, rotating around the blade.
To describe the sight in one word:
It was beautiful.

"...Hmm."

Elaine, also finding it fascinating, stared at the sword for a moment, then smiled slightly and took a stance.

"That stance is?"

I had forgotten that Elaine also has a one-hit kill technique.
The ultimate move of the Snow Sword that finished powerful enemies like Silver Savertooth and Low: Heavy Snow.

But the stance Elaine took wasn't for Heavy Snow.
Instead, it was for her main continuous sword technique, Snow Sword: Sleet.
Once sufficient magic power filled the sword, she leaped toward the golem again.

"Ah!"

It was the same high-speed swordsmanship as before, but now everyone's eyes, which had been filled with mere interest earlier,
were now filled with admiration and surprise.

Every time Elaine circled around the golem and swung her sword, a cold wave arose.
Wheeeeeng!
Those cold waves accumulated, and soon a vortex of snow and ice enveloped the golem.

Seeing this, I suddenly recalled a memory from the past.
The storm of cold that Silver Savertooth used as his final technique when fighting at Crystal Lake.
Elaine was recreating it.
I know its power well, having directly faced that storm.

Elaine trapped the golem in the blizzard storm, completely dominating it, and then—

"Yes, now!"

When the golem's joints froze, she gripped the sword with both hands and slashed the golem.
Kwagagagak! Kwang!
The sturdy golem made of ice crystal—
had its waist severed by Elaine's single strike.

After cutting off the golem's waist, Elaine habitually flicked her sword, and the blizzard storm abruptly ceased.

"This is a good sword."

Walking out of the storm, Elaine wore a satisfied smile.
Standing majestically with crystals of snow and ice falling behind her,
she truly looked like a knight of ice.

Ch.103 - Chapter 103. War Imminent (1)
Elaine's demonstration of the crystal sword was successfully concluded.

"We should increase the ratio of ice crystals. I had to use more mana than expected to generate the cold. When facing strong opponents, there could be many variables."
"I see. How was the length of the blade?"
"I think it could be a bit longer. But if it's too long, it might be uncomfortable to wield..."
"Hmm! That's good feedback. And when swinging the sword, how did this part feel...?"

Bill and Elaine exchanged feedback, engaging in a heated discussion about points for improvement.
While watching them, Sophia approached and asked me.

"How did it look to you, Luke?"
"It was incredibly beautiful."
"I'm not asking about your lover."
"I was talking about the sword."

Sophia chuckled and nodded.

"I definitely felt the same way. Bill isn't one to pursue artistic beauty, but those crystals would be useful in actual combat. Maybe it looked beautiful because the demonstrator was the Guard Captain?"
"Well, the latter is certainly true."
"I told you not to brag about your lover."
"I was just stating objective information."

This time, I smiled as I replied.

"I was curious about how the sword's cold energy would combine with the Captain's swordsmanship, and it seems to match quite well. Creating rapid cold fronts with high-speed swordsmanship. It might be difficult to use when facing multiple enemies at once, but it would be extremely advantageous in a fight against a powerful opponent."
"Hehe, I agree. After all, dealing with multiple opponents is the job of us mages, and one-on-one combat is a knight's specialty, so it's not an issue."

Right, Grace using a sword to unleash area attacks is the unusual case.
In "Brave Road," only three people could deal area damage with sword attacks.
Among those three, one could barely be called a swordsman, so it's just Grace and Aran.
And if you think about it, Aran's technique was more about channeling his ability through a sword rather than a sword technique itself, so that leaves only Grace.

"If the prototype is this good, I'm even more excited for the finished product."

Sophia said with a bright smile.
I'm looking forward to it too.
Since "Brave Road" wasn't an animation or movie, I never got to see with my own eyes how Grace handled the crystal sword.
But you know how scenes form in your imagination when reading text.

Despite differences in sword techniques, the current Elaine was handling the sword more diversely than Grace did back then.
Just as Bill said, its utility as a sword had improved.

And the fact that they prioritize convenience in handling the sword means they're considering mass production for multiple users, not just making a demanding weapon for one specific person.

'Surely they wouldn't go through all this trouble making a hero of the North without setting one aside for me.'

I still haven't given up on the wish I've had since we recovered the ice crystals.
After using cold abilities in the recent battle against the orcs, I've grown even more eager to have an ice crystal weapon.
If I could achieve that level of performance with just a black obsidian weapon that amplifies mana, how much stronger cold energy could I use with a weapon made of ice crystals?

'I need to train more with cold energy, if only to avoid being consumed by the weapon.'

Groaning after every battle is enough after doing it twice.
Once the main story begins, battles will continue without rest, and I can't just leave the battlefield temporarily and watch things go wrong.

"Sophia."
"Yes?"
"I want to train in handling cold mana. Could you help me?"

In response to my earnest request, Sophia smiled and answered.

"Of course I can help, but focus on recovery for now. As you've experienced firsthand this time, cold energy isn't an easy attribute to handle."

Sophia was right; it definitely wasn't easy.
I'm still suffering from it now, and if I didn't know how to manipulate heat, I might have suffered worse frostbite from the ice crystal's cold.

"But when you're feeling motivated, it's frustrating not to be able to do anything. You must be bored lying down, so I'll get you some books on cold magic."
"Can I take them out? I have to leave here when my vacation ends."
"Hehe, of course not. Read them diligently while you're here."
"Tsk."

Come to think of it, reading used to be my biggest hobby in life.
Since coming here, I've been busy with sword practice, physical training, mana training, and other outdoor activities, so I haven't had much chance to read books.

I should take this opportunity to read as much as I can while lying down.
Knowledge is power, after all.

***

My vacation ended, and so did my treatment at the Snow Flower Tower.
On my last day leaving the tower, I unexpectedly received a gift.

"This is exactly what I needed. Did Sophia put you up to this?"

Just as there are various flavors of supplements like strawberry, chocolate, and matcha, and dozens of types of vitamin drinks, there must be more than one type of mana potion.

Dariel, the lord of Snow Flower Tower, gave me a special mana potion that they specifically made for cold magic users.
Its name, "Ice Blast," made me a bit uneasy, but at least it didn't smell like mint.

I wondered if it was okay for me to drink it since I have heat mana in addition to cold mana. But I was told that's something I need to control myself.

So I decided to save it for when the two attributes become more balanced or when my proficiency with cold catches up to heat.
Right now, I'm biased toward heat, so the cold energy of Ice Blast might not be effective due to my heat energy.

The first thing I noticed when I returned to work after a long time was:

'Having a vice-captain really makes things easier.'

Before, when I returned from vacation, Elaine's office would be full of work to process.
But Vice-Captain Lorron had handled everything during Elaine's absence, so there wasn't as much as before.
There were only a few matters that required the captain's direct attention.

However, today I couldn't process even those few matters.

Arthur, who had been leading the knights to monitor the central and western regions while Grace was on an expedition to the orcs, had returned.
Upon his return, Arthur said he had important matters to report, so Grace immediately gathered the military personnel.

"Then I'll report right away."

Due to Arthur's serious expression, the meeting began without even simple greetings.

"First, there was no movement from their side. However, during my mission, an operative we sent to the central and western regions returned and reported the situation, and I judged that their silence is not a good sign."
"What did the operative bring back?"

At the previous Northern Grand Council, we established five policies.

First was to bring the East and South to our side. This failed due to the East's timidity and the South's damaged condition.
Second was to accept Hero Aran if he came to the North. I don't know where Aran is right now.
Third was to strengthen our forces through ice crystal research and winter iron mining. This is going very smoothly.
Fourth was to secure the surrounding areas. With this expedition subjugating the orcs, we only need to deal with the monsters.

And finally, the fifth:
To expose the immoral betrayal of the Prince and the Seven Heroes and the Snow Flower Tower incident, create public opinion based on this evidence, and assert our righteousness.
This was what Arthur was addressing.

"As soon as rumors spread, the Central and Western regions quickly controlled and suppressed the public, and conversely accused the North of spreading false propaganda."
"Despite the evidence we have?"
"Yes, because of that, the public was initially confused about which side was right. But then a certain rumor began to circulate."
"A rumor?"

The rumor was related to none other than Aran.
A terrible rumor that Hero Aran had returned and, corrupted by evil, was killing the Seven Heroes and their associates.
Grace stood up in astonishment.

"What nonsense!"
"They've already spread the story that three of the Seven Heroes have been killed by Aran."
"Three... who are they?"
"Saint Luna, Elf Sira, and Big Boss Row."
"Row? He's still captured here, albeit in a half-dead state!"

Grace was bewildered before letting out a hollow laugh.

"Ha, they've abandoned him. Well, in his condition, he's more useful dead than alive."

Grace acknowledged it was a clever strategy, though she shook her head, disgusted by its coldness.

"And the public believed this?"
"Yes, because the Elren Church stepped forward to condemn Hero Aran."

The Elren Church is the state religion of the Kingdom of Artia, the setting of "Brave Road," and the church to which Saint Luna, one of the Seven Heroes, belonged.
Being the state religion means it has strong authority and support from the public, and when both the kingdom and the church speak out, ordinary people have no choice but to believe.
This world doesn't even have paper newspapers, let alone internet news.

"Row said Saint Luna was killed by Aran. Is this revenge for that?"
"Probably. Considering that the Elren Church has historically been closely connected to the royal family..."
"So the church is already in cahoots with them."

As Grace said, the Elren Church was indeed on the Prince's side.
Not knowing Luna's true nature, they simply viewed Aran as the murderer of a saint and easily fell for the Prince's lie that Aran had been corrupted by evil.

"Is there no way to turn the Elren Church to our side with the information we got from Row?"
"You mean the truth about the Saint?"
"Yes."
"It would be difficult. We'd be accused of blasphemy and condemned even more."
"Damn..."
"And that's not the end of it."
"Huh?"
"The Central region has linked that rumor with the North, claiming that the North is supporting the Hero."
"?!"

This time, not just Grace but all the military personnel were shocked.
It wasn't just slander or propaganda.
It was an outright lie.

"How did that happen?"
"They're saying the North will use the chaos caused by the corrupted Hero to wage war and usurp the throne."
"...?"

Though Arthur's voice was clear, Grace looked perplexed, unable to comprehend such nonsense.

"And people believed that?"
"With the royal family and the Elren Church strongly asserting it..."
"But still, they believed it?"
"Hmm."

Arthur hesitated for a moment, then:

"Your Excellency, the North has limited exchange with other regions due to transportation issues. Because of this, they don't know much about the North. The kingdom's perception of the North is just that of eccentrics who love war and fighting."
"..."
"So they were deceived because they don't know the North."

Arthur was right.
Even we thought orcs were bloodthirsty and violent beasts until recently, but through this expedition, we learned that orcs aren't as barbaric as we thought.

Objectively speaking, the people of the kingdom wouldn't know much about the North, which is almost like a different country.
With rumors always depicting it as a land of iron and ice, a powerful army, warriors of extreme cold, and other rough images, they naturally think Northerners are fierce too.

Moreover, it's the royal family and state religion promoting this image.
Who would think the royal family and state religion are lying, and that the North is right? It's not an easy thing to believe.

"So the public opinion battle... is unfavorable."

Grace sighed deeply.
From the beginning, even if we couldn't bring the kingdom's people to our side, the goal was to create doubt and hinder their war efforts.

But with not just the royal family but also the Elren Church joining forces, their voice was overwhelming.
Also, while they can respond in real-time to rumors we spread, it takes time for us to respond to their fabrications, making it difficult to establish a fair fight.

"There's one more thing."
"Go ahead."
"The Central region has officially declared that they are preparing for war against the North because of this incident. I expect a declaration of war soon."

A declaration of war from the Central region.
That meant war was imminent, and a situation that no one could stop was approaching.

"Fine, good."

Grace said, striking the table.

"From the moment we learned the truth, conflict between them and us was inevitable. No, we decided to retaliate appropriately when they messed with the Snow Flower Tower. If they want war, I'll gladly give it to them."

At Grace's words, determination rose on the faces of the military personnel.

"The world is simple after all. Survival of the fittest—justice belongs to the victor. Then we'll take that justice by force if necessary. The Northern way."

A cold, heavy wind circled the conference room.
A wind that would turn the Northerners back into the warriors who once repelled the demon's offensive.

Ch.104 - Chapter 104. War Imminent (2)
"Ah, you're here. Please, take a seat."

With the Central Kingdom's declaration of war looming, this was no longer just a military matter.
For this reason, Grace had summoned the administrators as well.
As the administrative officials and diplomats arrived, Grace resumed the meeting.

Having been briefed on the situation on their way here, they sat down with grave expressions.

"Your Grace, I have additional information to report regarding the meeting agenda."

The one who spoke was Grindel, the diplomat from the North.

"Even after our previous cooperation proposal to the East and South failed, we continued to monitor their movements. I believe there's a connection between what I've been investigating and what the Knight Commander mentioned."
"Go ahead."
"While the East still maintains a neutral stance on the surface, we've observed peculiar movements since we began our public opinion campaign against the Central and Western regions."

According to Grindel's investigation, the East, having no intention of breaking ties with the Central Kingdom, maintained their silence.
Nevertheless, they hadn't completely turned their backs on the North, keeping trade routes open and maintaining relations.
This was typical behavior for them, concerned only with their own territorial interests.

However, recently the East had been accelerating their production of supplies and strengthening their military forces.
On the surface, they claimed this was preparation after learning from last year's drought damage and reinforcing security in response to the disaster in the South.

"They're preparing for something."
"It seems so."

In politics, only a fool would take such claims at face value.

"You mentioned that the royal family and the Elren Church denounced us. Have you confirmed the East's reaction to this?"
"Other than the West, the other regions haven't shown much support," Arthur answered instead of Grindel.

"That suggests the East is acting independently—their usual fence-sitting. Such bat-like creatures. Should I be relieved they're not our enemies, or angry they're not our allies?"
"Grand Duke, is it possible the East has changed their mind and sided with the Central Kingdom? They might be secretly receiving orders from the Central and strengthening their forces to attack the North, not wanting to antagonize the royal family."

Grace answered Rainel's question, who was attending as a nobleman and politician.

"Your point has merit, Lord. But that possibility is extremely low."
"Why do you think so?"
"As you said, the East wouldn't want to antagonize the royal family. If they were only focusing on producing supplies, I would have thought the same. But the military reinforcement is concerning."
"Hmm?"

As Rainel tilted his head in confusion, Arthur responded.

"Lord, the East may be cautious, but they're not weak. If the Central Kingdom uses Eastern forces as cannon fodder, the East will strongly object to their losses. That would only create more enemies."
"Ah, I see."
"Besides, the East isn't strengthening their military to check us. They're even planning to sell us supplies during wartime. So this must be... to keep the Central Kingdom in check."
"Are you saying the East is contemplating war with the Central Kingdom?"
"It seems our diplomat's visit wasn't a complete failure after all. They refused cooperation because they don't want to clash with the Central Kingdom. But those cowards have become anxious about being the next target of purging. They've seen how the royal family and the Elren Church have joined forces to attack other regions."

Then, with a slightly satisfied smirk, he continued.

"The West is ruled by the Seven Heroes, making them the Central's lackeys. The South is in tatters after the Dark Elf attacks. If the North falls this time... they'll be the only regional power left."
"Couldn't they just flatter the Central Kingdom to avoid being purged?"
"Lord, the East's obsession with safety exceeds your imagination."
"?"
"They're the type who would worry about wasting money if they did all that and still got purged."

Rainel let out a hollow laugh at Grace's words, seemingly exasperated.

"How did such a narrow-minded person become the ruler of an entire region?"
"Good bloodline, and being an extreme self-preservationist who hates rebellions makes him surprisingly good at politics."
"Heh heh."

With Rainel's laughter, Grace moved on.

"Lord Grindel, you've also checked on the South's movements, I presume?"
"Of course. The South seems to believe the information we provided—that Hero Sira was behind the Dark Elf incident. Meanwhile, the royal family claims that Hero Sira was alone in stopping her corrupted kin."
"Hmph, completely opposite."
"Your Grace, according to rumors in the Central Kingdom, the Hero killed both Sira and the Dark Elves."
"I expect the South will object to the information the Knight Commander just shared. They were already quite dissatisfied with the Central Kingdom and the Seven Heroes for not helping during the Dark Elf incident, and they support our claims, finding them reasonable."
"Well, if the Dark Elves were truly corrupted by evil, then the supposedly corrupted Aran couldn't have eliminated them all."
"Yes, and since the South was ultimately saved from the Dark Elf invasion by the Hero's actions, they lack grounds to doubt the Hero."

After hearing about the reactions from all regions, Grace continued discussing the current situation with her subjects. As the meeting was wrapping up, she made a declaration.

"I have a proposal for everyone."
"?"
"While I must admit we're at a disadvantage in the propaganda war, given their favorable conditions, if we must wage war anyway, I don't want to concede even a single step to them in the actual conflict. I believe you all agree with this."

All the subjects' expressions turned serious at Grace's words.

"Therefore, I want us to declare war first! I want to set the stage on our terms, at our timing, so we can control the flow and fight without being caught up in their movements."

The military personnel nodded in agreement with Grace's words, and the administrators seemed to sympathize as well.
The people of the North weren't war-crazed lunatics, but they were warriors who believed that if they must fight, they must absolutely win.
Even without crossing swords yet, their pride was wounded by falling behind in the propaganda war from the start.

So the idea was to take action from their side to seize the flow and prevent the other side from maintaining their advantage in the propaganda war.
After all, who strikes first in a fight greatly influences the outcome.

"I agree with Your Grace's words."

Led by Knight Commander Arthur, the Northern subjects came forward to support Grace's intention.
Even Rainel, known for his moderate stance, didn't voice any opposition.

"Grand Duke, your intention is admirable, but to initiate war, we need justification. No matter how much we say the victor determines justice or that our cause is righteous, if this appears as mere violence, it will be difficult to gain the people's support. We risk confirming their claim that we're fighting for personal gain."

Rainel's opinion was a realistic and accurate observation.
The Central Kingdom was already portraying the North as war-obsessed rebels. Declaring war without justification would make it seem like they were resorting to force because their conspiracy had been exposed.

"Lord, that's a good point. What do you think about using Rowe, who was reported dead, as a witness to expose their lies?"
"That would be a double-edged sword. There's no guarantee Rowe will actually help us, and with the Snowflower Tower incident already being labeled as fabricated, if we claim to have captured one of the Seven Heroes, public opinion could worsen."
"Hmm... What about revealing that they tried to use the Orc race?"
"We'd have to hope people would be willing to listen to the voices of Orcs."

Various other potential justifications were discussed, but Grace and the other subjects all struggled with the problem.
With their strongest justifications—the Snowflower Tower terror attack and Rowe's testimony—both dismissed as false propaganda, they lacked a compelling reason to present.

In truth, there were many good justifications among those discussed.
The problem was that they currently lacked a strong enough "voice."
Their opponents were the royal family and the Elren Church.
Although the Grand Duke of the North was also renowned in the kingdom, her voice alone wasn't enough to overcome those two.

Right now, they had Rowe's testimony while the other side spread false propaganda, yet the other side was winning the public opinion war through sheer volume.
If they couldn't win through force of voice, they needed to pressure with concrete evidence, like in a court case.
Currently, they had testimony but no witnesses or evidence.
That's why the Snowflower Tower incident wasn't effective.

Using Rowe, one of the Seven Heroes, as a witness was problematic because he couldn't be trusted.
As for evidence, they had the Devil's Fruit received from the Orcs, but if the other side was already dismissing the Snowflower Tower incident as fabricated, they would obviously question any evidence linking them to the Devil's Fruit.

Grace and Ilaine glanced at me occasionally, as if they now saw me as a key to solving deadlocked situations.
But even for me, a transmigrator, this was a difficult problem to solve.

Of course, I knew where the Devil's Fruit was stored. Discovering and presenting it could prove that they were up to something suspicious.
The problem was that the location was near the royal capital, and there was no immediate way to access it.

'There's also a potential ally within the Elren Church, but I have no way to approach that person.'

To be honest, there was nothing we could do within the North.
There was the option of winning the war first and then resolving the unrest afterward.
But our opponents weren't easy enough to defeat quickly, and what the North needed now was a justification to start the war.

After much deliberation without finding an answer, Grace's anger seemed to rise as she frowned deeply and said:

"There's no way to counter their propaganda. How did the Seven Heroes, supposed saviors of the kingdom, become so vile? Or were they evil by nature from the beginning?"

Though it was simple frustration rather than a constructive opinion, no one stopped her words.
Everyone present shared the sentiment she was expressing.

"I'm ashamed of myself for welcoming and honoring them as heroes when they came to the frontier to help the North during the past war against demons. They truly seemed like righteous heroes fighting at the forefront then. What caused this situation? Where did things go wrong?"

I could understand why Grace was so frustrated.

"Brave Lord" follows the "hero banishment" trope in fantasy novels.
A common cliché in hero banishment stories is that everyone except the banished protagonist is incompetent and foolish.
In contrast, all Seven Heroes were competent, each living up to their title with brilliant achievements.

However, competence and character are separate matters.
As seen with Rowe and Luna, while the Seven Heroes were capable, they each had... character flaws.
Rowe's greed, Luna's lust, Sira's pride, and so on.
The seven sins they carried symbolized their flaws.

'Still, they supposedly restrained their flaws when they were with Aran. Except for Luna.'

Even the lustful Luna didn't openly display her flaw but committed her acts in secret, resulting in the Elren Church now being unwittingly used by the prince, one of the Seven Heroes.
It's understandable that Grace and others failed to recognize the true nature of the Seven Heroes.

Come to think of it, if we don't do something about the Seven Heroes' reputation, along with the royal family and Elren Church, our position will only worsen over time.

"Grand Duke!"

Just then, someone hurriedly entered the meeting hall.
From his appearance, he was a sergeant-level Northern army soldier. Given his rushed entrance and the sweat on his brow despite the cold weather, it seemed to be no ordinary matter.

Could the enemy have already invaded the Northern border?
Everyone in the meeting hall turned their heads toward him.

"What's the matter?"
"The gate... at the gate! Huff!"
"Calm down, catch your breath, and speak."

But the sergeant, seemingly bearing urgent news that couldn't wait, clutched his chest and forced out his words.

"At the Wintercannon gate... he has arrived!"
"He? Who?"
"Someone claiming to be Hero Aran has come to the gate and is requesting entry!"
"!!!"

The meeting hall erupted at this report.

Ch.105 - Chapter 105. Hero Aran (1)
The hero Aran has come to Winter Canon.
At the sergeant's words, the council chamber was turned upside down.
Literally upside down.

Because Grace reflexively bolted out the moment she heard those words.
Without even a chance to stop her, Grace rushed out, leaving Elaine and the guards bewildered as they chased after her.

Grace wasn't always solemn and serious; she occasionally showed emotional sides and made mischievous jokes.
But her reaction upon hearing the report was something no one had ever seen before.

Joy? Delight? Happiness? Surprise?
An expression too complex to define with a single word.
With that look on her face, Grace ran at full speed. She was incredibly fast—even Elaine struggled to keep up.

I was quite surprised myself as I chased after Grace alongside Elaine, barely able to tell if we were running on the ground or flying through the air.

'This seems more intense than what I saw in the novel.'

In the novel, Grace had also rushed to meet Aran when he visited Winter Canon.
I wondered if she had greeted him like this back then too. But judging by the atmosphere emanating from her desperate figure ahead, it seemed completely different.

'Maybe it's the difference between meeting someone you thought was dead versus meeting someone you knew was alive.'

Well, an unexpected guest and an anticipated one are different things.
Especially considering how special that guest is to her.

Though Grace had spoken calmly about welcoming Aran if he came to the North during the Grand Council.
Perhaps she had been waiting for this moment since then.
After the Grand Council, Grace had seemed less at ease than before.

"Huff, huff."

Several guards who suddenly found themselves sprinting at full speed fell behind exhausted, with only knight-rank and above remaining in formation.
Thanks to my lower body training through Snow Blade practice, I managed not to fall behind.
But I was barely keeping up; the distance between us and Grace wasn't closing—it was widening.

'I... I thought I was going to die.'

Fortunately, we reached the city gate before Grace completely disappeared from view.
What a demanding first day back.

I wasn't the only one struggling; everyone was panting heavily, only their knightly pride keeping them from collapsing.
Even Elaine was lightly catching her breath.
That's how intense Grace's emotions were about welcoming Aran.

I was tempted to pretend to drop out like some others, thinking Grace would forgive it this time. But my relentless pursuit wasn't just about showing diligence.

'I've been in this body for months, and I'm only now meeting the protagonist.'

Usually when you're reincarnated into a novel, you'd expect to wake up next to the protagonist.
Unusually, I opened my eyes in a completely different place from the protagonist—the setting of Episode 4, midway through the story.
So far, I could only guess what the protagonist might be doing and where.

Among everyone here, Grace might be the happiest to see Aran. But I'm probably second.
Before being a soldier or knight, I'm someone who's been reincarnated into a novel. Who wouldn't want to see the protagonist in person after entering the world of a novel they were reading?

I had seen the world through Aran's perspective, learned about this world through his footsteps, and viewed people through his emotions.
I felt thrilled when Aran defeated villains, angry when he was angry, and curious about what he would do in the next chapter even during mundane moments.
Even before my reincarnation, I had developed an inner connection and fondness for him, and if I ever met him, I had so much I wanted to say and hear.

So when the moment to meet Aran finally arrived, my heart raced—and not just from the sprint.
With the protagonist I once admired waiting beyond those massive gates, about to meet him up close, I felt like a fan waiting to meet a celebrity.

"Open the gates!"

At Grace's urgent command, the wall guards opened Winter Canon's gates.
Creeeeak.
The gates opened slowly with a heavy sound.
As they opened, letting in cold air, a human-sized silhouette appeared in the gap.

"Aran!"

Even before the gates fully opened, Grace rushed forward and embraced someone.

Grace's reaction to Aran was indeed different.
In the novel, she had hugged him too, but it was more like comforting him after his hardships.
This was an emotional embrace, unable to contain the joy of reunion.

"?"

Even the usually expressionless Elaine widened her eyes in surprise at Grace's behavior.

I had the same look as Elaine.
The reason Grace ended up as the defeated heroine in the novel:
She never recognized or expressed her romantic feelings for Aran.

Grace had never treated Aran as a potential romantic partner. Naturally, there had been no physical intimacy.
The two always maintained an appropriate distance, as if there was an invisible line between them, and the essence of their relationship was that tantalizing atmosphere of almost-but-not-quite crossing that line.
The only time they were physically close was on the battlefield, guarding each other's backs.

But now Grace immediately closes the distance just because she learned Aran is alive?
This looks almost like... someone greeting a long-lost lover.

Aran, caught in Grace's embrace, seemed surprised and froze momentarily.
Then he reached out, returned her embrace, and said:

"It's been a while, Grace."

Wow.
A calm, composed voice that even another man would readily admit was cool.
In the modern world, he would have been an actor dedicated to protagonist roles. Well, he's already the protagonist here.

Beside Aran stood three more silhouettes.
Aran's companions.

"Wow, you really do know the Northern Archduke?"

A hooded woman with a seductive appearance, looking surprised.

"Uh... um..."

A slender swordswoman with a ponytail in light armor, fidgeting uncomfortably at the sight of Grace hugging Aran.

"Oh my."

A cute, round-faced magician with short hair, covering her mouth with one hand, eyes wide with surprise at the intense welcome.

I recognized all three at a glance.

'Eris, Yui, Nia. Haha... they look exactly like their illustrations in the novel.'

Of course, I wanted to meet them too.
They were Aran's reliable companions who would journey with him until the end.
Each had their own charm that made them beloved characters among readers.

'With just those three and the last person missing, it means the Ellen Church episode hasn't happened yet.'

I had suspected as much when I heard the royal family was manipulating the Ellen Church.
Aran's final companion and my potential ally candidate appears in Episode 5.

'But Aran coming to the North already means...'

In the novel, Aran visits the North after the war with the West breaks out.
At that time, the North was besieged by Western forces at Winter Canon, and Aran's arrival while they were cornered marked the beginning of Episode 4's main story.
But now Aran has arrived much earlier than in the novel, before even a declaration of war.

'I heard he had completed up to the second episode.'

Did he skip Episode 3 because the main villain, Low, is currently captured here?
Did he come knowing Low was here?
If he skipped Low in the sequence, Episode 4's main villain, Dorgon, should currently be in the West, not the North—so why come here?

"Ah, sorry. I was just so happy to see you..."

As Grace regained her composure and pulled away from Aran, I could finally see his face clearly.

Tall, with glossy black hair, a masculine, sturdy physique yet with boyish handsomeness, and eyes that held a cold, sunken quality giving him a peculiar melancholy.
He looked exactly like his illustrations in the novel. No, the real person might be even more handsome.

Grace held Aran's cheeks and examined his face directly.

"It really is you. I heard you were alive, but I'm so relieved to see you're not hurt anywhere."

Oh?
Grace's eyes were welling with tears.
Grace crying? I never saw that even in the novel.

As Grace continued caressing his cheeks, Aran smiled—a faint yet incredibly handsome smile—and said:

"Grace, you've lost weight. Are you not feeling well?"

"Hehe, I've just had some troubles lately. I'm not sick, so don't worry."

"Troubles? Could it be..."

Suddenly, Aran's eyes sharpened.

"I received information that Low was heading north. Has he not arrived here yet?"

Aha! So he learned of Low's whereabouts while investigating Black Crow and came after him.
That means he's currently in Episode 3, which explains why he's here much earlier than in the novel.

"Low did come here. We currently have him in custody."

"You captured him... Where is he now?"

"It seems we have much to discuss. Rather than standing here talking, let's go inside first."

Grace was about to take Aran back to the Winter Palace when she finally noticed his companions behind him.

"And who are they?"

"Ah, let me introduce you. These are my companions."

"Your companions?"

Grace scanned Aran's companions and murmured quietly:

"All... women."

Aran introduced his companions to Grace.

"This is Nia, a magician. She's a free mage not affiliated with any magic tower. We met by chance while investigating the same incident. Our cooperation then became a connection, and now we travel together."

Magician Nia.
The companion who joined in Episode 1, "Beloved Fallen Woman."
While independently investigating the mysterious disappearance of young men from a village and strange magical residue, she encountered Aran who was pursuing Luna.
Surprised by Hero Aran's survival, she cooperated with him to uncover the truth and defeat Luna, who had been draining the young men's vitality.
After seeing Luna transformed into a succubus and hearing from Aran that the Seven Heroes had obtained demonic powers, she decided to accompany him.

'...That's her story within the novel.'

Magician Nia has an important setting:
She is the main heroine of "Brave Lord."

A healing-type heroine who helps Aran, living for revenge, regain his humanity.
Always bright, kind, and full of warmth, she often clashed with Aran, whose personality had turned cynical after betrayal.
But through Nia's bright energy, Aran gradually recovered from the wounds inflicted by others and rose again as a hero.

Not only that—she had a cute face contrasting with a sensual figure.
An original ability called Starlight Magic.
The third possessor of Magical Sight, of which there were only three in the entire world.
A background story of receiving a revelation to guide the light of hope.

She was a heroine with every possible good quality.
Even readers who supported Grace had to admit defeat when faced with Nia as competition.

Incidentally, in the novel, Nia was also the companion Sophia had her eye on.
Cute face, large chest, magical genius—she checked all of Sophia's preferences 100%.

"This is Yui, a swordswoman. I saved her from a village under attack by dark elves. As it turns out, we had met before. She's skilled and wanted to help me, so she's traveling with us."

Swordswoman Yui.
The companion who joined in Episode 2, "Black Ghost of the Moon Forest."

Having been saved by Aran during his hero party days, she admired him and trained with the sword.
When her village was attacked by dark elves, she reunited with Aran who was targeting Sira.
After helping Aran defeat the dark elves, Yui volunteered to accompany him to assist him.

'And she is also...'

A heroine.
Though somewhat immature due to her young age, she has a spirited and energetic charm, and respectfully follows Aran, calling him "Master."
Unlike Grace, she clearly recognizes her romantic feelings for Aran and openly expresses them. She's jealous enough to view Nia as both her dearest sister and a romantic rival.
Her fidgeting earlier was probably from seeing her beloved master being hugged by a beautiful woman.

Yui was popular as a heroine who taught love to Aran, who had become wary of being loved after being betrayed by his companions.
Her setting as a prodigy of sword techniques and her incredible work ethic made her even more likable.

"And finally, this is..."

"This aura... a demon?"

Grace, detecting a suspicious aura, showed hostility, and the guards immediately prepared for battle in response.
I also drew my sword out of courtesy but remained still.

"Hmm~ As expected of the Northern Archduke, you recognized me right away."

As she removed her hood, two horns—one half-broken—became clearly visible.
Then she took off her robe, revealing beautiful but pale skin covered in tattoos.
Anyone could tell she was a demon.

"Wait, Grace. She is a demon, but she's my ally."

As Grace kept her eyes fixed on the demon, Aran stepped between them to mediate and answered:

"Her name is Eris. She's the heir to a demon noble family and has fought against me in the past... but now she's a companion cooperating with me to defeat a common enemy. You can trust her."

"A common enemy?"

"Lucius... that bastard. When I was dying after what he did to me, she was the one who saved my life."

"!"

Everyone around was shocked by the surprising revelation from Aran's lips.
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Everyone looked at Eris, the one-horned demon, with shocked faces after Aran revealed that it was a demon who had saved his life.
Eris seemed to enjoy their reaction.

"Yes, yes. Be grateful, humans."

She laughed while putting on airs.

'This reaction is exactly like in the novel.'

While I pretended to look surprised like everyone else, I was actually quite indifferent since I already knew this fact. I understood why they were so shocked.

Demons who brought death and chaos to the entire kingdom during the Great War are targets for elimination, no questions asked. They're incomparable to orcs.
The only good demon is a dead demon—the very concept of a "good demon" is impossible.

Demons were considered so abhorrent and terrible that even the Seven Heroes concealed the fact that they had obtained demonic powers.

Luna, the main villain of "Brave Lord" Episode 1, died fighting Aran in her succubus form.
The funny thing is that the Elren Church doesn't know Saint Luna was a succubus.
They were fooled into believing that the succubus found dead in the church was a demon summoned by Aran, and that Luna had died without a trace.
This means that even the masterminds behind everything are careful about associating with demons.

And now the Hero Aran himself had revealed his connection to a demon.
The hero who received his title to defeat demons had his life saved by one and was now cooperating with it.

If this fact became public, the royal family and Elren Church's claim that Hero Aran had fallen from grace and would bring death would become truth.
Then the South would turn their backs on us, and the East would immediately side with the royal family.
There would be turmoil within the North as well.
That's how terrifying the reputation of demons was.

"Aran, please... explain in detail."

Grace looked shocked, but since it was Aran, she gave him a chance to explain with a trembling voice.
Aran, seemingly having anticipated this reaction, explained without hesitation.

"If you've met Row, you know that I was betrayed after defeating the Demon King, right?"
"...Yes."
"At that time, my heart had been pierced. I managed to survive using my abilities, but I had minutes at most. That's when I encountered her."
"You can't imagine how ridiculous it was. The leader of the hero party who had just reduced me to a rag was in an even worse state than I was."
"Demon, shut up."

Eris shrugged and closed her mouth at Grace's warning.
Aran made a bitter expression at Grace's hostile attitude toward Eris before continuing.

"Eris is the legitimate successor of the Blood Duke and a blood mage. She survived because she has the ability to heal her body. The moment I saw her, I resented that I would die without getting revenge on the traitors. Then she made me a proposal."
"What kind of proposal?"
"In exchange for saving my life with blood magic, I would help her kill Lucius, her family's enemy."
"!"
"Since my goal was also to get revenge on the traitors, I took her hand. And with Eris's blood magic, my torn heart was repaired."
"......"

What Aran described was the introduction to "Brave Lord."
The meeting between a betrayed, dying hero and a demon who had lost her power after being killed once, wondering what to do next.
And then their contract and the beginning of a new journey.

Additionally, the reason I know about the Blood Oath is because these two made that contract in the novel.
On the condition of killing Prince Lucius Artia, the leader of the Seven Heroes, the demon Eris restored Hero Aran.
If Aran abandons his revenge or saves Lucius, his heart will immediately burst.

"So... that's why you're alive."
"Yes, and since she and I need each other, we won't do anything to sour our relationship."

Grace's face was troubled.
She too hates demons, having experienced the Great War. After all, her father, the previous Grand Duke, died from injuries sustained while fighting demons.

However, thanks to that demon, Aran was able to survive.
For her, Eris was both an enemy and a benefactor.

While Grace was visibly conflicted, Eris:

"Yaaawn~"

She tactlessly yawned as if bored by the old story, earning a scolding from her companion Yui.
While this was shocking news for the Northerners, Aran's group had already built friendships that transcended racial boundaries during their journey together.

'The Blood Demon, Eris.'

Aran's first companion from the beginning of the novel.

As Aran explained, she was originally an enemy of the hero party, but after barely surviving, she deemed the revenge-driven Hero Aran useful and made a contract with him to eliminate the Seven Heroes.

Since their contract was secured with his heart as collateral, there was no chance of betrayal, so Aran kept her by his side. In the early parts, she showed more heroine-like qualities than Nia.
She and Aran, who had grown cold with vengeance, had similar approaches and were cooperative partners with the same goal, making them work well together.

Yes, Eris is... also a heroine.
At first, their relationship was purely business-like since they were using each other and had been enemies.
But because Eris wasn't human, Aran, who had fallen into misanthropy after being betrayed, could reveal his true feelings to her.
And Eris found Aran's relentless pursuit of revenge and their experiences together interesting.

If Nia restored Aran's humanity and Yui taught him about love,
Eris was in the position of supporting Aran so he wouldn't fall apart.
The three women were collectively called the three main heroines.

That's why she was portrayed as having a frenemy relationship with Aran until Episode 2.
But from Episode 3, when they faced Black Crow, she gradually opened her heart to Aran and, being a demon, even tried to seduce him.
Because of this, she and the jealous Yui constantly bickered but eventually became friends. And the pure-hearted Nia was someone even Eris surrendered to completely.

As you can tell from this, Aran's group, except for him, consists entirely of women who are heroines.
It's a harem party.

'And with Grace as a sub-heroine, plus one more addition later...'

While the content of the work was heavy, the protagonist was surrounded by women, making readers wonder whether they should cheer for or curse Aran.
Especially in the early parts when Aran was consumed by revenge and declared "no romance," many readers were frustrated to death.
That's why Yui, who taught Aran about love and opened the path to romance, was once seen as the main wife.

While I was briefly lost in these idle thoughts, since I already knew all this information:

"...I understand."

Grace broke the heavy silence.

"It's hard to accept, but for now, I'm just glad you're safe. Demon, don't expect me to thank you, though."
"Hehe, I didn't save him to receive your gratitude, so no need."

Grace glared at her, annoyed by Eris's tone, but Eris was a demon with quite a temper herself.
Those two didn't get along well in the novel either.

"Since you're Aran's companion, I won't kill you. But keep a low profile. If you harm any of my people, I won't forgive you."
"Don't worry, Grand Duchess of the North. I'm not like those barbaric nobles who want to kill humans on sight."

Then Eris wrapped her arm around Aran's neck.

"Besides, Aran wouldn't want that either."
"!"

BOOM!
When an explosion sounded from where Grace was, her guards immediately spread out and took combat positions.
But soon, confusion appeared on the guards' faces.

The attacker was Grace herself.

"Take your hands off him."

Grace was glaring at Eris with fierce eyes, while Eris, who had jumped away from Aran, let out a hollow laugh.

"Goodness! Didn't you just hear Aran? I'm his companion. We even share a heart. Are you sure you can kill me? The moment you kill me, Aran's heart will be pierced again."
"......"

Grace closed her mouth but continued to glare sharply at Eris.

"Grace, please calm down. Eris is different from the demons you know. She can be trusted."
"What...?"
"If you're uncomfortable, we'll eliminate Row and leave immediately. We came here chasing after Row anyway."
"Chasing Row... to this place..."

Grace looked at Aran, her lips trembling as if wanting to say something.
Then with a swish, she sheathed her sword, turned her back, and said:

"Sorry, I got a bit excited. There's no need to leave because you're uncomfortable. Everyone, follow me. You must have traveled far, so I'll prepare a place for you to rest. Let's talk tomorrow."

She walked ahead. As Grace moved, her guards immediately followed her.
Aran's group exchanged glances among themselves before Eris pulled her hood back up and followed at the very back.

Ilaine and I communicated with our eyes.

'She's angry.'
'Indeed.'

Ilaine looked at Grace's back with concerned eyes.

'But apart from being angry, she seems somehow depressed. I wonder why?'

As Ilaine's gaze suggested, Grace's shoulders were noticeably slumped.
Even without seeing her expression, it was clear she wasn't feeling well.

'Her attitude toward Eris is different from the novel too.'

In the novel, Grace was uncomfortable with Eris being a demon, but she didn't openly antagonize her.
After all, Eris did save Aran's life.

In fact, although they were awkward and uncomfortable at first, Grace eventually acknowledged Eris as "Aran's companion, though I have no intention of becoming friends" when she saw Eris genuinely cooperating with the North.

But the current Grace was clearly emotional and aggressive. Drawing her sword first when the other party wasn't even hostile?
It wasn't like her usual self.

'Something's been off about her.'

Grace's attitude toward Aran and his group was drastically different from the novel.
Setting Eris aside, in the novel, Grace thanked Nia and Yui for being with Aran and welcomed them warmly.
But now she wasn't even looking at Nia and Yui.

'She's acting like a girlfriend who's upset because her boyfriend didn't take her side and supported another woman instead.'

I know Grace has feelings for Aran, but in the novel, she never realized her feelings for him until the very end, so she didn't show jealousy or sulk...?

'Wait a minute?'
'What is it, Luke?'
'Ah, it's nothing.'

No way, could it be?
Has Grace realized her feelings for Aran?
When? How? Why?

These two are meeting again for the first time now.
No event has occurred between them yet that would make Grace realize her feelings.

'Ah, what's going on?'

I admit that due to my intervention as a transmigrator, many aspects of this world have diverged from the novel.
However, what I've changed are only events related to Episode 4's development.
I can declare that although I supported Grace as a heroine when reading "Brave Lord," I didn't do anything to affect the relationship between Grace and Aran.
I'm busy enough preparing for war and managing my own love life.

So what on earth happened to make Grace act like this?
Was there some event that even I, as a transmigrator, don't know about?

Glancing at Aran, I noticed he was also stealing looks at Grace's back, seemingly concerned about her.
So you don't know what's going on either?

'Luke.'

At that moment, Ilaine sent me another look.

'I just had a thought.'
'Yes?'
'Doesn't it seem like Her Excellency likes the hero?'
'?!'

You didn't know? Ah, of course you wouldn't.
Even Grace herself didn't know her own feelings.

Then how did Ilaine notice?
Not to be rude, but Ilaine isn't exactly perceptive when it comes to romance.

'Why do you think so?'
'Her Excellency's expression earlier... it looked similar to mine when you talk to other women.'
'......'

I had forgotten.
This person may not be a romance expert, but she is certainly an expert in jealousy.
Did she sense a kindred spirit in Grace's expression and deduce that she likes Aran?
That's quite impressive.

'It seems so.'
'I'm surprised Her Excellency likes the hero. Though come to think of it, there are only two men she treats differently from others.'
'Who?'
'Hero Aran and... you.'

Ilaine turned her head to look at me.

'Of course, you belong to me.'

Here we go again.
Fortunately, Ilaine has enough tact not to continue with her possessiveness and returned to worrying about Grace.
Sigh, I have a feeling there's one more thing I need to worry about now.

Ch.107 - Chapter 107. The Betrayed Hero and the Betrayer (1)
Upon returning to the Winter Palace, Grace immediately ended the meeting.

After Grace had stormed out, the northern nobles who remained had apparently been engaged in heated discussions about how to use the hero's arrival to their advantage. But when Grace dismissed the meeting with a visibly dark expression, they quietly withdrew, sensing it wasn't the right atmosphere to approach her despite their curiosity about what had happened.

As they were leaving, only Knight Commander Arthur discreetly called me over.

"What happened? Her Excellency seemed quite downcast. It wasn't an impostor or bad news, was it?"

Arthur had known Grace for a long time. Noticing her gloomy demeanor, he asked, and I briefly explained what had happened at the city gate—omitting, of course, the part about Grace having feelings for Aran.

"Hero Aran with a demon... No wonder Her Excellency is upset. She cared for him like a younger brother."

Rather than a younger brother, "love interest" would be more accurate, but this wasn't the time for corrections.

"Don't worry too much. She seems shocked that the hero is siding with a demon, but Her Excellency is rational. After all, thanks to that demon, the hero has returned alive and is on our side. She'll come to accept that fact."

Arthur's words would have been accurate—if this were a novel. But the current Grace is different from the novel's version. Her feelings for Aran are turbulent enough for even Ilaine to notice. And in front of such a Grace, Eris had displayed affectionate behavior, wrapping her arm around Aran's neck. Her anger wouldn't be mild.

'Oh, what a headache.'

Truly, nothing in this world is easy. Solve one problem, and another erupts.

"By the way, I've been meaning to speak with you urgently, but we haven't had a chance to talk since I returned from the expedition."
"?"

Arthur having something to say to me? I had firmly drawn the line about his youngest daughter's marriage at the last party. Does he have some favor to ask?

"Didn't you once tell me to keep an eye on House Deepsnow? I hear you recommended Young Lord Rigrit to the guard. What were you thinking?"

Ah, that's right.
While preparing for Rigrit's betrayal, I had approached Arthur during the grand council and mentioned the need to pay attention to House Deepsnow. Though reluctant, Arthur saw merit in my opinion and agreed to monitor their movements, establishing our discreet cooperation.

But now I, who had raised these concerns, had recommended a direct Deepsnow descendant to Grace's side, and that Deepsnow had become a hero of the recent expedition. Arthur must have been bewildered.

'I should have explained this to Arthur—I completely forgot.'

After Rigrit joined the guard, I'd been swamped with work—establishing the direct team under the guard captain, restructuring the deputy captain's duties, planning new recruit selection, and so on—and missed the opportunity to inform Arthur.

I apologized sincerely and explained everything about Rigrit.

"So you're saying you thought the young lord's abilities would benefit Her Excellency?"
"Yes, and as I just mentioned, Lord Rigrit subtly craves recognition. He'll do his utmost to distinguish himself in the guard."
"I've had several opportunities to sound out Isaac during our meetings."
"How was he?"
"A northern soldier to the bone. He has the capability to cause the trouble you're concerned about, but... well, I don't think he has the character to commit such acts."

When House Deepsnow committed their betrayal, Rigrit was the main culprit, and Lionel cooperated to preserve the family. Then the heir and eldest son, Isaac...

'He was the only one who didn't participate in the family's betrayal, but took his own life out of shame and responsibility.'

Isaac's suicide as a capable defense captain greatly weakened the North's military strength, but had he chosen betrayal instead of death, the North would have been in real danger. Arthur's assessment that Isaac wasn't the type to betray was accurate.

"So my request ended up amounting to nothing. It feels like wasted effort, but I suppose it's fortunate we've eliminated the possibility of betrayal."
"No, I think we should continue monitoring."

Arthur frowned at my words.

"If not the two sons... are you suspicious of Head of House Lionel?"
"Not at all."
"Then?"
"Thanks to you, Commander, I'm confident House Deepsnow won't betray us. But only the two of us know this. Others don't. What if we use that to set a trap?"
"A trap?"
"If enemies or unforeseen traitors approach House Deepsnow, we could use Deepsnow to deceive them in return."
"Hmm, essentially false collusion?"

As interest sparked in Arthur's eyes, I nodded immediately.

"Then we'd need to inform Lord Lionel and request his cooperation."
"That won't be necessary right away. If our concerns materialize, we can inform him and request cooperation then. If nothing happens, we can simply let things be."
"Well, well."

After understanding my new plan, Arthur smiled.

"Your senior knight was Sir Ilaine, wasn't it? I should have a word with him soon."
"...Why is that?"

His sudden mention of scolding Ilaine confused me, and my voice unconsciously lowered, but Arthur continued with a raised corner of his mouth.

"Your self-sacrifice and courage are knightly beyond compare, but your scheming mind seems more suited to an advisor than a knight."
"Hmm, I admit that."

Feeling slightly guilty, I acknowledged this with an awkward smile, and Arthur patted my shoulder.

"I'm glad I didn't bring you into headquarters. We might have had northern knights becoming accustomed to devious strategies."
"I have no intention of steering the organization in my direction."
"I know. You're not that kind of person. You'd only dirty your own hands, not others'. That was just a joke."

With a somewhat relieved expression, Arthur continued.

"Young warriors like you, who see things differently, help keep the North safer. Keep up the good work. I don't support you without reason."

Was this Arthur's way of encouragement and acknowledgment? It was certainly less burdensome than being treated like a hero as with Grace, so I expressed my gratitude.

"And my comment about scolding the guard captain was also a joke. No need to worry about your lover hearing from me."
"!"

Surprised by Arthur's remark, I asked him.

"You knew?"
"I told you, I'm the Knight Commander. I can see right through youngsters like you."
"..."

Can the Knight Commander actually read minds? I don't think I've shown anything in front of Arthur... Ah.

'The party—that's when he noticed.'

I had earnestly proclaimed my devotion in front of Arthur and his daughter, and Ilaine's expression had been strange afterward. Someone like Arthur would have noticed.

"Haha."

Since deciding to make our relationship public, this was the first time I'd been caught off guard by someone else.

***

The morning after Aran's arrival, Grace summoned Aran's group for a meeting.

The North is cold year-round, but today felt especially frigid. The windows were certainly closed, yet it was strangely cold.

Yesterday, Grace had been in a bad mood until evening and had called Ilaine to her room for a chat. Since I couldn't enter Grace's room while she was in her nightwear, Ilaine told me to leave work early.

When I arrived this morning and asked, I learned they had chatted until dawn. As a result, even the always-proper Ilaine looked slightly tired. It was barely noticeable—only someone who saw her face daily would notice—but seeing signs of drowsiness in Ilaine was extraordinary.

-What did you talk about? Was it about Hero Aran?
-Even for you, I can't say. It's Her Excellency's personal matter.
-Ah, I understand. I won't ask carelessly.
-This is just to myself, but Her Excellency kept talking so much that I couldn't ask anything.

From Ilaine's indirect information, I could guess the conversation they had.

Grace was indeed upset with Aran for defending Eris, and feeling frustrated, she had vented to Ilaine, her most trusted aide and friend. Given that Ilaine said she couldn't ask anything, it seemed Grace had only expressed her disappointment without directly revealing her feelings for Aran.

'Surely she didn't call us this morning to fight?'

What made me slightly anxious was that while Ilaine maintained perfect composure despite her fatigue, Grace clearly had dark circles under her eyes. Even Rigrit whispered, asking if the Grand Duchess was alright (Rigrit had fallen behind while following Grace yesterday and didn't know what happened at the gate).

Even Sophia, whose eyes had widened when her ideal type Nia walked in, fell silent when she sensed the cold aura emanating from Grace, realizing something was amiss.

However, contrary to my concerns, nothing happened during the morning meeting.

Grace and Eris did make eye contact once, but they didn't clash. Grace maintained her composure throughout the conversation, showing no emotion. Eris, perhaps warned by her companions, maintained her usual languid expression but kept silent without provoking anyone.

Eventually, Aran told Grace about his experiences—what I would call the story of "Brave Lord." After listening quietly, Grace sighed deeply and spoke.

"That's quite extraordinary. Are you getting proper rest?"
"Don't worry about that. These aren't opponents I'd fight while exhausted."
"Good, don't push yourself. The Seven Heroes are all formidable opponents even I wouldn't confidently claim victory against. Fighting while injured would only lead to defeat."

Grace's gaze then shifted to Aran's companions, Nia and Yui.

"I want to thank you both. I'm truly grateful for protecting Aran."

As the Northern Grand Duchess expressed her gratitude with a bow, both responded in their own way.

"I merely did what I thought was right. I'm fulfilled knowing we could save many people."
"Oh, no, Grand Duchess! I just wanted to help my master, I didn't have any grand intentions. Hehe."

Grace nodded, seeing the bright companions by Aran's side. Next, her gaze shifted to Eris.

"..."
"..."

A strange tension briefly flowed between them.

"I'll believe Aran's words that you're different from other demons."
"...Yeah."

That was the extent of their exchange.

Though her voice was more curt than usual, I was secretly relieved she wasn't being openly hostile. Perhaps her conversation with Ilaine had calmed her somewhat.

"So... you came all this way chasing Row?"
"Yes. After defeating Sira, I targeted Row and was attacking his organization, Black Crow, when I received information that Row had headed north. At first, I thought it was Lucius's plot to divert me, but once I confirmed it was true, I came to the North."
"I see."

Grace remained silent for a moment, then stood up.

"We've captured Row, as I mentioned. I'll guide you to him."

Then, just like yesterday, she led the way outside. Following behind Grace, I whispered quietly to Ilaine.

"Thankfully, she seems to be in a better mood."
"Does she?"
"What?"
"Sigh."

Ilaine exhaled softly and said:

"When Her Excellency is truly angry, her voice becomes completely monotone."
"That means...?"
"She seems even angrier than yesterday."
"..."

Oh no. This is genuinely concerning.
I wasn't the only one feeling uneasy—Aran kept studying Grace's back before our eyes briefly met.

I gave him a slight nod. We hadn't spoken yesterday, and despite this being my long-awaited first interaction with the protagonist, I felt awkward.

***

We all went to the underground prison where Row was being held. Hearing multiple footsteps coming down the stairs, a voice spoke from the darkness.

"Hey... isn't this too much? Even neglect has its limits. I thought everyone had forgotten about me because the North had fallen."

Row's voice, still unwelcome even after all this time, was filled with sarcasm.

"Right, keeping me alive all this time and finally coming means you've made a decision? Good thinking. No matter how strong you are, there are three guys like me on their side. You'd struggle alone. Just make a simple promise, and I'll cooperate sincerely."

Perhaps truly lonely all this time, Row eagerly seized this opportunity to talk, but unfortunately, his wish wouldn't be granted.

As we finished descending the stairs and Row finally came into view, he also saw us.

"...Well, shit."
"It's been a while, Row."

The betrayed hero and the betrayer faced each other.

Ch.108 - Chapter 108. The Betrayed Hero and the Betrayer (2)
When the Seven Heroes, the main villains of "Brave Lord," met Aran, the hero they had betrayed, each reacted differently.
Luna, who had no idea Aran was alive, was genuinely shocked.
Sira, who had betrayed him after being caught in a conspiracy, couldn't even meet his eyes due to guilt.
And what about Row, the main villain of Episode 3?

Gulp.
Row's pupils literally quaked with what could only be described as an earthquake.
He trembled for reasons quite different from the cold and kept nervously chewing his lips.

Fear.
What Row felt was fear.

The reason why Row, who acted arrogantly toward everyone he met, felt fear upon seeing Aran was explained in the novel.
Despite being confident enough in his abilities to storm a magic tower alone, there was one type of opponent Row avoided fighting altogether:
Those against whom his abilities were completely ineffective. Simply put, opponents who could easily see through his shadow concealment.

Of course, I too had detected his concealment by sensing his body heat.
But with someone like me, where the skill gap was so wide, his scoundrel instincts resurfaced with the arrogant belief he could easily kill me, so he didn't worry.
But what if that opponent was a powerhouse of equal strength?

Episode 3 of "Brave Lord" is longer than the previous two episodes.
This was partly because it contained important developments where Aran regained his identity as a hero rather than just being a revenge-seeker while destroying a criminal organization. But on the surface, it was because Row kept running away.
Even the final battle only happened because Row had nowhere left to run and was forced to fight.

In other words, Row's true desire was to avoid not just fighting Aran, but even encountering him.
Yet here they were, face to face.
And in a situation where he couldn't run or fight, being bound.

"It's been a long time, hasn't it? Wow, you look fine—seems like you've been doing well."

Despite the situation, Row forced himself to look at Aran and speak, apparently not wanting to appear weak. But his voice trembled slightly.

"......"

Aran approached Row, bent down to meet his eyes, and then:

"You seem to be doing well too."

Flinch.
As Aran smiled coldly, Row shut his mouth.
But he quickly twisted his expression and retorted:

"Do I look like I'm doing well? I'm on the verge of death here."
"No, Row."
"What?"
"This isn't what we call 'on the verge of death' yet. For example, let's see..."

Aran pointed his finger at Row's heart area.

"If there were a knife stuck here, with blood pouring out every time you breathe—that would be 'on the verge of death.'"
"!"
"Or if a hand sharpened by shadows was trying to tear this whole thing out."

Grip!
As Aran grabbed Row's chest, Row grimaced in pain, already suffering from the restraining icicles of the Frost Tower.

After silently observing Row's pained expression, Aran released his grip and stood up.

"Huff, huff!"

Catching his breath after enduring the pain, Row asked:

"Since you're not killing me right away, I'm guessing there's something you want to hear?"
"Of course."
"Haha, as expected. If I tell you, will you spare me?"
"Maybe."
"...Tsk, you've become cunning. It's the first time I've seen you being vague."
"Thanks to certain people, I learned not to trust others so easily."

Row let out a hollow laugh as he faced the consequences of his actions. But soon, as if he'd finished his calculations, he raised his head.

"Fine, this is more comfortable than talking about trust and faith at this point anyway. What do you want to know? Lucius's schemes? The nature of the power that changed Luna and Sira? The reason the Great War happened?"

Each was high-level information.
Except for the second one, these were all unresolved plot points in the novel at this point in time.

'But.'

I knew what Aran wanted to ask him.
The only question he wanted to ask wasn't any of those things, but:

"Why did you betray me?"
"...!"

Row flinched at Aran's question.
Then he put on an awkward smile and spoke:

"Is that what you wanted to know?"
"That's all I wanted to know."
"Ha."
"I don't need anything else. I'll find out the rest naturally when I meet Lucius anyway."
"Did the other two answer you?"
"Yes."

In response to Aran's cold attitude, Row let out a hollow laugh, his lips twitching, and then:

"Alright, I'll tell you."

With a sigh, he began his story.

"If you're expecting some complicated circumstances like Sira's, forget it. I'm closer to Luna's side than that idiot. What do I mean? It's very simple."
"......"
"I just chose this life because it was more comfortable. Just like Luna can't live without climbing on top of men, I can't live without hoarding money. I could make excuses about having a trauma from starving as a child that made me obsessed with money, but..."

Row chuckled and continued.

"It's just that I'm the kind of person who, perhaps because I grew up eating filth from the seed, couldn't stand living a moderately prosperous and honorable life as a member of the hero's party. Even if it meant smelling the stench of the gutter, I wanted to live greedily, doing whatever I pleased."

After Row sincerely confessed his feelings, speaking not in his usual sarcastic tone but genuinely, Aran remained silent for a moment before responding.

"Do you remember what you said to me when you first decided to follow me?"
"I don't want to... but I do."
"Back then, you said you wanted a chance to live a new life. That you wanted to live a life a little better than before. Was that a lie?"

At Aran's question, Row was silent for a moment, then:

"It was sincere, truly sincere. Heh."
"Then why..."
"I told you. In the end, I was this kind of person. Well, I was swayed by the light that bright life showed me. But when faced with an even greater temptation, my bestial instincts immediately returned. The light I desired wasn't the light of salvation, but the light of jewels."
"......"
"Hey, Aran. You know what? People don't change as easily as you think. So there's no point in looking so fierce. I know that inside you, there's still that foolishly kind person."

Once he started revealing his true feelings, Row seemed to forget his fear of Aran and continued to express his honest thoughts.
At this scene, not only Aran's companions but also the Northerners watched the two without making a sound.

Finally.
Aran spoke in a subdued voice.

"I've heard enough, Row."
"Ah, damn. I was trying to beg for my life, but you made me say unnecessary things by asking the wrong question. So what are you going to do now?"

Though his tone was resigned, Row also seemed somewhat relieved as he asked, and when Aran remained silent:

"But my desire to live is also sincere. If you let me go, I'll cooperate fully."
"......"
"You must understand by now, with your more flexible thinking, that you can't defeat Lucius through honest methods. That cunning bastard will surely find and exploit your weaknesses. It might not sit well with you, but to prepare against Lucius's schemes, you need someone dirty like me, don't you? If you can't forgive me, how about we settle things after dealing with Lucius? Not while I'm in this state. Wouldn't that be more satisfying for both of us?"

As Row proposed another negotiation, Aran continued his silence.

The longer Aran remained silent, the more everyone studied his back.
Among Aran's companions, Eris seemed demonically interested, Nia looked worried, and Yui's face showed she would follow whatever decision Aran made.

The Northerners' expressions varied as well.
Sophia, who had a grudge against Row, had been ignoring him with her eyes closed, not wanting to hear his voice. Rigrit, who hadn't been part of the guard at the time, was trying to understand the conversation.
The other Northern knights showed hostility, and even the usually expressionless Ilaine looked uncomfortable, perhaps remembering the guards who had retired due to injuries from Row's attack.

Grace, in particular, looked very troubled.
From what I could observe, Grace seemed to have no intention of letting Row live after learning he had betrayed Aran.
The reason she had kept him alive until now was probably to hand him over to Aran when he came to the North, so he could finish things himself.

But when Aran remained silent after hearing Row's proposal, she suddenly became worried.
What if Aran gave Row another chance?
What if Aran got hurt again?
Row had admitted with his own mouth that he preferred a dirty life. There was absolutely no chance he would repent and return as Aran's friend.

'Hmm.'

Even I was a bit tense.

In the novel, Row had also confessed his true feelings to Aran like he just did.
However, at that time, Row had given up after being exhausted from running away, and Aran was filled with anger from the evil deeds committed by Black Crow while pursuing Row, so he had no intention of forgiving him.
It wasn't a calm atmosphere like now, and Row didn't have the opportunity to try to persuade Aran to join hands.

In contrast, the current Row kept trying to negotiate, calculating that with Aran, the North, and himself together, they might stand a chance.
And Aran, though I wasn't sure how much he had dealt with Black Crow, seemed to have cooled his anger on the way to the North and was calmly facing Row.
The fact that Row had shared his true feelings not in a desperate situation like in the novel, but in a serious conversation, seemed to have resonated more with Aran.

Perhaps Grace's concerns might really come true, I thought, when:

"I'm sorry, Row, but that's impossible."

Aran's answer was a rejection.

"Before I came here, I attacked your organization, Black Crow, in order to track you down."
"!"

Row's expression hardened at the mention of Black Crow.

"Drugs, loan sharks, prostitution, gambling, human trafficking... it had all the darkness of the underworld. There, I saw someone who had been scammed and lost an arm, someone whose life was ruined by forced drug administration. There were also children who were kidnapped and forcibly separated from their parents."
"......"
"I'm not a hero anymore. I've abandoned the naive dream of saving the world, and I'm just a swordsman carrying out personal revenge. If there were justice in my actions, I should be going after Lucius first, but I'm deliberately eliminating you one by one to instill fear."

Aran paused for a moment, looked straight at Row, and then:

"Because of that, I could gladly join hands with demons who were once enemies, or even with darkness worse than demons, if it meant getting revenge. But I cannot join hands with you all."
"...Why not?"

At Row's question, Aran gave a bitter smile.

"If you had betrayed me but then led the world in a better direction, I would have only inflicted unforgettable wounds on you rather than killing you. My goal is not to destroy this world but to take revenge on the six of you. But you are ruining the world we protected yourselves."

Shing.
Aran drew his sword from its scabbard.
The brilliantly shining white light was Aran's sword, Raybelt, known as the 'Holy Sword.'

"I don't want to become like you, who are ruining the world we saved from demons. Apart from my desire for revenge against you, I don't want to act as if our journey together as a hero party, fighting to protect people, never happened."

Hearing Aran's answer, Row stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing with a "Ha!"

"See? I told you. People don't change as easily as you think. Still foolishly kind."

He lowered his head as if giving up completely and relaxed his body.

"Let me say one last thing."
"I'll listen."

Row let out a long sigh and then:

"I'm sorry for hurting you back then. I was afraid you might survive, so I attacked hard. Did it hurt?"
"It really hurt. More in my heart than my body."
"I see..."
"......"
"I've always wondered how much it hurt, so let me know too. I'm greedy, you know."
"It will hurt a lot. Don't hold back."

Aran approached Row's side with his holy sword in hand.
Slash.
The sword flashed, and Row trembled in pain, then:
Droop.
He never raised his head again.

Watching Aran's revenge scene, which was both the same as and different from the novel, I inwardly took a breath.

'He got one thing right.'

Fortunately, that man.
He was exactly the hero I had seen in the novel.

After sheathing his sword, Aran gave a final bow to honor the one who had once been his friend and comrade.
Then he turned away.

Grace, who had watched Aran's choice, felt relieved but couldn't take her eyes off his complex expression.

Ch.109 - Chapter 109. Discord (1)
After Aran had completed his revenge against Rowe, we returned to the Winter Palace.

"Now that I've settled things with Rowe, I think we should depart for the West."

Grace reacted strongly to Aran's declaration.

"You're leaving right after arriving? Isn't that too hasty? Stay a while to recover before setting off."
"Thanks to Grace capturing Rowe, I didn't have to fight, so there was no energy spent. Besides, we don't have time to rest. By the way, did Rowe's appearance change during his capture?"

Grace nodded at Aran's question.
Having already heard the details of the battle at the Snow Flower Tower from Ilaine, she knew about Rowe's demonic form.

"According to Sira, those guys divided the seven sins—the forbidden power from deep within the Demon King's Castle—among themselves. They're connected to each other through it."
"We heard about these 'seven sins' from Rowe as well."
"By now, they've probably noticed that Rowe's life has ended. They might have noticed when he was imprisoned in that state."
"So that's why they spread those rumors."
"Rumors?"

Grace told Aran about the rumors spreading in the central region.
Rumors that Hero Aran had fallen from grace, was killing the Seven Heroes, and had already killed three of them.
Come to think of it, that last part had become true now.

"Fallen from grace... that's not entirely wrong. A former hero traveling with a demon, actually killing those guys and causing chaos in the world."

Though the rumors were clearly meant to defame him, Aran himself remained calm.
Eris, standing beside him, giggled and said it was accurate, earning a warning from Yui.

"Don't belittle him like that. It hurts to hear."
"I'm sorry."

Aran apologized readily to Grace's sympathetic voice, then continued.

"If such rumors are circulating, we definitely can't stay idle. I also heard something on my way here—is it true that there's talk of war brewing between the North and the West?"
"...Yes."

Grace confirmed Aran's words, then immediately continued.

"The royal family and the West are cooperating to target the North. Rowe's presence here was part of their preliminary operations."
"Those bastards targeting the North... Come to think of it, I never heard why Rowe was here. If you don't mind, could you explain in detail?"

At Aran's question, Grace turned her head and looked at me.

"?"

They were conversing well, so why suddenly look at me...
Ah.

"I'll explain."

I suppose it wouldn't be appropriate for the Northern Archduke to explain everything in detail when there's so much to cover.

Ilaine has a stiff way of speaking and says little during official matters, while Sophia and Rigrit joined later and might not know everything. As someone experienced in leading conversations in such settings, I was the suitable choice.

"And you are?"
"Luke, a knight of the North."

Besides, I didn't mind at all.
Due to Grace's gloomy mood, I hadn't found the opportunity, but I'd been waiting for the right moment to properly greet Aran since yesterday.
We'd exchanged brief nods, but meeting the protagonist of a novel deserved more than that.
To me, Aran was like the lead actor of my favorite drama—a mere nod wasn't enough.

Yes, it's probably time to admit it, though it's quite late.
I thoroughly enjoyed "Brave Lord," and now consider it the greatest novel of my life.
That's because it features Ilaine, my favorite character of all time.

When I introduced myself, Aran showed interest, as if recognizing me.

"I don't believe we've met before."
"I joined the Archduke's guard after the Great War."
"I see."

Since we were all busy people, and my personal information wasn't particularly important to Aran, I began my explanation right away.
Still, I was somewhat satisfied having exchanged words with him.

I explained the current situation in the North to Aran in detail.
Throughout, I occasionally glanced at Grace to check how much I could reveal, but since she trusted Aran, she permitted me each time. I shared all confirmed information, excluding mere suspicions.
I trusted Aran just as she did.

After explaining everything from the attempted terrorist attack on the Snow Flower Tower to the discussions we'd had in the meeting before his arrival, Aran's expression turned serious.

"To think things have progressed this far... Dorgon always follows through on his words. He'll likely attack soon."
"I expect so. That's why we're preparing."
"But why are Lucius and Dorgon targeting the North?"
"According to Rowe, the prince is plotting something, and the North and I are in his way. We don't know the exact reason either."
"Hmm, I wonder if disposing of Rowe was a mistake. But Rowe wouldn't have revealed such important secrets anyway."
"I think so too, so don't blame yourself."

Grace deliberately obscured the reason Rowe had mentioned—that they wanted to eliminate the North before it could ally with Hero Aran.
She seemed concerned that revealing this would make Aran blame himself even more.

"I'm not particularly clever with these matters, so pondering won't yield answers. If it's about reasons, I can ask Dorgon directly."

Aran turned to his companions, silently asking for their opinions with a glance.
Seeing that they all agreed to depart, he said:

"I'll find out why they're targeting the North. Since Dorgon acts on Lucius's plans, it concerns me as well."
"Wait, Aran. If they attack, we could prepare thoroughly and counter them here. With you joining us, our chances of victory would increase significantly. As you know, the North's defenses are impenetrable. Plus, I could help you fight Dorgon."
"Grace..."
"Moreover, the Steel Legion of the West is as powerful as our Northern army. You're saying four people will attack such a force? Even with the element of surprise, it's too dangerous."

Grace's voice was filled with deep concern.
She even praised the West's strength—unusual for someone with such strong pride in the North.

From the moment Grace anxiously urged Aran to stay when he announced his departure for the West, I could tell she wanted to keep him here.
But it wasn't simply a desire to keep a man she cared for close. More than that, she genuinely worried about Aran—concerned that he would face danger again so soon after their reunion.

"Grace makes a valid point."
"So..."
"But we need to act before they attack. If I defeat Dorgon first, the North won't be dragged into war."

A truly heroic answer from someone who blames himself for being vengeful and fallen.
An opinion infused with self-sacrifice, willing to fight on behalf of everyone.
Even if Aran himself didn't intend it that way, instinctively giving such an answer proved why he was the hero. I inwardly admired him.
The problem was...

"No."

Grace firmly objected.

"That plan is too optimistic. You'd be facing not just Dorgon but an entire region's army. Do you think I could let you undertake such a dangerous mission?"
"Grace, I've been fighting demonic forces for a long time. You remember, don't you? During the Great War, when we infiltrated and conquered the demons' fortress at the northern border with just a small force."
"That... that was possible because you had strong companions by your side. But now..."
"Our numbers may be halved, but I have even more reliable companions now. Their skills are no less than those guys', and our stronger trust enables better teamwork."
"But..."
"Grace, you're the master who personally taught me swordsmanship. You know my abilities better than anyone. Please trust me."

Like a true protagonist, Aran calmly countered each of Grace's arguments with remarkable stubbornness.

Though I wanted to interject, I knew I really shouldn't this time and kept my mouth shut.
Still, I agreed with Grace.
While I respected Aran's heroic plan and personally admired him...

Episode 4 of "Brave Lord"—Ice, Iron, and Blood—was the largest in scale of the six episodes.
Befitting their role as the main villains, the Steel Legion was truly formidable.
Even after Hero Aran joined, numerous strategies and battles were required to defeat them.

Moreover, the main villain Dorgon's strength differed from previous episode villains.
The main antagonists of Episodes 1-3 each had a flaw.
Saint Luna lacked combat ability and fought with regeneration and mental magic, but Aran was immune to mental attacks due to his holy sword, and Eris, as a descendant of a high-ranking demon, was immune to the succubus's power.
Archer Sira suffered from a mental illness—a side effect of being a dark elf—and couldn't fight Aran properly due to guilt.
Thief Rowe feared fighting Aran from the start and was at a disadvantage in terms of ability compatibility.

But Dorgon was different.
To borrow an expression from the novel, he was a "war machine."
He would execute the order to eliminate the North and Aran without hesitation, and as the warrior who originally served as the vanguard of the hero's party and its oldest member, his combat abilities and experience were tremendous.
Moreover, as Grace noted, his cautious personality meant he never allowed himself to be caught alone.

I could roughly guess what strategy Aran had in mind.
Being no fool, he wouldn't directly confront the Steel Legion but would try to target Dorgon secretly.

'But Dorgon keeps guards nearby even when he's with women, so that won't work.'

I thought it impossible, but this wasn't following the novel's plot, so I couldn't be certain about the future.
The one proposing this strategy was the hero who always exceeded expectations, so my analysis could be wrong.
Who knows, maybe he would actually succeed.

Nevertheless, my reason for agreeing with Grace lay elsewhere.

'She doesn't look well.'

Grace, usually composed and never flustered, was stumbling over her words with Aran.
She seemed anxious about him willingly walking into danger, and this uncharacteristic lack of composure was making her persuasion ineffective.

If Aran were to ignore Grace's warnings and rush off...
In the worst case, we might end up attacking the West first.

Though I trusted Grace wouldn't do anything so dangerous, human hearts are unpredictable.

Ilaine also seemed concerned about Grace, her eyebrows slightly lowered from their usual position.

"Alright then."

When Grace spoke again, Ilaine and I reacted simultaneously.
Was she going to agree with Aran's opinion?
Naturally, we listened attentively to what she would say.

"If you're so confident in your abilities, I'll verify them myself."
"What?"
"I can't let you go without confirming whether you have the skills to capture Dorgon. Everyone, follow me."

When Grace rose from her seat and challenged them to a duel, Aran's group was taken aback.
Then Eris stepped forward.

"Hey, Northern Archduke, you're going too far."
"What?"
"We know our own path, isn't your interference excessive? Aran is informing you before leaving out of respect for your connection. Yet you talk about verifying our skills and not letting us go. Who are you to Aran?"
"...!"
"I have no interest in human wars. Aran and I just need to defeat Dorgon. You handle your affairs, we'll handle ours. Isn't that enough?"

Eris snapped irritably, then placed her hand on Aran's shoulder.

"Aran, let's go. We've said enough."
"Wait, Eris..."

Aran called his companion's name with a bewildered expression, glancing at Grace.

"..."

Grace trembled slightly as she glared at Eris.

"Your Grace!"

Just as Ilaine sensed the danger and tried to stop Grace—
Whoosh!

"You insolent demon, how dare you speak like that in front of me."

Grace rose from her seat with intense killing intent and lunged at Eris with her bare hands. Eris, perhaps deliberately provoking the confrontation, activated the glowing tattoos on her hands.

Crackle.
Electricity sparked above the table.

"Stop, Grace."

Aran, who had moved swiftly, grabbed Grace's arm.

"Aran...?"
"Grace, Eris is right. This overprotectiveness isn't like you."

As Aran spoke, Grace saw him restraining her while protecting Eris.

"Ugh..."

A surge of emotion.
The face of the Northern Archduke, always as hard as ice and iron, contorted like that of a wounded child.

Ch.110 - Chapter 110. Discord (2)
Finally, things came to a head.
Grace, after her clash with Eris, left the room with a face that barely contained her emotions, and Elaine chased after her.
As a member of the guard, I tried to follow Elaine, but she instructed me to take care of Aran and his party as guests, so I had no choice but to stay behind and attend to them.

'This is driving me crazy, seriously.'

Feeling a slight dizziness in my head, I looked at Aran's group.
I ended up having to entertain them beyond just exchanging greetings, like a guide, but I wasn't particularly happy about the situation.
Of course, I'd prefer to have a pleasant conversation in a good atmosphere—who would enjoy this ruined mood?

'Right. Let's work, work.'

Forgetting all that nonsense about being a novel transmigrator or a fan meeting a celebrity, I put on my identity as a member of the Northern Grand Duke's guard and approached Aran.

"What would you all like to do?"

The situation seemed sudden for Aran's group as well, as their expressions weren't very comfortable.
Nia, the mage, asked her companions:

"It doesn't seem right to leave right away. What do you think about staying for a few days as the Grand Duke suggested? We must all be tired from the long journey."
"Hmm..."
"The Grand Duke is concerned about us pushing ourselves when we're exhausted. We can rest well and then try to persuade her again."

True to her role as the group's peacemaker, Nia suggested a conciliatory approach.
I think that's better too. If they leave the North right now, it could be troublesome in many ways.

"Why are you even thinking about it? From her reaction, she's definitely not going to allow it. Rather than wasting time, we should just leave now. By the way, Aran, she's completely different from what you described. You said she was a meticulous and perfect woman, but she's no different from a whining child."

Eris, still seemingly unsatisfied, spoke irritably and suggested leaving, when—

"This is all because you picked a fight for no reason! Why can't you just stay quiet! What's so hard about showing our abilities once!"

Slap! Slap!
Yui, the swordswoman, mercilessly smacked Eris's back.
I hadn't noticed when reading the novel, but seeing a small teenage girl slapping the back of a sexy-looking demon was quite an unusual sight.

"Why blame it all on me? You also said something felt off about how the Northern Grand Duke was treating Aran."
"W-what?!"
"Do you think I'd pick a fight for no reason? A demon's nose, which can distinguish human emotions by smell, can't be fooled. That was clearly a rival in love..."
"Enough, both of you."

When Aran cautioned them, Eris and Yui stopped their chatter and closed their mouths.
After calming his companions, Aran turned to me and said:

"I apologize for the commotion."

Normally, I should have bowed and said "Not at all," but I just accepted the apology.

Perhaps I've grown attached after spending several months together?
I don't have any romantic feelings, but I feel a level of closeness to Grace like that of a female friend.

On the other hand, I only knew Eris one-sidedly and wasn't personally close to her. So I felt a bit annoyed when she spoke badly about Grace.
Like, 'Just because she's one of the three heroines? What gives you the right to badmouth our sister?'

Still, as a guard dealing with distinguished guests, I couldn't be openly rude, so I just nodded silently, and Aran continued:

"As my companion suggested, leaving like this seems unfair to Grace. Could you please tell her that we'll stay for a few days?"

But you know what?
As Elaine always says, I have a bit of a mischievous side.

I was annoyed by Eris criticizing Grace, and seeing Aran defending Eris made me think of something.
A distant memory suddenly came to mind.

It's now a very distant past, but I once aimed for the position beside Grace.
Why would I aim for Grace's side?
Of course, back then I didn't know about Elaine yet, so Grace was the only person I knew.

The main reason was that I calculated that the position beside the Northern Grand Duke would be best for achieving my goal of a safe fantasy life.
The second reason was because of Aran's attitude toward the heroines in "Brave Lord."

This guy has a total of five heroines—the three main ones plus two sub-heroines.
In the novel, he chose one person in the end.
The rest automatically became defeated heroines.

In terms of story development, it wasn't incomprehensible that Aran, who suffered from distrust of humans, would choose only one person to give his heart to completely. Rather, suddenly choosing multiple people would have been strange.
But wouldn't it be disappointing if the heroine I was rooting for got eliminated?
If my heroine couldn't be chosen, wouldn't a harem ending where everyone is happy be better?

The point is:
This guy, befitting a protagonist, is handsome, capable, and despite walking a path of revenge, still kind and righteous—attractive even to another man.

But his attitude toward the heroines was ambiguous.
If he had no romantic interest, he should have drawn a clear line, but instead, he formed deep relationships with these already troubled girls under the guise of being comrades.
Charitably, he was trying to overcome his trauma of betrayal and get along with his new companions; uncharitably, he was stringing them along.

So, here's the thing:
Since it's a fantasy world where polygamy is recognized,
If you're going to be good to everyone, shouldn't you take responsibility and be good to them all the way? Especially if they're women.
What about those who aren't chosen? They'll be left lonely and disappointed.

So, my response to Aran's request was:

"Please tell her yourself."
"Pardon?"
"The Grand Duke would prefer to hear it directly from you. If Her Grace wishes to speak with you later, she'll send for you. Please visit her then and tell her yourself."

I know this is an overstepping answer for a guide.
But I've crossed the line several times already, like playing with an elastic band. I've had to be careful around Grace many times.
Perhaps because of that training, my expression doesn't change at all for something like this now.

Since I spoke as if it were the most natural thing, and Aran was already concerned about Grace's reaction:

"You're right. I'll speak to Grace directly. Thank you."

He accepted it readily.

Good.
Conflicts should be resolved between the parties involved.
Since Grace wants to keep Aran close, it would be more effective for him to tell her directly that he'll stay for a few days, rather than having someone else relay the message.

***

"?"

After guiding Aran's group to their lodgings and returning to the Winter Palace, I found Elaine alone at the entrance of the palace, not in the Northern Grand Duke's room.

The captain of the guard is usually either by Grace's side or in her own office.
Seeing her alone at the entrance of the Winter Palace made me wonder if something had happened, so I approached her.

"Ah, Luke. You're back."
"Yes, I guided the Hero and his party to their lodgings."
"So they're not leaving immediately, I take it."
"After discussing among themselves, they felt it would be impolite to leave now, so they'll stay for a few days to rest as Her Grace suggested."
"I see. That's good."

Elaine nodded with relief, then:

"Let's walk for a bit."

It was unusual for Elaine to suggest a walk during working hours while the sun was still up.
She seemed troubled by the current situation, so I walked silently beside her.
Sure enough, as soon as we started walking, Elaine addressed what I wanted to ask.

"Her Grace has gone to the Nosrain mansion, not the Winter Palace. She said she wanted to rest. She dismissed her guards, so the first squad is now guarding the exterior of the mansion discreetly. The interior has trustworthy people anyway."
"Is that so?"
"She has been pushing herself a lot lately."

As Elaine said, Grace had been overworking herself recently, even if she appeared fine on the surface.
Reviewing seasonal mining operations, training soldiers, the orc expedition, selecting new guard members, coordinating with the Snow Tower, preparing for civilian life during wartime, securing resources, and more.
She had barely left her desk.

Amidst all this, she was also mentally distressed.
She had been troubled by the betrayal of the Seven Heroes and the news of Aran's survival, and soon it would be the anniversary of the former Grand Duke's death.
Recently, the royal court had also spread rumors about Aran and the North, severely irritating her.

While the North's situation was certainly improving compared to the novel,
Paradoxically, Grace as an individual was experiencing more fatigue than in the story.

'While the firewood was piling up, Aran's visit set it ablaze.'

Even though Grace was an iron-willed person, her stress had finally erupted.

"Sigh..."

Elaine exhaled deeply.
Being by Grace's side, she seemed to share in her stress.

Moreover, Elaine had noticed that Grace had feelings for Aran, and being in love herself, she could empathize with how difficult this must be for Grace.
Their relationship went beyond master and servant—they were like sisters.

Before we knew it, we had arrived at a park.

The North is generally cold, so even parks don't have many visitors.
The benches are too cold to sit on, there are no gardens or flowerbeds, just sculptures.
It's called a park, but it's usually abandoned except during festivals when temporary stalls attract people.

But that wasn't a problem for us.
Whoosh.
I generated heat with my hands to melt the snow and ice on the bench.
I couldn't make it warm, but placing a handkerchief on it would block the cold rising from the ground.

"Thank you."

Elaine thanked me and sat down, and I sat beside her.
Thump.
As soon as I sat down, Elaine leaned against me.
There was no one around, and our relationship was no longer an issue anyway.

Swish.
I extended my arm to embrace her and patted her gently.
Both of us were in armor, so neither the leaning nor the patting was soft, but our feelings for each other conveyed warmth.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"What should we do?"

Her quiet question had neither subject nor object, but I could easily understand what she wanted to consult me about.

"Do you want to help her?"
"I'm not sure. Her Grace hasn't even expressed anything directly, so it might be presumptuous of me to step in, and it's not good for a servant to meddle in the master's personal affairs."
"Then... not as Her Grace's servant?"
"Hmm?"
"As Nosrain's lady's longtime friend, Elaine, what would you like to do?"

At my question, Elaine stared at me blankly, then:

"Well..."

Elaine hesitated, mulling over her thoughts, then:

"Since meeting you."
"?"
"Because of you, I've had times when I was heartsick, nights when I couldn't sleep from worry, moments of anxiety, and times when I was distracted by thoughts of your face."
"..."
"But not for a single moment have I been unhappy. If I could go back in time, I would want to meet you even earlier than I did."

Elaine quietly confessed her love for me, then:

"As a friend... I wish Grace could experience this happiness too. She has dedicated everything to the North since taking the position of Grand Duke, without a life of her own. I hope she doesn't suffer in front of this love she's finally found, but instead experiences happiness greater than any pain."

Elaine's words contained deep emotions of genuine care for another.
Watching her silently, I took off my gloves, stroked her hair, then:

"Then, shall we try?"
"Try what?"
"What else? Getting Grace married off."

Elaine's eyes widened at my words.
Seeing her surprise at my unexpected proposal, I continued:

"Our romance received help from Her Grace, didn't it? Now it's our turn to help her."
"Will it work? The other party is none other than the Hero. And there are many women around him... though one is a demon."
"No need to overthink it. We're just trying to help our sister who laughs and talks with us every day. Her happiness is most important to us—why should we care about the Hero's circumstances?"
"Hmm... you're right about that."

Elaine agreed.

'After all Grace has done for me, I should be like a grateful magpie and repay her kindness.'

Being a person who knows gratitude, I decided to repay the favors I've received.
Both my romance and my future-changing efforts have gone well largely thanks to Grace's help. It's only natural that I help her a little in return.

By the way, the heroine I supported in "Brave Lord" was Grace.
When reading the novel, I could only cheer in the comments.
But now, I'll try to get her married with my own hands.

"Alright. Luke, you're right. Let's do it!"
"That's the spirit! As seniors in love, let's help our junior who's struggling with her first love!"

Elaine and I jumped to our feet, ready to head straight to the Nosrain mansion, when:

"Luke."
"?"

Elaine grabbed my hand as I was about to leave, then:

"!"

She kissed me in the middle of the park.

"Meeting you truly is the greatest happiness of my life."

Elaine smiled brightly at me, and I returned an awkward smile:

"I feel the same."

Since we'd been lacking in affectionate gestures lately, one kiss wasn't enough, so I took the initiative and kissed her back.

Ch.111 - Chapter 111. Sending Her Off to Marriage (1)
Elaine and I headed straight to the Nosrain mansion.
On the way, we held a strategy meeting to plan our approach.

"The top priority is to hear His Excellency explicitly say that he likes Aran and wants to get closer to him. That will give us legitimate grounds to act."
"You're right. The problem is that while His Excellency has a straightforward personality, he's also quite stubborn. It won't be easy to get a direct answer."
"I'm prepared for that. Still, if we start by laying out elaborate plans about connecting him with the Hero, he might refuse to reveal his true feelings out of embarrassment and dig himself into a hole."
"Dig himself into a hole? Where?"
"...It's just a figure of speech."
"What a strange metaphor. Anyway, I think I have an idea about how to get His Excellency's honest feelings."
"What is it?"
"Hmm... I'll try it when we get there. I'm still deciding whether to go through with it or not."

I realized this would be my first visit to the Nosrain mansion.
Even in the novel, the mansion wasn't featured since the story took place during the height of the war.

Elaine mentioned it had been a while since she'd visited the mansion too.
She had practically lived there until Grace became the Northern Grand Duke.
After that, Grace stayed at the Winter Palace, only occasionally visiting the Nosrain mansion during holidays, so Elaine had no particular reason to go there either.

I'd previously visited the Deepsnow family mansion at Ligrit's invitation, so I wasn't completely unfamiliar with grand estates, but...
How should I put this?

'This is completely different.'

The Deepsnow mansion had an enormous property befitting a great noble family.
Even to my untrained eye, its magnificent and splendid architectural style was impressive, with spaces as grand as museums or botanical gardens where one could easily spend an entire day just exploring.

So I was curious about what the Nosrain mansion would be like as the residence of a Grand Duke.
It was surprisingly modest.

Of course, being a noble family's residence, the grounds were much larger than those of an ordinary wealthy household, and the building was substantial.
But the garden was simple—just a wide area with a path running through the middle. It would be good for playing soccer.
There weren't even guards posted at the entrance; when we announced our visit, a household servant came to guide us.

"Even if the guard unit is protecting the outside... is this level of security really adequate?"

I couldn't help but ask Elaine discreetly.

"It's sufficient."

She said simply, then added:

"You've heard about this before."
"...?"

Ah, I remembered.
Grace had another security force besides the guard unit.

While the guard unit openly protected the "Northern Grand Duke,"
there was a clan that secretly protected "Nosrain" from the shadows.
Elaine had told me that during normal times, they concealed their identities by working as servants in the Nosrain mansion.
Only Grace as the head of the family, Elaine as the guard captain, and Arthur as the knight commander knew which servants belonged to this clan.

I had coincidentally heard the name before, when Elaine made her bombshell announcement about our relationship to Grace at that restaurant called Milky Way.
It was Shei, wasn't it?

The servant guided us to a reception room at the guard captain Elaine's arrival. After waiting briefly, a maid came to greet us.

'Oh?'

She was someone I recognized.
During the Northern Conference and the noble party, she was the maid who had attended to Grace when Elaine was absent.
She had distinctive short black hair, and despite looking younger than Elaine, she carried herself with impressive composure and perfect poise.

Elaine, clearly recognizing her, asked:

"How is His Excellency doing?"

Formal speech?

"After arriving at the mansion, His Excellency retired to the bedroom saying he would sleep, but he hasn't been able to rest properly."

The woman responded to Elaine's question with equally formal speech.
So they were on formal terms with each other.
From her role accompanying Grace at important events and receiving guests on behalf of the family head, I had assumed she held a significant position.

"Did you inform him of our visit?"
"Yes, but he said his appearance is disheveled and asked me to receive you instead."
"This is a personal matter, but I have something truly important to discuss with His Excellency. Could you ask if he would grant us an audience?"

At Elaine's request, the maid glanced at her and said:

"Seeing how insistent the Guard Captain is, it must truly be important. I'll speak to the family head and return."

She temporarily left her post.
But you know what?
When she stood up and walked away, there wasn't even the slightest sound—not her footsteps, not even the rustling of her clothes.
Is this normal for maids of great noble families?

'...No way.'

My intuition, honed from reading the novel, stirred.
As I was about to use the maid's absence to question Elaine, she spoke first with an odd comment:

"That person is Ise, the head maid of the Nosrain family. She's one of the people His Excellency trusts deeply, so mind your manners."
"Understood."

I decided not to ask further questions.
If Elaine was being cautious enough to give me a warning in such a roundabout way, it was best to leave it alone.

I could also guess why the name I'd heard at Milky Way differed from the head maid's name.

Shortly after, Ise returned and addressed Elaine and me:

"The family head has permitted a ten-minute audience, as he is feeling drowsy."
"Thank you for your trouble."
"However."

Ise's gaze turned to me.

"The audience will take place in His Excellency's bedroom rather than the reception room, and since he is currently in his nightclothes, men are not permitted to enter. Lord Luke, please wait here."

She called me by name without any introduction, but I wasn't surprised since I had a general idea of her identity.
More concerning was the content of what she said.

This was my plan, so all the details were in my head. I was supposed to lead while Elaine, who knew Grace well, would assist me to complete our joint operation.
Without me, the success rate would drop significantly.

"Head Maid, there's no need to worry about that."
"What do you mean?"
"Lord Luke is my romantic partner."
"What?"
"We've even been intimate."
"Captain?!"
"...How many times?"

As Ise swallowed hard and asked seriously, Elaine dutifully began counting on her fingers.
When she started using both hands and her folded fingers began to unfold again:

"I understand. I'll ask the family head about Lord Luke's entry."

With slight embarrassment on her face, Ise permitted me to accompany them at least to the door of Grace's bedroom.
After convincing Ise, Elaine gave me a subtle wink.

'...Maybe she could have handled this alone?'

It suddenly occurred to me that this person had probably been restraining herself because of her position as guard captain, which had led to her stiff, military-like speech and behavior becoming habitual.
But judging from her attitude when we're alone and occasional glimpses like just now, her true nature might actually be quite shameless and mischievous.

Also, the fact that even Ise hadn't noticed our relationship suggests we've been hiding it well.
That makes me feel oddly proud.

***

When we reached the door to Grace's bedroom, Ise told us to wait and went inside.
She needed to ask Grace about my entry. While waiting, I glanced around the corridor.

'Even the corridor is neat.'

The interior of the Nosrain mansion was clean and tidy.
Beyond just being well-maintained, it completely lacked decorations or luxury items.
It seemed excessive even for a Grand Duke's family trying to show modesty, especially since few people would come this far.

Then again, Grace has always been far removed from entertainment and luxury.
Both in the novel and when I served beside her, the only thing I ever saw Grace do for her own relaxation was sparring with Elaine.
Hmm.

We didn't have to wait long before the door opened and Ise conveyed Grace's permission for both of us to enter.
Elaine went in first, and I followed.

"...What brings you here?"

Upon entering, we found Grace sitting up in bed, wearing a different appearance from her usual uniform or armor.
She had a robe draped over her nightclothes.

Though I had permission to enter, it would be disrespectful to casually view the Northern Grand Duke in nightclothes, so I didn't approach the bed and stood near the door with my gaze lowered.

Ise stood beside me.
Despite being Elaine's lover, I was still a foreign man, and she was positioned at a distance where she could immediately kill me if I made any inappropriate approach toward the sole bloodline of Nosrain.
Even if I did approach, Grace would easily overpower me.
Well, as a fellow professional, I appreciate her caution.

"How is your fatigue, Your Excellency?"
"I was just about to fall asleep when you came and woke me."

Though her tone was teasing as usual, her voice sounded oddly curt.
It seemed less like playful banter and more like she was genuinely annoyed at being disturbed when she wanted to be alone.

"Well, I said I wanted to rest today, but seeing as you've come anyway, I assume you have something important beyond just checking on me?"

Grace sighed deeply.

"What urgent matter is it? Tell me. Even if I'm unwell, urgent matters come first."

Faced with Grace's overtly prickly attitude, Elaine paused for a moment, then:

"Miss."
"Huh?"

Grace made a surprised sound at Elaine's soft tone, so different from her usual stiff manner as guard captain.

"What's troubling you so much? Tell me."

Though I couldn't see well with my gaze lowered, I heard the blankets rustle and the mattress sink slightly.

Since weapons and armor weren't permitted in the Nosrain family head's bedroom, we had removed our armor outside.
This allowed Elaine to approach closer than usual and sit on the edge of Grace's bed.

"I'm here not as your guard captain, but as your friend."
"..."
"You can't even tell me? I want to hear it directly from you."

In response to Elaine's words, Grace remained silent for a moment.

Then—whoosh.
This time I heard the sound of someone being embraced.

"Sigh, Elaine. What should I do?"
"About what?"
"He must hate me, right? I tried to stop him from his path, got angry, and even attacked his comrade."
"..."
"I hate to admit that demon was right... I'm nobody to him. I did teach him swordsmanship, but it was so brief, and I never formally took him as a disciple."

Grace seemed to regret her emotional reaction to Aran's group, listing each thing she was remorseful about.
Elaine silently listened to Grace's laments while comforting her.
When Grace seemed to finish, Elaine asked:

"What do you want to do?"
"Well, it is dangerous, so I should try to dissuade him somehow, get him to join our army, discuss tactics, find solutions..."
"No."
"?"
"As Grace, not as the Northern Grand Duke—what do you want to do?"
"!"

At those words, Grace fell silent.

"...I want to be by his side."
"Whose side?"
"Aran's..."
"Why?"
"Hey, you keep..."
"You need to tell me why you want to be by his side. Is it simply because his journey west is dangerous?"

In response to Elaine's gentle yet persistent questioning, Grace made a strange, pained sound as she struggled, then:

"Because I like Aran... because I don't want to hear news of his death from somewhere beyond my sight again. He's the hero who will save this world, so I can't ask him to stop fighting, but at least I want to fight alongside him. I want..."

Grace finally burst into tears in Elaine's arms.
Yet, as if knowing this was her only chance, she revealed her true feelings through her sobbing voice:

"The truth is, I wanted to be by his side as his comrade. I wanted to help him, to see the world through his eyes, to spend time joking around and even arguing with him. Even if not for a lifetime, just for a little while, I wanted to be called his comrade too."

The true feelings of Northern Grand Duke Grace Nosrain, never revealed even in the novel.
The inner thoughts of someone who could only be a supporting heroine because she had to fulfill her role as Northern Grand Duke.
They finally came out into the open.

"Then why don't we make that happen?"
"What?"
"We came here to help you."
"...?"
"I've always been annoyed when you teased us about our relationship. Now it's our turn to tease you a bit."

Elaine flashed a mischievous smile.
Grace looked completely dumbfounded at that impish expression.

Ch.112 - Chapter 112. Sending Her Off to Marriage (2)
"So that's why you didn't come alone but brought Lord Luke with you."

Grace, who had stopped crying, let out a deep sigh as if belatedly embarrassed, then said to me.

"Lord Luke, be prepared if you spread word about what just happened."

I played innocent as Grace's voice returned to its usual tone.

"I apologize, Your Excellency. The carpet on the floor looked so nice that I was admiring it and missed what you said."

Grace snickered at my nonsense.

"The Elaine I know would wait until I spoke first, not come here to provoke me like this. This was your plan, wasn't it?"
"......"
"Sigh, is it a habit of yours to constantly scheme without getting tired of it? It's troublesome if you come all this way only to be distracted by the carpet. Raise your head."

If the head of the family speaks like that, the second-in-command wouldn't stop her.
I obediently raised my head as instructed and looked at Grace.
...If you're pretending not to have cried, at least wipe away the tear stains.

"Ah, I'm fully awake now. So what scheme are you planning with me this time?"

Grace crossed her arms with an expression that said "go ahead, tell me."

"As you just heard. We'd like to help with the concerns you're harboring, Your Excellency."
"...Since I've already spilled everything, I can't even pretend otherwise. When you say 'help,' I think it means what I think it means. Am I right?"
"Yes."

Grace made a pained sound as if she felt embarrassed again at the thought.

"I never imagined the day would come when I'd receive matchmaking from my subordinate. But did I make it that obvious? Enough for you two to notice and come looking for me."
"Oh, so you're actually considering marriage?"
"What?"
"I'm joking. I apologize."

When my usual playfulness unconsciously emerged, Grace glared at me, and I immediately apologized.
Grace let out what must have been her umpteenth sigh and then:

"It's true that I'm a bit tired right now, so let's get on with this quickly. So how exactly do you two plan to help me?"

Elaine had successfully completed the most difficult task of hearing Grace's true feelings from her own mouth.
Now it was my turn to step up, and Elaine nodded at me in acknowledgment.

"Before that, I need to ask Your Excellency an impertinent question, if you'll permit me."
"...Go ahead."

Though I received permission, I took a step back from the second-in-command just in case.

"When do you intend to confess your feelings to Aran? Will you do it right away, or take it slowly?"
"That truly is an impertinent question."
"We're merely offering help, but ultimately, you must act yourself. That's why I want to know the intentions of Your Excellency, who is the principal in this matter."

Grace fell silent, lost in thought.
After about five minutes of her silent contemplation:

"You'll take it slowly."
"I understand."

Elaine answered on her behalf.
Grace was startled, her eyes widening, but:

"Your Excellency, your face is very red."
"Wh-what?"
"If you're that embarrassed, it would be difficult to confess your feelings right away. It would be better to approach slowly."

Grace stared blankly at Elaine after her advice, then gave a hollow laugh.

"So it's 'Your Excellency' again, is it?"
"If you prefer, I could call you 'miss.'"
"Never mind. I never thought I'd receive such advice from you in my life."
"In this area, I'm more experienced than Your Excellency."
"You're being particularly irritating today."
"I apologize. It's just that seeing this side of you for the first time is quite adorable."

As Elaine was being mischievous, contrary to her usual self, Grace looked tired, and I ended up coming to Grace's rescue.

"Anyway, if you want to take it slowly, the first priority would be to keep Aran firmly in the North. You need the other person nearby to confess your feelings."
"...From what you're saying, it seems Aran hasn't left the North after I withdrew from my position."

True to her intelligence, Grace caught on while showing a relieved expression.
She must have been worried that Aran might have left the North as soon as she shut herself away.
Having resolved one concern, she composed herself again and:

"A way to keep Aran here. I failed at that, which is why I'm in this state. But you must have some method in mind since you brought it up, right?"

Grace's eyes and voice directed at me were filled with strong trust.
She might have been sarcastic about my scheming, but that was just because she was a bit upset right now.
She seemed to expect me to come up with another good idea.
Since that's why I came, I decided to meet her expectations.

"Yes, I do."
"What is it?"
"Instead of us needing Aran, we make Aran need us."
"Hmm?"

Grace blinked with curiosity.

"The reason Aran wants to leave the North is because he thinks we're not helpful for his purpose. Please don't misunderstand—it doesn't mean he considers the North unnecessary."
"I almost did... I won't, so continue."
"Earlier, Your Excellency emphasized the North's defensive capabilities and military strength, but Aran wasn't attracted by that. Instead, he responded that he could prevent war by taking action himself. This means Aran sees the North not as an equal ally but as something to protect."
"Don't start getting depressed, Your Excellency."
"I was about to, but with you two taking turns to comment from the side, I think I can get past it now. You two are both helpful and annoying today."

It's not that we're deliberately teasing you—it's just that your mouth corners droop every time you speak.
Since I could never say that aloud, I just continued with my explanation.

"From his earlier words, we can tell that Aran has considerable confidence in his abilities. And he is monstrously strong, in fact. His companions also seem to be quite skilled. Therefore, we need to assert something other than strength to gain leverage over Aran."
"Something else?"
"Aran's group consists of four people. Four can hardly be called many. When camping, one prepares meals, one scouts the surroundings, one sets up tents, and one fetches water—that's all they can manage. There's no one left for lighting fires, doing laundry, or hunting, so someone has to take on two tasks. It's also questionable how many tasks the demon would be willing to do, and if someone gets injured and needs rest, the shortage of personnel becomes even more problematic."
"You seem to know a lot about this."
"In contrast, we are an organization of thousands. With many hands, we can do various tasks quickly, in greater numbers, and more extensively. Based on this, we should emphasize that we can do things that Aran's group would find difficult or impossible to do immediately."

Grace, who had been listening attentively to my words, nodded with interest.

"So that's what you mean by making Aran need us. Aran would certainly want to defeat Dorgon decisively. What examples do you have in mind?"
"The biggest aspect is information. Originally, Low would have handled this, but without him, Aran must be struggling considerably to obtain information."
"Is there a possibility that one of his new companions has information-related abilities?"
"Do you think there is?"
"From what I can see, there isn't."

There isn't.
That's why in the novel, Aran had to gather information by running around himself, and there was a scene where he self-deprecatingly used information-gathering methods he had learned from Low in the past.

"I don't think so either. So we can gain an advantage by providing him with information about Dorgon and his legion's movements."
"What if Aran decides to receive information remotely through magical communication devices or spells?"

Is it because it's about Aran?
Grace was being much more thorough and questioning than usual.

"Then we could either appeal to Aran's conscience, as he's sensitive about relationships, by asking if we're just errand boys delivering information rather than fighting comrades, or we could deliberately exaggerate the information to prevent him from recklessly charging in. There are several methods."
"...As I've thought many times before, I'm truly fortunate to have you as my subordinate. If you were my enemy, you would have been quite troublesome."

The feeling is mutual.
I think it's the greatest luck of my life not to have met Grace and Elaine as enemies.

"Even if the information-based approach doesn't work, we can use other methods."
"Other methods?"
"There's something Aran is mistaken about—defeating Dorgon isn't the end. The Iron Earth, Dorgon's subordinates, will pursue the enemy who killed their lord. As I mentioned, there are only four of them, so the Iron Earth would think they could eventually kill them with relentless attacks day and night. Then Aran would no longer be able to take revenge on the other Seven Heroes."
"Because he'd have to evade persistent pursuit by an army-sized force?"
"Exactly. The Church of Elrn is already after Aran, and if the Iron Earth joins in, Aran won't be able to get anywhere near the royal family. And since his greatest enemy is in the royal family, Aran needs to consider the next battle."
"Hmm."
"So the North becomes both a shield protecting Aran from organizations and a deterrent preventing the Iron Earth from pursuing him."
"That's similar to what I had in mind, but you've organized it more neatly."

Grace's face brightened as she seemed interested in this approach as well.
After carefully considering the methods I suggested:

"You're both subordinates I truly cherish, so I granted you an audience, but if I had turned you away, I would have deeply regretted it. I'd probably still be pathetically sniffling under the covers."

So she was crying even before we came.
Oh dear, how upset she must have been.

"Since you offered to help, may I ask for one more favor?"
"What is it?"

Grace looked at me with an embarrassed face.

"Using the methods you suggested is fine, but I think I might become weak-hearted when I see Aran's face and find it difficult to be assertive. Could you take charge of persuading Aran? Especially the part about using information as leverage—I think that would be difficult for me."

Hmm, I think that would be better too.
Honestly, I believe I know Aran better than Grace does. Not only that, but I know all of Aran's actions so far, which could also be used as leverage.

The methods I just presented to Grace weren't simple analyses but approaches derived from Aran's personality and their actions.
So it would be best if I, who knows them best and can act shamelessly, take on the task of persuading Aran.

Plus, I don't have any aversion to demons, so I can calmly respond even if Eris gets prickly.
Conversely, I also know how to really get under her skin.

"If you entrust this to me, I will definitely succeed."
"You've always lived up to my expectations. I'll trust you this time as well."
"But when Aran decides to stay here, Your Excellency must respond appropriately. You shouldn't show too much joy or accept without asking for reasons, nor should you pry too much. You need to maintain a proper balance."
"Yes, I'll handle that part well, so don't worry."

Grace finally showed a smiling face as she composed herself, but then:
She suddenly seemed curious about something and stared at us intently before asking:

"Come to think of it, there's something I've been wanting to ask about you two."
"What is it?"
"I've never heard how you two ended up in a relationship. I can't imagine Elaine making the first move, and Lord Luke seems too devious to confess directly."

At Grace's question, I flinched as memories from the past came flooding back.
Elaine also seemed too embarrassed to answer easily and kept her mouth shut.
But Grace looked at us with innocent eyes and:

"Could you tell me for reference? This is my first love, and I don't know how to convey my feelings to the other person. As far as I know, you must be Elaine's first love too, and I can't even imagine how this wooden person expressed her inner feelings."

We both avoided answering, but Grace kept staring persistently, saying weren't we going to help her, that she had no knowledge in this area, and hadn't we claimed to be more experienced? She kept pressing us.
Eventually, when she made the dangerous statement that she wanted to use our method too, I felt we needed to shatter her expectations before they built up any further.

"Actually, about that..."
"Wait, Luke. It would sound strange if you explained, so I'll do it."
"Are you sure?"
"It's not like hiding it will change anything."
"What is it...?"

As Grace tilted her head in confusion, Elaine put on a determined face and:

"I pounced on him when I was drunk."
"...What?"

Grace looked as if she might have misheard, but:
My embarrassed face confirmed that she had heard correctly.

"I remember having a normal conversation at a drinking party, but when I came to my senses, we were embracing and kissing... And I didn't dislike it... I thought I'd be happy to give my purity to this man... When I woke up in the morning, I was happy to see him beside me..."
"You pounced on him? You on Lord Luke?"
"I was the one who invited him to my home, but technically, Luke embraced me, so you could say it was mutual..."

As Elaine stammered with her face bright red from shame, Grace looked at her in disbelief.

"So you're saying you didn't start dating after a confession, but rather you had relations first while drunk and then started dating? Did I understand that correctly?"
"We did have relations while drunk, but since the feelings were already there, I wonder if this could also be considered a way of conveying feelings..."

Grace made a bewildered face and slowly backed away, holding out her hand.

"I'm sorry. That method is absolutely impossible for me."

I understand.
Despite appearances, Grace is a lady raised with education in a noble family.
While having relations before confession isn't legally or ethically wrong, it would be a very shocking approach for her.

Ch.113 - Chapter 113. Sending Her Off to Marriage (3)
Despite being hailed as humanity's strongest knight, the Sword Saint, and the Grand Duke of the North among other impressive titles, he was completely inexperienced in romance, beyond even a beginner. So he sought advice from those closest to him, reluctantly revealing how his relationship began. When instead of the romantic and dreamy story everyone expected, a shocking and raw account emerged.

"I think I've been somewhat mistaken about you two all this time. Seeing how you maintained professionalism without engaging in romantic behavior during work hours, and diligently performed your guard duties without becoming lazy, I thought you were both impeccable in both public and private matters, as expected of people I acknowledged... I need to reassess. I never imagined you had such an impulsive side."
"......"
"......"
"I never expected two young people in their prime to maintain a purely chaste relationship, and I did give you vacations together for that reason. I see. Then even the night before you revealed your relationship to me at the restaurant, you had already......"
"That was our first time."
"Yes, I can somehow understand even that. I know Lord Elaine is someone who acts before thinking. And Lord Luke, despite your calculated appearance, you can be quite forceful when making advances. It seems you two truly are a match made in heaven even in this regard."
"Haha."

Having nothing to say, I laughed awkwardly, while Grace pressed her fingers against her forehead as if she had a headache.

"But it's quite shocking that it happened while you were drunk. Ah, don't misunderstand—I'm not trying to blame you. You're both adults who can take care of yourselves, and you've maintained a good relationship so far, so I don't think there's anything to criticize. I'm just very surprised, that's all."

With little age difference between them and having shared hardships for nearly ten years, Elaine was like a sister to Grace.
If anyone asked about how their younger sister started dating a man from the same workplace, only to hear they slept together while completely drunk, they'd probably react the same way.
So the feeling that Grace's gaze toward me was filled with exasperation wasn't just my imagination.

But that man was someone she had observed and found quite decent (is this my ego talking?), their relationship was very harmonious, and it was the younger sister who invited him home first—so while feeling dizzy from the revelation, she had no grounds to criticize.
Grace seemed to realize this as she sighed for what must have been the tenth time with tired eyes, shaking her head as if to clear away her thoughts.

"Well, I showed an embarrassing side of myself earlier too, so let's call it even. It's partly my fault for pressuring you to tell me something you didn't want to share. I'm sorry."
"Not at all."
"Then I'd like to return to our original conversation. Lord Luke, when are you planning to persuade Aran? Right now?"

Thankfully, Grace changed the subject, and I responded accordingly.

"I don't think we need to rush. If they decide to stay on their own, that would be ideal for us. How about we leave them to discuss among themselves for today?"
"As much as I'd like to take immediate action... if we send someone to intervene after just a few hours, they might become confused."
"In truth, they probably need some time to collect themselves, as they weren't the only ones who responded emotionally."
"Very well, I'll entrust the persuasion to you, Lord Luke. However, report the outcome to me immediately."
"Understood."

I bowed my head to accept her order, and Grace looked relieved.

"If you succeed in convincing Aran to stay in Wintercannon, have you thought about what to do next?"
"I apologize. Time has been tight, and I haven't formulated a plan that far ahead."
"I see."
"However..."
"?"
"While we will continue to assist you, for a man and woman to form a bond, it can't end with just conveying Your Excellency's feelings—you must also win Aran's heart. Among us, Your Excellency knows Aran best, so the next steps depend on you."

While I'm confident that I know Aran best, I'm willing to concede that position if it helps boost Grace's confidence.

Besides, we shouldn't let Grace become too dependent on us just because she's a novice at romance.
All we can do is keep Aran in Wintercannon, create opportunities for them to be together, and remove any obstacles.
Advancing their relationship is something Grace must do herself.

"Ah, I understand."

Grace nodded with a rather tense expression.

"Now that this troublesome matter is somewhat resolved, I should get back to work. We're already busy, and yesterday's meeting wasn't properly concluded because of Aran's situation."

As she said this and tried to get up from the bed, Elaine grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back down.

"Lord Elaine?"
"You already decided to take the day off. Please rest."
"That was just an excuse because I had a headache over the Aran issue..."
"You haven't been resting properly lately. You should take advantage of this opportunity. Look, your eyes are red. It means you haven't been sleeping."
"But I need to finish my work. Those bastards will be moving even while we're like this."
"The North isn't so weak that it would falter because Your Excellency takes one day off. As I told you, we came to assist you. What you truly need right now is a moment of rest."

Grace looked bewildered at Elaine's forceful manner.

"Though it may be presumptuous, I agree with the Guard Captain. If Your Excellency returns looking perfectly fine now, you'll have to face Aran's group again, which would ruin our plan to give them time."
"Hmm."
"They might even try to see Your Excellency quickly and depart while their opinion is still leaning toward going west."
"!"

When I joined in agreement, Grace made a troubled face, saying that would be problematic.

"Head Maid, what do you think? Please speak honestly from the perspective of someone protecting Her Excellency."

When Elaine brought Ise into the conversation, Ise, who had been standing by the door like a shadow, slightly bowed her head and answered.

"The mistress shows signs of sleep deprivation, and she has lost some weight recently due to overwork. Although she's consuming sufficient nutrition, her skin has become rough, and her hair has lost its luster."
"......"
"If the mistress wishes to leave, I will obey her orders and help prepare for her outing, but if she wishes to attract a man, I believe maintaining physical beauty is also important."
"This is the first time I've seen you express your own opinion."
"As a servant of Nosrain, taking care of the master's body is as important as following the master's orders. An unhealthy lifestyle is the source of illness."
"Ugh."

Fortunately, Ise shared our opinion.
With three people urging her to rest, Grace must have been genuinely tired, as she didn't stubbornly insist and instead said:

"Fine, I'll get some sleep for once."

She lay down and covered herself with the blanket.
As Grace buried her head deeply into the soft pillow, Elaine stood up from the bed, intending to leave so she could sleep peacefully.

"Wait."
"?"
"What I heard earlier was so shocking that it drove away my drowsiness, and I don't think I can fall asleep right away. Could you stay and talk with me until I fall asleep? ...This is a request as a friend."
"Of course."

Elaine brought a chair quietly and sat down, then gestured for me to leave.

"Lord Luke, you... um, you stay too. I want to hear both your stories."
"As you wish."
"Just don't tell me anything too stimulating. It keeps me awake."

So I also stayed by Grace's bedside, conversing in low voices until she fell asleep.

Grace mainly asked me and Elaine about love, and in those moments, she seemed to have returned to the innocent girl she once was.
As requested, we avoided stimulating content and told her sweet and gentle stories.

Each time we shared our stories, Grace excitedly told us how she had thought about Aran all this time. This seemed to be her real purpose.
After all, people who have just fallen in love naturally want to talk about their feelings with others.

Before long, Grace fell into a deep sleep, and only then did we leave the bedroom.

***

After putting on the armor I had removed earlier, Head Maid Ise bowed to us.

"Thank you both."

Like Elaine, Ise seemed to be the type who hides her emotions while working, maintaining an expressionless face, but she conveyed her gratitude with a very polite attitude.

"Thank you for resolving the mistress's concerns. I'm embarrassed to admit that I know nothing about romantic relationships and couldn't be of help."
"Not at all. The reason Her Excellency can sleep so peacefully is because you are by her side."

The two exchanged warm praise for each other's contributions, and Ise asked Elaine about the guard's security arrangements for the day.
After Elaine finished answering her questions, Ise turned to me.

"Since you are the Guard Captain's lover and deeply trusted by the mistress, I believe you've noticed."
"I won't pretend to know, so don't worry."
"Yes, I thought you must be that kind of person for the mistress to keep you close. So may I make a request comfortably?"
"What is it?"

I was curious about what Ise wanted to ask me.
It probably had something to do with Grace.

"Without the mistress knowing, may I also help with Lord Luke's plan?"
"You want to help?"
"Yes, because this is an opportunity to preserve the Nosrain bloodline."

Her clan has protected the Nosrain bloodline for generations.
The meaning seemed to extend beyond simply protecting living family members to include preserving the lineage.

So Ise was thinking about somehow ensuring Grace and Aran would have children.
She seemed to be looking too far ahead already.

"I would welcome the help of an excellent maid like yourself. How should I contact you if I need to ask for your assistance?"
"Thank you. You can leave a letter with the mansion staff addressed to 'another name.'"
"Is that acceptable?"
"It's fine."

Since she said to do it that way, I didn't ask for details.
Having secured Ise's promise of assistance, we had completed our tasks and were about to return to the guard to handle our duties.

"Come to think of it, Her Excellency's sudden day off has thrown the whole day off balance."
"Indeed."

The Guard Captain's work always revolves around Grace's actions—following where she goes, doing what she does.
The same applies to me, Rigrit, and Sophia, who are directly under the Guard Captain.
With Grace having entered the Nosrain mansion and fallen asleep, and with Ise watching over her, Guard Captain Elaine suddenly had some free time.

'It's not like Elaine would slack off just because Grace isn't around.'

In the past, she would have used this time to catch up on paperwork, but now that she has a deputy captain, she has more flexibility.
It was literally time to do whatever she wanted.

"This works out well."
"How so?"
"Since we have time, I can train with you for the first time in a while. You haven't forgotten that your status is still that of a trainee knight, have you?"

Yes, this is the Elaine I know.

"I was thinking I should train you more after your duel with the orc, but couldn't because of your injury. Come at me with full force."
"I absolutely won't hold back."
"Neither will I."
"While we're at it, why don't we call Rigrit and Miss Sophia for training too? To practice our teamwork."
"Hmm, good idea."

We called Sophia and Rigrit, who were on standby at the Winter Palace, and for the first time, trained as the Guard Captain's team.
For balance, Sophia and I formed one team, while Elaine and Rigrit formed another.
Rigrit, the weakest of the four, had the hardest time.

After training, I brought these two into my plan.
Without yet revealing that Grace liked Aran, I focused on explaining that we needed to keep Aran in the North.

Rigrit, being perceptive, had probably figured it out from what happened earlier, and was eager to cooperate at the thought of becoming friends with the hero.
Sophia, who was interested in Aran's group, also readily agreed to help.

Ch.114 - Chapter 114. Conquering the Hero (1)
Grace returned to the Winter Palace the next day, perfectly fine.
Not just appearing fine on the outside, but truly fine.
Thanks to a day of rest, the scattered marks of fatigue on her face had completely disappeared, and her expression was bright after resolving one of the worries she had been carrying recently.

Grace first dealt with the work that had piled up over the past two days.
As Elaine had said, the North wasn't a weak place that would falter just because the Grand Duke was absent for a mere day.
But the world changes every minute, every second.
There were several matters that required Grace's approval.

However, Aran and his companions came to see Grace, who had quickly handled all the work due to her superhuman abilities and the fact that she had returned well-rested.
Of course, this was because I had sought out Aran and arranged a meeting with Grace.
Now that Grace had returned refreshed, it was time for me to make my move as well.

I wasn't sure if it was because of yesterday's incident, but Aran and Nia came alone, leaving behind Eris and Yui, who was tasked with keeping Eris occupied.

"You decided to rest here for a few days?"
"Yes. I thought we'd take this opportunity to repair our equipment and replenish our supplies."
"Let me know if you need anything. You're a benefactor of the North, so I can provide any support you need."
"Thank you."

The two parted without much else to say.
Their conversation lasted maybe 10 minutes.

Although Grace claimed to feel relieved after confiding in me and Elaine, how could the embarrassment of showing a vulnerable side to the man she liked easily disappear?
When Grace saw Aran, her embarrassment seemed to resurface, making her unable to initiate conversation and only responding to what was said.
Aran, too, was cautious, watching Grace's reactions carefully.
He also seemed slightly puzzled that Grace, who had been emotional yesterday, had become so calm in just one day, wondering what had happened.

Nod.
As he left, Aran gave me a slight bow.

While bringing him here, Aran and Nia had asked me about Grace's condition. As I explained it to them, I somehow ended up becoming acquainted with the two.
Though it was quite different from what I had expected, I considered it a gain that I had used this opportunity to become familiar with Aran's group.
Perhaps that's why...

"Lord Luke."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

Grace called for me and gave me a new directive.

"I want you to personally assist the Hero's party for the time being."

Though Nia was a wandering mage and Yui a rural aspiring swordsman—not to mention Aran, who had "died" during the Great War and thus received no official recognition, making them all commoners and a demon—they were heroes who had saved the North and therefore distinguished guests. Naturally, the Grand Duke's office needed to attend to them.

That's why Grace entrusted their management to me.
Since I had agreed to help with her romance, this was to create an environment where I could stay close to Aran.
There was also the justification that among the knights of the guard, excluding the captain and vice-captain, I was the only one not assigned to any specific unit, making me the most flexible.

This had been agreed upon with Elaine as well.
She understood that this was not the time for personal desires and let me go.

'Though it's called "personal assistance," it's not like I have to stay by their side all day like an aide, so I can still meet her before and after work.'

I did have to give her a hug before leaving, though.

***

"Therefore, during your stay here, I have been assigned to personally assist you all. Please feel free to let me know if you have any inconveniences or requests."

When I visited where Aran's group was staying to deliver the news, their reactions were predictably varied.
An annoyed demon, an uncomfortable girl, and a woman who was purely grateful.
The most important reaction was...

"I look forward to working with you."

Aran greeted me with a faint smile.
I was glad I came.
Though he was healing from the pain of betrayal by traveling with his companions, he still had lingering distrust of humans and social anxiety.
He seemed less concerned now that I, with whom he had the most contact since arriving here, had become his personal assistant.

"Even though I'm assigned to assist you, I won't be following your every move or interfering. Just think of me as a butler of sorts."

At the mention of a butler, even Eris, who was somewhat noble, seemed to accept it. Yui, with her commoner sensibilities like the blacksmith Bill, didn't even mind.

Anyway, I had unexpectedly become a butler, but it wasn't particularly difficult.
The professional maids residing in the Winter Palace were already taking good care of the room management.
Aran's group would move around on their own, and even if problems arose in town, Yui, who wanted to look good in front of Aran, would eagerly rush to help, so I wasn't worried.
Though I wondered what kind of madman would cause trouble in the North, where law enforcement was so strict.

So I unexpectedly had more free time than before and invested it in personal activities—sword training when I had a lot of time, and magic training when I had less.

"You wanted to ask me something?"

On the third day of being assigned to Aran's group.
Aran, who was usually accompanied by one of his companions, called for me alone.

"Yes, I have no one else to ask but you."

Though I had no specific duties, as their personal assistant, I kept track of their schedule.
For Aran to deliberately send the other three out and have a conversation with me...

'It's obvious.'

Sure enough, the words that came out of Aran's mouth matched my prediction exactly.

"How has Grace been since that day?"

As I mentioned, being assigned to assist Aran's group didn't mean I was constantly by their side.
Aran's group was staying very close to the Winter Palace anyway.
I visited the Winter Palace daily to report on Aran's group's activities to Grace.
And while I was at it, I also got to see Elaine's face and recharge my energy.

Though Aran might not know exactly what Grace and I were planning, he must have realized that I visited Grace.
Two days ago, they had requested equipment repairs, and when I visited the next day, the payment had already been made.

'Though that was intentional so he would notice.'

Thanks to that, I got an opportunity to meet Aran one-on-one.
My real job starts now.

"Please be more specific with your question. What aspect of Her Excellency are you asking about?"
"Ah, I'm sorry. I wanted to know if she's feeling better. When I told her we would be staying, her expression seemed rigid, so I'm concerned she might still be angry with Eris."

Come to think of it, Aran had one setting that earned him criticism.

He has good memory and intuition.
He immediately noticed that Grace had lost some weight due to recent difficulties, and sensing something was off about her emotional state, he tried to gauge her mood.

However, while Aran was perceptive, he lacked the ability to understand beyond that.
He could sense something was wrong with someone but couldn't quite figure out why.

Because of this, in the novel, he only realized the heroines' feelings toward him when they explicitly stated them.
This so-called "denseness" was very typical of a fantasy novel male protagonist.

So even now, while he might sense that Grace was still feeling unsettled, he couldn't identify the cause.

'Grace says I'm just like Elaine, but...'

From my perspective, she was just like Aran.
Whether it was her circling around her feelings for Aran without being able to grasp them, or him not noticing feelings directed at him and looking elsewhere.
Sigh, these hopeless people.

'You two are really lucky to have me.'

Suppressing a sigh, I answered.

"If that's how it seems, wouldn't it be best to visit her directly and have a conversation? Conflicts should be resolved between the parties involved."
"That's true. But if Grace wants me to send Eris away, I can't do that. As you heard when you were there, I made a promise to Eris, so I can't abandon her even if she is a demon."
"Well, I understand. It must be difficult for you, given your past pain."
"!"

In the middle of our normal conversation, I suddenly probed his wound, causing Aran to look at me with wide, surprised eyes.
But I returned his gaze with indifferent eyes.

'On the surface, the fight did break out because of Eris.'

From their first meeting, Grace showed hostility, and the incident was triggered when Eris and Grace nearly clashed.
Demons are objects of hatred for humans, and Grace fought a war against demons.
From a third-party perspective, it might seem like Aran got caught in a dispute between Grace and Eris, but...

"Are you aware that while Her Excellency is uncomfortable with the demon in your group, she has also acknowledged her as your companion?"
"..."
"Her Excellency is the leader of a region. If having a demon by your side is necessary, she's the kind of person who can set aside her personal feelings."

Even in the novel, after being wary of Eris throughout the episode, Grace eventually acknowledged her and set aside her discomfort. This suggests that Grace's hostility toward demons isn't emotional but rather her stance as the Grand Duke of the North.

"I know she's that kind of person, but I still feel she's more concerned because I, who fought alongside her to defeat demons, am now traveling with one..."
"Think carefully. When did Her Excellency get angry? What did you say that made her react so strongly?"

For this dense hero, beating around the bush would only be tiresome, so I asked directly.

"When I said I would go to fight Dorgon... Ah, I see. That also upset her. Grace was worried about me, and I should have expressed myself better."

Seeing Aran's expression sink with regret, I sensed it was finally time to fulfill my promise to Grace.

Though this was Aran's lodging and he was the host while I was the guest...
Technically, this was the North, I was a Northerner, and Aran was the guest.
I pulled up a chair, sat down, and gestured for him to sit as well, as if I were the host. Aran, somewhat bewildered, took a seat.

"Since you've requested my counsel, it seems our conversation might be lengthy. Would you mind if we talked in a more comfortable position to avoid tired legs?"
"What? Oh, but I don't need counseling, just knowing how Grace feels would be enough..."
"What's counseling anyway? Don't think of it as something grand. Counseling doesn't have to be gloomy or depressing. Even something as simple as being concerned about a friend's mood counts as counseling."
"I, I see."
"There's no need for anyone to burst into tears or anger, so don't overthink it."

Aran nodded, though his face showed bewilderment.
Looking at him, I maintained a stern expression outwardly but smiled inwardly.

'He must be confused since no one has approached him like this before. With this, I've taken the initiative.'

Aran is none other than the Hero.
During his Hero party days, everyone called him "Hero" and treated him with reverence or politeness. After being betrayed, he received either pity and sympathy, or fear and contempt from enemies.
This means he always received either unlimited goodwill from allies or extreme hatred from enemies.

Because of this, someone like me must be completely new to him.
Someone who is polite and shows goodwill, yet has a rude and blunt attitude.
Is this person an enemy or an ally? Are they helping or looking down on him?
Aran, who is weak in human relationships, wouldn't know how to handle this unfamiliar personality.

In Aran's circle, Eris also acted prickly despite being a companion.
But as a heroine, once she fell for Aran, only her words remained sharp while she was actually very affectionate.
But while I have interest in Aran, a man's interest in another man isn't as deep as a woman's.

"First, do you know about me?"
"Only as much as I've seen. That you're a knight of the guard and someone she trusts a lot."

He's still perceptive enough to have figured out that I'm trusted, given that Grace assigned me to them.

"Believe it or not, I'm considered a hero in the North."
"What?"

Talking about being a hero in front of someone else, especially the Hero who saved the country, makes my face feel hot, but I somehow managed to stay calm by lowering my body temperature with cold energy.
I'm really glad I learned how to control my temperature with cold energy, similar to heat manipulation.

"I eliminated a first-class monster, a Silver Sabertooth, and won a one-on-one duel with an Orc chieftain. I became a knight through an exceptional special appointment and serve as the aide to the captain of the guard."
"..."
"That's not all. I mentioned that Low attacked the Snow Flower Tower, right? I was the one who captured Low at that time."
"What?!"

When I explained previously, I only said that the Northern army worked together to defeat him.
At that time, Grace was in a bad mood, and how could I tactlessly boast about myself in front of others?

That's why Aran genuinely looked surprised to hear that the person in front of him had captured Low.

"Well, I didn't capture him alone. It was only possible with everyone's help. But I was the one who delivered the fatal blow to Low."

Inwardly, I bowed in the direction of Elaine's room, asking for permission to impersonate her just this once.
Fortunately, Elaine had agreed.
Since we communicated via mental telepathy, it counts as having received permission.

"So that's why Grace asked you to explain."

The look in Aran's eyes changed.
Until now, there was goodwill but not much interest.
Now, he clearly showed curiosity toward me.

'The preliminary work is done.'

Now I begin my strategy to win over Hero Aran.
With a tense face, I made my first move.

"It seems like there isn't much age difference between us. Would it be alright if we spoke more casually?"
"??"

Oops.
From earlier, the embarrassing heat of self-praise and the cold energy trying to cool my face met, creating steam in my head.
As a result, I became foggy-headed and jumped straight to the conclusion without proper build-up.
Aran's face showed bewilderment.
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Suddenly, a sense of déjà vu came over me.
Come to think of it, there was a similar situation before.

I approached the second son of a noble family in a friendly manner and immediately spoke informally to him.
Thanks to that, we became close easily, and I was able to manipulate the boy who hadn't yet been corrupted by evil. Somehow, I ended up recruiting him into the guard and am now diligently training him.
Recently, when I put him in front of some orcs, he turned out to be quite useful.

This wasn't the time to be lost in memories, so I cooled my head with a chill.
I could see Aran blinking at the sudden proposal before slowly nodding twice.

"Yes, um... you can speak comfortably with me."

Though he seemed confused by the situation, he was trying to respond appropriately as befitting a hero.
How kind of him.

Aran, while heroically good-natured, is no pushover.

To be precise, he used to be a pushover, but after being betrayed by former comrades and developing a distrust of humans, he became very calculating when faced with others' proposals.
To exaggerate a bit, he'd even suspect poison in an apple someone offered for free.

Of course, "Brave Lord" is both a revenge story of a betrayed hero and a tale of how a hero broken by people recovers through people, so he eventually regains his humanity.
Aran completely regains his humanity in Episode 5.

And right now, we're transitioning from Episode 3 to Episode 4.
In terms of plot development, Aran was still in the process of recovering his former good-natured humanity.
The reason why Aran, despite being bewildered, readily accepted my proposal was...

'From my perspective, it was simply a slip of the tongue, but from his side, it must be a very confusing approach.'

Grace was one of the few humans Aran could trust even while experiencing his distrust of humanity.
Considering that Aran trusted Grace when he couldn't even trust Nia, the main heroine at first, their trust can be said to be special.

And here I am, supposedly a trusted subordinate sent by Grace for him.
This subordinate who had been respectful and taking good care of his party, then suddenly turned cold, bragged about himself out of nowhere, and now was closing the distance—Aran's mind must be unable to make sense of it all.
What kind of person is this knight standing before him?
A diligent and righteous knight? Someone with a grudge against him? Someone with strong ambition and desire for advancement? Or a bright person approaching him in a friendly manner?

But I shouldn't be pleased about shaking Aran's mind and taking control of the situation.

'Sigh, as expected.'

Although he gave me permission to speak comfortably, wariness entered his gaze.
Eyes that saw me as neither Grace's knight nor the northern hero who captured Row.
But as an unidentifiable man whose actions couldn't be calculated.

From now on, Aran would gauge my every word and action, and the moment I deviated beyond a certain range by his standards—standards of someone deeply wounded by humans—Aran would exclude me from his side.
That would make the future story progression quite difficult.
The problem is that Aran's acceptable range is extremely narrow.

'When was anything ever easy?'

It can't be helped. I'm a possessor who has even been mistaken for a hero before.
Alright, let's have a battle between possessor and hero.
The fight between knowledge cheat key and talent cheat key has begun.

"I hope there's no misunderstanding. I'm not trying to be informal, but I thought our conversation might become serious, so I wanted to speak in a comfortable atmosphere."
"I see. By comfortable atmosphere, you mean...?"
"I heard that you saved the North before. You're like a benefactor to me, so it feels burdensome for me to speak so formally to you."

Of course, that's a lie.
During the Great War, I hadn't even possessed anyone in this novel, and the novel hadn't even started.
But from Aran's perspective, I'm a northern citizen, so he'd probably accept being treated as a benefactor.

And Aran is actually a character who speaks informally.
In the story, there are only two cases where Aran uses formal speech.
First is with people he's not close to, like me right now, and second is with Grace.
In other words, Aran spoke informally to most people he knew.

"It's quite embarrassing for me when a respected hero keeps his distance."

I smiled mildly rather than too brightly, which might trigger Aran's wariness.
Aran examined my face for a moment, then slightly closed and opened his eyes before answering.

"Alright."

His face still couldn't gauge me, but he seemed to have decided that speaking informally was something he did normally anyway, so it wouldn't be a problem to concede this much.

"In return, you don't need to speak so stiffly either. I'm not very comfortable having formal conversations with others."
"If that's what you want."

There was a slight mistake, but I valued the fact that our communication channel had become more refined.
While this level of familiarity wouldn't dissolve Aran's wariness, it was beneficial for me to be comfortable.
Let's take the good with the good.

"Then let's return to the consultation. You asked how His Excellency was feeling, right?"
"Yeah."
"My answer is a bit late, but let me tell you now. His Excellency has composed his emotions. However, while he has bravely risen as Grand Duke to protect the North, he hasn't completely recovered yet."
"...If you know, can you explain in detail?"

Aran's attitude became quite serious.
Like with Row's farewell, he was someone who listened earnestly to whatever the other person said, so I explained seriously as well.

"What I can tell you is that His Excellency is currently under considerable stress due to the Central and Western regions. That stress reached its peak, necessitating rest."
"..."
"Ah, you don't think it's because of the demon, Miss Eris, who's with you, do you?"
"Is it because I said I would attack Dorgon?"

Despite being described as insensitive, Aran isn't completely clueless.
For some reason, these insensitive guys always become fools only when it comes to romance.

"That's right. You only mentioned the possibility of success, but His Excellency must consider the possibility of failure. That's what being a leader means. What do you think would happen if you failed?"
"..."
"Nothing particularly complicated would happen. They'd have killed a hero, so their morale would be sky-high, while the North's hope would be crushed, and we'd be accused of colluding with demons and a fallen hero. After that... well, we'd be trampled, I suppose."
"The North isn't that weak. You should know that well."
"Don't pretend to know when you don't."
"What?"

When I suddenly turned aggressive, a surprised Aran widened his eyes, but I just scoffed.

"When His Excellency suggested joining forces with the Northern army, how did you respond? You said that if you defeated Dorgon, the North wouldn't need to fight, didn't you?"
"So?"
"You, who spoke as if you were stronger than the Northern army and they should stay out of it, are now acknowledging the Northern army in front of me. It's not even funny."
"I wasn't trying to disrespect the Northern army..."
"If you weren't trying to disrespect them, why are you bothered by His Excellency criticizing Eris, but not bothered by telling His Excellency that the Northern army's help isn't needed?"
"!"

Aran flinched at my words.
I continued while I had momentum.

"That's not all. Currently, the North is fighting a difficult battle alone in a corner. We need strong allies, that's what I'm saying. In this situation, a hero appears in the North, but instead of cooperating, he says he'll fight on his own."
"..."
"This isn't gaining an ally; it's just adding an uncontrollable force. Not everyone targeting the same enemy is an ally. But since His Excellency cares for you and can't let you die recklessly, he has more to think about, leading to stress and collapse."

Despite my harsh words continuing, Aran just listened silently.
That won't do. To have a catch-ball, you need to open your mouth and talk.

"Well, I understand why you said those things."
"?"
"In truth, it's not about strategy or anything. You just want to kill Dorgon quickly and go to the royal capital, right? Because you need to kill Dorgon to go after the Golden Tower Lord and the prince in the capital. That's all that matters to you, not the North or His Excellency."
"What?"

Finally, Aran stood up angrily, but I faced him with an indifferent expression.

"They say when you're flustered about having your true intentions exposed, you deliberately make exaggerated movements to surprise the other person..."

Crackle.
Electricity sparked from Aran's hand.
You're going to use your ability? I did scratch a bit too hard.

"Provoking me can't be Grace's order. You said we should talk comfortably, but what are you trying to say to me now?"

Although Aran's attitude toward me had become hostile, it wasn't a failure yet.
If Aran truly regarded me as an enemy, he wouldn't be empty-handed now. He would have already drawn his holy sword and pointed it at my neck.

So there's nothing to fear.
I know the difference between when he's genuinely threatening and when he's just pretending to threaten.
Still, having electricity sparking in front of me is humanly frightening, so I raised both hands.

"Of course, provoking you isn't His Excellency's order. This is my own initiative, and as you said, I have a purpose."
"What purpose?"

When Aran asked again, I kept my hands raised.

"?!"

And then prostrated myself on the floor.

"W-what are you doing...?"
"Hey, Hero. No, Aran."
"?"

I put aside my sarcastic tone from earlier and spoke seriously.

"Let's make a contract."
"A contract?"
"You want to kill Dorgon quickly, right? Now that only Dorgon is left, you're getting impatient because you want to defeat him quickly and go to the royal capital. Am I right?"
"What..."
"Answer me. My head hurts."

When I urged him, Aran spoke quietly.

"...Just tell me what you're doing."
"Tsk, so stubborn. Fine, I'll interpret it my way. You were so eager to defeat Dorgon quickly that you tried to fight despite knowing it was a dangerous attempt."
"I had confidence that I could..."
"If you're not going to answer my questions, just shut up for a bit. I'm answering for you since you're being stubborn, so why are you interrupting?"
"...Continue."

Once Aran closed his mouth, I continued.

"But you know what? Just as you want to kill Dorgon for certain, I want to win this war for certain too. For that, I've fought orcs, made weapons, and recruited excellent soldiers, but it's still not enough."
"..."
"In the midst of this headache, someone appeared who could change the situation. Guess who?"
"You mean me?"
"Yes, you. But honestly, I don't think you alone can change this situation."
"?"
"Let me ask you a question. Within Dorgon's legion, the Steel Earth, there are orc forces. How many tribes are there?"
"Well... I don't know yet. I haven't investigated."
"Then if the Steel Earth marches toward the North, which route will they take?"
"I have to give the same answer to that too."
"I see, so you don't know where Dorgon will target when attacking the North either? Since you haven't investigated yet."
"..."

When Aran closed his mouth, I raised my head and asked again.

"When will you investigate all this? War is about to break out, and you're going to start investigating from scratch without knowing anything? You're quite leisurely. What if Dorgon's legion arrives in the North in the meantime? You won't be able to take responsibility for your words."
"..."
"You're not thinking of launching a surprise attack on the Steel Earth camp to get to Dorgon, are you?"
"!"

Seeing his eyes that seemed to ask how I knew, I smiled mockingly and verbally battered him.

"How will you get close to Dorgon without knowing how many enemies there are or how they're deployed? Oh, you need to investigate that too? You're planning to infiltrate a legion of tens of thousands, but you can't fight everyone like you did with the dark elves. Even if you defeat Dorgon, do you think his subordinates will simply give up? During the Great War, did humans surrender to demons when their commanders died?"
"..."
"Hey, Hero. You can't trust the North who claims to be your ally, but you believe the West, your enemy, will move according to your will? What kind of foolish thinking is that? You know about Dorgon? Wake up, the Dorgon you know is the Dorgon from the hero's party. Was the Dorgon you know someone who planned terror attacks to assault the North and incited people with such evil?"

With these successive harsh words, Aran's pupils shook violently.
He could only open and close his mouth without saying anything.
Since I seemed to have pressured him enough, I threw him a lifeline.

"I've gone off track. Here's my proposal to you."
"What is it?"
"If you help the North, I'll take you right to Dorgon's neck."
"How could you do that?"
"Like this."

Tap.
I sprang up like a spring and attacked Aran with both hands simultaneously.
Cold energy in my right hand, heat energy in my left—two types of elemental magic struck, but...

Slap!
As expected of a hero with superior combat skills, he precisely grabbed the parts of my wrists where energy wasn't concentrated.
Then he countered by paralyzing my arms with his electricity.
It was a perfect response despite being a surprise attack.

"You're strong indeed. So this was another method."
"What are you doing now?"
"With skills like yours, do you think I could take you to Dorgon?"

Aran looked at my hands alternately before answering.

"For a knight to handle both flame and cold attributes is impressive. You seem quite strong, but... it's not enough. You don't seem to know much about Dorgon either."
"Really? Then how do you think I captured Row?"
"Huh?"
"Like this."

I tilted my head back significantly.
Aran, reading a headbutt, positioned his forehead forward as well, but...

"That's a lie."
"?!"

Taking advantage of Aran's attention being focused on the headbutt, I released more cold energy from my right hand.
This caused Aran's hand gripping my wrist to be encased in ice.
Of course, someone like Aran could easily break such thin ice, but...

"Got you there, didn't I?"

I smiled slyly, still with my head tilted back, and spoke to Aran.
This created a posture where I was looking down at him with my chin raised, as if mocking him.

"Did you think I was going to headbutt you? No way. What's in here is too precious to risk damaging by handling it carelessly."
"You..."
"But I can do this. If I can use heat with my hands, do you think I can't use heat with my mouth?"
"?!"

As I opened my mouth wide.
Aran immediately jerked his head away, but...

"Fooled you again."

I giggled and mocked Aran.

"You!"
"See? This is how I can help you."

At those words, Aran's eyes widened as if he had realized something.

"I told you, didn't I? I'm considered a hero in the North. Until now, I've faced many opponents stronger than me, but none have defeated me. Hero, strength isn't everything in this world."
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"Wisdom..."

To be honest, there's no one in Aran's group who serves as the brains.

Yui, who only swung her sword in the countryside, played the role of the fool.
Eris is intelligent, but as a demon, her thinking is twisted, so unfortunately, she's paired with Yui as part of the fool duo.
Nia the mage is smart, but she's knowledgeable rather than strategically brilliant.

Aran serves as the commander because he has experience and good combat sense.
With sufficient strength, brains aren't necessary.
Aran rarely uses strategy, resolving most situations with fighting skills alone.

Essentially, it's fair to say that Aran's group has no brain trust.
Even in the novel, they only form plans when Aran draws on his Great War experience in difficult situations, or when the heroines occasionally come up with brilliant ideas.
Besides, Aran's group mainly fights against a small number of powerful enemies, so elaborate strategies aren't really needed.

So how did they handle the war episodes in Episode 4, the Northern Arc?
Back then, they had Grace, who possessed excellent command abilities.
As the Northern Grand Duchess, she had military power equal to Aran's, but couldn't be featured in action scenes often due to her constraints of having to defend the central stronghold, so she became the strategist for Aran's group.

In other words, even Aran recognizes that his group lacks a strategic mind.
And since this time they're facing an army legion, the scale of the enemy is different, so as a veteran who experienced the Great War, he can't ignore the necessity of proper tactics.

After a long silence.
The door swung open.

"We're back, Master!"
"?"
"!"

A girl with an energetic voice entered through the door.
Aran had planned to have a brief conversation, but because I detained him, his companions who had been sent out had now returned.

"Oh my?"

As the three women entered the lodging.

"What are you doing to Master?!"
"!"

The luggage Yui was holding fell to the ground as light flashed before my eyes.
It was Yui's fastest sword-drawing technique.
Her speed and sharpness exceeded even Aran's.
However.

Clang!
Yui's sword collided with ice, making a sharp metallic sound.
I've watched high-speed swordsmanship up close every day, and I've learned it myself. I can at least react to it.
I poured cold energy into my arm to form ice armor, successfully blocking Yui's sword.

Normally I would have been cut, but this is crystalline ice. It can block one sword strike.
But not a second one.

"Hey, what are you doing? Stop her!"

Since Aran and I were locked in combat using our elemental abilities, from her perspective, it must have looked like we were fighting.
However, my arm was still being held by Aran.
Unable to resist or even move, I frantically called out to Aran.

"Yui, stop!"

Aran shouted to calm the excited Yui, but...
You idiot, if you're going to intervene, do it properly.

Splash!
Water flooded the floor. No, not water. This red substance is... blood.

"How dare a presumptuous human. Who do you think you're touching?"

A chilling voice sent shivers down my spine.
The enraged Eris had taken control of the space with blood magic and directed intense hostility toward me.

'If my hands were free, I'd at least draw my sword.'

Unable to do so, I glared at Aran with a reproachful face.

Just as Aran hurriedly released my wrist and began to generate electricity in his hand.

Crackle!
Starlight sparkled before my eyes, and a translucent purple barrier appeared, blocking Eris's attack.
It was Nia's magic.

"What?"
"Wait a moment. It seems their conversation isn't finished yet."

Eris stopped in confusion, and while Yui maintained her attack stance, she didn't move immediately since Aran was protecting me.

"Eris, Nia is right. What just happened wasn't an attack."
"Then?"
"It was, well..."

To avoid creating unnecessary conflict, Aran needed to either tell the truth or deflect appropriately.
Telling the truth would be difficult since Aran lacks the skill to summarize long conversations coherently, and the summary would just be that I verbally beat him down.
And since Aran is constitutionally incapable of lying, he couldn't find the right words.
I sighed deeply inside and then said:

"We weren't fighting. It was a kind of performance."
"A performance?"
"I want to help you all, and I was proving that I have the skills to do so."
"...?"

Seeing their confused expressions, I gave Aran a look that said I'd laid the groundwork, now he should take it from here.
Aran, who might be insensitive to women's feelings but not completely oblivious, sighed briefly and said:

"I'll explain what's going on."

Aran calmly explained to his companions what had happened between us.
As I mentioned, there wasn't much to explain—he told them about my proposal to help the Northern forces in exchange for guiding them to Dorgon, and added:

"His points make sense. Looking back, I was too hasty. Dorgon is meticulous, so he probably anticipated that I would come after him. A surprise attack... wouldn't be easy. We might have faced an even tougher battle than with the elves."

Aran readily admitted his impatience, then turned to me and said:

"I'll admit it. I lacked information, and my plan was too simple. Unlike the other three, Dorgon doesn't act alone, so I need to change my approach."

Aran may be stubborn, but his character embodies a hero's goodness.
Having realized his mistake, Aran apologized to me straightforwardly.

Once the situation was clarified, Eris withdrew her blood magic and sat on a nearby sofa.
I was worried about the smell of blood lingering or the floor getting wet, but I was amazed by the mystery of blood magic that left neither smell nor moisture.
While I was marveling at this, Eris addressed me:

"I understand the situation now. So you're not offering to join us, but to help us on the condition that we help the North?"
"That's right."
"Hmm, I'm curious. How exactly do you plan to get us to Dorgon?"

Eris glanced briefly at Yui.

"I just gauged your skill. You blocked Yui's sword draw? That little one doesn't have much else going for her."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"But it's quite useful. You're not just all talk. I'll hear you out."

Ignoring the irritated Yui, Aran added to Eris's question:

"I have more than a few questions for you... but I'd like to hear what you have to say too."

With Aran also willing to talk, Yui sheathed her sword and took a seat.
Nia, the only one who hadn't attacked me, had been watching me intently all along.

'Well, that works out.'

While these people would follow Aran's opinion completely, they are still a group, not individuals.
Yui is firmly in Aran's camp, but I shouldn't ignore the voices of the strong-willed Eris and the gentle but principled Nia.

'Nia is the most reasonable person in Aran's group, so she should be easy to persuade.'

The problem is Eris.
That demon has immense pride and, like Aran, favors direct confrontation, so she won't be easily convinced.

Rather than persuading Aran first and then struggling to convince her separately,
it's better to settle everything at once.

"But before that."

Just as I was about to begin my explanation, Aran approached me and said:

"I acknowledge what you said, but I still can't fully trust you as a person."
"And?"
"Would you mind if I take one precaution so we can have an honest conversation? It won't hurt."

Ah, that.
If I remember correctly, it stings a little.
Knowing what he meant, I nodded, and Aran pointed to my wrist.

Bzzt!

'Ouch.'

An electric current flowed through my wrist like an electric massage.
Aran sent the same current through his own wrist, connecting our pulses with electricity.
Thump thump thump thump.
We could sense each other's heartbeats.

"With this, we'll know immediately if either of us lies or tries to hide something. Both me and you. No secrets between us. Say now if you object."
"I don't mind."

While it sounds like a convenient lie detector, it also reveals Aran's own thoughts, so it's a technique he only uses with people he genuinely wants to have a serious conversation with. It only appeared two or three times in the original story.

I understand. Aran hates deception because he's been betrayed before. And since I've been unpredictable and used deception in combat, he can't easily trust me.
But precisely because he can't figure me out, Aran is taking this conversation very seriously. He wants to determine whether to treat me as a helpful ally or a scheming enemy through this exchange.

"Good, ask me first."
"If we cooperate with the North, how do you want to use us?"

In response to Aran's question, I composed myself and answered directly:

"I hope we can fight together, but I don't intend to incorporate you into the Northern army. You four should continue to move together as you have been. The form of cooperation we envision is more like mercenary work."
"...Your speech pattern has changed."
"I know my manners."

Brushing off Aran's comment, I continued my explanation:

"However, what we offer in return isn't money. It's information."
"Information?"

Not immediately understanding my words, Aran's group's eyes widened.

"Though the enemy is one, our objectives differ. Your target is Dorgon, while ours is the Western Legion."
"Isn't that the same thing?"
"Be quiet for a moment. The knight is explaining."

Taking advantage of Yui restraining Eris, I continued:

"The Legion has several units. You don't plan to defeat all those units, do you? Meanwhile, we need to eliminate as many units as possible."
"Hmm."
"So we'll share all information related to Dorgon's main force with you. If you take care of Dorgon, it will be easier for us to deal with other units, and if we clear the surrounding units, there will be no reinforcements for Dorgon's forces, making your objective easier too. How does that sound?"
"Will the North provide all this information to us?"
"Of course, Miss Yui. You can focus solely on combat and leave the complicated matters to us."

After listening, Aran pondered briefly before responding:

"The proposal itself isn't bad. As you said, I'm only after Dorgon. The problem is that if this war escalates, I might not be able to focus solely on Dorgon."

If Aran joins us, he would become a major force for the Northern army alongside Grace.
He's worried that if other fronts face crises, he might be sent there instead.

It's a reasonable concern.
Both during the Great War and in the novel, Aran was deployed to the most dangerous areas for his allies.
This was because he was a force capable of changing situations, and he himself was a worrier.

This is probably one reason why Aran wants to operate independently from the Northern army.
If he gets called here and there, he won't be able to target Dorgon.
However...

"That won't happen."

My goal is to prevent dangers from arising. If our allies aren't pushed into dangerous situations, we won't need to deploy Aran's powerful force for defense.

"I promise. You will only be deployed to battlefields that align with your circumstances."

Even if Aran checks my pulse, all he'll find is the truth.
When Aran remained silent, Eris asked me:

"Hey, human. This information network of yours, can it be trusted?"
"It's quite peculiar for a demon to seek trust... but if you're curious, you can go outside and ask people."
"Ask what?"
"About the recent terrorist incident at the Snow Flower Tower. We in the North read the signs of the attack in advance and minimized the damage, capturing the perpetrator, Low, in the process."
"Ah..."
"Not only that, but we also obtained advance intelligence about Dorgon's plot against the North and are thoroughly preparing for war. Isn't that sufficient proof of our information capabilities? All this happened while you were hunting down Low by dismantling Black Crow's operations one by one."

While you were struggling to chase Low, we captured one of the Seven Heroes and uncovered a plot.
Even Eris had nothing to say to that.
Her question wasn't really out of distrust but an attempt to take control of the conversation.
I shut it down with facts before she could nitpick.

After a moment of silence, Aran spoke again:

"Alright. Now let me state our requirements."
"Go ahead."
"You need to tell me how you can get me to Dorgon."

I raised my wrist next to my face, smiled, and said:

"Let me be direct. I've calculated all the ways they might target us and how."
"!"

Aran was startled and looked at my wrist.
Thump thump thump thump.

"You've calculated all the ways Dorgon might target the North?"
"Yes."
"And your confidence in this? It's still just a prediction, after all."
"No, I'm certain."

At my brief but strong answer, Aran kept staring at my wrist with wavering eyes.

"Your pulse is steady... Do you really know? Or are you just overconfident?"
"I'm overconfident because I really know."
"But don't you have even the slightest anxiety that you might be wrong...?"

His eyes showed disbelief, but he was confirming the truth with his ability.
Perhaps I should drive the point home.

"He might use methods I'm not aware of. But as far as I know, I've anticipated everything. With that, I'll bring you before him and lead you to victory."
"..."

Aran's expression grew more serious.
It's still the truth. This isn't bravado to persuade him.
No matter how seriously he looks, nothing will change.

Because Aran's ability can only check my pulse, not read my mind.
Go ahead, rack your brain all you want.
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I understand it's hard to believe, but I get it.
Apart from the urgency, Aran's confidence in going after Dorgon with just their group stemmed from knowing him as former comrades.
And I completely shattered that. Enough for Aran to readily accept his misjudgment.

But then immediately after, I claim to predict how Dorgon will attack, speaking as if I know him very well.
It must be confusing for Aran.
And judging by my steady pulse, it's neither a lie nor bravado.

It's hard to believe I actually know about Dorgon's strategies, yet my pulse says it's true, and he can't dismiss me as some con artist drunk on heroism.
Just as things were getting tedious...

"Then tell us a few of these methods Dorgon will supposedly use."

Unlike Aran, Eris, who had almost no internal conflict, asked.

"That would be problematic."
"Why?"
"Am I a fool? Handing over goods before the other party has paid? It would be troublesome if you just extract the information and leave."
"Listen, human. Do you think I would do such a thing? I'm different from those low-grade demons."

As Eris frowned with displeasure, I realized the moment had finally come to avenge my sister.

"To human eyes, all demons look the same."
"What did you say?"
"Do demons see humans differently? Then what kind of human am I? I distinctly remember you calling me an 'insolent human' earlier. Is that your usual manner of speaking?"
"Ugh."

Eris flinched as she was about to get angry.
She was among the highest-ranking demons. To her, all humans except Aran were worthless.
At best, she only viewed her traveling companions somewhat favorably.

She had no retort since she did the same thing to humans.

"I see even demons can feel guilty sometimes."
"Why you—!"

As I meticulously scratched at her until the very end, Eris glared at me fiercely.

"However."
"?"
"If payment is made, naturally I should provide the goods. Since we're joining hands by exchanging information and manpower, I'll share even without you asking. That includes things you'll need to do."
"Things we need to do?"
"I'm giving you Dorgon, after all."
"!"

Interest sparked in Aran's eyes.
He couldn't help but be curious since I mentioned having information related to Dorgon among what I was anticipating.

"Alright."

Like me, Aran raised his wrist beside his face and spoke.

"If you provide information about Dorgon, we'll come under your command and fight together for the North. Until this war ends."

Thump, thump, thump, thump.
Since Aran has an honest personality that can't lie, it would be true anyway.
With his steady pulse, I believed him.

When I nodded, the tingling sensation in my wrist disappeared. Aran had withdrawn his ability.

"I can't believe everything you say because I don't know you."

Aran said, withdrawing the electricity from his own wrist as well.

"But because I don't know you, I can't deny your words either. I've confirmed with my ability that everything you've said is sincere, so anything beyond that would just be nitpicking."
"Thank you."
"However, this is cooperation with the North, not with you personally. So I'm going to tell Grace about our conversation—you don't object, right?"

Of course I don't object.
This whole thing is a setup.

Aran doesn't know, but during my morning visits to the Winter Palace to report his group's schedule to Grace, we also discussed when to make this move with Aran.
Grace is waiting for you to come and bring this up.

Having received my consent, Aran turned to his companions.

"I'm sorry, everyone. I think we should change our plans and stay in the North to cooperate with them. What do you all think?"

Yui was the first to answer Aran's question, as expected.

"This conversation is difficult for me to follow, but... I agree with Master's opinion! We just need to fight together, right?"

I wasn't concerned about her from the beginning.

"I think it's a good proposal too. It seems things will work out well with the Grand Duke. Seeing how worried the Grand Duke is, the enemy must be very strong. If we help each other, we can overcome it."

Nia was open-minded enough to suggest reconciliation from the start.
I wasn't worried about her either.

The only potential problem was...

"What about Eris?"

Eris, who had directly clashed with Grace and was quite stubborn.
She was as headstrong as the human-distrusting Aran, which gave me a headache.

"...Whatever. At least we won't have to go around investigating. That's convenient."

Though indifferent, she also agreed.
With all the other companions supporting Aran's opinion, she seemed reluctant to be the only one insisting otherwise.

"Our answer is this: we'll cooperate with the North."

When Aran finally gave me a definitive answer, I extended my hand to him.

"I look forward to working with you."

Aran just stared at my hand.
That's because he dislikes physical contact with others.
Another aftereffect of betrayal—in the original story, Aran's physical contact with the heroines was used as a device to show he had come to trust them.

Despite knowing this, I attempted a handshake because...

'I need to become friends with this guy as quickly as possible.'

This wasn't just a personal desire as an avid reader.
I have many things to do with Aran in the future.
We need to fight the war against the West together, and I need to position him by Grace's side.

I can't suddenly bring up personal matters in a business relationship.
To arrange a setup, we need to become personally close first. Only then can I casually bring up Grace.

Of course, offering a handshake to someone who dislikes physical contact isn't exactly a friendly gesture.

"Ah, um. Aran is uncomfortable shaking hands with others..."

Nia, who knew Aran's circumstances, quickly came to his defense.

"No, Nia."

Grab.
Aran took my hand.
Though reluctantly, he seemed to prefer enduring it once rather than having someone else explain his personal issues.

'Good.'

There are two ways to leave an impression on someone:
Do something they like, or do something they dislike.

I know both what Aran likes and dislikes, but what he likes requires specific situations that are difficult to create right now, so I opted for what he dislikes instead.

Coincidentally, Aran had already made unintentional physical contact with me earlier to block my attack.
After our conversation, he might not view me positively, but he's changed his stance to cooperation, so he doesn't see me negatively either.
He's probably busy trying to figure out what kind of person I am.

This was a kind of imprinting.
When someone who already makes you uneasy does something you dislike, it leaves a stronger impression one way or another.
Yet a handshake itself isn't strange behavior, so he can't dislike me just for this.
In other words, this simple action was the perfect way to leave an impression while cleverly staying within boundaries.

After shaking hands with Aran, I asked him:

"Shall we go tell Her Excellency right away?"
"Yeah. We've made our decision, and there's no reason to delay."

Grace had been waiting eagerly.
I immediately prepared to escort Aran's group to the Winter Palace.

"?"

Before leaving, I felt someone's gaze and turned to see Eris staring at me.
I tilted my head slightly as if to ask what she was looking at, and Eris quickly averted her eyes.

***

Upon arriving at the Winter Palace with Aran's group, we went straight to Grace.

Today must really be the day.
The last time Aran came, a meeting with military personnel including Arthur was interrupted.
That meeting happened to be resuming today.

Even though they were in the middle of the meeting, we were allowed in because the Hero had come to visit.
As soon as we entered, all eyes focused on us.

'You succeeded.'
'Of course.'

With so many people watching, we couldn't be obvious about it, but Ilaine smiled faintly when she saw my bright expression.

"What brings you here?"

Grace, sensing a good sign, stared at us without blinking.
Aran approached her and said:

"After discussing with my companions, we've changed our minds."

At Aran's direct statement, Grace's eyes widened, and the other military officials turned their bodies, sensing something important was coming.

"We will cooperate with the North to fight against Dorgon and the West."
"!"
"I look forward to working with you."

As Aran finished with a smile, Grace jumped to her feet.

"Really? No, you're not one to speak empty words."
"Yes, really."

Grace glanced at me standing behind Aran's group.
Nod.
When I gave a small nod, a smile bloomed on Grace's face, but then...

"Ahem."

Being in public, she quickly composed her expression and responded to Aran.

"I sincerely welcome you. I look forward to fighting together again."
"I feel the same. It seems I've interrupted your meeting—we can discuss details later."
"No, please take a seat. Now that we're on the same side, you should know what we're discussing."

So they were indeed continuing the previous meeting.
At Grace's gesture, seats were quickly arranged for Aran's group, and all four sat down.
Eris tried to leave, uncomfortable among humans, but reluctantly took her seat and kept her gaze down.
Grace glanced at Eris but let it go, apparently not expecting an apology from the demon.

Not wanting to leave awkwardly, I quietly moved to my usual place beside Ilaine.
When I stood next to her, Ilaine lightly patted my back and nodded.
I responded to her silent praise with a shrug.

"Then let's resume the meeting."

Grace's voice carried more strength.
Or rather, it had returned to its former self.
With Aran agreeing to stay and cooperate, all her anxiety seemed to have vanished, and she had fully regained her usual composure.

"Now that Hero Aran has joined us, we need to reconsider our battle formations. Aran, would you and your companions be willing to participate in a mock battle for an accurate assessment of your abilities?"

At Grace's question, Aran checked his companions' expressions.
He wanted to make sure they were okay with it, given that a previous attempt at a skills test had led to a fight.

"Yes, of course."

Even Eris had no objections.
Since that demon would normally charge in if she disliked something, her silence was tacit approval, so Aran agreed.

"Then we'll rearrange the formations after the mock battle. With the Hero joining us, we can move these central forces to the perimeter..."

The strategy meeting proceeded smoothly, and as I observed, I also checked my next plans.

'There's nothing left until the war.'

Even if something like the Snowflower Tower incident were newly added to the story, we now have the missile that is Aran's group—we can just deploy them and be done with it.
Having the Hero around is certainly convenient.

Thanks to that, I could focus entirely on this matter.

'Though I wonder if it's appropriate to be planning someone else's romance before a war.'

I wasn't doing this simply because I felt sorry for Grace or wanted to support her future.

Grace is the center of this war and the core of our forces.
It's problematic if she isn't in top condition.
Even with all our forces, we're barely managing, so weakening our strongest asset would be troublesome.

The continued awkward relationship between Grace and Aran negatively affecting the war would also be a major headache.

So in the short term, this is repaying Grace's kindness, and in the long term, it's eliminating an unstable element for victory in this war.

Though I said I'd match them, my goal wasn't grandiose.
It's realistically impossible to get them married in such a short time, and both are too busy with immediate concerns to focus on romance.

Therefore, my target was very modest:
Just having them confirm their feelings for each other. That would be enough.

'On second thought, that doesn't seem so modest after all.'

I was already tired, considering the stubborn people I'd chosen to help.

Glancing at Aran's group as they focused on the meeting...

'I should start by working on the potential obstacles first.'

If I'm going to do this, I'll do it properly.
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The meeting ended successfully.
I'm a bit dizzy from all the lengthy discussions, but to summarize briefly:

Hero Aran and his party have joined the North, but not under the Northern Army's command—rather, as allies.
This was something I had already coordinated with Grace. I called them mercenaries, while Grace called them allies, which elevated their status beyond what Aran's party had expected, making them more receptive to the arrangement.

This isn't a scam. It's the art of negotiation.
A scam is when one side loses; this is where both sides benefit.

As allies, Aran has become equal in standing to Grace, but he acknowledged their strategic shortcomings and agreed to follow Grace's directives.
Essentially, Grace has gained another direct unit under her command.

An interesting proposal also came up.
We must acknowledge when we're defeated, even if it's humiliating. Currently, the North has essentially lost the public relations battle.
The combined forces of the royal family and state religion cannot be overturned by a single local lord.

Therefore, someone suggested borrowing the hero's name to strengthen our position.

After all, he's the national hero who saved the kingdom during the Great War.
His name carries as much weight as the royal family or the Elren Church—perhaps even more in border regions that experienced the Great War.
Traditionally, during wartime crises, battlefield commanders who defend against foreign enemies are more revered than central monarchs.

Using the hero's name to expose the prince's vile betrayal and their conspiracy against the North could launch a second public relations offensive.
Even if it doesn't immediately turn the tide, it could draw many kingdom citizens to our side—a rather calculated suggestion.

"I reject that proposal."

Grace opposed it.

"We'll keep Aran's presence hidden until the war."

It wasn't out of personal concern to keep Aran away from trouble.
She intended to use Aran as a secret weapon.

The advantage of small numbers is that movements are difficult to track, meaning the West likely doesn't know Aran's exact whereabouts.
In the novel, Aran used this to his advantage, eliminating the Seven Heroes before disappearing from pursuit to avoid unnecessary battles.

The Western army surely knows the hero's reputation. Imagine their shock if the hero suddenly appears as their enemy.
While I don't know the exact numbers, it would significantly lower their morale—another phenomenon verified in the novel.

Of course, complete secrecy is impossible.
When Aran visited Wintercannon, Grace herself rushed to the main gate to greet him.
Additionally, Aran's party has been shopping around town for the past few days.
Almost no one would fail to recognize the face and name of the hero who played such a crucial role in the North.

Knight Commander Arthur handled this well.
The North is more isolated than other regions due to environmental factors.
Being isolated means it's difficult for outsiders to enter, but also difficult for insiders to leave.

After hearing my suspicions about Deepsnow, Arthur had been cautious about potential spies. When Aran arrived, he quickly controlled the information.
Knowing that spies wouldn't remain idle with news of Hero Aran's visit, he ordered the defense force and all outposts to immediately arrest anyone showing suspicious behavior.

'Besides, Aran is currently being treated as a fallen hero anyway.'

Not everyone would believe those rumors, but with the Seven Heroes dying one after another, many might think, 'What if?'

Most agreed with Grace's thinking that starting a public relations battle might not be worth it, and that it would be better to use resources more efficiently.
Aran himself wasn't pleased with the idea of his name being used as a tool of war.

With the meeting concluded, my next task is...

"Now, let's discuss the details."

After everyone else left, only Grace, Aran's party, and a few others remained.
Of course, I stayed along with Ilaine, and our teammates Sophia and Rigrit.

"You said you wouldn't act independently and would cooperate with the North. What made you change your mind?"

Although Grace was involved in planning to recruit Aran, she had to pretend not to know.

"I made a promise with this knight here."

Aran began by telling Grace about our conversation.

Grace accepted without objection that we had already agreed to provide them with information about Dorgon in exchange for their help in battle, and to focus on Dorgon rather than sending them all over the battlefield.

"And there's one more thing I'd like to ask."
"What is it?"
"Is it true that you've anticipated how Dorgon might target the North?"
"?"

Ah, that wasn't part of the plan.
I was excited at the time and improvised that statement to convince Aran more firmly.
This was the first Grace had heard of it.

But it wasn't a problem.

"It's true."

Grace answered without blinking.
She seemed to realize I'd done something unplanned again but trusted me to handle it well.
It's convenient when you've built up trust.

Aran, who had been skeptical of me, looked at me with surprised eyes when the trustworthy Grace firmly confirmed it.

As Grace regained her composure, she added, following Aran's gaze:

"Ah, I forgot you don't know him. I should have formally introduced him and assigned him as your aide."
"Pardon?"
"Sir Luke is both a knight of the guard and my close advisor on strategy and tactics. Though still young and somewhat inexperienced, he's a very reliable and capable talent who will be of great help in the coming war."

Nice assist.
Grace's words changed the way Aran looked at me.

Until just now, he somewhat agreed that I was capable but was still trying to gauge what kind of person I was.
But when Grace lavished praise on me, the suspicion in his eyes faded.

Aran's distrust of people is almost pathological, so this didn't make him trust me completely. But at least he seemed to think he didn't need to be overly cautious.
This should make our relationship run more smoothly.

"Did you hear that he played a crucial role in capturing Row?"
"Yes, he told me himself earlier."
"Not only that, but he's making a name for himself as the North's new hero by defeating an orc chieftain in fair combat. I think he's a righteous and diligent knight who would get along well with you. Hehe, the combination of the Great War's hero and a rising hero—I'm personally looking forward to it."

With these continued compliments, not just Aran but his companions began to take notice of me.

In truth, our first proper meeting wasn't great.
I spoke politely but with an edge, said things that sounded like bluster, and gave off the impression of a fraud.
I couldn't complain if they thought of me as an impostor or con artist.

As they say, the messenger is as important as the message.
When the Northern Archduke Grace introduces me favorably, they start to think, "Was he that kind of person?"

"You'll be working together a lot in the coming war. It would be nice if you could become friends on this occasion."

But you know what?
While it's very positive that Grace's help is removing the awkward tension between Aran's party and me...
Is it just my imagination, or is Grace speaking more favorably about me to Aran than necessary?

My plan to stay close to Aran is important for my goal of getting Grace married, so becoming friends with him is crucial beyond my personal desires.
Even so, just formally introducing me to Aran would have been helpful enough, yet Grace kept adding more praise on top.

Almost as if she's trying to make Aran and me close friends through this opportunity.

'Does that mean she's sincere?'

There's a saying that you can know ten fathoms of water, but not one fathom of a person's mind.
Even the wisest sage who knows many things cannot know a person's heart.
I don't know what Grace is thinking right now, but since her actions are helping me, I decided to take it in a positive way.

***

'He seems about my age.'

Aran quietly observed the young knight standing before him, lost in thought.

'He's completely unpredictable.'

Their first meeting wasn't particularly special.
Aran had assumed he was a capable knight since Grace kept him close, but he didn't have the same aura as the true powerhouses Aran had encountered.

So Aran hadn't paid much attention to him.
It was exhausting to try to remember every new person he met.

When Luke was assigned to assist his party...
While thinking they would meet frequently, Aran was relieved to see a somewhat familiar face. A knight trusted enough to be at Grace's side could be credited, if not fully trusted.
Indeed, Luke had served Aran's party with dedication and courtesy.

But when Aran called for him with a question, Luke's sudden change in attitude confused him.
The previous courtesy and politeness disappeared, replaced by arrogance and roughness in his speech.
Yet this change actually sparked Aran's curiosity about Luke.

'His prickly words provoke, but they don't seem to come from hatred. He praised me as his benefactor, but didn't treat me like a hero.'

Above all, though Luke spoke of using him...

'...He's different.'

Aran didn't sense the same greed he had felt from his old companions.
On the contrary, he caught glimpses of a strange look in Luke's eyes, as if he genuinely wanted to help and was nervous about it.

'His attitude is certainly unpredictable, but...'

Being sensitive to human malice, Aran could tell.
There was no malice in Luke's attitude toward him. That much was certain.

While he couldn't understand why Luke approached him with such an attitude, there was no hostility in it.

'Perhaps I was wary because of that gaze that seems to see through people.'

In the past, there was someone with similar eyes.

His former companion, the kingdom's prince, the sub-leader of the hero's party... and the friend he trusted most.
Lucius Artia.

He too understood Aran's heart well and was quick to figure him out.
Whenever Aran faced difficult situations or crises, he would appear faster than anyone to resolve them, showing thoughtfulness down to the smallest details.

'Heh.'

Aran gave a bitter smile as he recalled the old memories.
Though Lucius knew him well, Aran didn't know Lucius, leading to a painful betrayal.

That trauma was partly why Aran remained cautious of Luke, despite sensing he wasn't a bad person.

'This person is different from that bastard.'

Similar, but not the same eyes.
While Lucius would see through to the core and try to expose everything inside,
Luke seemed to see inside but knew when to look away, not coveting what he found there.
As if he wanted to preserve relationships by keeping important secrets hidden.

'I don't even understand my own thoughts anymore.'

In truth, Aran had only received simple emotions from others until now.
Goodwill, hostility, respect, disgust, affection, and so on. Whether from companions or enemies, the emotions directed at him were always straightforward.

But perhaps due to his recent exchanges of honest emotions with former companions turned enemies, his understanding had broadened.
More sensitive to emotions than before, Aran was deeply impressed by Luke, who approached him with more complex feelings than anyone he had ever met.

'I should... try talking with him again.'

Aran decided to pay attention to this person called Luke from now on.

Ch.119 - Chapter 119. What It Means to Be a Hero (1)
After successfully ensuring Aran's group remained in the North, I continued to serve as their butler.

There were two reasons why I kept Aran's group here. The first was to strengthen the North's military power, which was automatically accomplished by having Aran stay. The second was to match him with Grace. Now it was time to start working on the second task.

As they had originally planned to depart for the West immediately but ended up staying in the North, Aran's group suddenly found themselves with plenty of free time. They weren't part of the Northern army but guests, so they had no work to do. Though they had agreed to joint training before the war, the training schedule hadn't even been drafted yet.

However, none of the four in Aran's group were the type to sit idly and waste time, so what they chose was:

"Let's take this opportunity to explore the North."
"I agree with Nia!"

The North, a land of frost, was generally not a place people from other regions would visit. It wasn't a sunny resort like the South, nor did it have the beautiful vast seas of the East, or the developed transportation networks of the Western plains. Even merchants who would go to the gates of hell if they could sell their wares only came in designated caravans—why would ordinary people bother coming to such a cold, harsh place? In fact, if not for this journey, Aran's group would likely never have visited the North in their lifetime.

That's why the North was, in a way, a land of mystery and fantasy. What was this place like, covered in snow and ice year-round? What kind of food did they have, what scenery could be found, and how did the people celebrate festivals? Anyone interested enough in adventure to leave home and travel the world wouldn't want to miss this opportunity.

And this was my moment to begin my work.

"If you'd like to explore the North, I can introduce you to several places."

I stepped forward, volunteering as their guide as if I'd been waiting for this moment.

Since Grace had spoken well of me, and after achieving their continued stay, I had once again wrapped myself in kindness and courtesy, smoothing my relationship with Aran's group. Though "smooth relations" only really applied to Nia, who had the best personality in "Brave Road," and the sociable Yui.

"If Lord Luke is offering to show us around, we'd be grateful. When touring unfamiliar places, getting recommendations from locals is always best."
"That's right!"

Nia accepted with a smile, and Yui's eyes were full of anticipation. Aran and Eris remained silent, but they didn't seem to be refusing either.

After quickly scanning their reactions, I proceeded with phase one.

"However, the North is currently somewhat chaotic due to war preparations. And it's not a place where tourism has particularly developed."
"Ah, I see. Everyone must be busy, and we might feel awkward just enjoying ourselves."
"No, no, that's not what I meant. His Excellency considers rest very important, so no one will judge you for taking a break. Moreover, as you are core military assets, managing your condition is crucial."
"Then...?"

"It's just that, given the timing, regular tourist spots might not provide entertainment to your satisfaction. So while I can't call them famous tourist attractions... based on what I've observed, I'd like to recommend a few places that might suit each of your tastes. How does that sound?"

Interest sparked in the eyes of everyone in Aran's group at my words. They must be curious about what places I had in mind that required such a setup. The mention of places tailored to their tastes would naturally pique their interest.

"Yes, that sounds great!"

Yui, the most curious among them, nodded vigorously and took the bait, making me laugh inwardly.

'I've already decided what to recommend.'

Through the novel, I knew all about Aran group's tendencies and interests. Based on that information, I had prepared places and activities suited to each person's taste.

"First, how about the Snow Flower Tower? It's the North's magic tower, where they research and demonstrate practical combat magic daily, so you can observe and learn many things. There are exceptional mages there for good exchanges. Not only that, but it's also beautiful and impressive to look at."
"Oh my! That sounds wonderful. But can we actually enter the magic tower?"
"As the Hero and his companions, you would be welcomed by the Snow Flower Tower. Just in case, I'll speak with Sophia, the tower's prospective elder, who happens to be a close acquaintance of mine."

Nia clapped her hands with a bright smile at my suggestion.

"Wow, thank you so much. I've heard a lot about the Snow Flower Tower and, as a mage, I've always wanted to visit if given the chance, but I hesitated because magic towers aren't usually open to outsiders."

Unlike other magic towers, the Snow Flower Tower was actually more welcoming to outsiders, but Nia wouldn't know that. Security had indeed been strengthened after the recent attempted terrorist attack.

However, while security was tighter, they remained welcoming to outside mages who passed their checks. Given that Nia possessed the unique original magic "Starlight Magic," the Snow Flower Tower would be eager to have her visit.

'I've already coordinated with Sophia.'

Reservations were essential for smooth tourism. Since I didn't have the authority to bring outsiders into the Snow Flower Tower, I had already given Sophia a heads-up. She was very enthusiastic about Nia's visit.

It wasn't just because of her sexual preferences; as a mage rather than just as a woman, she was very interested in Nia. As the tower's greatest genius and possessor of magical sight, she immediately recognized Nia's excellence. She had confirmed that she would personally guide Nia if she visited.

So the Snow Flower Tower tour would proceed without any issues, but...

'As expected.'

While Nia welcomed it with a bright face, the other three had different reactions. Aran, who had visited the Snow Flower Tower before, was indifferent, and Eris, who had no interest in human magic, was lukewarm. Yui, not being the intellectual type, stiffened at the mention of a magic tower, having an aversion to complex techniques like magic.

In the end, this option only appealed to one person, but...

'That was the intention.'

If two people had been interested, that would have been lucky, but one was sufficient. As long as Aran wasn't hooked, it was fine.

Next...

"Hmm, Yui might not be interested in the magic tower since she's not a mage."
"Huh? Oh, yes. Well..."
"From what I've observed, Yui specializes in swift swordsmanship. As it happens, there's an excellent practitioner in the North who uses a similar style. Would you be interested in meeting them?"
"Really?"

Yui was a girl who loved to play and was interested in romance. However, she also had an exceptional fighting spirit, enough to follow a journey that involved battling the Seven Heroes to help Aran. She was the most aggressive of Aran's group, even attacking me without warning previously. Her innate nature was also very diligent, and she hadn't missed a day of training since arriving in the North. Simply put, she matched well with Northern people.

In particular, while Yui became a swordswoman out of admiration for Aran, her style differed from his. Where Aran was a magic swordsman who incorporated his abilities into his swordsmanship, Yui was a pure swordswoman who relied solely on sword techniques. Though she followed Aran as her master, she had never properly learned "swordsmanship" from him. Her sword technique was entirely self-taught and derivative.

For someone like Yui, meeting someone who used a similar sword style would be a precious opportunity.

"Who might this person be?"

The person I planned to introduce to Yui was none other than:

"Captain Ilaine, the head of His Grace the Grand Duke's guard."
"!"

The fastest swordswoman in the North, who didn't fall behind even in speed battles against Rowe. Excluding the exceptional Grace, she was, along with Knight Commander Arthur, the foremost swordswoman in the North—an opportunity Yui couldn't miss.

Sure enough, the desire to play faded from Yui's eyes, replaced by a yearning for strength.

'In the novel, this was around the time Yui was struggling with her swordsmanship.'

Among Aran's group, while Aran and Eris were complete characters, Nia and Yui were still developing. Episode 4 featured Yui's growth through war, so the timing was perfect.

"I want to meet her!"

I had already coordinated this with Ilaine as well. Unlike Sophia, she wasn't particularly interested in Yui, but she was my ally in helping Grace get married. I had previously shared the plan to separate Aran's companions one by one with Ilaine, and she had readily agreed to help.

With this, I had successfully separated both Nia and Yui.
Next...

'As always, that one is the most troublesome.'

As expected, Eris remained lukewarm about the second suggestion. Since she didn't use a sword, it was natural that she was even less interested than during the Snow Flower Tower proposal.

"You said you'd introduce us to tourist spots, but you've only talked about things that aren't entertainment."
"Haha, is that so? Being from the North myself, these are the first things that come to mind."

Such sarcasm could be easily dismissed with the excuse of being a Northerner. Even demons would have heard that Northerners are obsessed with strength and power.

'You're next.'

Though Eris was troublesome, did she think I hadn't considered her? Of course I had prepared a proposal targeting Eris as well.

The arrogant demon Eris fundamentally looked down on humans as a species and dismissed human culture and civilization. But even she had a weakness.

"If Eris desires entertainment, I can recommend something."

While Eris had no interest in human magic, technology, or history, there was one human creation she genuinely enjoyed: human entertainment. Sports and games—the play culture created purely for enjoyment, something violent and cruel demons lacked.

Though she denied it out of pride, she was quite the gaming and sports enthusiast. The novel occasionally mentioned her practicing chess alone in her spare time, and scenes of her enjoying board games during dates with Aran were common. Even Aran's group in the novel was bewildered by Eris's love for games.

In particular, what she especially liked was:

"The North's cold weather makes outdoor activities difficult, so indoor entertainment has flourished. As a result, we have many games with somewhat complex rules, but they're extremely fun once you understand them. I enjoy them frequently myself."
"..."

Though she remained silent as if uninterested, I saw her ears perk up. Eris preferred games with established rules, like chess, cards, and board games, rather than simple play.

According to her, it was a demonstration of the virtues of rulership befitting someone aspiring to be the next demon lord. But that was all an excuse. She simply enjoyed them because they were fun.

"Hmph, how difficult could games made by humans be?"
"Does that not interest you? Then perhaps something else..."
"I am curious about how difficult they might be. Perhaps I'll take a look."

Just as I thought. Eris didn't hold out long and accepted, pretending to be reluctant.

Of course, I had already recruited a helper for this as well. A professional gamer who lived in social circles and had diverse gaming experiences, with a perverse tendency to enjoy manipulating others' emotions without them noticing, making games extremely entertaining. I had been tricked several times in chess matches with them despite knowing better. It was quite fun.

But if Eris were to give in this easily, she wouldn't be such a headache.

"There must be games for two people to enjoy, right?"

Eris tilted her head toward me with a lewd smile. Yui flinched at that look, and Nia also glanced at Eris.

Yui, who disliked using her brain, naturally avoided complicated board games. Nia was good at games but didn't particularly enjoy them. Therefore, with the two of them drawn to their own interests, Eris intended to monopolize Aran. If this succeeded, it would disrupt the plans for Yui and Nia as well. Especially Yui, who would likely force herself to join the board games to avoid being overtaken by Eris. That would mess up the plan.

'I knew it.'

Having anticipated this development, I was about to intervene before Yui could change her mind when:

"Sorry, Eris."

Aran stepped in, stopping Eris.

"I'd like to have a chat with Lord Luke, if that's alright with you. Could we go separately?"
"?"

Even I tilted my head at Aran's words. What was he thinking suddenly?

I hadn't planned any particular conversation with Aran; once all the heroines were separated, I intended to deliver him to Grace to complete the plan. But Aran, who had been quiet all along, suddenly singling me out was clearly an unexpected variable.

"...Really?"
"Yes, please. I think it might be an important conversation."
"Hmm..."

Eris also seemed perplexed by this unexpected turn, showing a momentary look of confusion.

"Alright, fine."

She eventually yielded to Aran's earnest gaze. Yui and Nia also looked bewildered when Aran said he would go with me instead of Eris, but they didn't intervene.

'As expected of the Hero, not so easily manipulated.'

While feeling slightly troubled, I also observed Aran carefully. I had a strange sense that he too had been waiting for this setup where the other heroines were separated from him.

Ch.120 - Chapter 120. What It Means to Be a Hero (2)
"The placement of Aran's group went smoothly.

"Nice to meet you, it's Nia, right?"
"I look forward to working with you, Elder Sophia."
"Hoho, you're so polite. We're about the same age, and we're both students exploring magic, so please just call me Sophia. I'm awkward with authority, so that would be more comfortable for me."

Sophia, who had been looking forward to Nia's visit, welcomed her with a bright face as soon as she saw her.
Nia also responded with a smile to Sophia's warm reception.
As if everything had been prepared in advance, Nia entered the Snow Flower Tower without any obstacles under Sophia's guidance.

"Then I'll come to escort you before dinner time."
"Thank you."

Nia bowed politely, and I gave Sophia a knowing look.
She was aware of the situation and knew the real reason I had brought Nia here, but regardless, she had been looking forward to meeting Nia and would keep her well occupied.

Next.

"Ah, hello! Captain of the Guard!"
"Pleased to meet you."

To me, she's simply the most perfect statue in the world.
Tall, with a stiff manner of speaking and a cold impression, Ilaine appears somewhat intimidating to others.
Yui's voice trembled slightly, perhaps from nervousness, but at the same time, she seemed more interested in the sharp atmosphere emanating from Ilaine.

"I heard you use high-speed swordsmanship. Um, do you perhaps find it difficult to gauge distances when stepping forward?"
"Yes! How did you know? I haven't even shown you my swordsmanship yet..."
"It's a common obstacle. If you don't mind, I could offer you some advice?"
"Please do!"
"Very well. First, I'd like to have a light sparring match to assess your skills. There's equipment over there, so please prepare yourself."
"Ah, yes!"

While Yui was preparing for the sparring match, Ilaine approached me and whispered.

"Is it starting now?"
"There's been a slight complication."
"Oh?"

Things were going well until Aran's intervention slightly altered our course, but I didn't have time to explain everything to Ilaine.
Yui may not be the brightest, but she has good instincts, especially when it comes to matters involving Aran.
If she senses something suspicious about our whispering, it could become troublesome.

Fortunately, Ilaine and I could communicate a lot just through eye contact without detailed conversation.
Though we both prefer hearing each other's voices, this method has proven useful in situations like this.

"...I see. Let's do our best."
"Yes."

Ilaine had succeeded in separating Aran's group but realized that Aran wouldn't immediately head toward Grace. She went to deal with Yui.
I sent her my thanks for her sense of responsibility, always doing her best with her duties even if complications arose, and moved on to the next step.

***

"Pleased to meet you, Your Grace. I am Ligrit Deepsnow."
"Hmm."

The only person suitable to handle Eris was indeed Ligrit.
He was aware of this plan and, as a direct descendant of a noble family, had perfect manners and social skills.
Having frequently mingled in social circles, he had become adept at various games.
Come to think of it, this guy had such talents. He's truly capable in areas that don't receive much attention.

Convincing Ligrit wasn't easy.
He too was born and raised in this world, and though too young to participate, he had witnessed the Great War from within his home.
He was reluctant to escort a demon, an object of hatred, but I shouldn't forget:

'This guy's common sense is so twisted that he would betray the Northern Archduke for his own benefit.'

The northern upper class had begun to stir with the appearance of Aran's group. They were eagerly looking for opportunities to form connections with them.
It wasn't about gaining power or wealth through the hero's name.
Heroes possess strength and heroic narratives that northerners admire, so becoming friends with them is a sort of bucket list item among the northern upper class.

They were all hovering around, hoping for at least an introduction and light conversation.
Currently, I was blocking most of them by invoking Grace's name, allowing only a limited number of people to contact Aran.

In this situation, Ligrit had actually opened a channel for me to approach him.
While everyone else was interested only in Aran, Nia, or Yui,
if he could connect through Eris, who was currently being ignored, he could quickly secure an advantageous position in the competition for the hero's friendship.
This would allow Ligrit to become friends with the hero and be envied by everyone.

Moreover, given the circumstances, if Aran's revenge ended successfully, there was a high possibility that his companion Eris would remain an ally to humans rather than becoming hostile to Aran.

'Anyone with eyes can see her fondness for Aran, and Ligrit is quite perceptive.'

If Ligrit became friends with Eris, he would achieve the feat of building a bridge of friendship between demon nobility and human nobility.

In other words, setting emotions aside and doing the calculations, befriending Eris was likely to bring Ligrit more benefits than losses. So Ligrit, who loves connections and craves achievements, quickly changed his mind and accepted.
It's good that he's so greedy.

"Your attire and posture exude quite a bit of dignity. You must be of quite noble lineage yourself?"
"Haha, it's convenient when someone greets me first, even without knowing my name."
"...You'll do as a guide."

Unlike other humans who glared at her from a distance, Ligrit approached her respectfully—not cautiously out of fear, but confidently as an equal noble. Even the difficult-to-please Eris seemed to appreciate this and quietly acquiesced.

Ligrit immediately transformed from a new guard recruit to a second son of a noble family entertaining a distinguished guest, and guided Eris.

'Now then...'

Only one person remains.

After Eris left, Aran quietly went to sit on the sofa.
Seeing his relaxed posture indicating he wanted a conversation, I also sat in a nearby chair and asked him first.

"So, what's this talk you suddenly want to have with me?"
"Your speech... back to informal again."
"We already dropped formalities last time anyway. It's right to be formal when your companions are around, but when it's just us, shouldn't we be comfortable?"

That's the surface reason.
I also couldn't guess what words might come out of Aran's mouth, so I was engaging in a bit of a power play to avoid potentially stopping him.

Even if Aran isn't a genius or an eloquent speaker, he's still the protagonist hero of <Brave Lord>.
I know well how much the main villain faction, the 7 Heroes, plotted to capture him, and during the Great War mentioned in the novel, countless demon generals schemed to catch Aran.
Each time, Aran somehow navigated the situation and created a victorious outcome.

Outside the work, this is called protagonist protection; within the work, it's called the hero's miracle.
The important thing is that enemies facing Aran have repeatedly underestimated that mysterious power of victory the hero creates and suffered for it.

I shouldn't make the mistake of thinking I'm superior to the villains in the novel just because I have information about the story.
If that were possible, I wouldn't have been groaning from physical overload after battles, nor would I have belatedly noticed Row's participation in the Snow Flower Tower terror attack.

So I discarded arrogance and carelessness completely and accepted my position as a villain facing the hero.
After all, he's the protagonist of this world, and I've possessed an extra who originally wouldn't even have appeared as Citizen #1.

"...Alright. As I said, I prefer informal speech too."

Aran nodded, accepting my current attitude, then took a deep breath and spoke.

"Since then, I've asked some people in the North about you."
"?"

I was somewhat surprised by his first words, revealing that he had been investigating me.
As I was assisting Aran's group, I naturally kept track of all their schedules.

In the past few days, Aran had light meetings with military personnel, including Knight Commander Arthur and Elite Corps Commander Gunter.
It was to formally greet his former comrades from the Great War, as they would be fighting together again.

I only tracked the schedule without accompanying them each time, so I didn't know what conversations took place.
He asked about me there?

"At first, I thought it might be boasting or showing off. I've met many people who talked like that in front of me."
"..."
"But after hearing it was true, I was honestly surprised."

Aran looked into my eyes and said:

"From what I heard, you've really done a lot as the North's new hero. Not a single person spoke badly of you."
"Did you doubt it?"
"Ah, I should apologize for that first. I have trouble trusting people called heroes."

That's a low blow, bringing up painful history. It makes it hard to argue back.
I understand. His comrades who betrayed him are now called the 7 Heroes and praised by people. From Aran's perspective, he would instinctively be wary of me, someone recognized and acknowledged as a hero.

"So has that doubt been resolved now?"
"...Yes."

Oh?
I was surprised that this human-distrusting person acquiesced so readily.
Aran quickly explained why.

"At first, even after hearing the stories, I still had doubts. Your evaluation sounded too good, and I kept seeing the people I fear reflected in you. ...But that wasn't it."
"It wasn't?"
"When I combined what I heard from others with what I saw of you myself, I saw someone clearly different from those bastards."

I remained quiet since I didn't know what Aran was trying to say.
Then surprising words came from his mouth:

"Not caring for your own body, always stepping forward to fight, doing your best to protect your world... you resemble who I used to be."
"!"

Aran isn't the type of person who can make empty words.
Even if he could, that straightforward gaze looking at me was speaking the truth.

For a moment, I thought, 'Just like Grace's love, this guy also sees me strangely.' But this was no time for such complaints.
The national hero was projecting his past self onto my actions.
This wasn't something light enough to dismiss as a simple misunderstanding.

"Last time, we couldn't talk properly because your other companions were there, right? This time, let's be honest with each other, without hiding anything."

Saying that, Aran started to use the technique to measure my pulse like last time but then gripped his own hand and stopped.

"I believe you'll speak the truth even without this, so I'll ask: Why do you fight? What do you hope for that makes you fight for the North, even at the cost of your own body?"

Aran's question was low and calm.
Originally, he had a cheerful and bright personality no less than Ligrit's, but after the betrayal, his character became gloomy and cold, so this wasn't particularly strange.

'...He's smiling.'

Aran might not have been aware of it, but the corners of his mouth were slightly raised.
However, it was by no means a smile of joy.
In the process of projecting his past onto me, he saw a certain hero who fought more passionately than anyone to protect the world.
And in self-mockery, he asked me:

What purpose drives you to do exactly what his past self did?

"..."

At that moment, I realized this question and answer would be an important turning point for him.
Aran reflecting on himself as a hero through someone else's actions was something that never appeared in the novel.

I fell into thought for a moment before opening my mouth.
I don't know if this will be the answer Aran wants to hear—probably not—but it was the best answer I could give him."

Ch.121 - Chapter 121. What It Means to Be a Hero (3)
The novel "Brave Road" depicts the protagonist Aran's mental growth process through each episode.
While Episode 1 focuses on a revenge plot, from Episode 2 onward, it deals with both revenge and the recovery of his identity as a hero.

In Episode 2, "The Black Ghost of Moon Forest," Aran saves the southern region by stopping the dark elves' advance.
During this process, he realizes that he fought not only for revenge but also to protect people, yet he deliberately ignores this feeling, fearing he might long for his past.

However, in Episode 3, "Night of the Ravens," while rescuing victims from a criminal organization, Aran feels warmth from their gratitude. This becomes the turning point in his emotional development.
He notices that he feels more powerful when fighting to save someone rather than to kill, and experiences conflict between his identity as an avenger and as a hero.

Later in Episode 4, "Land of Ice, Iron, and Blood," Aran completely recovers his identity as a hero by preventing war and saving the northern region.

From then on, though he doesn't abandon his revenge, he fights with righteous determination to correct the world being corrupted by his former comrades, rather than out of hatred toward them.

But here's the thing.
A variable has emerged in what should have been this progression.
With the main villain, Low, being in the north, Aran's group came north while tracking him, which is why Episode 3 was interrupted midway.

With the novel's plot changing, Aran's mental growth process would have changed too, and I'm not sure how far it has progressed.
But it certainly hasn't reached the end point of Episode 3 in the novel.

Aran himself said they came north while clearing out Black Crow.
The desperate way Aran insisted on going alone to defeat Dorgon last time was characteristic of an avenger.
Above all, seeing him just now making self-deprecating remarks about his past as a hero shows he's still denying his hero identity.

'This is probably my responsibility.'

Actually, it's not my fault, but Low's invasion of the north to break the ice crystal is what changed the plot.
But I was the one who saved the ice crystal, and the biggest difference between the novel and now is my intervention as a possessor, so this can be considered a butterfly effect of my possession.

Because of this butterfly effect, Aran hasn't recovered his hero identity, and if things continue this way, it's uncertain whether he can return as a hero like in the novel.
As the cause, the right answer would be for me to fix this.

To do that, my answer to Aran is:

"I don't have any grand purpose."
"What...?"
"When a burglar breaks into your home, doesn't everyone try their hardest to drive them away? To protect their family and property. It's the same thing. It's just on a larger scale—doing my best to protect the land I live in and my people."

In response to my answer, Aran looked straight at me and asked:

"There are many warriors in the north stronger than you. They're powerful figures who won victories in the past war against demons. You seem quite strong for your age, but is there any reason for you to fight at the front lines and get hurt?"
"..."
"You could fight from behind them and still protect people as a knight. Looking at you now, you'll become as strong as them in a few years. If you're careful now, you could protect even more people then."

It might seem absurd to hear such words from a hero.
But seeing how he paused awkwardly several times while speaking, this is Aran's test and question to me.

He's not doubting my reason for fighting for the north.
He wants to know why I'm putting in so much effort.

As he said, I could protect the north by doing my best from my position.
But I'm fighting at the front lines despite my limited strength.
Just like a hero who fearlessly steps forward to save the world.

But you know what.

"I can't do that."
"Why not?"

I scratched my neck with a troubled face and answered.

"When someone I love is in front, how can I step back? I have to stand in front, if only to avoid seeing her get hurt."

Aran tilted his head at my words, then suddenly looked surprised.

"Don't tell me you mean Greyse...!"
"No, no! Absolutely not!"

This crazy guy is saying something dangerous.
I frantically waved my hands in denial.

"Then who?"
"Not the Grand Duke... the person next to the Grand Duke."
"Next to Greyse... the Captain of the Guard?"

When Aran asked with round eyes, I nodded.
Aran blinked his still-wide eyes in surprise.
Seeing his expression contort for the first time, I felt mischievous and asked him:

"Isn't she pretty?"
"She is beautiful, but..."
"She's amazing. She's only cold when working, but when we're alone, she's incredibly warm."
"I-I didn't know that. I never had a chance to talk with her."
"Honestly, she's too good for me. It still feels like a dream that we're dating."
"C-congratulations."
"When we get married, congratulate us then too."
"Oh, um. I will. I'll definitely attend if you tell me."

An awkward atmosphere suddenly flowed between us.
In the middle of a serious conversation, talk of romance emerged, and Aran, who's weak in this area, was flustered.

On the other hand, I had nothing to be embarrassed about, so I somehow took the lead.
And now that I have it, I should use it.

"Anyway, my lover is the Captain of the Guard for the Grand Duke, so she's always at the front. I told you, I do my best to protect my people. If I don't want to see my lover get hurt in battle, the best thing is to eliminate threats myself."
"Hmm... I don't have a lover, but I understand what you mean. I don't want to see my comrades get hurt either."

Though Aran was flustered by the sudden talk of romance,
I could clearly see his attitude softening.
It seems a common ground of "fighting to protect loved ones" has formed between us.

"It's quite an honor that you see your old self in me, but I'm not the kind of person you think I am. What I want to save is limited to the land I live in, not the wider world. I fight for very selfish reasons."
"..."
"But what's wrong with being selfish?"
"?"
"Since ancient times, people have fought for one of two reasons, right? To take from others, or to protect what's theirs."
"!"
"So let's keep it simple. If I have to fight, I prefer protecting over taking."

I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, signaling I'd finished speaking, and Aran fell into deep thought with his mouth closed.

I don't know what his intention was in revealing his inner thoughts to ask such questions.
But regarding my true purpose, this is all I can say.
He's already gloomy and complicated enough; giving a long-winded explanation would only confuse him more.
So I stated my honest intentions as simply as possible.

At the same time, having taken some responsibility for his mental growth, I shared my honest values and subtly advised him to think about his own concerns simply.
From now on, it's up to Aran to sort things out and make his own judgment.

"Hoo."

The time for reflection wasn't long, as Aran sighed.
Rather than a sigh of frustration, it was a deep exhalation, as if releasing a fog that had settled inside him.

"Now I understand what kind of person you are."
"What am I like?"

Aran looked straight at me.
But the look in his eyes had changed once again.

At first, it was suspicion and confusion. Then curiosity and questioning.
Now there was faint trust and goodwill.
Aran's gaze was gentle.

"I was wrong about you. You're not like me."
"Oh?"
"Yes, unlike me who merely swings a sword at empty air while looking at cloud-like dreams vaguely, you've properly set your own destination and know how to walk straight toward it."
"?"

Wait. This conversation is taking a concerning turn.

"I take back what I said about seeing myself in you. It seems insulting to you. You're not an empty hero in name only like me, but a true knight filled with substance."

Then Aran even bowed his head to apologize.

"I sincerely apologize for doubting you and constantly testing you. It's shameful to insult someone who has established firm beliefs and does their best for them."

Aran is a serious person who sincerely deals with everything according to his values.
When such a person bowed deeply in apology, I felt embarrassed rather than proud.
Just like Greyse's unrequited love, he's over-interpreting things.

But this stubborn guy wouldn't listen if I just told him it's fine and to stand up.
In this case, I should rather...
...damn it.

"Aren't you the same as me?"
"Me?"

I've never once fantasized about being a hero, have no intention of becoming one, and it's truly a misunderstanding not worth mentioning, but...

"The only difference is the scope of what we're protecting, but you've saved many people too. If anything, haven't you done more than me?"
"...Huh?"

Aran raised his head and looked at me with a dumbfounded expression.

"You stopped the dark elves, right? Thanks to that, you saved the southern people from the danger of attack."
"That... wasn't done for them. I just happened to help them."
"Then why did you destroy the corrupted World Tree? That had little to do with your revenge."
"Ugh! That..."
"Wasn't it because if the World Tree remained, the corruption would spread and contaminate the south, putting the people there in danger?"
"...!"

Aran's eyes wavered.
The dark elves attacked Aran first, so there was justification for fighting them.

But destroying the World Tree had nothing to do with Aran's revenge.
After killing the elf Sira, Aran's group planned to leave the area anyway, so they wouldn't be affected by the tree's corruption.

Yet Aran deliberately destroyed the corrupted World Tree. And he did it voluntarily, not because someone asked him to.
It was an action born from concern that the southern people would suffer if the tree's corruption remained even after the dark elves were eliminated.

"You said you were tracking Low while taking down Black Crow. In the process, you saved many people from tragedy."

Aran lowered his gaze and fell into reminiscence.
In the novel too, the gratitude from the rescued people was a crucial turning point in determining Aran's identity.
Reminding him of this should stir his heart as it did in the novel.

"And that's not all. I don't know much, but during the Great War, you fought demons everywhere. Even here in the north, many people, including myself, are indebted to you."
"..."
"This alone shows your battles weren't just swinging at empty air. Because thanks to your fights, people who received salvation are right here in front of you."
"..."
"In my opinion, you weren't just swinging your sword at clouds. You were fighting to protect a much wider range of people than me, so your destination wasn't clearly visible. Just as it's easy to see a stone when asked, but impossible to see an entire continent at once."

I spread my arms wide as I spoke.

"To be precise, all this empty air you've been swinging your sword at is what you've been trying to protect. It's true you've been swinging at empty air, but there's nothing to blame yourself for. The fact that this scenery looks intact is proof that your battles have been valuable in protecting the world."
"You..."

At my words, Aran raised his head again and blinked as he looked at me.

'Oh, whatever.'

Since I've come this far.
Might as well go all the way.
I took the final step.

"If you're still confused, just do what your heart tells you."
"What my heart... tells me?"
"Yes. That's fine too."
"What do you mean..."

I lowered my arms, smiled slightly at Aran, and answered.

"When you first became a hero and fought in the Great War, and now as you wander seeking revenge. Though your paths were different, as I just said, you've saved many people either way. In the end, what you want is the same as me—a fight to protect. You didn't shoulder the hero's duty against your will; you steeled your heart to fight for what you believe is right with this power."
"!"
"As long as you fight for what you want to protect, whatever action you take will create good results by protecting someone. Believe that and be at ease."

You can do as you please.
This line was originally given by Nia to Aran in the novel when he was conflicted between being an avenger and a hero.
With this, Aran would find peace of mind by easing his mental burden and stand up as a hero.

I added a bit of my own words to that.
I had an almost instinctive feeling that I needed to stabilize Aran's stirring heart by saying those words at this timing.
That much should narrow the gap between the novel and the current situation.

Aran's lips trembled as he struggled to speak, then:

"...Thank you."

He lowered his gaze and smiled.
It wasn't a self-deprecating smile like before.
It was a refreshing and comfortable smile, as if he had received consolation.

And this brief conversation.
Became the foundation for a greater change than I had anticipated.

Ch.122 - Chapter 122. The Ideal Master (1)
In the end, I couldn't bring myself to throw Aran at Grace that day. The atmosphere just wasn't right.
After I finished speaking, Aran didn't say a word but sank into deep contemplation with a serious expression.

In the novel, he had gradually worked through his identity crisis over several days, but now he was forced to do it all in one accelerated session. His mind must be in chaos, his heart unsettled.
As urgent as I felt, this was something where he needed time alone, so I had no choice but to sit quietly... and rest. I was a bit tired myself after working so hard to persuade him.

But I never expected Aran would remain lost in thought for hours.

Eventually, the sun began to set, and it was time for me to meet Nia and the others as promised. I excused myself and left.
Only then did Aran snap out of his trance. Seeing his surprise at the changed scenery outside the window, it seemed he hadn't realized how long he'd been deep in thought.

Ultimately, my original plan had failed. During the precious time I'd created, Aran ended up by my side instead of Grace's.

Still, our conversation today and his long period of reflection wouldn't be in vain. If this helps Aran resolve the knot in his heart and partially recover his hero identity, he might return to his former bright self. His emotions would become richer again, and he might find room in his heart for Grace, potentially leading to an even better outcome. After all, he's the hero—he won't drag out this agonizing behavior forever.

Nevertheless, while I'm not exactly a perfectionist, I do like to be thorough in my work.

"If you're feeling lost about your direction," I said.
"?"
"Why not start by looking around at those close to you? Focus on the people you want to protect, or those who want to protect you. You might find your own answer that way."
"Those I want to protect... or who want to protect me..."

Aran murmured softly, then gave a bitter smile.

"I don't mean to reject what you're saying. But right now, I'm not fighting to protect—I'm fighting to take. I'm fighting out of a desire for revenge against my former comrades rather than a belief in saving people. Someone like me..."

Tsk, he's as gloomy as any revenge-driven protagonist.
The textbook approach for someone with such deep emotional wounds would be to comfort them gently and slowly, but...

*Thwack*

"Ow!"

I moved closer and flicked Aran's forehead.
Given the difference in our physical abilities, it probably didn't hurt much, but a sudden hit to the forehead feels painful to anyone. And that pain clears the mind.

When Aran looked up at me with a short groan, I deliberately furrowed my brow as if annoyed.

"Do you think I didn't know that when I was giving you advice just now? Should I start over by asking why you burned the World Tree?"
"..."
"Was it just empty talk when you told His Excellency that if you defeated Dorgon in advance, you could prevent the sacrifice of the Northern soldiers?"
"N-no! That was sincere... Oh."

Seeing his face light up with realization, I smirked.

"See? Even unconsciously, you're pretending not to be someone who fights to protect. If you want to be childish, go whine to someone who wants to protect you."

Now's my chance.

"You've met so many people—surely there's someone like that around you. For example, someone mature and strong enough to embrace your weaknesses, or someone who values you as a person beyond your role as a hero, or someone who's always worried about you."
"Someone like that..."

Good, I shouldn't be too specific or he'll get suspicious. I'll stop here.

I've reminded Aran that his true desire is to fight to protect, advised him to look at those around him if he's unclear about who to protect, and finally dropped hints that should make him think of Grace.
Aran isn't stupid—he'll start connecting the dots and approach the right answer on his own.

His denseness isn't an issue here. Fortunately, Aran's obliviousness only applies to not noticing romantic feelings directed at him—once he realizes it, he accepts rather than denies it.
If my examples make him think of Grace, he'll smoothly get on the fast track.

The only variable is if these words make him think of the three main heroines instead.

'He's had emotionally charged experiences with Grace recently, so she should have made a strong impression.'

I never thought the argument about Aran staying in the North would help like this. I was horrified at the time, but looking back, it was a good move.
Grace rushing to embrace Aran as soon as he arrived in Wintercannon should be another plus.

'I'll need to keep encouraging this while I'm around.'

There will be other days.
Since I'm managing their schedule, I can create plenty of opportunities like today whenever I see an opening.

With that thought, I was satisfied with what seemed like a good first step and decided to move on to the next phase.

***

But you know what?
It seems that protagonists may appear to follow others' expectations, but the moment you let your guard down, they veer off course and forge their own destiny.
Troublesome fellows.

'What kind of development is this?'

The day after my deep conversation with Aran.
I was standing in an open space with a sword in hand, feeling somewhat bewildered.
And in front of me...

"Good, first try activating your heat."

Also holding a sword... was Aran.
His attire wasn't the casual clothes he wore at the lodging, nor his adventuring gear.
He was wearing simple civilian clothes suitable for training.
I too was in civilian clothes, without my armor.

And there was no one else around us. No demons either.
Just the two of us.

Aran's companions were scattered according to their individual schedules, just like yesterday.
Nia was with Sophia at the Snow Tower, Yui was with Ilaine at the training grounds, and Eris was playing board games with Ligrit.
The surprising thing was that today's arrangement wasn't my doing.
This was... Aran's creation.

How did this situation come about?

After yesterday's events, as we returned to the dormitory, I was contemplating.
Having missed the optimal opportunity, I needed to immediately look for the next one.
This peaceful period had a time limit, and it wasn't very long.
I couldn't waste even a day and needed to make progress.

When I casually asked Aran's group about their schedule, they all gave satisfactory responses.
Even Eris, who had been my biggest concern, seemed to have enjoyed herself, becoming somewhat chatty—a great success on that front.

So this method had proven optimal for separating Aran's group, but...
Using it repeatedly right away would quickly lose effectiveness and raise suspicion.

Because of that, I needed to carefully gauge when to use it again.
When I visited in the morning, Aran took the initiative to suggest the same schedule as yesterday, and everyone agreed without objection.
The smooth progress actually caught me off guard.

"Would that be possible?"
"There's... no reason why not."

I had already researched everyone's potential schedules.
Since Sophia and Ligrit were currently part of the guard detail, they had no other obligations when the guard had no duties.
Ilaine only needed Grace's permission, and since this was for Grace's benefit, she would approve unless there was something truly urgent.

So Aran's companions scattered again today according to their wishes.
I stayed behind with Aran, worried that he might want another serious conversation, but...
What came out of his mouth was a proposal I hadn't anticipated at all.

"Thanks for yesterday's counseling. I want to repay you."
"What kind of repayment?"
"From what I briefly saw before, you seem able to handle heat and cold energies."
"That's right."
"I'll teach you how to better utilize your elemental abilities."
"??"

I had briefly clashed with Aran once before.
It was hardly even a match—literally just a single collision.

With his innate combat sense, Aran had gauged my level from that alone, and apparently noticed deficiencies in how I used my abilities.
As repayment for the counseling, he offered to teach me in those areas.

'Aside from my surprise, this is an unbelievably good opportunity.'

The heat energy I've absorbed and been using effectively is an ability I gained by absorbing an artifact called "Salamander's Scale" into my body.
And this was originally an artifact that Aran was supposed to obtain in the novel.

I had no hesitation in taking an item meant for the protagonist because I had my reasons.
The biggest was that I needed it to create a foundation for realizing my plans.
The smaller reason was that while the Salamander's Scale would be good for Aran to have, it wasn't absolutely crucial for him.

Aran, befitting his role as the protagonist of <Brave Lord>, possessed special abilities.
As evidenced by his ability to paralyze me with electricity or check my pulse, he was an elemental ability user like me.

'Of course, our levels and potential are completely different.'

While I forcibly became an elemental ability user by absorbing the Salamander's Scale and ice crystal's cold energy,
Aran was naturally blessed with powerful abilities from birth.

Aran's ability is called "Divine Punishment."
A name fitting for a hero destined to fight evil, it allows him to control electricity.

Being such a powerful force, it's difficult to handle.
But Aran mastered it perfectly through his innate combat sense, rigorous practice, and extensive experience.
The reason Aran could skillfully use the Salamander's Scale in the novel was because he was the best at utilizing elemental abilities among all characters.

In truth, the Salamander's Scale was only used as a hand warmer in Episode 4.
With his electric abilities being so strong, he had little use for heat energy.
However, the location Aran was trying to infiltrate at that time required intense heat, and the Salamander's Scale served as a key item in that scene.

Although Aran didn't obtain the Salamander's Scale now,
his understanding of elemental abilities is exceptional, so learning from him would help me handle my heat and cold energies much better.

'Even though I've learned about ability utilization from Sophia and Ilaine...'

With apologies to both of them,
Sophia is a mage, and Ilaine is a swordsman.
Their teachings about elemental ability utilization were helpful but also confusing in parts, ultimately requiring me to figure things out on my own.

In contrast, Aran is a magic swordsman who handles elemental abilities and a sword like me.
In a way, he could be considered my ideal teacher.

'I never thought Aran would give me this kind of opportunity.'

Since accepting would only benefit me, I had no reason to refuse.
Of course, getting him in front of Grace quickly was also important, but...

'It's only been one day, so I'm not sure how far his thoughts have progressed.'

Given the situation, I decided to receive elemental tutoring from Aran today while also checking on him.
I wanted to see how he felt about Grace. If I saw positive signals, I could probe further.

Following Aran's instructions, I first activated heat energy and channeled it into my sword.
I felt the sensation of mana moving from my body to the sword, infusing it with heat.
Soon, a heat blade was formed.

"How is it?"
"...Try swinging it around."

As Aran examined my heat blade with serious eyes, I swung the sword several times as instructed.
Eventually, Aran told me to stop, and I ceased the sword demonstration.
After staring at my heat blade for a while longer, deep in thought...

"Good, I've thought of a technique for you."
"Huh?"

He had created a solution on the spot.
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I was sparkling with anticipation and excitement when I asked what kind of technique Aran had come up with for me.

"Before that, could I see you use your cold energy? I think I could conceptualize it more clearly that way."
"Sure, no problem."

I deactivated my heat energy and instead summoned cold energy to create an ice sword.
With all the practice I'd been doing, this much wasn't difficult anymore.
Then, just like before, I demonstrated a brief sword display with a few swings.

Aran observed my ice sword with serious eyes, and then—
Clang!

He lightly struck my sword with his own.
Then he nodded as if he'd realized something.

"Good, now I'm certain."
"About what?"
"You have two abilities. Heat and cold. They're fundamentally different powers. But you're using both in exactly the same way."
"!"

Aran's words hit me like a hammer to the head.

What he said wasn't wrong.
I really had been using heat and cold energy in the same way.
I would infuse energy into my sword or hands to transform them, then attack enemies to cause burns or frostbite.
While I did choose appropriately between heat or cold depending on the situation, as Aran pointed out, the method itself was identical.

"I did hear from Sophia before that the two aren't opposing natural elements, but connected."

I shared with Aran what Sophia had taught me about understanding cold and heat energy.
And how that knowledge had helped improve my cold energy utilization.

Aran listened quietly to what I said, then nodded and replied.

"Indeed, mage. An interesting theory. I don't disagree with that view. Her knowledge of elemental abilities is probably more advanced than mine."
"So then?"
"When you first enter the realm of cold energy, what this Sophia said is correct. But now that you've gotten a feel for the cold attribute and established the basics of using your ability, you need to start seeing them differently."
"See them differently... Could you explain what you mean by that?"
"When you ambushed me during our conversation, you had heat in one hand and cold in the other."
"That's right."
"I managed to block it by grabbing your wrists, but normally even I wouldn't have been able to block so easily."

I tilted my head in confusion, and Aran continued his explanation.

"If it were me, I'd do this: Condense heat energy into a small projectile and fire it, then when the opponent dodges, attack with hand-to-hand combat. Since I, as your opponent then, had no intention of fighting you, I'd try to restrain you by grabbing your body. Anticipating this, when your arm gets caught, you freeze the opponent's hand with cold energy."
"...!"
"This way, one of the opponent's hands is sealed, and they can't create distance. Then you keep firing heat projectiles at close range to confuse their movements while pressing with kicks, or fight with slashing motions while deliberately leaving heat in the air. Make them instinctively wary of the heat touching their skin."
"So you're saying cold energy can be hidden as a trump card to subdue opponents, while heat energy can be effective as intimidation?"

Aran nodded at my question.

"You catch on quickly. If you reveal cold energy too early, you give your opponent time to think of countermeasures. Even if they freeze, any decent fighter can break free easily by wrapping their body in magical power right before contact."
"Hmm."

That was an accurate observation, as I had judged that someone of Aran's caliber could easily break through ice.
Even when dueling with Glaka, the orc chieftain, I had to continuously infuse cold energy because I feared he might break the ice.

"Heat, on the other hand, makes people cautious once they've been burned, as it leaves damage on the body. Its distinctive temperature stings the skin and eats away at composure. Above all, unlike cold energy which can be countered without elemental abilities, heat is much more troublesome to deal with without the right counter-ability."

As I listened to Aran's words, a memory from the past surfaced.
The fight with the Silver Sabertooth at Crystal Lake.

When cornered, that beast transformed its body into an ice storm to attack us.
I was able to withstand its ice storm because I had heat energy, but Ilaine fought and endured in the cold without any elemental ability.

If that had been a storm of heat instead of cold... could Ilaine have fought properly? She probably would have suffered terrible damage.
Thinking about it that way, Aran's advice to view the two abilities differently suddenly made perfect sense.

'Of course, I wasn't fighting seriously back then.'

The reason I ambushed Aran during our conversation wasn't to show him my elemental abilities, but to demonstrate my strategic thinking by catching him off guard.
If I had fought properly, I wouldn't have charged in so recklessly.
So it would be unfair to judge my true abilities based on that skirmish.

'...But even in a proper fight, I probably wouldn't have come up with the strategy Aran just described.'

Aran had mentioned earlier that his group lacked a strategist.
To be fair, I'm not exactly a strategist or combat expert either.

I just have much more knowledge than others, so I'm piecing together puzzles with the fragments I have.
I'm not drawing on a blank canvas from scratch.
Still, after rolling through real battles since coming to this world, I've developed some strategic insight.

To continue the drawing metaphor:
What I know how to do is conceptualize how to draw a picture from a macro perspective, sketch it out, and arrange each element in proper proportion and harmony on the paper.

In contrast, fighting while utilizing abilities is about deciding which paints to use and which techniques to apply.
In other words, no matter how nice my preliminary sketch is, if I don't know how to properly apply color, I can't complete a masterpiece.

Perhaps this is why I've always collapsed after battles.
Despite having good concepts, my "coloring" was sloppy, so the picture couldn't be completed perfectly, and I overexerted myself trying to finish it.

'If I can properly learn to utilize my abilities through this opportunity...!'

My skills will improve, my strategic options will broaden, and combat will become much easier than before.
And when that happens...

'I won't have to spend my hard-earned vacation time on recovery like last time, and can spend it entirely with Ilaine!'

My goal has been singular from the beginning until now:
To live happily in this world with Ilaine.

Helping with Grace's romance, trying to prevent war, becoming stronger—
These are all just preparatory steps toward that goal.

"From now on, I'll teach you. Your own techniques and combat methods utilizing the heat and cold energy you possess."
"Great, I'm counting on you."

***

After that, I trained with Aran.
True to his reputation as the pinnacle of elemental ability users, Aran's advice surprised me many times.
Under his guidance, I not only felt my proficiency with heat and cold energy rapidly increasing, but the fundamental ways I utilized my abilities became much more refined.
This must be why adults say you need a good teacher.

According to Aran, my skill level was like a warehouse full of items.
There was plenty of stuff, but nothing was systematically organized.
Even when I needed something, I couldn't find it quickly, wasting time and unable to retrieve the appropriate items in the desired amounts before having to close the door.

I did indeed have a lot of knowledge.
In my previous life, I had spent several years studying from morning till night, and that experience was engraved in my soul, making consistent study familiar to me.
Based on that foundation, I had voraciously acquired knowledge to become stronger—from Ilaine, from Sophia, from books, and through my own experiences.

However, I hadn't organized that knowledge systematically, so I couldn't utilize what I had.
This reminded me of adults saying, "Don't study stupidly, study smartly."

But that's in the past now.
My daily training that I never skipped even after becoming a knight,
The Seolhan sword techniques I learned from Ilaine,
And now my elemental abilities finally beginning to shine with Aran's help.
I too am steadily building pillars here so I won't be swept away in the coming currents of the main story.

'The other side is progressing well too.'

Though I'm focused on this unexpected good opportunity, I haven't forgotten my original plan.

People tend to grow close when they spend time together, unless personalities clash or one side puts up walls.
Since coming to this world, I've developed my sociability, and Aran has acknowledged me and allowed me to approach him.

We're on a first-name basis, similar in age, both elemental ability users, and have many other things in common.
Through our training together, Aran and I quickly became friends, making our earlier friction seem meaningless.
Perhaps because we had shared our true feelings during our conflict, I soon reached a level of familiarity where I could casually ask personal questions. I immediately began my operation.

"Could you tell me about fighting in the North during the Great War?"
"You probably already know all about it."
"I wasn't a soldier then, so I don't know the frontline stories."
"Well, I don't mind."

Since "Brave Lord" takes place after the Great War, I wanted to hear about the past events that were only mentioned in the original story, from the protagonist's perspective.

"So you and the Grand Duke fought together in the middle of enemy territory?"
"We were surrounded and in danger because there were more enemies than expected. But with Grace watching my back, I could fight with peace of mind."

While pretending to be interested in heroic tales, I deliberately focused on his experiences with Grace.
When talking about the Great War, he would inevitably recall his old comrades, and those memories would make Aran melancholic and emotional.
By mentioning Grace at that moment, I was positioning her as someone who could prevent him from sinking into depression.

"That's right, Grace was a huge help. Without her, I probably couldn't have won back then."
"You two must have worked well together."
"Now that I think about it... we did. Maybe I was even more compatible with Grace than with my old comrades. Even after being betrayed by those guys, when I became afraid of people, I was certain Grace would never turn her back on me."

Fortunately, it was working well, and Grace was gradually taking root in Aran's heart.

Conveniently, there was no opportunity for other heroines to interfere.
After Aran decided to teach me, he asked the group if he could act separately for a while, and everyone agreed.

Aran's companions had been thinking of just sightseeing anyway.
They all seemed to like the places they'd gone to.
When they thanked me for recommending good places, I felt a slight pang of conscience at their innocent looks.

Then one day.
The moment I'd been waiting for finally arrived.

"Luke, can I ask you a favor?"

Aran, who now called me by my name, approached me first.

"What is it?"
"I'd like to... have a talk with Grace. Could you pass along a request to meet?"
"!"

Aran's face was serious.
Just like when he had opened up and shared his true feelings with me.
So this request meant he had something important to discuss with her.
I didn't know exactly what it was, but...

"Of course."

Finally, the moment has come.
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The first meeting was ordinary.

"So you're the hero?"
"My name is Aran!"
"Hmm, you don't look as strong as the rumors suggest, but judging people by appearance is wrong. First, I'd like to confirm your skills, so follow me."

It was a first. Even when facing demons, I hadn't tasted such an overwhelming sense of defeat. I felt a wall that seemed insurmountable even if I used my sword's power.
But my opponent was just as surprised.

"Indeed, so this is a hero. Despite pressing the attack, I felt a chill. Had my final strike been delayed by two breaths, I might have been in danger."
"Huff... thank you... for the praise!"
"Hmm..."
"Grand Duchess?"
"I've been wondering. Have you never formally learned swordsmanship?"
"That's... correct. I taught myself swordsmanship."
"I thought so. It seemed oddly unrefined, and that explains why. ...Wait, that swordsmanship was self-taught?"
"Y-yes, it was."
"Hahaha! How interesting!"

From that day on, I learned swordsmanship from her every day during my stay in the North.
The teachings of humanity's strongest knight, the Sword Saint of the Northern Grand Duchy, were difficult.
But thanks to that, I finally learned proper swordsmanship. I felt my skills improve several times over.
It was truly a miraculous stroke of luck, just like when I first realized "Divine Punishment."

After that, we fought together on the battlefield, standing shoulder to shoulder, back to back.
Even when surrounded by enemies, I felt reassured knowing she was behind me, and when she accompanied me to fierce battles, I was confident of victory.
She gave me her trust and encouragement.

At that time, the two of us were clearly symbols of victory, the best combination that became hope for our allies.

"Haaah..."

My breath formed a white mist.
Come to think of it, when I first came to the North, it felt so cold that it took time to adjust.
But when I returned to the North after time had passed, I didn't feel cold at all.

Far from cold, the snowy landscape felt warm and cozy.
It wasn't quite like home... but it had that reassuring, familiar warmth filled with nostalgia that comes with a place you know well.

And finally, when I reunited with her and she embraced me.
I felt how much she had thought about me, cared for me during our time apart, and it seemed to ease the pain of the scars remaining in my heart.
I was surprised at myself for feeling such warmth despite not yet completing my mission.

"Someone by my side. Someone I want to protect. Someone who... wants to protect me."

A new bond formed in the North.
A remarkable knight who seemed to see right through others' hearts, yet used that ability not for exploitation but for everyone's happiness based on her convictions.
After hearing Luke's words and pondering deeply each day.
Surprisingly, many people came to mind.

My new companions Nia, Yui, and Eris.
The soldier who saluted me in gratitude for stopping the Dark Elf invasion.
The lord who said he trusted his fellow warrior, the hero, rather than baseless rumors.
The sick old man who thanked me with tears for saving his daughter.
And other good people who reminded me during my travels that not everyone in the world had abandoned me.

I realized the surprising fact that I, who habitually spoke gloomy words, had more people in my heart than I thought, and that I cherished them.

Yes.
I was betrayed by the six companions I trusted most in the world, and because of the false rumors they spread, I became dishonorably known as the fallen hero.

But the only ones I truly hated were those six, and I didn't resent the others who were caught up in their schemes.
Rather, in my heart, I still cared for them, pitied them for being deceived by evil lies.
That's... the kind of person I was.

But you know what?
Strangely, as I delved deeper into these thoughts while conversing with Luke,
For some reason, one person's presence grew increasingly larger in my mind.

The person who taught me swordsmanship.
Someone as trustworthy as my companions. Especially in the midst of battle, someone I trusted even more than my companions.
When I wanted to rest my tired legs while continuing to walk, driven by hatred for revenge and a sense of duty to stop their schemes.
Someone reliable who would catch me if I fell and let me lean on them.
Grace kept coming to mind.

At the moment when her growing presence became strong enough to clear away all distracting thoughts, a change occurred.

I can't explain exactly what that change was.
But at least when thinking of Grace, my heart felt warm, and my mind peaceful.
And strangely, I missed her not being by my side.

Though she's now become an enemy I've struck down with my own hands.
This feeling was completely different from what I once secretly harbored for Luna in the past.

I haven't yet named this emotion precisely because I don't know exactly what it is.
But I wanted to meet Grace to confirm it.
To understand what this changing feeling toward her might be.

To find the answer, I took one step forward.
And somehow, I instinctively felt that this single step would be an important beginning that would greatly change my life.

***

Aran certainly doesn't know, but this morning, we had this conversation.

"I'm not rushing you, so don't misunderstand what I'm about to say."
"Yes."
"...How are things progressing?"

Grace pretended to listen with an indifferent attitude, head bowed as she processed paperwork.

Swish.
When Grace's gaze was elsewhere, I glanced at Ilaine.
She nodded toward the pen.
The pen moved only in the same spot, as if coloring the paper. It meant she was paying extremely close attention.

'She's really not rushing, it seems.'

Apart from rushing, she must be curious.

Well, I understand.
Though I'm taking the lead, why wouldn't she be curious about the progress of her own romance?

Since Ilaine has recently been teaching Aran's companion Yui, Grace must have realized that things have officially begun.
A few days ago, I reported to Grace and Ilaine that I was training separately with Aran to become closer.
(As an aside, Ilaine, who usually gets jealous in such situations, was surprisingly quiet. Perhaps because the other party is male.)

But since she knows nothing about romance, she's probably been careful about asking questions, afraid of interfering and causing problems.
It's not unreasonable for her to finally ask, especially when the subordinate she sent to help with romance seems focused on his own training instead of the mission.

Plus, there was one more reason.

"There's movement from the Western forces."

Ilaine, who's been updating me while I've been attached to Aran and unable to participate in guard duties, delivered the news.
According to her, the West has begun secretly moving troops, and their direction was, of course, the border with the North.

The problem didn't end there.

"You're saying there's movement from the Central region as well?"
"Yes."

Intelligence from our spy network had detected covert movements from the Central region too.
While the Western movements were expected, this news surprised me.

Because in <Brave Lord> Episode 4, only the North and West participated in the war.
Of course, looking at the details, there were minor factions like orcs and monsters tamed by the West.
But looking at the major powers, it was just the North and West.
The Central region, befitting direct subordinates of the final boss, only moved from Episode 5.

But now there's movement from the Central region in this war.
If this is a different development from the novel, it's clearly a butterfly effect.

'News of unknown forces moving is undoubtedly a serious variable.'

Then this is no time to delay.
I need to quickly return to the guard and collect information, combining it with my novel knowledge to prepare for what might come.

Since I've been setting things up for a while, it seemed appropriate to move to the next stage.

"I think I'll need Your Excellency's help to move to the next stage, if that's alright?"
"Of course it's alright. What kind of help do you need?"
"To emphasize the bond between you two..."

I conveyed my plan to Grace, and she readily agreed.
Then I went to find Aran to proceed with his side.
Today, like the protagonist he is, Aran was forging his own path, and this time his intentions aligned well with ours, making things progress smoothly.

"Her Excellency has granted your request for a meeting. I'll guide you."

As if Grace would refuse Aran's request to meet.
Indeed, when things are meant to be, everything falls into place—Grace had no other appointments today.
Aran's companions were scattered as usual.

I guided Aran to Grace, and our destination was...

"This is... the training hall?"
"Her Excellency is inside, so just go in. I'll take my leave now."

After guiding Aran to the Northern Grand Duchess's private training hall in the Winter Palace, I pushed him to enter and then left.
As I watched Aran's back as he walked in, bewildered but obedient...

"Luke, over here."

I headed toward the voice calling me.
It was... Ilaine.

"Where's Miss Yui?"
"I asked Captain Gi to train with her."
"...Is that okay?"
"She was happy to meet a young, spirited swordsman, so I think it'll be fine."

If it's Squad Leader Gi, he's passionate enough to get along well with the energetic Yui.
That side should be fine.

"Won't we get caught?"
"Her Excellency's senses are keen, so it could be dangerous."
"What happens if we're caught?"
"..."
"I'd rather not know."
"I thought someone like you would have an excuse ready if caught, like 'gathering information for future planning,' but I'm surprised you're worried."

For a moment, I was stunned to see myself reflected in Ilaine.
It's not that I hadn't thought of that excuse, but I'd abandoned it out of fear since we're dealing with Grace. I never expected to hear it from Ilaine.
It's remarkable how people grow to resemble each other.

"I didn't realize that was an option. That's reassuring."
"Don't worry. I know Her Excellency's senses best. I'll maintain a safe distance."

Trusting Ilaine, I moved stealthily with her.
She used her hidden talent to walk silently, and I followed her steps as best I could.
The reason we were sneaking around like thieves was obviously...

To eavesdrop on their conversation.
After helping this far, we justified to ourselves that it was our right to see how this drama would unfold.

***

"Ah. You've come."
"Were you training?"

As Grace greeted him in light training clothes, Aran tilted his head.

Aran had long known that she was busy as the Northern Grand Duchess.
That's why he had sent word through Luke in advance and received permission for an audience, to avoid being rude by showing up suddenly.
But now it seemed like he had interrupted her training.
He looked at her closely, wondering why she was dressed for training.

"Don't look at me like that, you're not interrupting anything. If you feel bad about it..."

Grace flicked her hand, and a sword flew into her grasp, which she then extended to Aran.

"Would you spar with me for a bit? I'd like to see how much your skills have improved after all this time."
"...Yes, of course."

Aran smiled faintly as he accepted the sword, agreeing to Grace's request for a match.

Though Aran had sparred with many people—sometimes not just swordsmen but mages and warriors too—there were two sparring partners he remembered most fondly and welcomed: his companion Yui and Grace.

However, his attitude toward the two was completely different.
With Yui, it was the joy of watching her grow day by day like a true disciple, receiving his sword.
With Grace, it was the relief of being able to pour out all his skill without holding back.

Recently, he had only been sparring with Yui, and due to the difference in skill, he had to moderate himself.
So a match with an opponent he could go all out against without worry was truly rare.
Perhaps that's why Aran felt both pleased and excited by Grace's invitation.

"It won't be as easy as before."
"That's how it should be."

Aran pointed his sword at Grace.

Thwack!
Clang!
Without either side taking the initiative, they both leaped toward each other and their swords clashed.

The ringing sound of metal echoed, triggering memories of days gone by.
As if they had returned to those times when he was learning swordsmanship.

With nostalgia and a strange excitement, smiles appeared on both their faces.

Ch.125 - Chapter 125. Tying Knots (2)
Choosing the training grounds within the Winter Palace as the meeting place for Grace and Aran was my idea.
I had persistently questioned Aran about his history with Grace during the Great War after our training sessions, and thanks to that, I learned more details about their past than what was mentioned in the novel.

At first, it started as a repetitive exercise to help Grace remember, but as I kept listening, a good idea suddenly came to mind, and I decided to suggest it.

To complete this matchmaking, the two needed to have a serious face-to-face conversation.
Since they're both people who are difficult to bring together except during war, we needed to settle things then and there.
That required one powerful move and perfect preparation.

As they say, location is extremely important in relationships between men and women.
Why do you think melodrama productions put so much effort into lighting setups and location scouting for their highlight scenes?
Even in real life, people obsess over "where should I do it?" when planning a confession.

Many might sigh at the thought that after all that consideration, I chose the training grounds.
But they don't understand.

The Winter Palace training grounds are a private space exclusively for the Northern Grand Duke, meaning only Grace can use it.
Even Elaine cannot use these grounds unless Grace requests her as a sparring partner.

However, there was exactly one person besides the Northern Grand Duke who could use this training ground.
Need I even say it? It was Aran.

Aran learned swordsmanship from Grace here, and they became close, trusted companions beyond their roles as Hero and Northern Grand Duke.
In other words, this place holds special memories for just the two of them.

Since ancient times, nothing stimulates human emotions better than memories, connections, and fate.
Especially for a man with many relationship wounds and a woman who has just become aware of her feelings.

So I deliberately suggested to Grace:
Let's invite Aran here and have the two of them spar to reminisce about old times.

Grace looked confused about why she suddenly needed to fight with the man she wanted to be with, but she agreed without further questions.
Though she didn't understand my intention, she quite liked the idea of reminiscing about those times with Aran.
She was also curious to see Aran's skills after so long.

Yes.
For these two, this approach was better than dressing up in fancy clothes, going to an unnecessarily elegant place, or trying to create a romantic atmosphere that wouldn't work anyway.
Everyone has different emotional triggers, and these two are a Hero and a Sword Saint.
A relationship forged through swordsmanship should deepen through swordsmanship.
For them, swordplay is more than just a combat technique—it's a hobby, a value system, a life domain. Sparring holds a different meaning for them than for ordinary people.

Plus, as a bonus...

'This is fun.'

Though I came to watch a romantic scene, this was equally thrilling and entertaining to observe.

Clang! Clang! Clang!
Grace's Lion Sword maintained slow but powerful strikes.
Though Aran hadn't formally inherited the Nostrain family's secret Lion Sword technique, his style was similar, having learned swordsmanship from Grace.

Swoosh!
Every time the two clashed with their similar styles, heavy metallic sounds rang out.
As expected of top-tier swordsmen, not a single move was wasted, making it anything but boring.

They weren't like movie actors with pre-arranged sequences, yet attacks landed precisely, and defenses were perfectly timed.
Despite knowing it was just sparring, the intense exchange had me on the edge of my seat.
Even Elaine was engrossed in the match, swallowing nervously.

'The script called for training, but I was surprised they're using real swords.'

Seeing Elaine's calm reaction, this must be normal for them.
Using real swords even for sparring—is this what it means to be at the level of a Hero and Sword Saint?
Grace had used a real sword when sparring with Elaine too, but I thought that was just to test weapon performance.

'Come to think of it...'

I once had the luck to spar with Grace.
Back then, I was just beginning my Snow Sword training and could barely use heat through Heukyo, let alone cold energy—I was much weaker than now.
Grace had to hold back considerably for the sparring to even work.

As I recall, when Grace finally launched a proper attack, my wooden sword shattered.
Perhaps wood simply can't withstand Grace's swordsmanship, so she always uses metal swords.

Swoosh!
Just listen to that sound. If they were using wooden swords with that force, they'd have turned to dust by now.

'Which means Aran, who's matching that violent swordsmanship, is just as formidable.'

Now that I think about it, I don't recall reading anything in the novel about Aran training with wooden swords either.
Then again, Aran was portrayed as complete from the start, so his training wasn't really highlighted, but still.

My thoughts were interrupted by the clash of metal.
Judging by her expression, Grace was delivering a vertical slash with full force, and Aran met it head-on.
Even Elaine tries to avoid direct confrontations with Grace, but this was the first time I'd seen someone receive her attack without dodging.
Moreover...

Unlike Grace, who is a pure swordsman, Aran is a magic swordsman who also utilizes electrical abilities.
The secret to how he, with his heavy swordsmanship, keeps up with Low's world-class speed in velocity battles is...

Crackle!
Electricity sparked from Aran's body, and he vanished from sight.
Then, a moment later...

Swoosh!
He suddenly appeared behind Grace and thrust his electricity-charged sword. Grace blocked it, but...

Krakakakak!
As Aran pressed forward, even Grace the Sword Saint was forced to step back in the direct power struggle.

'My goodness. Was that even possible?'

It didn't even occur to me to criticize him for unfairly using abilities in a sparring match.
Because this wasn't just simple swordplay.

"Your combination of ability and swordsmanship has improved."
"I told you it wouldn't be as easy as before."

This was a true "sparring match" where they poured out all their techniques to test each other's skills.
Grace smirked, seemingly intrigued by Aran's improvement, then deflected his sword.

Lion Sword, Great Claw.
She gripped her sword with both hands, charging up a massive vertical slash.
Against this, Aran also...
Crackle!
Electricity surrounded his body, making him appear like a thunder god as he took a drawing stance.

'Is that...?'

I recognized the technique from the novel and shifted excitedly in my hiding spot, forgetting I was supposed to stay hidden.

Grace and Aran exchanged glances after preparing their techniques, then unleashed them simultaneously.
Boom!
The collision was so powerful it shook the training grounds.
Even as observers, we instinctively raised our arms to shield our eyes from the impact.

After the shockwave subsided...
The two held their swords against each other briefly, then withdrew them simultaneously, just as they had attacked.

"Hahaha! I couldn't hold back before, but now I can't let my guard down for even a moment! Is this the power that defeated the Demon King and ended the Great War?"
"Whew, you're still so strong. Honestly, I thought I would win."
"Don't be hard on yourself. About three times? I genuinely felt my spine tingle with danger."
"Only three times despite all those attacks? That's shocking in its own way."
"You're too soft-hearted. Your true skill is three times this. Cheeky fellow, you're probably the only one who holds back against me."

The two warmly praised each other's skills and shared their impressions of the sparring match.

"I'm not holding back. It's just... the force I put into my sword feels different when fighting an enemy versus a friend."
"Hmm, a friend."

At Aran's casual remark, Grace showed a complicated smile, then seemed to remember something and quickly composed her expression.

'Yes, well done.'

She must have recalled my advice not to get unnecessarily gloomy at whatever Aran might say, but to remain composed.
She may lack knowledge, but she's an excellent student who applies what she learns, which makes me happy.

After regaining her composure, Grace looked around and changed the subject.

"We used to train together here, with me teaching you swordsmanship. That experience was very beneficial for me too."
"Was it?"
"Of course. It might sound arrogant, but there are very few people who can spar with me. I can count them on one hand and still have fingers left."

Grace raised her hand and folded three fingers.
I'm guessing they represent Elaine, Aran, and probably Arthur, the Knight Commander, though I've never seen that old man fight, but he's said to be similar to Elaine.

"Looking back, three times is quite an improvement. Back then, I never had a chance."
"Hehe, I kept it secret so you wouldn't get cocky, but actually, you had a chance once or twice. Your talent surprised even me as your teacher."

We watched with excitement as the two became immersed in their memories.
Elaine, knowing Grace's senses, had kept us at a safe distance, and it seemed that Grace was too focused on Aran to spread her senses as keenly as usual.

Just to be safe, I placed my hand on Elaine's body to regulate her temperature.
The way my heart pounded at this rare physical contact is my little secret.

Their reminiscing flowed naturally like water.

Since Aran's arrival, the two hadn't had a proper chance to talk.
Grace's emotions had been turbulent, causing conflict, and even after she calmed down, Aran had been spending time with me.
Apart from hearing about Aran's recent situation, they hadn't really conversed, and even that was more of an explanation of circumstances in front of everyone rather than a real conversation.

These are the protagonist and heroine, after all.
Having been separated for so long before reuniting, they must have so much to say to each other.
So even though we were getting a bit restless hiding while they continued reminiscing...

"Um... Grace."

Just as we were growing tired of their endless trip down memory lane, Aran attempted to change the subject, rekindling our interest.

Grace closed her mouth and quietly waited for what he had to say.
Aran, having called her name, couldn't immediately speak and just moved his lips hesitantly.

Considering he had asked me to arrange this meeting with Grace, he must have something to say and should have prepared for it.
But now that the moment has come, he seems to be hesitating.

"May I ask you for a favor?"
"What is it?"
"Well..."

Finally gathering his courage, Aran opened his mouth but then closed it again without speaking.

"Sigh..."

Wow.
It's rare to see Elaine annoyed, but right now she was frowning with irritation.

I too was furrowing my brow at this protagonist who was being frustratingly indecisive, though I knew that in dramas, this kind of waiting creates tension and I should be patient.
But this was dragging on too long.

While sympathizing with Elaine's feelings, I looked at Grace.
She needed to take the initiative now.

I don't know what Aran is trying to say, but he's not the type to suddenly confess, so it's probably not that.
Still, seeing him hesitate so much, it must be something very delicate for him.

'I did counsel him extensively, but...'

Relationship wounds aren't easily healed.
People often hide their true feelings more from those close to them than from strangers.

Aran knows Grace is different from his old comrades. But that's precisely why he's being so careful.
He's afraid of burdening her with her goodwill toward him, afraid that his words might exploit her genuine kindness.

In this situation, Grace needs to be brave.
As a massive pillar that can support the unstable Aran, as a warm sanctuary that can embrace his wounded self.

'Frankly speaking...'

After all my behind-the-scenes setup, she needs to take the final step herself.
As a third party, I'm just a helper. Ultimately, healing Aran's heart and connecting with him is something the heroine must accomplish herself.

And as expected, our Northern Grand Duke always lives up to expectations...

"If it's difficult for you to speak, may I go first?"
"?"

Grace looked at Aran with gentle eyes, then gave him a soft smile and spoke.
Without hesitation, in one go.

"After you left the North and I heard you had an accident far away, I couldn't sleep for a month. Even afterward, I thought of you often at the smallest things."
"Ah..."
"When I heard you were alive, I was truly happy and grateful. Hearing that you were safe made the dark sky seem brighter."

At Grace's words, Aran closed his mouth and gazed at her quietly.
The two looked into each other's eyes for a moment before Grace spoke again.

"However..."
"..."
"On the other hand, I worried you might disappear again. Living with the mission of a Hero, you would surely face difficult battles somewhere."
"Grace..."
"So I have one request too."
"?"

Grace took a deep breath before speaking.

"This time, I want to go with you. I want to fight by your side and follow your path to the end."
"...!"
"Not just as someone watching from the sidelines, but as your companion."

Clap.
Elaine and I high-fived.
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Most people know the basic manners to observe in a movie theater. They even kindly announce them before the film starts.

Among these, everyone would pick silence as the most important one.
You shouldn't disrupt others' concentration with noise, and external sounds shouldn't interfere with the viewing experience.
That's why someone who makes loud noises during a film will receive glares and reprimands.

But occasionally, people don't mind when someone makes noise during a film, or they might even think "that's understandable," or in rare cases, multiple viewers might collectively make loud noises as if they'd planned it.

Like when heroes gather for the final battle in a superhero movie.
Or when an eerie horror atmosphere builds up and a ghost suddenly jumps out.
Or when a couple who seemed like they might never get together finally confirm their feelings for each other and kiss as background music swells.

We call that sudden explosion of emotion inside us "catharsis."

"Oops."

In this world, there were no films or even cameras, so we weren't watching a movie.
But that catharsis burst out in a reality more entertaining than any film, and I unconsciously did something I shouldn't have.

While secretly watching from our hiding place, I mindlessly high-fived Elaine.
And it made a sound.

No matter how well hidden we were, the sound of clapping hands could be detected by Grace's keen senses, and Aran too had the sharp perception of a warrior who had traversed battlefields.
Unlike Low, we didn't have stealth skills, so we should have been extra careful.
But I couldn't contain that catharsis.

"We're screwed..."

Getting caught and scolded is scary, but there's something more important at stake.

Grace had finally gathered her courage and taken a step forward.
If she realizes someone was watching and feels embarrassed enough to retreat, the sweet atmosphere that had formed would shatter, causing major problems for our plan.
Our trust with Grace would be shaken, and even if we offered to help her in the future, she might decline.
In the worst case, Grace might close herself off completely, and the entire marriage plan could fall apart!

So I needed to salvage this situation somehow.

'Would making cat noises be too cliché?'

The North is too cold for stray cats, and they don't keep cats in the Winter Palace.
Even if there were cats, I can't convincingly imitate animal sounds.

The fact that I was even considering such ridiculous ideas showed how flustered I was.
I turned my head toward Elaine, hoping she might have a better idea, but...

"...gulp."

Elaine was frozen with her eyes wide open.
Even she, who rarely gets shaken by ordinary events, seemed quite shocked.

'If all else fails, let's quietly run away.'

No matter how I thought about it, damage control seemed impossible, and escape was the only answer. Though even that was a gamble.
Belatedly holding my breath, I cautiously checked the situation.

"...?"

The two of them were just looking at each other, paying no attention to us.
Could it be they didn't hear us?

'Phew...'

I let out a huge internal sigh of relief.
Thanks to Elaine, who knew Grace's sensory capabilities well, we had maintained a safe distance from the beginning. Grace seemed too tense to detect us from this far away.
Aran also appeared to be focused solely on Grace, surprised by what she had said.

Having miraculously avoided crisis, I stroked my chest in relief.
Elaine too, after confirming that Grace hadn't noticed us, let out a big internal sigh just like me.

We suppressed our laughter at the absurdity of hiding and spying like this, then refocused our attention on the pair.

I didn't want to stop watching this fascinating romance that had provoked such a reflexive reaction from me.
We'd just reached the highlight, and if I missed even a moment, I'd be too curious to sleep all night.
There's no replay option in this world.

To prevent another high-five incident, I firmly held Elaine's hand.

If someone saw us now, they'd find it extremely strange.
Two armored knights crouching in a corner of the palace, holding hands while secretly watching someone else's romance.

But I was confident no one would come here for a while.
When I visited the Nosrain mansion earlier, I had secured a promise of assistance from Head Maid Ise.

Since I already knew her identity, and she knew that I knew, I had sent her a letter asking her to keep people away from this area.
As a professional maid, she would handle it well.

***

Grace's request to accompany Aran as a comrade.
Aran couldn't answer immediately when he heard it.
His heart had pounded violently the moment those words reached his ears.

Including former companions with whom he'd fallen out, Aran had traveled with a total of nine companions.
And it had always been others who requested to join him, never the other way around.
Even Low, the only one who seemed to have approached him first, had been encouraged by Lucius who appreciated Aran's abilities. Strictly speaking, Aran had never asked anyone to become his companion.

It wasn't that his attitude toward others was arrogant.
It was more like the fate of a warrior whom others approached first.

So while such proposals weren't unfamiliar to him, Aran felt an unfamiliar feeling in his heart.

'This is...?'

Whenever he'd received companion proposals before, Aran had felt joy at gaining a good comrade, anticipation of their skills, and gratitude for their willingness to follow him.
Now he felt joy, anticipation, and gratitude too, but...
It was somehow different.
If he had to put this emotion into words...

'Happiness.'

He felt happiness at Grace's words that she would stay by his side.
Though similar to joy, he was certain it was different.
Because when he felt joy, he could smile and answer with words of welcome, but...

'...!'

Though his mind told him he should quickly respond to Grace's request, no words came out.
He couldn't choose what to say.

Grace didn't know because he'd never told her.
But during the Great War, while fighting alongside Grace, Aran had imagined her becoming his companion.
For the first time, he had wanted to ask someone to join him.

But unlike himself, who freely wandered on adventures, Grace was a leader responsible for governing the vast Northern territory and its many people, so he had abandoned that thought.
He couldn't burden the North because of his own desires.

Of course, among his companions at that time were princes, archmages, and army generals—people in high positions.
But having experienced how essential Grace was to the North, he simply couldn't bring himself to ask.

So while he felt happiness, he also felt concern.
He was grateful she had voiced what he had only dared to wish for, but if he accepted here...

That's why Aran had to suppress his happiness and ask:

"Are you sure? About coming with me?"
"Huh, are you worried that if I follow you, the North will be left without a leader?"

Impressed by Grace's insight in accurately identifying his concern, Aran gave an embarrassed smile and nodded.

"Did you think I wouldn't have considered that?"
"Well, I'm sure you've thought it through... Sorry. I just couldn't help worrying."
"You're kind, so of course you'd worry about that."

Grace smiled at the embarrassed Aran and replied.

"One of my most trusted subordinates once told me that the North isn't so weak that it would falter just because I'm away for a while. And that's true. This place is full of strong warriors and capable ministers. I merely lead them from above, relying on them greatly, trusting them, and following their opinions. Like the world itself, the North too is a place created by all those talented people working together."
"..."
"Hehe, of course, if I suddenly retired, it would cause quite a commotion. But my intention to accompany you doesn't mean I'm giving up my position as Grand Duchess of the North."
"Then?"

Grace shrugged her shoulders.

"I suddenly thought—if I'm worried and anxious about you, instead of fretting, I could temporarily entrust the North to them and help you resolve your matters quickly. That seems like it would take less time."
"...!"
"After all, once we defeat Dorgon, only the two in the Central remain, right? I happen to have some business with those guys too, so let's go together."

Hearing Grace's words, Aran gazed at her intently, then said:

"There's something I was about to say earlier but couldn't."

After taking a short breath as if making a resolution, he spoke.

"Before that, may I ask one last question?"
"What is it?"
"...Do you plan to return to the North after my business is finished?"
"...I suppose I must. There's no one suitable to succeed me yet. I'll need to oversee the North for at least a few more years."
"I see."

Aran nodded and continued.

"I said there was one thing I wanted to ask of you."
"Yes."

Looking directly into Grace's eyes, Aran finally gathered his courage and spoke.

"After everything is finished... may I return to your side?"
"Huh?"

Grace seemed surprised by Aran's unexpected request.
Carefully, Aran continued.

"I never told you what I wanted to do after defeating the demons and ending the Great War."
"That's right. When I asked before, you said you were still searching."
"It's a dream I've already abandoned now. But originally, I had planned to go to the royal capital and help Lucius build his world."
"What?"

Aran gave a bitter smile.

"Back then, I considered him a friend, so if Lucius eventually became king, I wanted to be his sword, ensuring good governance and preventing evil like the demons from ever arising again."
"..."
"That dream vanished the moment Lucius stabbed me in the chest, and only vengeance remained in its place. My sole purpose became revenge against my former comrades who betrayed me... But what should I do after completing my revenge? My hometown was destroyed by demons long ago, and in the process of seeking revenge against my former comrades, I've been losing places to return to one by one."

As Aran revealed his inner thoughts, his face looked somewhat lonely and vulnerable.
Grace gazed at him with concern, but Aran raised his head resolutely in response to her worried look.

"Yet I found that there's still one place that welcomes someone like me who has nowhere to go."
"?"
"Even if the royal capital, my hometown, the Elves' Moon Forest, and the Elrn Church no longer remain for me. The North, where you are, welcomed me. Even though I'm no longer a hero, you cared about me and treated me as a person. So if it's alright with you... may I return after everything is over? To where you are."

Having courageously confessed his true feelings, Aran seemed to grow embarrassed and averted his gaze as he murmured.

"The reason I found it difficult to say this was because I was sorry for potentially causing you trouble. After all, I'm regarded as a fallen hero. If my presence brings another calamity upon you and the North, I don't want you to suffer because of it."
"Aran..."
"But because you think so highly of me, I decided to be brave and express my feelings. If the North truly becomes the world's enemy for sheltering me, then I'll stand at the very front to protect it. That's how much I..."

Aran hesitated briefly, then spoke with eyes more determined than ever.

"I want to be by your side. I keep feeling this desire."

Grace wanting to follow Aran and fight alongside him, Aran wanting to return to Grace's side after his mission—their wishes were different, yet their meaning was the same.

I want to be with you.

There were no sweet confessions of love or gentle expressions of affection.
Yet their feelings for each other were fully conveyed.

They had simply not been connected because they hadn't recognized their mutual feelings.
The distance between them had already been bridged long ago.

"Of course."

And when Grace gave her consent to Aran's words,
The smile that appeared on Aran's face...
Was identical to the pure one from those days when they trained together here.
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In truth, I can't hear clearly what they're saying over there. If I could, they would have noticed our presence when we high-fived earlier.
Both Elaine and I are barely listening, straining our ears while holding our breath.
Still, I caught the important parts.

'Ah, this is it.'

Like a farmer harvesting crops after much hardship, or a parent seeing their first child all grown up in a suit.
I was so overwhelmed with emotion that I almost shed tears.
I'm not being dramatic—anyone who read the original story would feel the same. So many readers were disappointed when Grace left the story without ending up with Aran.

'I've been changing various aspects of the story flow until now.'

But I haven't changed that much of the overall narrative.
Even without my interference, Aran was destined to successfully resolve all episodes and reach the final boss.
Episode 4 was already predetermined to have a victorious ending.

Since the core of my fantasy life is "happiness," I've been working toward an even more perfect victory.
Even if victory is guaranteed, if the North suffers heavy casualties like in the novel, that's far from happiness.
I want Elaine's and my wedding to be filled with blessings and laughter.

Anyway, the story changes I've made are limited to Episode 4.
Of course, the butterfly effect from the Ice Crystal incident caused Low to directly carry out the Snow Tower terror attack.
But he was already the main villain of Episode 3, and since he was eliminated by Aran, the novel's flow hasn't really deviated.

'Well, some concerning potential butterfly effects are flickering before my eyes, but...'

The greatest enemy of any transmigrator isn't the final boss in the novel but the butterfly effect, so I should be prepared for this much.

But just now, I changed a major flow of the story.
I caused an important change that could affect the ending.

'I changed the heroine, after all.'

While "Brave Road" isn't a romance novel, love is important for healing people's hearts, so romance isn't absent.
There's even a harem element with five heroines in total.

And the romance that occasionally appears is properly addressed starting from Episode 5.
That's when Aran's relationships with the heroines deepen beyond mere companionship, and their relationships become clearly established.

I've settled things before Episode 4 even began, when the heroines haven't even appeared on stage yet.
And I made Grace, who was originally supposed to exit midway, the winner.

'I don't feel like I made a mistake, though.'

But I am concerned.
How will the story I know differ from now on?
If another of the three main heroines had won, I don't think there would be major changes, but Grace is an outsider to Aran's group, so the changes could be significant.

Until now, I could somewhat predict the developments even when changing the plot, but this is something I have no idea about.
How can anyone easily predict matters of the heart?
I don't even know what kind of tantrum Eris might throw.

'Ah, whatever. They'll figure it out.'

It might sound irresponsible, but I've completed the task of bringing them together as requested, so I'm stepping back now.
From now on, I'll just offer advice and avoid actively intervening like I did this time.

I've always said one shouldn't interfere in others' love lives, and they're grown adults who should handle their own affairs.
Aran is a responsible person who will accept the consequences of choosing Grace.

Rather, it would be more dramatic to worry about each of the three main heroines' reactions and try to manage them.
I must remember my place. To others, I'm just a knight of the guard.
To Aran's group, I'm a complete stranger.

'...They look good together, though.'

After confessing their sincere wishes to each other, Grace and Aran continued their conversation without leaving.
I missed what they were saying because I was lost in thought, but seeing Grace smile, it seemed to be a pleasant conversation.

'Yes, now that they've finally realized their feelings for each other, they naturally want to spend more time together.'

While I completely understand that feeling, I can't help but feel a bit annoyed.

Some of us have had our duty stations changed and can barely see our lovers, let alone date, while they're having the time of their lives.

It's been days since I've expressed affection with Elaine. Not being able to even hug, let alone kiss, is torture.
I've seen her face when visiting the Winter Palace or dropping off Yui, but there was only time for brief greetings.
I've even been developing mild depression symptoms because of it...

'Wait a minute!'

Am I an idiot?
How did I just realize this important fact?
We're already having physical contact.

Elaine has been tightly holding my hand this whole time, her gaze fixed ahead with interest.
I stared at our clasped hands for a moment, then:

"Elaine."
"...Hmm? Why are you calling me?"

When I called her in a small voice, Elaine seemed to break from her concentration and turned to me.

"Shall we leave?"
"Leave?"
"Yes, I think we should give them some privacy from here on."

The highlight scene is over anyway.
From now on, it'll just be ordinary lovers' sweet talk, and knowing those two, there won't be any more interesting scenes—they'll just keep talking like this.
Rather than crouching here watching boringly, I'd rather find my own entertainment.

"Hmm..."

Unlike me, Elaine seemed fascinated just watching Grace's everyday romance, but after a moment's consideration:

"Your consideration is right. It would be rude to spy any further."

Loyalty won over curiosity, it seems.
We took advantage of the two being absorbed in conversation to quietly slip away.
Now only those two remained in the training ground.

"Whew~"
"Hoo."

After leaving the training ground and completely escaping Grace's sensory range, we finally relaxed and took deep breaths.
After catching her breath, Elaine patted my back.

"Good work. Thanks to your efforts, things seem to have gone well."
"Haha, thank you for acknowledging it."

Elaine was smiling at me as if she genuinely found me admirable. She must be glad that one of her worries has been resolved now that Grace's situation has worked out.
I should feel rewarded by receiving gratitude from Grace since she benefited the most from this, but seeing that smile already gave me a sense of fulfillment that made me smile too.

When you purchase something, you pay the price, and when you do good work, you should receive compensation.
I decided to receive a small reward from her in addition to her thanks.

"I really did work hard, you know."
"Yes, if you have something to say, go ahead."
"Since we left early and now have some time, would you allow me the opportunity to treat you to a cup of tea as a reward for your hardworking subordinate?"

At those words, Elaine looked at me with round eyes, then smiled knowingly.

"So that was your purpose? I was wondering why you, usually mischievous, were being so considerate."
"Haven't I always been considerate?"
"Hehe, that's true."

Elaine smiled at me as if I were cute, then:

"Let's go. As it happens, some good tea leaves arrived at my office while you were away. You're probably not familiar with it, so I'll brew the tea for you."
"Thank you."

Elaine and I went to her office for the first time in a while and enjoyed warm tea and conversation.
Although we'd been apart for less than a month, we had been so inseparable before that even that short time had accumulated plenty to talk about.

It's no longer a secret that we sat with our shoulders leaning against each other rather than sitting across from each other.
And since it was almost time for Grace's session to end, we shared a light kiss before going to meet our respective people.
That's how I made good use of my spare time.

***

The next day, I visited the Winter Palace before work as usual.
Since Aran spent time with Grace yesterday, there was nothing unusual to report, but they would have plenty to tell me.
I need to provide this detailed aftercare to increase my own benefits too.

Before entering, I cleared my mind of what I had seen yesterday and prepared myself to react as if hearing everything for the first time, but:

"Welcome, Luke."

Grace isn't a rigid person, but she's not one for extreme expressions either.
For example, she smiles often, but rarely grins widely—her smiles are better described as "slight" or "faint."
But now.

'What, what's this?'

Despite my mental preparation, I was taken aback as soon as I entered.
Grace was beaming. Like a child who had received a gift from Santa Claus.
She was even humming!

'Has she gone mad?'

They say love makes people foolish. Our respected Grand Duchess of the North had been replaced by a fool.
Feeling uneasy, I glanced at Elaine beside me.

'Why is your expression like that?'

Elaine's lips were turned down, and her head was slightly bowed, indicating lack of sleep.
When our eyes met, I saw both the joy of finding a comrade to share her suffering and the sadness of meeting a lover in hell.

'Don't tell me.'

I could roughly guess the situation.
Elaine must have been caught by Grace last night and forced to listen to her stories all night.
I also anticipated that the cycle would begin again once I arrived.

'Ah, damn. I want to take a vacation.'

Like any employee, I wanted to leave as soon as I arrived. I came prepared, but something bigger than I expected was waiting.
If it had been something minor, she wouldn't have locked herself in the mansion crying so much.

However, requesting a day off on the same day is nearly impossible even in a fantasy world, and the person in charge of approving my leave had no intention of letting me go today.

'I understand... she only has Elaine and me to talk to, so it must be hard for her.'

I considered using my isekai voucher one more time, but it was too late to send a letter to the Nosrain mansion now, so I gave up.

Finally, I walked resolutely toward Grace to share my lover's burden.

"So, what happened was..."
"Oh, is that so?"

"Then I suddenly thought..."
"You did very well."

"Hehe, do you want to hear?"
"Yes, what happened next?"

While mental fatigue was unavoidable as a human, my previous life's experience made me accustomed to listening to a superior's boasting without rest.

As I responded appropriately and showed interest, Grace excitedly told us about what happened with Aran yesterday.
I worked hard to pretend I was hearing it for the first time.

And there was one thing I was definitely relieved about.

'She really didn't hear the high-five sound.'

I had been anxious and uncertain until the end, but Grace's behavior was certainly not an act.

"And then after that..."

As I expected, after we left, nothing particularly interesting happened between Grace and Aran—just ordinary conversation.
In fact, judging by the content, they still seemed a few percentage points short of being lovers.

"Thank you, Luke. I feel relieved thanks to you."

As long as Grace herself seems happy, that's what matters.
In the novel, Aran preferred to progress slowly due to his emotional wounds, but he also had a tendency to become attached to his partner, so there's nothing to worry about.

"It's all thanks to Your Grace's courage."

With this, one major task has been completed.

Some say discussing love before war is a "death flag."
But I don't think so.

Rather, people gain strength just from having someone precious to them.
The will to protect that person gives them a blessing more powerful than anything else.
Dying after confessing love just means that person wasn't prepared enough to fight.

If you truly want to overcome this trial and win tomorrow with the one you love, don't let this become a death flag by getting lost in the joy of confessing—put your all into keeping the promise to spend your life together.
We will all do that. That's what we've been working hard for all this time.

Ch.128 - Chapter 128. Those Who Returned from Darkness (1)
Fortunately, I was able to escape before my ears bled and my energy was completely drained.
It was good that the Grand Duke of the North was busy at times like this.

Grace, who had become unusually talkative, looked disappointed as if she still had more to say despite all her chattering.
But she seemed aware that she had talked too much, so she let me go without trying to keep me longer.

On my way out, Elaine, who was seeing me off, grabbed and hugged me, thanking me.
I felt somewhat sorry for her having to endure alone while I was gone, so I gently patted her back for a moment.

She had been curious about their conversation until I suggested leaving. When I asked if Grace's chattering had been so bad that she was tired of it:

"I'm not tired of it. On the contrary, it was my first time hearing about His Grace's love life, so it was extremely interesting."
"Then why do you look so gloomy?"
"I'm not one to sleep much, but I strictly maintain the necessary amount of sleep. Yet yesterday, I only got three hours."
"Three hours?"
"The conversation was too interesting to end. Anyway, I couldn't properly engage with His Grace's stories because of drowsiness, but thanks to you coming, His Grace seems satisfied."

Oh my, no wonder she's sleepy.
Even when Elaine and I shared a bed, she never stayed up all night.
I've heard that some couples have relationships where one pounces on their lover while they're sleeping, but we had firmly established that was forbidden between us.
In fact, there were times when Elaine would pounce on me from the morning after waking up refreshed, so I also needed sleep to deal with her.

Given how much she valued sleep, it was understandable that she was drowsy after coming to work with only three hours of rest.
But when she said she hadn't just suffered but had stayed up late watching what was essentially a drama, I felt somewhat indignant about my concern and playfully considered flicking her forehead to wake her up.

'I suppose that's possible too.'

Instead, I just patted her back some more.
After all, it was a drama she couldn't stop watching even if she wanted to, so if she enjoyed it, that's a good thing, isn't it?

"And also."
"?"
"Listening to His Grace's stories made me miss you so much that I couldn't sleep."
"..."

Ah, really.
This is why I can't treat her harshly.
I pressed down on my heart and gently stroked her beautiful hair, careful not to mess it up.

The joy of finding a comrade to share the pain I saw in Elaine's eyes, the sorrow of reuniting with a lover in hell...
It turned out she was simply happy to see me and sad that we couldn't be lovey-dovey right away.
What should I do with this adorable woman?

'What do you mean what should you do? You should keep her for life.'

I couldn't hold Elaine for long as she wished.
Even though we had changed our policy from secret dating to public dating.
This was the Winter Palace, our workplace, and we each had to go to our respective posts. She could see me off only thanks to Grace's consideration, who knew about our relationship.
I didn't want us to become like the star-crossed lovers who neglect their duties because they're too focused on love and end up facing catastrophe.

So I needed to let go soon, but I also wanted to cherish her more. In the midst of this inner conflict, what I did was:

*Smooch*
I lightly kissed her forehead and smiled at the surprised Elaine.

"Let's have a more special date on our next vacation."
"A special date? What kind...?"
"That's a secret. Look forward to it."

Her eyes sparkled with curiosity as if she was interested.

'Haha, I'll need to prepare something...'

Secret, my foot.
It was something I said impulsively without any plan, unable to control a momentary urge. In other words, it was a bluff.

But seeing Elaine's adorable expression, I genuinely wanted to spend time with her.
If I actually prepared a special date, then it wouldn't be a bluff anymore.
Hmm, no problem.

Fortunately, even though we could communicate with just our eyes, Elaine didn't seem to see through my thoughts this far.

"Alright, I'll look forward to it."

She answered with a bright smile.
What started as a bluff...
I found myself eagerly waiting for our vacation to come soon.

***

Although I had started working as Aran's party's steward with the purpose of connecting Grace and Aran,
Since only the three of us—myself, Elaine, and Grace—knew about this, I couldn't suddenly back out now that the goal had been accomplished.

For that reason, I still reported to Aran's party despite having fulfilled my purpose.
Since I had to stay with them anyway, I decided to properly provide aftercare by keeping an eye on Aran and the three heroines.

'...That was the plan, anyway.'

Whenever I make plans related to Aran, something always goes slightly wrong.

As soon as I arrived at their lodgings to manage Aran's party's daily schedule, I was summoned back to the Winter Palace.
Seeing that Senior Garen from Guard Team 1, who came to fetch me, said it was Grace's order, it seemed to be a very important matter.

Aran's party, curious about what was happening, followed me.
I wondered if it was okay to bring them along, but according to Garen, Grace had given permission to bring them if they wished to come.
That meant their strength might be needed for this matter.

'It's not an internal North issue.'

It seemed to be related to Dorgon.
That was the condition under which they had agreed to stay in the North.
Aran also seemed to instinctively sense this and wanted to come along.

When we arrived at the Winter Palace with Aran's party, several military personnel were already there besides Grace.
Having served in the guard and memorized the faces of all the North's high-ranking officials, I recognized these as particularly familiar faces.
That's because they were... the ones who usually went on expeditions, led by Sir Gunter, the Elite Corps Commander.

'An expedition at this time?'

Since I didn't know the details, I decided to quietly observe the situation first.
Aran's party took their seats in the empty chairs, and they too seemed to have read the serious atmosphere, wearing grave expressions.
I went to Elaine's side. Seeing her sharp eyes, which had seemed drowsy just this morning, I realized this meeting wasn't called merely for an exchange of opinions.

"I've come as summoned, Your Grace."
"Please be seated, Commander."

Shortly after, Knight Commander Arthur and his direct subordinates arrived.
Once everyone was seated, Grace immediately began speaking.

"First, let me clarify that this is not related to the West or Central regions."
"?"

Since even Aran's party had been called, I naturally thought it was about those regions, but it wasn't?
Aran's party also seemed slightly puzzled.

'Was there something else happening at this time besides the war with the West?'

As I was trying to recall the novel's content to see if I had missed anything,
I heard something shocking.

"I can hardly believe it myself, but... movements suspected to be demons have been confirmed at the northwestern outpost."
"!!!"

Everyone in the meeting room was surprised by Grace's words.
Even I was.

'Demons here?'

Demons symbolized absolute evil in <Brave Lord>.
They were described as dangerous and wicked beings, to the extent that Eris was detested by Grace for her mere existence.
But there was another reason why everyone reacted so strongly to the news of demon movements being confirmed.

Despite their grand name, demons didn't actually have much presence in the main story except for Eris.
They were frequently mentioned only in flashbacks.
If not for the setting that Aran's old comrades had divided the seven sins among themselves and gained demonic power, they would have had even less presence than the dark elves who exited early in Episode 2.

This was because, according to the setting, demons were annihilated by the hero party during the Great War.
Any surviving demons were either very weak low-ranks or gradually losing power after the Demon King's death, destined for extinction.

That's why Eris was such a special case.
This was a secret between her and Aran, but...
She too was gradually losing power due to the Demon King's death, so she was receiving some magical power from Aran through a contract.

That's why Eris, who displayed tremendous power in the early parts, grew weaker with each episode.
From an external perspective, this was both a balance patch to give more importance to the other two heroines and a device to develop romance as the weakening Eris became more dependent on Aran.
Of course, she regained her power through some method in Episode 5 before facing the final boss, but that was far in the future.

Anyway, Aran had annihilated the demons in the North during the Great War.
Because of that, while monsters appeared in Episode 4, demons didn't appear as enemies, so I hadn't considered that aspect...

'Wait.'

While monsters appeared, demons didn't appear as enemies...?
That part suddenly bothered me. Something was nagging at me.

In the novel, demons didn't have "much" presence, not "no" presence.
That's because they do appear once in the middle.
It's definitely not at this point in time, but if this is another butterfly effect created by the tangled threads...

'It's not impossible.'

As I was getting goosebumps from this frightening thought, I wasn't the only one shocked, so others spoke up as well.

"Good heavens, demons? How many are there?"
"The details haven't been confirmed. The outpost didn't engage in battle; they only spotted them hazily from a distance. But if there were many, the demons would have attacked the outpost, so there's a greater possibility that there are few in number."
"If they were seen hazily... are we certain they're demons?"
"You know as well as I do that we strictly test eyesight when recruiting outpost soldiers."
"Hmm."

Sir Gunter, who had been silent, spoke up.

"Regardless of their number, if they are indeed demons, we must eliminate them immediately. We're about to face a war with external forces, and demons would be a significant variable if they intervene."
"What about guiding the demons toward them to create a three-way battle?"

When one general suggested this idea:

"That's absolutely impossible."

Aran spoke up.
As he had the most experience fighting demons among those present, all eyes naturally turned to him.

"Demons never move as expected, and conversely, they target what humans dislike most. So when discovered, we must take the initiative and defeat them."

At Aran's stern words, people's gazes shifted to the demon beside him, Eris.

"What? Don't expect me to oppose fighting. We have no sense of kinship. My affection is directed only toward the clan I love, and the ones in this land are unknown, inferior beings. Still, I'm curious about what kind of demons they are, so I'll come along."

After Eris unexpectedly volunteered to join while badmouthing her own kind, attention returned to Aran.

"I too..."

Aran hardened his face and spoke again.

"Will go along. If they truly are demons, there's something I need to confirm."

In the novel, Aran knew the terrible secret that his old comrades had divided the seven sins among themselves, allowing them to transform into demonic forms.
While he was disgusted by this persistent connection to demons,
He also suspected there might be a deeper conspiracy behind the hero party, who had fought against demons, obtaining demonic power.
According to Shira, the main villain of Episode 2, it was Lucius, the mastermind behind all this, who had offered the sins.

That's why he volunteered for the demon subjugation even though it wasn't related to Dorgon.
After all, it's a hero's destiny to defeat demons.

"I share Aran's thoughts. We're dealing with demons. The risk is too great to take time to assess and act cautiously. As Sir Gunter said, we have another major enemy, so we must eliminate them immediately when spotted."

For a moment, Grace and Eris's eyes met, and they both looked away, once again proving their cold relationship.

"Since we don't know the enemy's strength, we'll go with a small elite force rather than a large number. Against demons, large numbers just become prey. The Guard, Elite Corps, and Knights will move, while the rest will protect the North."
"Yes!"
"Sir Arthur, I'll take the Deputy Knight Commander and half the knights. You will command the remaining knights and the Northern army."
"I will do as you command."

Grace quickly determined the formation and issued orders for expedition preparations. Everyone moved to fulfill their assigned duties.
I too returned to the Guard Commander's direct team and would be accompanying the expedition. Aran's party also participated in the expedition in the same position as the Guard.

'They probably are demons.'

If my thoughts are correct, the outpost soldier's eyesight was accurate.
But if they truly are demons, this is like Rowe skipping episodes and barging in, so I too have something I need to confirm.

Ch.129 - Chapter 129. Those Who Returned from Darkness (2)
The demonic figure sighted at the northwestern outpost.
The expeditionary force, quickly assembled to confirm its identity and eliminate it, departed without a moment's delay.
This showed just how threatening demons were to the people of this world, and that even the hardy northerners were wary of them.

I didn't think this was an overreaction at all.
Though I still needed to confirm it, if my guess was correct, a swift response was absolutely necessary.

Thanks to keeping our rest periods to a minimum, we soon arrived at the outpost where the report had originated. We set up camp near the outpost and entered into a strategy meeting.

"Thank you for coming so quickly, Your Grace!"
"I'd like to hear a detailed report, Outpost Commander."

The outpost commander, who had rushed over at Grace's summons, explained the circumstances of the sighting in detail.

"It was an unusually dark night. The moonlight was dim, so we were being extra vigilant in our surveillance when I received a report that something was moving over there. When I rushed over, there was a non-human figure wandering around. It was about twice the size of an adult male, with something like horns on its head. Something was moving like it was swimming at the back of its head—it looked like a tail."

We all focused on the outpost commander as he vividly described what sounded like a ghost story.

"What specific reasons made you certain it wasn't a magical beast?"
"It was walking on two legs."

This was no laughing matter, and the expressions of the expeditionary force grew serious.

The biggest difference between magical beasts and demons is primarily in their appearance.
While magical beasts take the form of four-legged animals, demons, ridiculously enough, walk on two legs like humans.
There are occasionally magical beasts that walk on two legs, but they're extremely rare. And there are no demons that walk on four legs.

"Also..."
"Continue speaking."
"I couldn't be certain because of the darkness, but its eyes glowed red, and there was a purple mist surrounding it."
"Hmm..."

This time, small groans escaped from the group.
Many animals have glowing eyes, but among them, only one creature has red glowing eyes.
Moreover, the purple mist the outpost commander mentioned matched the unique toxic energy color possessed by demons.

"Was that unidentified being sighted only once, as mentioned in the report?"
"Yes, it hasn't been confirmed since then."
"Did you attempt any separate investigation?"
"During daylight hours, we selected a few swift soldiers to scout the area, but no footprints were found. At night... I apologize. The outpost doesn't have many troops, so we waited rather than risk an engagement with a demon."

There weren't many soldiers at the outpost. This was literally a place for sentries monitoring the outer boundaries.

Of course, in case of emergency, they were also tasked with surviving first contact with the enemy to alert friendly forces, so all outpost soldiers were selected elites even among the northern army.
But demons are genuine monsters—even the weakest specimens require at least a knight-level opponent for a fair one-on-one fight.
If they had recklessly searched and ended up engaging with demons, regardless of how many there were, most of the people here would probably...

"No need to apologize. It was the correct judgment."

Grace knew this better than anyone, so she praised him for faithfully performing his duties as outpost commander.

"Now I will issue orders."

As Grace opened her mouth, everyone focused on her.

"Although it's important to quickly assess the enemy, dividing into too many units risks being defeated separately. Therefore, we'll divide our forces around three centers: myself, as someone experienced in fighting demons, the Knights Order, and Aran. Lord Gunter will take command of the main force and wait here."
"Understood."
"I will move with my guard detail, and the Knights Order will move together with the Vice Captain. As for Aran's group..."

Grace glanced at Aran's party and asked.

"Would you four prefer to move together? Your combat power should be sufficient."
"Yes, thank you for your consideration."

Hero Aran and Eris, a top-tier demon even though she was losing her power, needed no explanation.
The mage Nia and the swordswoman Yui also possessed considerable skills befitting the protagonist's companions. It wasn't for nothing that they had volunteered to charge into Dorgon's legion.
Moreover, the synergy they created as a team of four was substantial, making them more than capable of handling a unit on their own.

If anything, with Grace, our strongest force, and Ilaine, our second strongest, together, the Knights Order might seem relatively weak in comparison.

'But the Knights Order is stronger than even the guard detail.'

We shouldn't forget that the Knights Order consists of the strongest warriors who passed the grueling northern knight trials.
Even in the guard detail, those who become knights are treated as officers, but in the Knights Order, knights are the regular troops—they're an insane group.
Though few in number, they're all veterans with experience fighting demons.

"We'll depart immediately."

As soon as the formations were decided, we began moving.
Aran's party took the middle path, the Knights Order went left, and I headed right with Grace.

***

"Luke, you have no experience fighting demons, correct?"
"That's right. I enlisted after the Great War."

I wasn't even in this world during the Great War... ah, but the body of Citizen #1 Luke that I'm possessing would have been here.
Wondering why she was asking something so obvious, I looked at her.

"Then stay close to me and don't stray far."

Though I lack experience fighting demons, I know well their powers and characteristics from the novel.
I'm not trying to show off, but I am a knight who fought evenly with an orc chieftain, possess dual elemental abilities of cold and heat, and recently received training from the hero, making me more skilled than before.
I'm not someone who would easily fall to a demon, and Ilaine should know that well.

For a moment, I felt a chill as I wondered if actual combat with demons was so dangerous that even she, who normally trusted me completely, would worry like this.

'Huh?'

Looking into Ilaine's eyes as she waited for my response, I glimpsed part of her true feelings.
There was concern about the dangers of demon combat, but also...

"Yes, I understand."

When I responded to her words, Ilaine finally relaxed her expression.

'I see.'

We hadn't been able to spend time together lately, and she was somewhat happy to be with me again, using the expedition as an excuse.
She was just hiding it professionally.

She wanted to show off to her lover and receive praise.
Since this was a battle against demons, our Northern Grand Duchess would likely generously grant leave after the expedition.
She wanted to make sure I wouldn't get hurt so we could enjoy that time together.
Just a few days ago, I had suggested we go on a special date.

'I really can't get hurt here.'

With Ilaine being so concerned, how disappointed would she be if I got injured here?
Though her sulking face is cute because she's so pretty, I don't want to see her dejected.

"Elder Candidate Sophia, I request detection."
"Understood."

Upon reaching a specific point, Grace instructed Sophia, who was accompanying us as part of the guard captain's direct team.
Sophia raised her staff and activated a detection spell.

She had temporarily joined due to the war with the West, so she would return to the Snowflower Tower after the war.
Having experienced the convenience of having a mage constantly at her side, Grace was considering bringing mages into her guard detail.

After a moment, Sophia withdrew her magic and said:

"There are no heat signatures in this area. It's clear."
"Is that so? Then let's continue moving."

Sophia, an elder-level mage, a high-class fire mage, and an experienced demon fighter, could detect the heat in demons' bodies.
With her confirming there was nothing around, we moved to the next location.

On the way, perhaps wanting to discuss the current situation or feeling bored, Grace struck up a conversation with Ilaine.

"We definitely exterminated every last demon in the North."
"Yes, I was there with you."
"I didn't do things halfway. To end the demons, I received support from the Snowflower Tower for large-scale detection, and dispatched the Knights Order multiple times to thoroughly search every place where demon remnants might be hiding. To eliminate without mercy even demons the size of small children."
"We actually discovered a colony of demon remnants and completely eradicated them."
"Yes, that's right."

Grace let out a low groan and asked again.

"Then where and how did they survive? I can't think of any place. They wouldn't have suddenly appeared out of thin air one day."

Grace's bewilderment was justified.

The novel didn't mention how far she went to eradicate the demons, so I don't know either.
But given her personality, if there was any possibility of demons hiding, she would have dug up the ground to search. Ilaine just mentioned that she had discovered and completely eradicated a colony of hidden demon remnants.

So it was not just annoying but genuinely puzzling that demons had reappeared, more persistent than early autumn mosquitoes.
Ilaine didn't know either, so she also looked perplexed.

The theory of invisible hidden secret spaces.
The underground dungeon theory.
The theory of infiltration by disguising as humans or animals.
The theory of accelerated growth of tiny demon offspring, and so on.

While they discussed all the possibilities they could think of, along with immediate rebuttals causing ongoing conflicts, Grace finally reached a conclusion.

"There's only one possibility left."
"What is it?"
"Demons from another region dared to cross into this area."

She had arrived at the external influx theory.
Ilaine nodded, seeming to agree.

"Why would they come to the North of all places? Isn't the environment beyond the outpost difficult even for demons to survive in, which is why the demons here evolved independently to adapt to the cold for survival?"
"Either it's a mindless one, or it made an extreme choice to hide in the barren land that even we don't search, or..."

A sinister thought seemed to cross Grace's mind as her forehead wrinkled.

"Could someone have deliberately released it?"
"Someone... do you mean the West?"
"Isn't the timing of the demon sighting quite coincidental? They tried to use orcs last time too. And there's evidence."
"?"
"You remember too, don't you? The fruit the orc chieftain ate during Lord Luke's duel."
"Ah!"
"It contained demonic power, and it was distributed to the orcs by the West. So we can't help but suspect a connection between the West and demons."

Oh.
Following a step behind and listening to their conversation, I was impressed by Grace's deduction.

The current situation wasn't covered in the novel, so I don't know everything either.
But Grace's deduction is half right and half wrong.
If my guess is correct, it wasn't the West that released demons here.

The West did supply demonic fruit to the orcs to make them go berserk.
But demonic power is so taboo that even the Seven Heroes, the true villains, conceal its source.
Would the cautious Dorgon open an orchard or factory to secure demonic fruit?
Above all, how could he, a warrior rather than a bioengineering student, create and distribute demonic fruit?

The answer is simple.
He too received the demonic fruit from someone else.
And as far as I know, there's only one being who could secretly create such a dangerous item as demonic fruit.

'The magician of the Seven Heroes, Mercy.'

She is the greatest genius magician, scholar, and sage in "Brave Lord" by setting, and she is the culprit who created the demonic fruit.
However, a question remains: how could a human, even a genius like Mercy, develop and mass-produce fruit containing demonic power?
The answer to this is also simple.

Grace's theory about demons coming from outside is correct.
And according to my prediction, where that demon came from...

"Hmm?"

Ilaine felt a response from the communication magic device she kept in her bosom, took it out to check, and then:

"Your Grace, red signal from the Knights Order!"
"!"

The red signal was the agreed-upon signal to send when demon traces were discovered.

"Everyone, change direction immediately!"
"Yes!"

At Grace's command, the guard detail moved as one.
A demon is here.
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Grace, the captain's direct team, and the 3rd Guard Division assigned to escort this expedition quickly headed toward the knights' location.
They moved at full speed since the signal sent from the other side was red, indicating an emergency.

"We've arrived!"

With Sophia's detection and Grace's senses, they quickly found the knights.
Fortunately, no battle had broken out. However, everyone's expressions were tense as they had actually discovered traces of demons that had previously been mere speculation.

"Grace."
"Hmm."

Aran's group had also received communication magic tools before departure, so they had likewise received the red signal and arrived before us.

"Vice-Captain, what about the traces you found?"

When Grace approached and asked, the knight's vice-captain immediately reported.

"Please look here."

Grace's eyes turned to where the vice-captain was pointing.

"This is...!"
"As you can see."

What was there was a corpse.
Not human... but the mangled remains of a magical beast.
The reason they could tell it was a demon's work was because purple toxic energy remained in the wounds on the magical beast's body.

"Judging by its appearance, it's a Wolf Fang."
"All three are severely mutilated. They're torn apart too cruelly to say they were just killed in combat."
"Hmm..."

As the vice-captain said, the corpses of the wolf-like magical beasts, Wolf Fangs, were in a miserable state.
Their limbs had been ripped off, and the flesh from neck to belly was torn open. Even their backs weren't intact.
Their faces were so damaged that it was difficult to make out what their snouts had looked like.
Even the guards and knights were frowning at the sight.
Especially the high noble Ligrit, whose expression was poor, seemingly nauseated.

Grace examined the Wolf Fangs slowly, then noticed something and clicked her tongue.

"It ate them."
"Pardon?"
"There are teeth marks. It bit and ate them. And these three... male, female, male in order. Judging by their sizes, parents and child. A family?"
"!"

Everyone was shocked to hear that they weren't simply killed but torn apart and eaten raw, and that despite being magical beasts, an entire family had been slaughtered.
Grace also had an uncomfortable expression, but then seemed to remember something and turned her head to the side.

"Do demons eat magical beasts too? I don't think I've heard of that before."

The person Grace asked was Eris, who had been standing apart with her arms crossed.
She had worn a hood at the outpost to avoid causing a commotion, but since the guards and knights already knew her identity, she now had her hood off, revealing one of her horns.

Eris blinked her wide eyes, apparently surprised to be asked, then composed herself and answered.

"Usually they don't. Especially to noble demons like me, magical beasts are not even livestock—they're just wild animals."
"So does that mean the one who did this is a low-ranking demon?"

Eris approached with her arms still crossed, examined the Wolf Fang corpses, and explained.

"There's only one reason a demon would eat a magical beast. To replenish magical power."
"They eat magical beasts to replenish magical power?"
"My dear, what other reason would there be for demons who live on magical energy? Magical beasts possess magical energy, albeit at a low level. A demon starving from magical power depletion would be desperate enough. Look here, it didn't just tear into them randomly. It specifically ate around the heart area. That means it was trying to replenish its magical power."

Demons can replenish their magical power by consuming magical beasts... this was information even I didn't know.
Well, Eris can also replenish her magical power by consuming blood.

Grace seemed fascinated by this new information, and Eris, now talkative, continued explaining.

"Even so, unless it's an exceptionally low-ranking demon, it wouldn't resort to consuming magical beasts like this. If absolutely necessary, it would just take the organs where magical power is concentrated, not engage in this disgusting form of dining. Is it trying to replenish more magical power by eating the beast's flesh? How vulgar and foolish..."
"Eris, is that all?"
"In human terms, it would be like someone so hungry they'd chew on a live pig."
"Umm."

Even Aran made a disgusted face at the vivid comparison.
Eris, seemingly revolted by her own words, turned away saying she had nothing more to add.
As Eris returned to her place, Grace turned her head and addressed the troops.

"As you all heard, the demon here is presumed to be an extremely barbaric and violent individual. If you encounter it, don't try to get information and risk getting hurt—prioritize killing it."
"Understood!"

At any rate, they had confirmed the demon's existence.
Thanks to Eris, they had gained several pieces of valuable information.

First, this demon is a very low-ranking individual.
Second, it's violent and irrational enough to tear apart and eat magical beasts.
Third, it's suffering from magical power depletion and trying to replenish it.

As expected of Grace and Eris.
In the novel, they had a cold relationship due to inevitable racial and psychological differences.
But because of that, they ironically communicated quite effectively.

Since neither wanted lengthy conversations with the other, they exchanged only necessary information, making their communication fast and focused on essentials.
It was truly a 100% business relationship.

The reason they fought at their first meeting in this world was because Grace was emotional at the time, but since then, they barely even made eye contact.

In any case, the information from Eris was also a great gain for me.

'So that's what's happening, as I suspected.'

A low-ranking demon that isn't strong, suffering from extreme magical power depletion to the point of tearing apart magical beasts.
All of this matched my concerns.

As evident from Eris, demons are a race with tremendous pride and inherent arrogance. Their belligerence is incomparable to other races.
Because of this, they cannot be tamed, even among their own kind.

So how did demons unite to attack humans and start the Great War?
The answer lies in the fundamental principle of the wild.
Survival of the fittest.

Unlike orcs who cleanly become subordinates after proving strength in duels,
Demons do obey the strong.
In true demonic fashion, they have no loyalty and will look for opportunities to kill their superior if they weaken, but they do obey as long as the other remains stronger.

The reason I'm suddenly talking about this is because of why Merci of the Seven Heroes could create the Demon Fruit.
Surprisingly, it was because real demons were involved in the creation process.

The hero party was formed to exterminate demons and always fought them on the front lines.
But they were also the humans who had the most frequent contact with demons.

Mages are all knowledge-seekers driven by intellectual curiosity.
Merci, a genius mage who had mastered all magic early and felt a severe deficiency in her thirst for knowledge, became interested in the powerful strength demons possessed during countless battles with them, and reached out to it.

However, she quickly withdrew her hand when she realized the danger due to her instinctive human aversion.
Unfortunately, someone in her group noticed Merci's secret interest and encouraged her hesitation.

As a result, since powerful demons couldn't be controlled, one unfortunate demon was captured during battle by a greedy human.
The demon, trapped in a magical space no one could approach, was bound from that day and every day...

'But that happened in the fifth episode where Merci was the main villain... has the butterfly effect changed the progression?'

I understand why Row, the main villain of Episode 3, came to the North, the setting of Episode 4.
He had a purpose to destroy the Ice Crystal.

But I couldn't guess why this incident had been moved forward.

It's absolutely impossible for a demon to escape Merci's space by itself.
Originally, in Episode 5, Merci would urgently release it to build forces against Aran, so why is it now wandering alone in the North, eating magical beasts?

'There's definitely something suspicious going on.'

They know better than anyone that demons are uncontrollable monsters.
If they captured a suitable demon for experiments, why let it replenish its magical power by eating magical beasts?
Why do something so dangerous?

'No matter how I think about it, this can only mean one thing.'

Grazing.
They deliberately released the demon in the North, where there are fewer people to notice and plenty of magical beasts, to raise it by letting it roam free. Then they plan to use it to gain something.

And this is just my guess, but...
The timing is very suspicious—a demon that should only appear in Episode 5 showing up now, right before the start of Episode 4.

Combined with the information about unknown movements in the Central region,
I began to suspect that perhaps the boundaries between episodes were becoming blurred.
The current forces in the North are more powerful than in the novel, so the other side is preparing accordingly.
The evidence is that content from Episodes 3 and 5 is converging into Episode 4.

Though still a hypothesis, if true, it's truly a chilling thought.

'The demon's existence has been confirmed, but...'

Only I know that it's a beast being raised by someone.
Even Aran was shocked in the novel when he learned Merci was raising demons, calling it unimaginable.

While I don't know exactly what Merci aims to achieve by releasing a demon in the North,
I needed to stop it to hinder their plans, which would be beneficial for the future.

Aran, looking at the Wolf Fang corpses, said to Grace:

"Judging by the residual toxic energy, the hunt didn't happen too long ago. Let's search this area."

Grace nodded and instructed the troops:

"Continue the search using these corpses as a starting point! Be cautious as magical beasts appear in this area. If you encounter magical beasts, kill them so the demon can't eat them, and burn the corpses!"
"Understood!"

Everyone's expressions showed clear tension since demon traces had been found, and it seemed to be no ordinary threat.

Just before departing, something occurred to me, so I quietly observed someone and, seeing they had no intention of speaking up, approached them myself.

"What is it?"
"I have something I'd like to ask you."

As I approached, Eris glanced at me askance and asked.
Still, having become familiar with me as the servant of Aran's group, she wasn't completely curt, and I looked at her with serious eyes.

"I understand you have the ability to manipulate blood. Can you also identify whose blood it is?"
"...Why do you ask?"
"Is it not possible?"
"How am I supposed to identify the blood of a creature I've never seen?"
"No, I don't need that much detail. For example... can you distinguish whether it's demon blood, human blood, or animal blood?"

Eris's eyebrow twitched at my question.

Indeed, there's no demon in the world you can trust.
This cunning creature—she was keeping this to herself?

Well, her priority is Aran. She probably wanted to give him the exclusive opportunity since he was eager enough to join the expedition and face demons.

Unfortunately, I'm quite greedy and don't particularly like others having more information than me.
If I fall behind in information, I lose my advantage as a transmigrator.

And I have something I want to learn through that creature, but it would be troublesome if the quick-tempered Aran kills it first when it comes to revenge matters.

"If it tore and ate the hide of a magical beast this size, the demon's mouth must have been injured too. Isn't there demon blood mixed with the Wolf Fang corpses? If there is, using that to track it would be easier, wouldn't it?"
"!"

Eris glared at me as if wondering how I knew about this method, but I'm well-practiced in shameless acting after living as a transmigrator.
I maintained an expression of pure curiosity, as if I was just asking whether this method was possible.
Grace, intrigued by the method I suggested, looked our way.
Finally,

"That's right, we could try that. Eris, could you check for us?"

With our righteous hero helpfully confirming it was possible and joining in the request, Eris—who could never refuse Aran's requests—suppressed her rising dismay and answered.

"...It's possible. Wait."

Watching Eris trudge toward the Wolf Fang corpses, I laughed inwardly.
If you have a good method, you should share it nicely. Why hide it so selfishly?
I'm glad I brought them here. They're extremely useful.
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It's obvious now, but when I asked Eris if she could identify and track a species based on blood alone, it wasn't because I didn't know—it was because I already knew it was possible.

While other demons can't do this technique.
For the Blood Demon, especially Eris who's a high-ranking "Demon Duke," such a skill isn't difficult.
If she had tried to deny it, I was planning to needle her with, "Oh, our flame mages can detect by body temperature, but you can't do that?"
With her strong pride, she would have confessed after hearing that taunt.

That's not to say Eris was completely lying.
If it were blood she knew well, like Aran's, she could track precisely with just a drop, but it's true she couldn't track an unfamiliar demon with blood alone.

However, there's always a way around this.

Unlike during the Great War, demons are extremely rare in the North now.
Moreover, the outskirts where we're expeditioning is so remote that not just demons, but even people and animals are scarce.

So rather than struggling to find a "specific individual," just searching for a "specific species" would be feasible given the limited samples.
Eris knew this just as I did, which is why she deliberately kept quiet, planning to try after leaving.

'Since she's a demon with no moral compass whatsoever, I'm not even angry.'

I wasn't angry, but I was irritated enough to expose her in front of everyone, and Eris, who was obediently examining the Wolfpang's corpse as Aran instructed, very kindly said:

"It's a small amount, but there's demon blood mixed in. I guess they tore their mouth while ripping off the hide."
"!"

If there had been no demon blood, it would have been useless, but when Eris confirmed its presence, possibilities opened up and my eyes widened involuntarily.

"But it's such a small amount, and it's already mixed with the beast's blood, so even if I purify it, there's too little to detect over a wide range."

Tsk.
Just as I was about to become dejected thinking it wouldn't work—

"I'll cast an amplification spell for you."

Nia, the mage in Aran's group, volunteered to help.
At that moment, Eris's eyebrow twitched again.
Seeing that, I inwardly snickered.

'This demon is really playing games.'

Was she planning to disappoint us, then have us ask Nia for help?
I can't let my guard down for even a moment.

In "Brave Lord," she appeared completely as Aran's ally and was an incredibly reliable heroine.
Meeting her as a man was nothing but irritating.
I suddenly remembered that the satisfying scenes she created in the novel were always moments of getting back at someone.

Fortunately, Nia, the most virtuous of the heroines, stepped forward without knowing the demon's ill intentions, shattering Eris's scheme.
Eris seemed to give up, sighing before activating her blood magic on top of Nia's amplification spell.

Woooong.
A magic circle made of blood appeared in the air.
It fluctuated wildly before suddenly becoming clear. Then Eris spoke.

"North. I don't know if it's the same individual as this one, but there's a demon in that direction."
"How far?"
"Not very close. It's still moving. Judging by its slow pace, it seems to be walking, not flying."

Though she might hide her ill intentions, she wouldn't outright lie in front of Aran, who has trauma from betrayal, so this must be true.
Thanks to them discovering the demon's direction, Grace shouted:

"Then we pursue immediately. Everyone, move out!"
"Yes, ma'am!"

At Grace's command, everyone mounted their horses and galloped north together.

***

While pursuing the demon, a knight who was scouting ahead of Grace returned to ride alongside her and reported:

"Your Grace, another monster corpse has been discovered."
"What kind and in what condition?"
"It was an Ice Elk, and similarly, its entire body except for the head and limbs has been devoured."

Ice Elks are classified as Rank 2 monsters due to their massive size, tough hide, and tremendous strength.
To safely subdue one requires three or four knights working together. The fact that something had eaten such a creature meant we couldn't let our guard down.

"So 'low-class' refers to dignity, not strength."

Grace clicked her tongue at the demons' ambiguous standards.

Of course it wouldn't be weak.
This was a demon that appeared in the novel as a trump card to stop Aran's group. If it were pathetic, would Merci have thrown it at Aran?
Moreover, Eris used the word "low-class," not "weak."

'Being an experimental subject for all kinds of demon-related research, including the Demon Fruit, it's naturally robust.'

And now it had replenished some of its magical power by devouring monsters.
Grace, understanding this, issued new orders to the knight:

"I'll handle it personally, just in case. When the demon is spotted, don't attack hastily—surround and contain it."
"Understood."

The knight returned to the main force to relay Grace's orders.
She then instructed Ilaine:

"Though we're assuming we'll kill it, this creature has many secrets. We need to find out how a demon ended up in the North."
"Understood."

Though no detailed instructions followed, Ilaine immediately grasped Grace's intentions and directed the guard:

"Since Her Grace will fight directly, the guard should focus on surrounding the enemy along with the knights."
"Yes!"
"Next, I'll issue orders to my direct team. Rigrit, have you sufficiently mastered imbuing arrows with magical power?"
"It's weak, but possible."

As the only member recruited for his archery skills, Rigrit's abilities were already sufficient.
Since joining the guard, he had focused on applying his talents in practical situations rather than learning new skills.
One area he concentrated on was magical power manipulation—imbuing arrows with magic to increase their power and speed.

As a noble, he had basic magical training from excellent mage tutors since childhood.
But lacking talent, Rigrit couldn't develop it further.
Sophia, an elder-level mage, gave him good advice:

"Arrows are small, right? Swords are big. So even a small amount of magic can significantly increase power."
"How...?"
"Instead of forcing yourself to handle large amounts of magic, practice maintaining small amounts for longer periods. Let's see, this is a toy used by students at the Snow Tower. Try keeping it filled with magic all day."

Having learned magic manipulation from her myself, I know Sophia has a talent for teaching.
Thanks to her lessons, Rigrit gradually built up his skills.

"Good, then before the battle, shoot at the creature's joints, and whenever distance opens between Her Grace and the demon, target its legs."
"Yes!"

After assigning Rigrit's task, Ilaine turned her attention to:

"Sophia, block the creature's escape routes and immediately counter any magic or tricks it tries."
"Got it."

Just as when addressing Rigrit, Ilaine spoke informally to her team members during operations, as she was their captain regardless of social status.

Neither of them particularly cared about formalities.
If anything, Rigrit seemed to enjoy his identity as a guard member, and Sophia... well, she wouldn't mind being addressed informally.

Finally, I was curious what orders would come my way.

"Luke."
"Yes."
"..."

Ilaine paused for a moment, then:

"I will accompany Her Grace to face the demon. We need someone to take command of the guard in case of emergency, and I'm entrusting that task to you."

Huh?
I was puzzled by this assignment, different from the other two, but:

"Understood."

I quickly comprehended.
Unlike Rigrit or Sophia, I don't have any special capabilities, and I'm more of a close-combat fighter like the other knights.
With Grace and Ilaine handling the fight, it wouldn't make sense for me to join, and I wouldn't dare to anyway.

Besides, by rank, command should go to Gi, the 3rd squad leader.
Giving me command of the guard means she values me highly, so it's not a slight.

I'm honestly a bit disappointed I won't get to show the cold and heat techniques I learned from Aran.
But there will be other opportunities.
We'll have plenty of fights ahead.

After riding for some time, we saw what appeared to be a signal flare shot by the knights ahead.

"It's red!"

At the signal color indicating a demon sighting, we rode even faster.
This time it's a real demon, not just traces!

Soon a forest appeared before us.
A knight waiting at the entrance greeted Grace:

"Your Grace!"
"Where is the demon?"
"We drove it toward the lakeshore when it tried to flee after spotting the knights."
"How far?"
"Not far. I'll guide you."

Grace and the guard entered the forest under the knight's guidance.
We could sense the knights around us using their magical power to keep the demon contained at the lakeshore.

As soon as we reached the shore:

"Rigrit!"

At Ilaine's call, Rigrit, who had already nocked an arrow upon entering the forest, shot toward the front.
Having practiced mounted archery during noble hunting expeditions, he accurately targeted the faint something ahead.

"Let's go."

Timed with Rigrit's shot, Grace and Ilaine simultaneously stood on their horses and leaped forward as if flying.

Now even I could see something at the lakeshore.
A form several heads taller than a human, horns atop its head, and a long tail.
That grotesque and eerie non-human entity—
It was indeed a demon!

The demon deflected Rigrit's arrow with its tail, but:
KWANG!
Grace's sword strike immediately followed.

Fighting seriously from the start, Grace's wild lion sword technique whirled around. The demon was quite agile, dodging the storm of sword strikes and fleeing sideways, but:

SHIK!
This time Ilaine's high-speed swordsmanship blocked the demon's escape route.
The demon raised its claws to parry Ilaine's attack, but couldn't match her speed.

"KIIIIII!"

Making a nerve-grating sound like nails on a chalkboard, the demon opened its mouth.
Indeed, its teeth were sharp and grotesque enough to have devoured the Wolfpang and Ice Elk.
Its teeth were stained red with blood, showing how voraciously it had eaten.

Ilaine prepared to counter what seemed like an impending bite attack, but:

"?"

Buzz buzz buzz buzz.
Insects emerged from the demon's mouth.
Ilaine frowned at this disgusting ability and retreated, and at that moment:

"Sophia, now!"

At my signal, Sophia unleashed flames, incinerating all the insects coming from the demon's mouth.
Fire is indeed the best for killing bugs.

"KYAAAAA!"

Though demons are supposedly intelligent enough to converse with humans,
this one just screamed like a monster and tried to flee again, but:

PAK! PAK!
While Sophia was shooting flames, I instructed Rigrit to fire immediately.
Seeing it disgorge something from its body, those insects must be its trump card. If it lost them to the flames, the outnumbered demon would likely try to escape.

Sure enough.
As it attempted to flee, the demon's leg buckled when hit by Rigrit's arrow, and it fell.
As it tried to rise again, paddling the ground with its arms:

CHUK.
A shadow fell over the demon.

"Disgusting creature, your pathetic struggling ends here."
"KIIII!"

When the demon tried to stab Grace with its sharp claws as she pronounced judgment from above:
KWANG!
Grace's sword crushed the demon's arm first.

With both arms shattered, the demon still lived up to its species name, refusing to give up and struggling, but:
POOK.
Ilaine's sword pierced its throat.

"Now it can't release any more insects."
"Mm."

Finally, the demon stopped struggling and collapsed to the ground.

Though the fight was simpler than its reputation suggested,
it made sense that a tired demon could be easily captured when the Northern Archduke, Guard Captain, elder-level mage, and genius archer all attacked together.

'...Wait, what?'

Just one person—
I was looking at the demon with uneasy eyes.

I had focused only on command during the battle, but
when insects came out of its mouth, my eyes widened in shock.

'This isn't the demon that fought Aran in the novel!'

Just as Eris is the "Blood Demon,"
all demons have their own abilities, but there was no insect-controlling demon among those that appeared in "Brave Lord."

This means this demon...
is different from the one I knew.

'...Perhaps!'

This is a truly frightening possibility, but:
There might be more demons here.
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Grace subdued the demon by crushing its arms, while Elaine drove a knife into its neck. The battle concluded when Sophia completely sealed the demon's movements with her ice magic.

"Everyone did well. I'm glad it ended quickly."

Grace praised those who fought alongside her and then turned her attention to the demon.

"I was tense since I heard it was dangerous enough to devour even second-class magical beasts. Was it weakened from consuming the Ice Elk, or did the knights properly drain its strength? It was less impressive than I expected."

Grace seemed slightly puzzled by how easily they had defeated the demon. Still, demons were beings one should never let their guard down against, even after defeating them, so she approached it with her sword still drawn.

"Kiii..."

Although the demon appeared to lack even the strength to break the ice freezing its body, it still glared at Grace with murderous intent, groaning. The sight of it making such hostile sounds despite having a knife lodged in its throat was grotesque.

"Will you interrogate it?"

Grace smirked at Elaine's question.

"Interrogate a demon? I've killed them before, but I've never tried that, so I'm not sure how well it would work. I also doubt a demon would properly answer our questions."

As Grace said, the demon's eyes were rolling back like those of a drug addict. The disgusting way it kept drooling and moaning was equally disturbing.

"Well, even if interrogation doesn't work, torture might. Demons feel pain too. Any species will spill everything when their body hurts enough."

Grace was always ruthless toward enemies, but today her voice sounded particularly cruel. Unlike with the orcs, however, even I, as a possessed observer, could see that demons were a species beyond redemption, so I decided to quietly watch whatever she might do. I wasn't particularly opposed to extracting information through torture.

There was one thing that concerned me, though.

'Something's off about its condition.'

Demons are more ferocious and violent than beasts, but they aren't beast-level in intelligence. On the contrary, unlike animals that act purely on instinct, demons are quite cunning and devious. People don't fall for demonic temptations for nothing. Demons as a species are natural-born con artists.

It seemed strange that a demon in this state would behave worse than a beast. If it were spewing all kinds of vulgar and filthy words, that would make more sense.

Perhaps, as Eris said, it was just an extremely low-grade specimen even by demonic standards. Or maybe...

"We all know you can speak, so stop making those irritating noises and talk properly."
"Grrrr..."
"First question. Where did you come from?"

With Sophia's ice magic freezing its body, escape was impossible. Moreover, Elaine had already lodged her sword in its neck. The reason she hadn't removed the blade was partly to prevent it from summoning insects like before, but also to feel any vibrations in its throat with the sword tip, ready to twist and sever its neck at the slightest suspicious movement.

While some demons with exceptional regenerative abilities could survive even decapitation, this one couldn't even regenerate its arms that Grace had shattered, suggesting it wasn't one of those. Even if it had multiple hidden tricks, escape was completely impossible with the knights and guards surrounding the area.

So no matter how demonic it was, it should have had no choice but to answer the questions.

"KRAAAA!"

The demon opened its mouth, but instead of speaking, it bared its sharp teeth and chomped at the air violently. It was like an excited beast lunging to bite an outstretched hand. Elaine looked at Grace, but she signaled not to cut its throat yet.

"Well, I didn't expect it to talk nicely anyway."

Grace had intended to torture it from the beginning. As she released her magical power, a heavy pressure crushed down on the demon.

"Kyahak!"

Crunch, crunch, crackle.
Like a giant squeezing a fruit, Grace's killing intent compressed the demon's head mercilessly. Only when the demon was in too much agony to even make a sound did she withdraw her pressure and repeat her question.

"Where did you come from?"
"Grrrr..."

Though the demon wasn't acting as violently as before, it still refused to speak and only emitted beast-like groans. This made even Grace puzzled about its condition.

"It is a demon, but..."

Its appearance differed from magical beasts, and it had used unique abilities. Above all, they had found it by following traces detected by Eris, the Blood Demon. There was more than enough evidence that it was a demon, but its behavior was so un-demon-like that everyone was confused.

"Grace, what about the demon?"

Aran's group caught up with us. Unlike the knights and guards, everyone in Aran's group except for Aran himself was unfamiliar with horseback riding, so they had to run. Of course, they didn't just use their legs; they must have used Aran and Eris's abilities to get here so quickly, but that wasn't important.

"It's right here."

Grace showed the captured demon to Aran's group.

"Hmm?"

Eris frowned upon recognizing the demon.

"What's this one doing here?"
"You know this demon?"
"I don't know this specific one, but I know its kind. It's an Insect Vessel that manages the Hell Garden near the Demon King's castle."
"Hell Garden's Insect Vessel... I've fought them before."

Aran examined the captured demon and tilted his head.

"Insect Vessels should be fat because they store nutrients to raise insects inside their bodies."
"Yeah, why is it so thin? But judging from the multiple blood scents inside its body, it's definitely an Insect Vessel."

Grace interjected as she listened to their conversation.

"Aran, please explain. What are Insect Vessels and Hell Gardens, and what's the difference between what you know and this creature?"
"Of course. Let me explain that first."

Aran explained what he knew, and Grace nodded in understanding.

"So Insect Vessels don't leave the Hell Garden, and you previously burned down all the Hell Gardens?"
"Yes, and they're not usually this thin. They should be at least four times this size."
"And they're very cunning and intelligent because they control all kinds of insects?"

Aran nodded.

"This is definitely strange. It did vomit insects during the battle, so it seems to match your description of an Insect Vessel. But as you can see, it doesn't show any signs of intelligence."

Far from intelligence, the Insect Vessel was still growling. Anyone would mistake it for a rabid dog.

Eris made an uncomfortable expression at the sight, whether from irritation or bitterness.

"Sigh, it sounds like there are a lot of secrets here, but with it being uncommunicative like this... Aran, do you know any methods for interrogating demons? Torture is fine too."
"Well... interrogation isn't my specialty either."

Aran thought for a moment, then looked at Eris.

"She can extract most information through blood. She has magic that can read memories through the biological information contained in blood."

Eris clicked her tongue, as if she had expected to be called upon.

"What would you have done if I hadn't come along?"
"Please help us."

Despite her grumpy words, she seemed curious about what had happened to the Insect Vessel and readily used her blood magic.

"Kugegegek!"

As Eris's hand pointed toward the Insect Vessel, blood began flowing out of its mouth in an alarming amount, prompting Yui from Aran's group to ask Eris:

"Won't this kill it?"
"Why should I care? It's going to die anyway, so might as well make its death worthwhile by providing information for the nobles."

I couldn't understand the demon's way of thinking. However, no human present felt sympathy for the Insect Vessel's life. Not because of deep hatred for demons, or because we were all cold-blooded.

"Yui, it's already beyond the point of no return."

Though Eris spoke somewhat roughly due to her lack of consideration, Nia was right—the Insect Vessel was already broken beyond repair. Regardless of what it looked like before, its current pitiful state clearly indicated it had little time left, especially after taking attacks from Grace and the others.

Eris snapped her fingers after extracting the blood, and the Insect Vessel's blood transformed into a letter-like shape in mid-air. It appeared to be in some demonic script that none of us could read, so everyone waited for Eris to decipher it. As she read it carefully, her eyes suddenly widened in surprise.

"What is it?"

Despite Aran's question, Eris continued reading, then eventually sighed deeply and dispelled her blood magic.

"There isn't much information. But I did glean a few things, so listen carefully. I don't want to repeat myself."

Everyone focused on Eris's words.

"This Insect Vessel was definitely in the Hell Garden. It lost its original blood there, which suggests it was in battle."
"Battle..."
"Then suddenly, the environment changed."
"The environment changed? To where?"
"I don't know that much. But it was a strange space. I couldn't obtain any information about it. Like a place where neither wind, nor sunlight, nor anything else penetrates. But the important thing isn't the environment."

Eris frowned.

"In this place, the Insect Vessel lost even more blood than it had in the Hell Garden."
"What?"
"And each time blood was taken, something entered its body and altered the blood. Drugs. All kinds of drugs were injected."

Several people shuddered at this revelation, which was more horrifying than expected. Among them, Sophia, the mage from the Magic Tower, looked particularly serious, as if sensing something wrong.

"Then suddenly, cold energy entered its blood, which suggests it was transported here. It then consumed magical beasts like the Wolf Fang we saw earlier to absorb their blood and alleviate its magical power deficiency. That's what happened."

The information Eris obtained through blood magic was quite detailed. I knew blood tracking was possible, but I didn't realize extracting all the blood could reveal such a detailed life history of an individual. I had to admit, her companionship was proving extremely helpful.

The information Eris gathered provided the biggest pieces to solve the mysteries happening here. Though not all pieces fit together yet, we had gathered enough key components to start seeing the bigger picture...

"Huh?"

Everyone seemed too focused on Eris's serious story to notice, but something strange caught my eye as I watched the Insect Vessel.

"Nia, amplification magic for me!"
"What?"

I hurriedly instructed Nia and infused cold energy into my hand. Then I rushed toward the Insect Vessel, which had had its blood extracted.

"Luke?"

Elaine, who had her sword in the demon's neck, looked puzzled by my sudden approach, but she too soon realized something was wrong and her eyes widened.

Crack, crack, crack.
Cracks began forming on the body of the Insect Vessel that had died from blood extraction.
BOOM!
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That was a close call.
If I hadn't been watching Chungseok.
If Nia hadn't immediately cast an amplification spell without hesitation.
If Sophia, with her magical sight, hadn't sensed something suspicious and helped with her ice magic.
If Aran and Grace hadn't sensed the strange presence and immediately suppressed it.
If Elaine hadn't stepped back.

If these various conditions hadn't aligned, it could have been dangerous.
In the worst-case scenario, the key figures present here could have been injured.

"Phew..."

I let out a sigh of relief as soon as I felt the crisis had passed.
Before me stood a massive ice barrier that had frozen space itself. Pieces of what appeared to be Chungseok's flesh were stuck here and there on the ice wall, making for a disgusting sight.

"Thank you, Luke. Thanks to you, I was able to avoid it."

Elaine, who had been closest to the explosion site, approached me and expressed her gratitude.
Even without me, Elaine's speed would have been enough to escape the blast radius.
But her eyes were filled with the emotion of having been saved by her lover.

"It was thanks to everyone here."

What happened was this:
When Chungseok died, its body split open and an explosion occurred.
The moment I saw the cracks forming on its body, I prepared ice magic with all my might, and when I felt Nia's amplification spell, I released the cold energy.

Sophia's ice magic supported mine, causing the cold energy to grow instantly.
While Aran and Grace suppressed the explosion with their magical power, I used the opportunity to envelop and freeze the explosion with ice.
Fortunately, Elaine had created distance as soon as she saw the cracks, escaping both the explosion and the range of the ice.

My cold energy, originating from ice crystals, is more powerful than that of any ice mage.
The cold energy completely contained the explosion, and thanks to that, no one was injured.

'I should add one more thing. If I hadn't received elemental training from Aran, I wouldn't have been able to spread the cold energy so quickly.'

Indeed, fortune seems to favor the prepared.

"Not bad, human."

Even Eris, who's usually cold toward humans, was looking at me with admiring eyes, so I must have done something significant.
But this wasn't the time to bask in praise or feel relieved about preventing an accident.
This was a good opportunity.

Do you know what the biggest concern of a possession vessel is?
When developments I don't know about occur? That's certainly a big concern, but not the biggest, since I can piece together information as I've done so far.
The biggest concern for a possession vessel is... finding the right timing to interject.

If I were a prophet or fortune teller, I could casually interject anytime and reveal future events or hidden information without any problem.
But I'm a knight.
If I were to immediately unpack my knowledge when our side seems to be in trouble, I might be questioned about the source of my information, or be disliked for being an overstepping knight.
Having information isn't everything—how you use it is more important.

That's why I've been very careful about when to interject in the most natural way, but even so, perceptive people like Grace have become suspicious of me, which is no small concern.

Right now, to get to the truth of this matter, I need to combine my information with Eris's story.
I was wondering when would be the natural time to reveal it.

But thanks to that explosion, the timing presented itself.
All attention was focused on me, and the explosion created a gap in the conversation.
Above all, Eris had just told an unsettling story that had everyone on edge and curious.
This was such a perfect opportunity that I should almost be grateful for the explosion.

I decided to seize it without hesitation.

"Your Excellency, that explosion was magical."
"Magical?"
"The moment the cracks in the demon Chungseok widened, I saw, albeit briefly, the light of a magic circle."
"What!"

Of course, that's a lie.
I didn't see anything like that.

But it wasn't a baseless lie.
Although Chungseok was different from the demon I had seen in the novel, I heard a word I couldn't ignore in Eris's account of its past.
From there, I deduced that the same entity might be behind both Chungseok and the demon I knew.
I had only asked Nia for help, but the fact that Sophia, with her magical sight, moved suggested she saw magical fluctuations in Chungseok.

"That's right, Grand Duke. There was an explosion spell inscribed inside Chungseok. It seems to be a stored magic circle designed to activate upon death."

See?
When Sophia specifically backed up my claim, even Grace believed it.

"Your Excellency, though it's just speculation, may I say something?"
"Go ahead."

I have two names: possession vessel and knight, but I have one more.
The rising hero of the North.
Equipping this title increases persuasiveness and speaking rights by 30%.
...That's how it would work if this world were a game rather than a novel, I suppose.

"There was something significant in what Miss Eris just said."
"Something significant?"
"She said this Chungseok was in the Hell Garden. She also mentioned it's next to the Demon King's castle. Only one group of people has ever reached the Hell Garden and fought there besides demons."
"The Hero's party..."

Aran's expression had been troubled for a while now.
He was the one who destroyed the Hell Garden, and Chungseok said that during the battle there, the environment changed as it stood in a strange space.
If an outsider intervened in this matter, who could it logically be?
It doesn't take much thought.

"What if it wasn't a person but a demon who evacuated Chungseok to preserve their forces?"
"That's also a possibility. That's why what I'm saying is merely speculation."
"Hmm, continue."
"Yes. Also, Chungseok said it received drug injections instead of having its blood drawn, and it had an explosion magic circle embedded inside it that activated upon death. This suggests the involvement of a mage cannot be ignored."
"A mage... could it be!"

Grace turned to Aran with a startled expression.
Aran seemed to have thought of the same person, as his expression darkened and he bit his lip slightly.

"Merci..."

With this, I smoothly connected my information with Eris's story.

"Merci was the Golden Tower Master, wasn't she? One of the Seven Heroes."

Being the pinnacle of mages and the kingdom's most famous magician, it was a name everyone knew.
When the Seven Heroes were revealed as enemies of the North, she too became a potential enemy, so there were no favorable reactions to her name.

"Luke, are you suggesting that the Golden Tower Master Merci secretly abducted Chungseok during battle, kept it, and then released it in the North?"
"If a mage was involved, she seems the most likely candidate."
"He's probably right."

Unexpectedly, Eris stepped forward to agree with me.

"Demons have no love for their kind, but at least they don't torture their own with drugs—they just kill them. Only humans would do such things. You even sell drugs to your own kind."

It's a rare sight to see a demon criticizing human morality, and I have no retort.
But Eris didn't antagonize us more than necessary.
That's because her main concern now was the deteriorating situation.

"So both Dorgon and Merci are targeting the North?"

When Aran, suppressing his anger, asked me in a deeply subdued voice, I shrugged.

"I don't know that much. But there seems to be some connection, just as Rowe was involved in the Snow Tower terror attack."

The news that two of the Seven Heroes are targeting the North is indeed bad, but not particularly surprising.
Rowe had mentioned the possibility of Merci's involvement when he defected.
Of the Seven Heroes, three are dead, and excluding Aran, three remain. Two of them—the Prince and Dorgon—were already targeting the North, so it's not surprising that the remaining one would join in.

"Aran, are you okay?"

When Grace asked with a worried face, Aran forced a bitter smile.
The desire to appear strong in front of a woman is common to all men.
When Aran pretended to be fine, Grace didn't press further and instead put on an even stronger face.
Strong hostility toward Merci was evident in her flashing eyes.

"Lord Luke's hypothesis is highly plausible. It makes more sense than a demon suddenly appearing without reason. From now on, we'll work under the assumption that the Golden Tower Master Merci is also involved in this matter."
"Yes."
"Still, it's troubling. We've guessed who might be behind this, but because Chungseok died, we couldn't discover their purpose. What does Lord Elaine think?"
"I don't think they intended to spread fear in the North by releasing a demon."
"I agree with you. It was quite violent, but too weak for a monster. Rather, by releasing it in the outskirts, it eliminated several magical beasts instead of posing a threat, which benefited us."

After pondering Merci's intentions, Grace seemed to get a headache and passed the baton to me.

"This is Lord Luke's domain. What does my strategy advisor think?"

That's strange. My salary is that of a guard knight, but when did I become a strategy advisor?
Did I get promoted without knowing?

'That can't be.'

This is Grace's way of lightening the mood and giving me an opportunity as she's become comfortable with me.
It's a kind of signal to share more if I have anything.
Since we've played this game of reading each other enough, I gave her what she wanted.

"Like the Guard Captain, I don't think releasing the demon was the goal itself. If they wanted to spread fear by releasing a demon, they would have released it where people live, not in a desolate place like this with only magical beasts. There must be another purpose."
"What do you think it is?"
"In my opinion, they seem to be... grazing the demon."
"Grazing?"

The North hasn't developed livestock farming due to its cold climate.
To be precise, small-scale livestock farming is done in barns, but the practice of grazing livestock in fields doesn't exist at all.

Therefore, due to cultural differences, Grace, Elaine, and others knew what grazing was but didn't understand exactly what it entailed.
After I explained:

"So they deliberately released the demon here, letting it eat magical beasts to build up magical power... The purpose is still to create forces to attack the North?"
"I think the reason they made the demon starve-like and then let it consume magical power was because they needed that strength."
"The idea of breeding demons is beyond laughable."

At that moment, Aran, who had been listening to our conversation, felt a chill and hastily spoke up.

"Grace! If that's the case, this matter isn't over yet."
"?"
"Merci may not be like Dorgon, but when she experiments on something, she has one rule."
"A rule?"
"Samples. Merci wants to obtain as many samples as possible. She says that an explorer should obtain as diverse results as possible."
"!"
"It's not just the Golden Tower Master. Mages are fundamentally like that. Even our Snow Tower repeatedly tests the same weapons."

When Sophia stepped forward to support this, everyone's faces grew serious.

"Then... perhaps Chungseok isn't the end, and there might be several more demons wandering around here."
"Yes."

I also bit my lip slightly.

'Now I understand.'

I realized why Chungseok was different from the demon I saw in the novel.

Merci had multiple demons from the beginning.
I'm not sure exactly why she only had one in the novel's timeline—perhaps she over-exploited them to create the Demon Fruit, or maybe by that point, the demons had died from her experiments.

That means at this point, much earlier than Episode 5 of the novel... Merci has multiple demons.
And as if to prove Aran's suspicion:

"Ah, so that's why?"
"Eris?"
"If Chungseok had mauled those beasts, there should have been parasites on the corpses. Chungseok breeds worms, after all. But there were no parasites on the beasts' bodies. I didn't know it was Chungseok then, but thinking about it now, it's strange."
"Could it be..."

Eris confirmed our unease with a disturbed expression.

"Yes, perhaps it wasn't this one that ate the beasts. There are more of them out there."

Ch.134 - Chapter 134. Demon Hunt (2)
Despite having defeated the Worm, the expedition was not yet over.
The possibility that more demons might exist, no matter how small, couldn't be ignored.

Above all, Eris had said that the devoured magical beast corpses we found weren't the Worm's doing.
That meant there was at least one more demon here.

However, since night had fallen, we returned to camp and devised a new search strategy.

"If there are multiple demons, we need to search more extensively. So we'll divide our forces even further."

The previous arrangement had prioritized concentrated power over search capability, as the goal was to destroy any demon immediately upon finding it.
But if there were multiple demons scattered across different locations, finding all their positions became more important.

"Among us, those who can take down a high-ranking demon alone would be me, Aran, Sir Ilaine, Sir Gunter, the Vice Knight Commander, and Elder Candidate Sophia."
"Eris can do it too. Nia and Yui... they have the skill but lack experience fighting demons, so they should stay together just in case."
"Good, let's arrange the teams based on that."

Of the six people Grace mentioned, we decided to leave Gunter and the Vice Knight Commander at the outpost.
This was to establish a blockade line, as it would be troublesome if even one demon escaped southward.

"Aran's group will continue to move together."

Those four were already a team, so they remained unchanged.

"Ah, Sir Gi can also defeat demons alone. Then the Third Guard Unit can move independently."
"How will we handle Your Grace's protection?"
"I just need two or three knights to assist me."
"Hmm..."

While that made sense strategically, the Guard's primary duty was protecting the Northern Archduke, so Ilaine looked troubled.

"We'll be nearby anyway, so there's nothing to worry about."
"Understood."

Others didn't understand Grace's vague statement, but Ilaine and I knew what she meant.
She's coming along even during expeditions.

"Haha, we'll crush the demon quickly and return to Your Grace's side!"

With Grace's persuasion and Gi's bold declaration, Ilaine was convinced, and the Third Guard Unit was set to move independently.
So far, three teams had been formed.

'What about us?'

The Third Guard Unit would move on their own, and Grace would take just two or three knights for personal protection.
So what about the Guard Captain's direct team?

"Sir Ilaine should also move with his own team."
"Understood."

So that was the plan.
The Guard Captain's direct team only had four members, but with Ilaine and Sophia, they had enough strength to face demons.

'This is becoming less and less of a joke about fantasy hero party compositions.'

Coincidentally, like Aran's group, we were also four people, with attribute users, swordsmen, and a mage...
No, never mind.
I immediately erased that thought, as it might lead Grace to start spouting nonsense about me being a second hero.

Finally, Grace selected half of the knights to form another search team.
This created five demon search teams: Aran's group, Grace, the Guard Captain's direct team, the Third Guard Unit, and the Knight Unit.

"The first demon was discovered at night. Demons don't sleep, so they might be moving under cover of darkness. Therefore, we'll also conduct night searches."
"Understood."

Of the five search teams, three would search during the day and two at night.
The night search would be handled by the Third Guard Unit, accustomed to night watch, and Aran's group, which included Eris who didn't need sleep.

"Contact us immediately via magic tools if there's any problem."
"Got it."

Grace saw Aran off as he left for the night search, then approached our group.

"If I had my way..."
"?"
"I'd want Aran and me to go find and crush the demons together. I may not have detection abilities, but Aran can detect with electricity."
"..."
"But that would be too obvious, wouldn't it?"

I suddenly understood why the old saying exists that flowers bloom even amid bombardment, and children are born even during war.
Grace's diligent yet cautious consultation about planning her future even in this situation made Ilaine and me a bit uncomfortable.
Unlike her, we were now on the same team.

But we couldn't ignore or deceive her about this matter.

"Wouldn't it be nice to welcome him warmly when he returns tired?"
"You think so?"
"Yes, I feel happy when Luke comes to greet me after I finish my bedroom guard duty and get off work."

Grace's eyes sparkled with interest.
She seemed to like imagining that scene.

"Come to think of it, you two are on the same team."
"!"

We were caught. Though we hadn't intended to hide it, nor could we.
Ilaine, feeling guilty inside, immediately explained:

"Your Grace assigned us."
"I know, don't worry. I'm not the kind of superior who gets jealous and acts spiteful."
"But you are the kind who plays pranks."
"That's true, but I'm trying to hold back since there are demons nearby."

Seeing Grace smile briefly before returning to a serious expression, I realized her consultation was probably her way of trying to ease her subordinates' tension about the demons.

"The fortunate thing is that Merci is behind this demon appearance."
"Why is that?"

I asked, not understanding why the involvement of one of the Seven Heroes was fortunate.

"If she had released demons one by one, sporadically, it would have been very troublesome. We'd need to station knight-level forces here permanently, which would reduce Wintercannon's strength."
"That's right. It would be like extending our battle lines."
"But the Merci I know is impatient and hates tedium. I don't know what her purpose is or how many demons she has, but she wouldn't want to drag things out. If she was going to do something, she'd release them all at once."

Indeed.
I completely agreed with Grace on this.

The mage Merci has the worst personality among the hero party, even worse than the greedy Rowe.
Anyone who shows interest in demonic power out of intellectual curiosity has already said it all.

So with her impatient personality, Merci would have deployed all her demons at once, as Grace said.
She'd want to see results quickly rather than tediously checking one by one.
Thanks to this, we wouldn't have to constantly watch this area anxiously for new demon appearances.

"But what if Merci gets angry and comes running after we defeat all her demons?"
"That's another fortunate thing."
"?"
"We won't have to go all the way to the Golden Tower."

Grace's cold words sent chills down my spine.
As she said, if Merci came here... she would first face Grace, who was suppressing her anger over the hero party's betrayal.
Even one of the Seven Heroes wouldn't escape unscathed.

'That really is fortunate.'

I felt reassured to the point of being embarrassed about my previous worries about how things might unfold due to the butterfly effect.
The butterfly effect doesn't always cause problems.

'Well, Aran coming to the north early is also a kind of butterfly effect.'

For the first time in a long while, I felt like a reader curious about how the story would unfold.

***

The first night's search yielded no results.
Perhaps we had used up all our luck for the day by confirming the demon's existence and dealing with the Worm.
Eris had used all the Worm's blood to read its past, so she couldn't use blood magic to find demons.

"Let's head out too."
"Yes!"

With the night search team returning, the day search team departed.
We received maps of the area from the outpost commander, divided up the places that had been checked yesterday, the areas the night search team had confirmed, and the places each of us would go today, then dispersed.

"Come to think of it, our team has the most advantages for detection."
"That's probably why Her Grace assigned us this area."

Sophia could use detection magic, Rigrit had good eyes and archery skills, and I could mimic thermal imaging by manipulating heat. Ilaine was fast.
Overall, we were a well-balanced team.

"Then we should live up to expectations."
"Of course."

Ilaine nodded and shouted "Let's go!" energetically as she took the lead.
Sophia, Rigrit, and I followed her.
Our search area for today was the forest.

***

"We'll move in diamond formation. I'll take point, Luke will cover the rear. Sophia and Rigrit will take the left and right flanks."
"Understood."
"Sophia has the widest detection range with her magic, so she'll be in the center. I'll command, but she'll make the overall assessments."
"Don't worry. I have my share of combat experience."
"I'm not worried."
"Report anything that moves, not just demons but magical beasts too. Even if it's just an animal."
"Whew, I hope we see normal animals."

Everyone agreed with Rigrit's concern as we began our entry.

Since this was a wild forest untouched by human hands, there weren't even paths.
Despite being in a cold region, it felt like walking through a jungle. We proceeded with our search, nerves on high alert.

"It's quiet."

When Rigrit murmured this, Sophia responded:

"I've been using detection magic since we entered the forest, but nothing's registering."
"That detection magic, exactly what can it sense?"
"It only detects targets with magical power. Demons and magical beasts have magic flowing through them like blood, so they can't escape detection."
"Hmm..."

While continuing to watch the front, Ilaine asked curiously:

"Is it possible to evade detection magic?"
"It is possible. There are occasionally abilities that don't register on detection, like that man Rowe's shadow."
"Then we should consider the possibility that a demon might possess such an ability."

Ilaine's words reminded me of something.
The reason I was certain the Worm's abilities didn't match the demon I was looking for was because I knew the abilities of the demons from the novel.

That demon, which was definitely not an insect, had abilities...

"Ms. Sophia, could fog abilities evade detection magic?"

Sophia tilted her head at my question.

"That's an interesting question. What kind of fog ability do you mean? Transforming one's body into fog, or spreading fog to conceal oneself?"
"Hmm... I hadn't thought about it in such detail. I'm curious about both."
"If it's transforming into fog, I probably couldn't detect it. That would be like assimilating oneself with nature. If it's spreading fog to hide... that would depend on the situation. I don't know how much that fog could conceal."

I'm not a memory genius who remembers every word of the novel, but I vaguely recall it being described as "hiding in the fog."
I wasn't sure which of those two cases it was, so I was pondering when...

"Luke, why did you suddenly bring up fog?"
"Oh, lately I've been learning to handle cold and heat from the hero, and sometimes I create water vapor. Since this forest is dark, I thought fog would be troublesome..."

As I was giving my prepared excuse, I stopped mid-sentence.
No one urged me to continue.

'This timing is exactly why Grace calls me a second hero.'

Ilaine quietly drew her sword, Rigrit loaded an arrow onto her bowstring, and Sophia gripped her staff tightly.
I also held my sword while discreetly unbuttoning the pouch containing my dagger with Black Flame.

Until just now, though it was eerie, our vision was clear.
Suddenly, the area ahead became hazy and our visibility turned opaque.
It was fog.
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I wasn't a meteorologist in my past life, nor was I an employee at the weather bureau. Before that, I wasn't even a science student majoring in earth science.
So while I know what fog is, I don't know in detail the scientific principles behind how it forms.
Even though I'm not an expert in science, I do have some basic knowledge.

'Fog doesn't just appear this suddenly, right? Especially not in the morning rather than at dawn.'

As if confirming that it wasn't my lack of scientific knowledge but that this was indeed an abnormal phenomenon,
the other three also assumed defensive positions.

"There really is fog."

Sophia smiled as if finding this coincidence fascinating, but she didn't continue with the joke and instead gripped her staff while surveying the surroundings.
She too had noticed that this fog wasn't a natural phenomenon but someone's doing.

"Sophia, detection to maximum."
"I'm already on it. And just to let you know in advance, this fog doesn't contain any magical energy."
"Does that mean it's an ability that harmonizes with nature?"
"Or it could have an effect that disrupts magical detection. Either way, it's troublesome."

Everyone firmly believed this was a demon's ability.
There was no one in the expedition force with the unique ability to manipulate fog, and even though the fog contained no magical energy, it was filled with an unpleasant hostility.
At this point, what else could possess such suspicious abilities and powerful hostility?

"Disband the diamond formation and switch to triangle formation. Rigrit, move to the center and watch above."
"Yes."
"Luke and Sophia, stay alert and focused, watching not only in front of you but also to your sides to prevent blind spots."
"Understood."

Following the instructions of Elaine, who maintained her composure and calmness befitting a guard captain, we changed our formation.
We positioned Rigrit, who wasn't suited for close combat, in the center with the three of us surrounding and protecting her, while Rigrit prepared for any surprise attacks from above.

As we remained tense, cautious of what might happen...

"It's coming from this direction!"

Just as Sophia shouted and deployed a defensive spell in front of her.
Clang!
There was a metallic sound.
Elaine and I immediately turned our heads in that direction.

"It disappeared."

Elaine clicked her tongue.
The area in front of Sophia was quiet as if nothing had happened.

"Sophia, any detection response?"
"None."
"Keep maintaining it anyway. It might be caught from outside the fog."
"Of course."

After giving Sophia additional instructions, Elaine spoke again.

"Judging by how it hides in the fog and launches surprise attacks, it's an assassin. Its preferred combat style seems to be close combat, so be wary of its approach."
"Yes."

As expected of the Northern Archduke's guard captain. Her analysis was spot on.

'I think she's right this time. I can't believe we're encountering it today of all days.'

The reason I specifically mentioned fog among all natural phenomena was because of this creature.

A demon that fought against Aran's group in the novel. Its ability was fog.
As Elaine said, it was an assassin skilled in stealth and surprise attacks, and while not at Row's level, it was quite formidable.

She was also correct about it being confident in close combat.
Assassins dislike prolonged battles. What they aim for is a single, fatal strike.
To ensure a kill with one surprise attack, they use their most confident method, and this one attempted a close-range attack.
It means it doesn't have a way to kill Sophia from a distance.

"It's coming again!"

This time, as soon as Sophia sensed its presence, she fired icicles forward, but there was no sound of them hitting anything.

"!"

Instead, it seemed the demon had baited her into attacking, targeting the momentary gap that inevitably occurs after using magic.

Whoosh!
Fortunately, Elaine quickly swung her sword to protect Sophia, causing the demon's second attack to fail as well.
Although the demon was successfully driven away, Elaine slightly furrowed her brow as her sword cut through the fog and said:

"An assassin wouldn't target the same person consecutively. It seems your top priority target is Sophia."

As if to prove her words, the fog demon targeted Sophia again, and this time Rigrit shot an arrow to drive it away.

"...I can think of only one reason why the demon is targeting only me."
"Yes, it must be because of your magic eyes."

Right now, the demon is suffering from magical energy depletion to the point of devouring magical beasts.
And Sophia has an unusually abundant amount of magical energy even among humans, and her magic eyes are a phenomenon where overflowing magical energy has altered her physical structure.
In other words, as terrifying as it sounds, just as people eat fish eyes saying they're nutritious, this demon is trying to eat Sophia's eyes for their abundant magical energy.

"Being seen not as an enemy but as food by a demon. I don't like that."

Sophia grimaced as if genuinely disgusted.
And rightfully so—eye dishes are generally considered bizarre cuisine, and how could it be pleasant to hear that someone wants to eat your eyes?

"Seeing how it's fixated on Sophia as its target, it seems to be in an irrational state like Chulhong was. Thanks to that, its attack range is limited, but there's one problem."
"The fog?"
"Yes."

Elaine's sword only cut through fog, and while Rigrit's arrow drove the demon away, it didn't inflict any damage.
Which means...

"It's not hiding its body in the fog, but rather has the ability to transform its body into fog."
"That must be why it doesn't register on Sophia's detection."

The demon's ability wasn't simply to spread fog but to transform its body into fog.
Just as I had detected heat to find the creature hiding in shadows when fighting Row, I tried to detect heat to find the demon hiding in the fog, but I couldn't detect anything either.
Its body had transformed into fog, eliminating any body heat.


Still, seeing how it must return to physical form to attack, fortunately, the fog seemed to be only for concealment and didn't provide any physical means of attack.

If the target is limited and the attack method is fixed,
we could use that to protect Sophia from it, but there was a critical problem:

"At this rate, we'll just keep defending against the demon's attacks indefinitely."

Rigrit said with a troubled expression.
To defeat it, we need to successfully attack and wound it, but if its body transforms into fog, blades won't work, so there's no way to injure it.
If this continues, we'll gradually be drained of strength while trapped in the demon's fog, and the moment we make a mistake due to exhaustion, Sophia will be in danger.

"I suddenly miss it."
"What?"
"Remember that sword we tested at the Ice Crystal Tower? The one made with the power of ice crystals."

Elaine's words reminded me of a past event.
Bill had created a prototype crystal sword, and Elaine had tested it.
The combination of the crystal sword's power and Elaine's swordsmanship had created a beautifully snowy scene. Elaine was now lamenting the absence of that sword.

"If I had that sword, I could freeze all this fog."

Elaine, befitting a knight, could handle magical energy but wasn't an elemental user.
And even for someone as perfect as her, there were shortcomings.
Elaine couldn't use magic.

She said that complex formulas and calculations in magic didn't suit her, and that focusing on just one thing was her nature.
It's probably thanks to that focus being entirely devoted to the sword that she has achieved sword skills second only to Grace's despite her young age.

However, now that exceptional sword skills alone weren't enough to fight, she was also racking her brain when.

Shing.
I sheathed the longsword I was holding.

"I have a plan."

I said, drawing the black dagger Heukyo from my chest and gripping it.

"What is it?"
"Before that, the demon might hear us."

Clang!
Just then, Elaine reacted to block an incoming attack from the demon.
The metallic sound indicated there was physical contact with it, but judging by the sound, she still couldn't inflict any damage.

Taking advantage of the gap after the demon retreated following its attack, I quickly explained my plan to the group.

After hearing the plan, Elaine asked me:

"...It's a good plan, but won't you be in danger if something goes wrong?"
"That's why I'm counting on your support."

I absolutely don't enjoy being in dangerous situations. I even received advice from Elaine not to get hurt on this expedition.
Above all, I have an important task planned for after the expedition, so I need to take care of myself.

That's why I devised this plan not to act alone but to cooperate with them.
Elaine saw the determination in my eyes and nodded.

"Rigrit, leave Sophia's protection to me and follow the plan."
"Understood. I'll make sure the demon doesn't lay a finger on Lord Luke!"

Rigrit, who trusted me as much as Elaine did, responded energetically.
Sophia also seemed to like the plan, entrusting her safety to Elaine and immediately preparing for the operation.

'Let's do this.'

I gripped Heukyo tightly and infused it with magical energy.
The rare properties of the obsidian amplified my magical energy, and soon I felt a strong chill in my hand.

"Haap!"

I swung Heukyo widely toward the front with a powerful shout.
Cold energy spread like a gust of wind, and seeing the change it caused, I smiled with satisfaction.

'It works!'

While I don't know the scientific principles behind how fog forms, I do know what fog is.
Simply put, fog is moisture in the air. The reason your face feels damp when there's morning fog is because of that moisture.

And ice forms when water temperature drops below freezing.
So what happens if you forcibly expose countless water droplets in the air to intense cold?

Crack-crack-crack.
The powerful cold energy emitted from Heukyo froze everything around as it spread.
The surrounding fog provided plenty of moisture to freeze, and the cold energy I emitted was that of ice crystals, incomparable to natural cold wind.
It enabled rapid freezing.

'Once more!'

I filled Heukyo with cold energy again and spread it with all my might.
Crack-crack-crack-crack.
The water droplets in the fog froze rapidly.

Then.
Crash!
There was a sound of ice breaking, and a figure appeared where the sound came from.

The demon revealed its true form, having dispelled its fog transformation and escaped from the ice before its body was completely frozen.

This fog was a transformation of its body.
That means the fog is the demon's body, so theoretically, attacking the fog is attacking the demon's body.
Of course, fog is a natural element that can't be physically attacked, which is why neither Elaine's sword nor Rigrit's arrows were effective.

But what if, as Elaine suggested, we freeze the fog itself?
The demon realized my strategy, which is why it dispelled its transformation and returned to its original form.

Thwack!

"Ugh!"

As soon as the demon revealed its true form, an arrow pierced its chest.
The arrow, infused with magical energy, was shot by Rigrit, of course.

"Good, it works!"

Rigrit loaded the next arrow with a face full of joy. The demon tried to change its body back into fog to avoid the arrow, but.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Just before it transformed into fog, I saw the direction the demon was trying to move and shot cold energy toward it.
The cold energy instantly froze the moisture in the air. Forced to dispel its fog transformation again, the demon returned to its original form.
Thwack!
This time, an arrow pierced its stomach.

In fog state, it's vulnerable to cold energy; in physical form, it's vulnerable to arrows. An unfair dilemma where it loses either way.
From the demon's perspective, it was caught in a difficult situation where it couldn't do either.

"It's demon hunting time."

Rigrit and I prepared our cold energy and arrows, glaring at the demon.

Ch.136 - Chapter 136. Demon Hunt (4)
I clearly captured the appearance of the demon as it dispelled its mist transformation and revealed its true form.

'Just like the Fulfillment.'

The demon was quite large due to its natural build, but it was extremely emaciated. It was like seeing the idiom "stomach skin stuck to the back" in real life.
If I hadn't seen its muscular limbs despite its starved state and the eerie bladed weapon in its hand, I might have felt sympathy for the creature.
In other words, the bloodlust emanating from it was so intense that I barely noticed its skeletal thinness.

Elaine and Sophia also confirmed the demon's appearance.

"Its teeth aren't that large."

Elaine said with an uneasy voice.
I understood what her words meant.

"This means it's not the demon that devoured those monsters."
"Right. The teeth marks on Wolfpang were much larger."

The mist demon before us must be the one I saw in the novel.
Mist abilities aren't common. Close combat, eerie blade, starved belly contrasting with muscular limbs.
All matched the characteristics described in the novel.

This meant that while we successfully found the demon from the novel, there must be more demons besides this one.
How many had they captured?
I shuddered anew at the mastermind's cruelty.

"It looks quite strong. We need to be careful."
"I know. You should be the most careful, Luke. You're the key to this operation."

Anyway, we needed to focus on the creature before us now.
This demon had fought against Aran's group. Instead of getting excited about finding a way to block its mist transformation, we needed to prepare for the real battle ahead.

"Rigrit!"

At my signal, Rigrit shot an arrow at the demon.
I wondered how much an arrow would hurt a demon, but it probably wouldn't enjoy being hit by an arrow infused with magical power.
When the demon reflexively turned its body into mist—

Whoosh!
I shot a blast of cold energy, as if I'd been waiting for this moment.

Since we'd used this tactic twice already, the demon seemed to have figured it out.
Instead of spreading its mist widely like before, it compressed its mist-transformed body into a human-sized form and moved at high speed riding the wind.

But it wasn't the only one who could think strategically.

'Snow Blade, Sleet!'

Until now, I had simply shot cold energy over a wide area.
This time, I imbued my swordsmanship with cold energy.

Just like in my battle with Glaka, the Orc Chieftain.
Knowing your opponent means knowing their fighting style.

In "Brave Lord," when Aran fought this demon, he electrified the moisture in the mist to shock it.
When the demon realized that spreading wide just made it an easier target and began compressing its mist to escape, Aran wove an electrical net to trap and attack it.

Since I couldn't weave such an intricate net with cold energy, I used my own method.
Sleet was a technique that overwhelmed enemies with countless consecutive sword strikes.
Mixing cold energy into it would create a net of cold, similar to Aran's electrical net.

Moreover, the demon was distracted by consuming Sophia's magic eye, and even when it compressed its body, it seemed limited to a human form.
And a human body has a surprisingly large surface area.

Crack!
When one of the many strands of cold energy touched the mist, that spot froze.
Since I was firing many small bursts of cold energy rather than one large blast, each attack didn't contain much cold energy.
As a result, the freezing process was slow.

Sensing this might be manageable, the demon maintained its transformation despite being partially frozen, trying to target Sophia from the sky.

'I learned from an expert who mastered elemental abilities to the pinnacle of this world.'

Cold energy specializes in freezing the opponent's body to seal their movements.

Though it was using the lightness of its mist form to ride the wind at high speed,
Ice is solid, and water expands when frozen.
Especially with an ice chunk attached to it like a prisoner's ball and chain, its speed inevitably slowed. Unlike the translucent mist, the ice chunk was clearly visible, making it easier to target.
Even a weak attack was enough to slow down its movements.

'No matter how fast it is, it's manageable compared to Lowe.'

Having received a strong preventive dose, I wasn't even nervous as I aimed at the ice chunk moving in the sky like clay pigeon shooting.

Snow Blade, First Snow!
I thrust with all my might at maximum speed.
Of course, my dagger couldn't reach that high in the sky, but—

Whoosh!
The lightness of the cold energy shot from Black Jade surpassed even the demon's mist.
The cold energy swam upward into the sky.

"!"

It hit the demon's body (mist) precisely.
Though my cold energy itself had no destructive power, my goal was simply to hit the creature with it.
Crack!
As its body gradually froze, the demon finally had no choice.

Bang!
It had no choice but to cancel its transformation and return to its original form.
What happened next was predictable.
Thwack!
That's the third arrow.

The demon, hit by the arrow, seemed to lack flying ability, and realizing it would be intercepted by me if it continued to fly, it quickly landed on the ground.

Indeed, this creature acts on instinct like the Fulfillment.
Despite being at a disadvantage, it wouldn't flee and kept trying to fight while keeping its eyes fixed on Sophia.

'Or perhaps...'

While we were clearly pushing it back, I wouldn't say we had the advantage.
True, we were blocking its mist transformation with cold energy and causing damage with arrows, but—

'Arrows.'

The damage was just that—limited damage.
Rigrit was an unexpectedly skilled marksman, but not an overwhelming force.
The damage he inflicted with arrows was less than what a knight could do with a sword, and in fact, the demon was still standing despite being hit three times.
Rigrit was a skilled archer, not a powerful one.

Meanwhile, I was continuously consuming magical power with cold energy.
Each time I froze the demon, I used quite a bit of magic.
At this rate, my magical power would run out first, making me unable to use cold energy, and without means to attack the demon, the advantage would overwhelmingly shift back to its side.

'As if I'd fight so recklessly without a plan, knowing that.'

The preparations should be ready by now.

"It's ready, Luke!"

See?
Sophia's confident voice came from behind me.
Having completed her magical preparations, Sophia raised her staff high.

Whoosh!
An incredible blaze swept through, surrounding the entire area. Not just front, back, left, and right, but above and below as well.
A massive prison and arena made of fire was complete.

And it wasn't just ordinary flame.
Blue flame—Sophia's unique magic, "Pharma's Flame."

"Now the demon can't escape this space even if it turns into mist. The moment the mist touches the wall of fire, the blue flame will forcibly burn it away."

The demon also seemed confused by the unfamiliar flames surrounding it and looked around.

"You don't need to worry about the forest catching fire. Unlike regular fire, Pharma's Flame only burns abilities. Trees and grass won't burn."
"That's environmentally friendly."
"But if it only burns abilities..."
"Yes, I understand. We'll have to kill the demon ourselves."

Demons are such complex beings.
If we fed Pharma's Flame directly to it, we could prevent its mist transformation, or we could just keep the demon trapped with Pharma's Flame.
But with demons, you never know what might emerge when you think you've got them.

If hit with Pharma's Flame, it might stop using its mist ability and invest all its magical power in physical combat, or it might release a burst of magical power to blow away Pharma's Flame.
In the worst case, even after using Pharma's Flame, once we withdraw it, the creature might rise again and use mist.
In other words, there are many variables.

That's why Pharma's Flame is a shackle placed on the demon to prevent it from using its mist ability.
To finish it off for certain, we need to cut off its head with a blade and destroy its heart.
This was the demon-slaying method specified in "Brave Lord."

The demon, realizing we had trapped it and intended to beat it, shifted its gaze from Pharma's Flame to us.
I decided to give it one more surprise.

"You might not be able to escape outside, but do you think you can still fight as mist inside? If you think it's that easy, I'm disappointed."
"?"
"Ta-da!"

I filled Black Jade with heat.
The blade became so hot it glowed red, with heat haze forming around it.

"Water freezes when the temperature drops, but it also evaporates when heated. I wonder what will happen to your mist?"
"Grr..."

Perhaps because it was consumed by instinct with diminished reason but still had emotions?
The demon's face contorted, seemingly in anger.
The provocation worked.

'This is actually a trick.'

We know about Pharma's Flame, but the demon doesn't.
To its eyes, it's just blue fire.

But just as cold is a weakness for mist abilities, so is heat, making this a crisis situation for the demon with heat surrounding it everywhere.
And now the human it had been fighting was intensifying that heat even further.

Logically, how much heat could a dagger emit?
But it was enough to make the confused demon, engulfed in flames, abandon its ability.

Being consumed by instinct, the demon felt the danger from the heat even more acutely.
Its desire to consume Sophia's magic eye was driven more by survival instinct than hunger.

Finally, instead of transforming into mist, the demon gripped its sword tightly and took a stance.

"Kyaa!"

Even a starving beast still has the combat instinct inherent to the demon race, and it charged at me first, identifying me as the priority target for handling heat.
That was exactly according to plan.

"!"

The demon, which had been charging at me fiercely and nimbly, had to stop abruptly midway.
Because—

"Well done, Luke."

Elaine rushed in like a flash of light, shielding me and swinging her sword at the demon.
Clang!
The demon barely parried the attack but was pushed back.
Having confirmed that it couldn't transform into mist, Elaine didn't stop there.

Whoosh!
She approached at high speed and inflicted wounds on the demon with a flurry of strikes from Snow Blade, Sleet.

"Kuk!"

Even in the novel, the demon was outmatched by Aran in direct sword combat.
It's not that the demon is weak. Just looking at its stance and speed when wielding the sword, this demon has considerable close combat skills.
It's just that—

"Finally cutting into that flesh. Now, it's time for counterattack."

Elaine's swordsmanship is superior to the demon's.
If the demon had honed its swordsmanship to kill targets with a single strike, Elaine had fought against demons trying to kill her with single strikes.
Beyond race or abilities,
Their mastery of swordsmanship was different.

Slash! Slash! Slash!
The demon was mercilessly cut, and sensing it would continue to be overwhelmed at this rate—

Hiss...
While Pharma's Flame restricted major movement, slight evasion was still possible.
It tried to escape from Elaine by turning its body into mist.

"An opening."
"!"

I wasn't just standing by and leaving everything to Elaine.
Taking advantage of the moment when it was distracted by Elaine, I quietly approached and struck with a heat-infused blow just as it was transforming into mist.

And it wasn't with my short dagger.
After using Pharma's Flame, I no longer needed to waste magical power to prevent its mist transformation.
All I needed was enough heat to create a heat blade, and I could do that with a longsword.

Slash!
My heat blade cut into the demon's side.

"Kyaaaaa!"

As the elemental expert had said:
Even a glancing blow from heat causes burns that are extremely painful.
And it certainly looked that way.

Replace one pain with another.
So—
Whoosh! Thwack!
An arrow flew in and pierced the demon's neck.
Thanks to that, the demon's scream was cut short.

Ch.137 - Chapter 137. Terrible Experiment (1)
With this, I had completely cornered the demon.
I created a prison of Parma's flames to seal its mist form.
Even if it tried to use the mist for short-distance movement, as a heat user, I could evaporate the water vapor, reducing its main weapon to nothing more than a self-destruct mechanism.

The demon was at a disadvantage now that its true form was exposed.
Meanwhile, our side gained the advantage with Elaine, our strongest fighter, able to join the battle.
Now able to demonstrate her full abilities, she unleashed a fierce assault as if venting her previous frustration.

And it wasn't just Elaine fighting. We had four people on our side.

While Elaine held the demon's attention, I launched a surprise attack, burning it with heat, and Ligrit sniped its vital points from a distance.
The demon was, quite literally, in shambles.

"Kuh... kruk."

The demon let out a pained groan.
It wasn't just groaning. It was bleeding too.
But there was no one here soft-hearted enough to pity a demon.
Especially...

Slash!
Elaine charged without giving it a moment to breathe, bombarding the demon with her frost blade.
I was a vessel, and Ligrit was a young noble who had been in the mansion at the time.
But she had witnessed her comrades dying at the hands of demons on the front lines, so she remained vigilant for our safety.

Even a demon reduced to an instinctual beast seemed capable of minimal situational assessment. Perhaps not with its mind, but with its survival instinct.
Realizing it couldn't win against Elaine, the demon chose to flee before taking any more damage.

Clang!
The demon blocked Elaine's sword with all its might and leaped with such force that its leg muscles seemed about to tear.

"Kuk!"

The demon's desperate escape attempt lasted only a moment but was fierce enough to make even Elaine hesitate.
Despite this, she noticed the demon's intention and swung her sword at maximum speed.

Slash!
Sacrificing one arm, the demon successfully escaped from Elaine's range.

"Oh no!"

Is this why demons were considered objects of fear?
Truly, their tenacity and madness were infuriating.
I chased after it, shouting urgently:

"Ligrit, protect Sophia!"

Though it had escaped Elaine's sword, the demon was still trapped inside the fire prison.
It couldn't escape like this.
So who would a cornered demon target?

"!"

As Elaine, who had been guarding Sophia maintaining the fire prison, moved to attack the demon, Ligrit took her place and nocked an arrow as he saw the demon rushing toward us.

Ping!
Ligrit shot an arrow to stop the demon, but an arrow flying straight from the front wasn't much of a threat to it.
The demon dodged the arrow and stretched out its arm toward Sophia.

"Not happening!"

The distance was too close to load another arrow.
Ligrit threw down his bow, drew a dagger from his waist, assumed a stance, and blocked the charging demon head-on.

"Eeeeek!"

Clang!
Ligrit's dagger collided with the demon's claws, and the impact pushed his feet back violently.
Nevertheless, Ligrit gritted his teeth and engaged in a test of strength with the demon.

Ligrit was an archery prodigy, but his close combat skills were so lacking that he repeatedly failed the knight's exam.
However, as a member of the guard, he was likely to get caught in close combat whether he wanted to or not.
Especially as part of the captain's direct team, staying close to Grace made it almost certain.

That's why I asked Captain Gi of the 3rd Squad to train Ligrit.
Training with the best beasts of the guard would build his muscles and forcibly improve his hand-to-hand combat skills.

Sociable, diligent, and full of enthusiasm since joining the guard, Ligrit participated earnestly in the 3rd Squad's training.
As a result...

"Grrrr!"
"Uuuugh!"

Fortunately, thanks to Elaine cutting off its sword arm, the demon was now unarmed.
Looking at its sharp, large claws that made metallic sounds against the dagger, I wondered if "unarmed" was the right term.
But the point was that Ligrit was holding firm against those dangerous "bare hands" without giving ground.

"Guuugh!"

Being blocked head-on by an archer seemed unexpected for the demon, as it trembled while trying to break through Ligrit with its one arm.

"Eeeeek!"

Ligrit poured all his remaining mana into surrounding his body and held on with all his might.
The precious few seconds he bought changed the demon's fate.

"!"

Elaine was charging toward the demon again.
Realizing it was futile, the demon finally gave up on targeting Sophia and resorted to its last option.

"Kyaaaaa!"

After shaking off Ligrit and retreating, it used its mana to the limit to strengthen its body.
Purple magical energy etched like tattoos on its body.
Was it planning to forcibly escape by throwing itself against Parma's flames?

Even if it succeeded in escaping, its mana would be completely depleted, causing extreme suffering from hunger.
But since staying here meant certain death, it was a final attempt at the 0.1% chance of survival.

Ligrit was too exhausted from the struggle to move from his spot.
Elaine hadn't reached the demon yet.
With this last chance to escape, the demon lunged toward Parma's flames.

Crack!

"?"

Just before the demon could lift its foot, something flew and struck its back. Then...
Crackle!

"!"

Starting from its back, the demon's body began to freeze instantly.
Panicking, it frantically tried to remove what had struck its back, but...

"Too late."

I, who had thrown the obsidian, declared victory over the demon.

"It's an obsidian and steel dagger filled with ice crystal's cold. You might have withstood it earlier, but not in your current exhausted state."

"!"

The technique of throwing obsidian filled with ice crystal's cold was one I had used when fighting Low.
If even the Seven Heroes, the main villains of the novel, struggled against this technique, there was no way this extra villain could withstand it.

Moreover, the demon had just used all its remaining mana to strengthen its body.
Because of that, it couldn't transform into mist to escape the ice.
It was checkmate.

"Kyaaaaa!"

The demon let out a scream mixed with rage and hatred.
Since it might explode if killed, I froze its head as well.
We had someone who could extract information from corpses, but we shouldn't kill it yet.

Once the demon was completely frozen, Sophia finally dispelled Parma's flames and sat down, catching her breath from exhaustion.
Ligrit also collapsed.

"Well done, everyone."

Only after confirming the demon's silence did Elaine sheathe her sword and praise everyone's efforts.

Everyone was tired... but it was a perfect victory with no serious injuries.

'So during the Great War, there were many of these creatures at full strength?'

I felt newly grateful that I hadn't been possessed during the Great War.
If I had been possessed then, my body wouldn't have survived.

'Still...'

I felt proud as I realized that despite the fierce battle, I was only tired, not hurt anywhere.
It's quite an achievement for a modern person to grow into this level of knight.

***

Too fatigued from the intense battle to continue searching, and having completed our mission of finding and subduing the demon, we returned.

We showed the ice-trapped demon that we had brought back with Sophia's magic to everyone who had gathered after hearing our report.

"Huh?"

Eris widened her eyes in surprise, a stronger reaction than with the minion.
I asked her:

"Do you know this demon?"
"...Yes."
"!"

When Eris gave an affirmative answer, everyone looked at her.
With a serious expression, she explained the demon's identity.

"Fog the Mist Hunter. The king's assassin and purger. Known for his unique cruelty and persistence, even other demons avoid encountering him. I wondered why he wasn't seen until my master, the king, died... What happened?"

Then she turned to Aran and asked:

"I naturally assumed the king sent him to assassinate you during the war."

Aran shook his head at Eris's question.

"I've never seen this demon before."

Even in the novel, Aran was surprised by Fog because he was a demon, not because he recognized him.
They truly didn't know each other.

Upon Aran's denial, Eris's expression grew even more serious, and she turned to me.

"Human, you said Merci was behind this?"
"It's speculation since we don't have evidence yet."
"I think you're right. Only high-ranking demons like me or they could capture a demon of Fog's caliber."

Everyone else seemed to agree with her assessment.

Still, mysteries remained.
How did the Hero's party capture a demon, what was their purpose, and why did they release the demon in the northern outskirts?
I knew some answers, but these people didn't, so they needed to extract information from Fog.

"Luke, melt the ice."
"Understood."

At Grace's instruction, I used my heat to melt the ice trapping Fog.

Beside me, Aran prepared electricity in his hand, ready to subdue Fog if he went berserk upon being freed. Since this creature likely also had a device that would make him explode upon death, electric shock was the only way to subdue him without killing him.

I started by melting the ice around his head.

"Cough! Cough!"

As the ice slowly melted and he regained movement, Fog coughed severely.
Everyone tensed, but...

"Ugh... Where am I?"
"?"

Contrary to our concerns, Fog didn't go berserk but spoke clearly despite his painful groans.
His eyes also looked more intelligent than during our fight.

'Did the shock of freezing knock him unconscious and free him from the spell?'

That seemed to be the case, though I didn't know the exact mechanism.
Upon opening his eyes and discovering himself surrounded by humans, Fog was startled.
He tried to hide his body but realized he couldn't move as he was still frozen below the neck.

"Humans who deserve to be torn apart. What are you going to do this time...?!"

Fog, who had been grinding his teeth viciously, suddenly noticed something and widened his eyes.
What he saw was...

"You're... Eris of the Blood Duke's family?"
"First time we're formally meeting, Purger Fog."

As the king's assassin, he seemed to recognize Eris. Fog was surprised to see her, then checked her surroundings and gnashed his teeth.

"I thought you were captured too, but I see not. Don't tell me you betrayed your kind, the king, and joined hands with these humans? You worthless..."
"Wait. I want to clarify something before you misunderstand."
"?"

Interrupting Fog, Eris approached him and asked:

"I'm not allied with the humans who captured you. Rather, I coincidentally encountered you and other captured demons here."
"..."
"So will you tell me? Who captured you and the minions and put you in this state?"

Perhaps because they were the same kind, or because she was that desperate, Eris asked very politely considering her arrogant personality.

"Hmph."

Fog snorted.

"I can't turn my head because of this damned ice, but I've already sensed it. That hateful hero is behind me. You claim you're not on his side while standing with him? You're not good at lying, whore."
"What are you talking about?"
"Playing dumb? How pathetic. Did you think I couldn't sense her presence even with my eyes covered? Even as I was losing consciousness, I clearly felt it. The presence of the mage Merci."

The shocking truth that had only been a hypothesis was confirmed through the words of the one involved.

Ch.138 - Chapter 138. Terrible Experiment (2)
When Pog revealed that Mercy had kidnapped demons, imprisoned them for some kind of experiment, and then released them here—all of which turned out to be true—everyone wore shocked expressions.

Though all the circumstances had already pointed to her, making it somewhat of an established fact.
Human hearts being what they are, there must have been lingering doubts about whether the hero's party could have fallen so far.
After all, they were once considered national heroes and comrades who fought together in the Great War.

But Pandora's box was only just beginning to open.

"...?"

Noticing that the reactions around him were different from what he expected, Pog seemed to sense something was off and asked Eris.

"Are you really on the other side?"
"My dear, why would I lie to you on behalf of the hero's party? I lost my house to those things."
"Your house? That means... Ah, I see."

Pog lowered his head and let out a hollow laugh.

"With a dim corner of my mind, I overheard what that witch of a mage was saying and suspected as much... So the King really has passed away."
"It seems your memory has many gaps. I'll ask again—it's troublesome to explain everything, so I'd appreciate if you could tell me how you ended up like this."

When Eris asked again, Pog responded by looking at the humans around him instead of answering.

"Sigh, right. I should explain this first."

Since we were the ones in need of information, Eris conceded and briefly explained what had happened.

The demons were defeated in the Great War after the hero's party killed the Demon King.
Then betrayal occurred within the hero's party.
She saved Aran and made a contract with him to seek revenge against the hero's party together.
While tracking their traces, they came north and cooperated with the humans of the north.

"The world changed a lot while you were captured. Do you understand the situation now?"
"...I've gathered enough information. How laughably ironic. Humans betraying and fighting each other. And how pathetic I look, captured by such inferior beings."

Pog let out a bitter laugh, calmly mocking the current situation.

"So you, a noble, abandoned your pride as a demon and cooperated with humans for revenge?"
"Watch your words. I didn't cooperate with humans. I made a deal with the hero."
"Seems like the same thing to me."
"By that logic, you've become a human's dog."

At Eris's provocation, Pog flinched.

"Kuk kuk. Yes, we've both ended up in ridiculous situations."

He let out a self-deprecating laugh at his own predicament before speaking again.

"Still, you seem better off than me, who truly became a dog, since you're at least taking action for revenge. I look forward to seeing those who assassinated the King destroy each other. I wish I could cut their throats with my own hands, but it's regrettable that I can't anymore."

Having made up his mind, Pog heaved a deep sigh and began telling us what had happened to him.

"I received orders from the King to assassinate the hero and his companions. Since they were humans, I planned to kill them while they slept."
"I never saw you."
"Of course not. While monitoring you, I saw some of them sneaking out of the camp and decided to kill them first. But my presence was detected there, and after a battle, I was captured."
"If a demon was detected... it must have been Lucius."

The story after his capture matched the information Eris had obtained from Chulseok's blood.
Pog was also confined in some dark space, experimented on with all kinds of drugs and magic, and tortured.
As a result, his body was devastated, and his mind was in shambles from various mental spells and drugs, causing him to lose his sanity.

Yet unlike Chulseok, perhaps because Pog was also a high-ranking demon, he vaguely remembered what was happening around him with a thread of reason.
Surprisingly, this included overhearing Mercy's mumblings while she experimented on him.

"The witch's purpose in capturing and playing with us was to research ways to utilize demonic power."
"Demonic power?"
"Yes. To be precise, she wanted to extract the magical energy we demons possess and use it on humans. To allow them to use demonic power."
"!"

Aran couldn't hold back and stepped forward.

"Make humans use demonic power? How is that even possible?"
"I don't know that much. And don't talk to me, you hateful bastard who assassinated the King. As soon as I'm free from here, you'll be the first one I kill."

Though Pog was in a ridiculous state with only his head sticking out of the partially melted ice, he gnashed his teeth with frightening ferocity.
In the novel, Pog targeted Aran because of Mercy's orders, but perhaps...

Realizing his presence would prevent further conversation, Aran reluctantly stepped back.

"Could it be?"

At that moment, Grace muttered with a serious expression, as if something had occurred to her.

"How stupid. Why did I think they would only use that fruit on orcs?"
"Grace?"

When Aran looked at her, Grace told Aran's group about the demon fruit that the orc chieftain Glaka had consumed when they fought against the orcs.

"What's that strange fruit? I've never heard of such a thing."
"..."

Both Eris and Pog, despite being demons, wore expressions suggesting this was the first they'd heard of it.

"Even such things..."

Meanwhile, Aran's face had moved beyond shock to disgust.

"So Mercy extracted magical energy from demons to create that fruit and supplied it to the west. And Dorgon fed it to the orcs as an experiment."
"Black Crow of Low was probably the distributor. They were handling all kinds of black market trades."

Grace, now understanding all the connections, wore a sickened expression.
Even she hadn't imagined everything would be so intertwined.

At that moment, Commander Gunter of the Northern Army offered his opinion.

"Your Grace, if we expose this fact, we could sway public opinion to our side."

Gunter's words made sense.

The reason the North lost the previous public opinion battle was because we had neither evidence nor witnesses to support our claims.
The only witness, Low, was completely untrustworthy and couldn't be used.

So the battle for public opinion became a shouting match.
And in terms of volume, we couldn't beat the power of the royal family and the Elren Church.

As a result, our efforts to investigate the suspicious activities of the Central and Western regions toward the North were buried under the absurd accusation that the North was conspiring with the fallen hero to instigate war.

But if the shocking truth came out that the Seven Heroes had joined hands to research demonic power and planned to use the North as their testing ground, that would be different.
Not only could we reverse public opinion in one stroke, but the Elren Church might even turn its back on the Seven Heroes.
That's how powerful Pog's testimony was, but...

"Impossible."

Grace's reaction was negative.

"People won't listen to a demon's testimony. Instead, they'll become even more convinced that we're in league with demons."

Unfortunately, Grace was right.
Using a demon as a witness to exploit people's hatred of demons carried a high risk of backfiring.
If that had been possible, we would have brought in orcs for the public opinion battle long ago.

"But as Lord Gunter said, we can create an opportunity to sway public opinion to our side."
"How do you mean, Your Grace?"

The Grand Duke of the North wouldn't give up so easily.

"If that fruit is Mercy's creation... there must be more in stock. Right by her side."
"Then?"
"Yes, we discover the fruit within their territory and present it as evidence. That would make it difficult for them to explain away."

Everyone's eyes lit up at those words.
Grace's plan was essentially a house search in modern terms.
If demon fruit turned up in their own home, that would be irrefutable evidence—checkmate.
However, we still needed one crucial piece of information.

"Demon, were you imprisoned in the Golden Tower?"

Though Pog didn't want to speak with Aran, that was because Aran was the hero who was the Demon King's enemy. He didn't mind talking to other humans in his resigned state, so he answered Grace's question.

"By Golden Tower, do you mean the human magic tower? I was only confined underground, so I don't know."
"Was there anything distinctive about that space?"
"Distinctive? It was dark... filled with the screams of my kind—an irritating place. A garbage dump of rot and pain that sickened even me, a demon."
"Anything else?"
"Kuk kuk, it was dense with magical energy. Don't expect a prisoner treated worse than a dog, with hands and feet bound, to know much about his prison."

Given how strangely cooperative Pog had been so far, he had no reason to lie now, so he probably genuinely didn't know.
Unfortunately, we would have to find the location of the demon fruit ourselves.

'Though I know it.'

Fortunately, this shouldn't be too difficult to convey.
Judging by how they asked Pog about the Golden Tower, everyone seemed to think the demons were imprisoned in Mercy's stronghold, the Golden Tower.
That thought was correct.
The secret space beneath the Golden Tower—that's where the demon prison was located.

"How many demons were there?"
"I'd like to know that myself."

It seemed Pog's information ended here. He didn't even know how many demons were here.

From what I heard, Pog had completely lost his sanity before coming here.
Because of that, even he didn't seem to know why Mercy had sent him and other demons to the North.
His personal theory was that she deliberately let them consume magical energy—which aligned with my theory about them being released to pasture.

Tired of the continued questioning, Pog sighed deeply and said:

"I see no reason to continue talking with you lot."

Originally, I had planned to extract his blood for information and then kill him. The explosion could be suppressed by Grace and Aran's power.

However, that was because there was a risk he would go berserk and attack us.
Now that Pog had regained his sanity, I was unsure how to dispose of him.
It wasn't out of sympathy for his situation, not at all.
Just...

'Because Eris is here.'

Though he's a hateful enemy to us, he's one of Eris's few remaining kin.
No matter how often she claims demons have no sense of kinship, her bitter glances at the broken Chulseok and her anger at demons being captured for experiments suggest she's not entirely indifferent.

Moreover, her goal is to eventually take revenge on Lucius and become the new Demon King to continue the demon lineage.
For that, she would need the existence of fellow demons.

If we executed him simply for being a demon and caused friction with Eris...
That would be an awkward situation for us, as we still needed her power and that of Aran's group.

"Kill me quickly. I can't bear this any longer."

At that moment, Pog requested his own execution.
Eris looked at him carefully before cautiously suggesting:

"If you want to kill the one who assassinated the King, why not join our side? A Purger would be a great asset."

Pog snorted at Eris's invitation.

"Don't be absurd, Blood Princess. You want me to work with disgusting humans? Do you think I'm being civil because I was captured by you lot?"
"..."
"If I had my way, I'd tear apart everyone here and replenish my magical energy. I'm extremely hungry. Kuk kuk kuk, if you don't believe me, melt this ice. I'll start by devouring the human closest to me."

The closest human... me?
This wasn't bravado or a threat. The killing intent emanating from the demon sent chills down my spine.
At that moment, Ilaine's expression changed, and she subtly placed her hand on her sword.
That reassured me I wouldn't have to worry about being devoured.

"And as I said, though I want to tear my enemies to pieces, I cannot."
"Why not?"
"There's a spell inside my body. As long as it exists, I must live as that woman's puppet for the rest of my life. That's why I'm in this shameful state, unable to even take my own life. That hateful human ordered me not to commit suicide."
"To use you for experiments longer..."
"Kuk kuk kuk, so when I face her again, I'll wag my tail like a dog and follow her orders."

Though I felt no sympathy for a demon who tried to kill my comrades,
I couldn't help but feel bitter imagining his miserable situation.

Is this why they say some humans are more cruel than demons?
No, the current Mercy has embraced sin and gained demonic power herself... I wonder if it's even right to consider her human anymore.

Faced with Pog's request to kill him, Eris wore a complicated expression.

"I'll have to find my own subordinates elsewhere."
"Hmm? Are you aiming for the throne? Hah... I can't bear to hear about you becoming king while surrounded by humans. I don't want to see that sight, so kill me quickly."
"It was still nice to see you after so long. I'll avenge you too, so I'll put your blood to good use."
"I don't care about that."

Eris and Pog exchanged farewells.
With a crushing sound, Eris manipulated blood to crush the area near Pog's heart with blood pressure.
The force was strong and fierce enough to destroy the magic circle inside Pog.
Pog died while maintaining his form intact, not reduced to pieces of flesh.

Ch.139 - Chapter 139. The Protagonist's Party (1)
In truth, Fog was in terrible shape after fighting the Captain's Guard team—he had lost an arm and completely depleted his mana reserves.
Before that, he had been slashed dozens of times by Elaine, pierced by Rigrit's arrows, and suffered both burns and frostbite from me.

He was only able to have a conversation with us because he was a high-ranking demon; normally, even a demon would have died long ago from such severe injuries.
From the beginning, his body wasn't in normal condition anyway, having been overworked in Mercy's experiments.

That's probably why Fog chose death rather than begging for his life.
He already knew his survival was impossible.

He absolutely refused to accept help from humans he despised to recover his body.
And even if he endured the flesh-tearing humiliation to heal himself, he'd just be summoned back to Mercy to become her slave again, only serving to feed her ambitions.

For Fog, with no viable options, death truly was the only way out.

'...A demon who finally escaped hell through death. It's contradictory, but also a frightening expression.'

I didn't experience the Great War, and I only read about the atrocities committed by demons through text, so strictly speaking, I don't have the same reasons to hate and despise demons as the people of this world.
That's why while I oppose demons like Chokjung or Fog who target my people as enemies, I don't hate the demon race itself.

However, precisely because I didn't experience the Great War, I don't carelessly sympathize with demons either.
My sympathy for demons could hurt those who lost family, friends, and comrades to them.
It could cause Elaine to feel betrayed and wounded. So I decided to take a step back when it comes to demon matters.

Still, hearing about Fog's miserable story...

'Not sympathizing with demons and being angry about what happened to him are two different things.'

Now that we've confirmed Mercy is the culprit who released demons in the North, she's become more than just the main villain of the novel—she's an enemy of the North and my enemy.
Grace will likely fight her as well as Dorgon. Payback is necessary.

I'm not strongly opposed to that.
After all, Mercy is a villain destined to die by Aran's hand even if left alone.

'I don't like it.'

Someone whose humanity is questionable... Ah, she's not human. Her true form is a demon.
Anyway, I couldn't accept that this witch, worse than demons, tried to use the North where I live as an experimental ground for her research.

Demon fruit, demon release.
Mercy has crossed the line too far.
How many people are suffering because of her playful explorations?

Since she's a villain Aran needs to catch, I don't need to do much.
Just one punch filled with heat, one punch filled with cold—exactly two hits.

'Demon values are really strange.'

It was a bitter farewell that dampened the mood.
When Fog died, I thought Eris had become sentimental by using blood magic to precisely burst only his heart so he could die while maintaining his form.

But as soon as Fog died, Eris immediately extracted his blood and used it as a medium to activate blood magic to search for other demons.

When Knight Yui shuddered at this cold-blooded behavior and lightly scolded her, Eris's response was remarkable.

"Demons turn to sand and disappear shortly after death anyway. It would be a waste of blood, so I should use it."
"I'm saying your calculating nature is chilling. Ugh."
"This one belongs to the King, and I will be the next King, so his blood is essentially mine. He would be happy to have his blood used for the King even after death."
"......"

I'm confident that at least half the people present thought this was forced sophistry.
But I just accepted it as demons having different values from humans and moved on.

After eliminating both Chokjung and Fog, I was still troubled by what Elaine had said during the fight with Fog—that he probably wasn't the demon who had devoured the magical beasts.

If that's true, then despite defeating two demons, there's a high possibility that more demons remain.
Eris needed Fog's blood to detect demons with blood magic.
In other words, thanks to that ethically deficient demon, we were getting significant help.

And shortly after, while I didn't feel sympathy for demons, I did feel gratitude.
Although Fog had malicious intent, wanting to see humans destroy each other, he provided us with crucial information, and even through the blood he left behind in death, he gave us valuable intel.

"I've identified the total number and locations of demons in this area."
"!"

This was undoubtedly incredible information.

The biggest headache in this expedition was the number of demons.
Not knowing how many there were or where they were located meant we had to divide our forces and search thoroughly, and even after finding and eliminating some, we couldn't be at ease.
Finally, we could pinpoint them.

"Unlike humans, the blood of demons contains power proportional to their rank. Fog was the King's closest aide, so his blood is different from Chokjung's."

If noble bloodlines symbolize status among humans, for demons, blood symbolizes power.
Well, for them, power is status.
Using Fog's blood as a medium amplified the blood magic's capabilities, allowing Eris to detect across the entire area.

"There are three demons remaining. I've identified their locations, but keep in mind they're moving in real-time, so positions may change."

Based on the information Eris provided, Grace immediately reorganized the subjugation teams for the final battle of this expedition.

Eris had to withdraw due to mana depletion after using the wide-range detection magic with Fog's blood, creating a vacancy in Aran's group.
But we had vacancies on our side too.

Rigrit, who had engaged in a power struggle with Fog during the battle, strained her arm and shoulder. Since these are crucial for an archer, she stayed behind to rest.
Sophia, who had depleted significant mana maintaining Parma's flames throughout the battle, also withdrew to rest.
So...

"I'll be in your care."
"Likewise."

Elaine and I joined Aran's group.

Truthfully, I was a bit tired from using so much cold energy to catch the mist-transformed Fog, but...

'...It feels like I'm going to watch rather than fight.'

Looking at the team members, I didn't think I'd have much trouble. This was a chance to observe the hero and his friends' abilities.

The Guard joined Grace's team, and the Knights were fully mobilized.
Thus, we divided into three teams—Aran's team, Grace's team, and the Knights' team—to eliminate the three demons.

***

My intuition that we'd drawn the easiest assignment despite having the smallest number proved correct from the start.
As soon as we departed, Aran deployed his ability, and all five of us were enveloped in electricity, moving swiftly toward the demon's location as if flying.
No wonder he said words weren't necessary—they truly weren't.

Thanks to this, we quickly arrived at the location Eris had mentioned.

"Everyone, conserve your strength. I can handle the search."

I needed to recover my cold energy, but I could still use heat energy.
It felt wrong to just stand around doing nothing, and Aran was catching his breath after using his movement technique, so I was the only one with detection abilities.
Nia is a mage like Sophia, but she needs to fight.

Fortunately, Sophia had taught me how to detect targets using heat energy before we came here.
Following her advice, I coated my eyes with mana like a lens to protect them, then transferred heat energy to my eyeballs and activated it along with mana detection.
It felt like I had developed magical sight.

Thanks to Aran, we arrived quickly, so the demon shouldn't be far.
Human, demon, and animal body temperatures all differ, so considering that...

"?!"

Something strange caught my eye.
The body temperature was different from Elaine's beside me, so it wasn't human.

Moreover, the heat signature was unusually large despite the distance.
Looking carefully, there were two heat signatures!
And one was rapidly cooling. This meant...!

"A demon is devouring a magical beast in the northeast direction!"
"!"

Everyone reacted simultaneously to my report and dashed fiercely toward that location.
I stopped my detection ability and hurried after them.
Eating a magical beast meant it was recovering strength. We needed to stop it quickly.

The demon wasn't far away.
When we reached where it was feeding...

"Ugh."

Knight Yui grimaced, apparently nauseated by the sight before her.
She's a sword-wielder with a naturally bold personality, and since joining Aran's group, she's seen all sorts of horrors and developed quite a strong stomach.
That such a person would react this way was understandable.

Because...

'...I feel like throwing up.'

My stomach churned too.
I never enjoyed gore films in my previous life.
The scene before us was too horrific to even describe mentally.

"Krgrk?"

The demon raised its head from the corpse, sensing our presence.
Its face was painted crimson from burying itself in its meal, and its sharp teeth continued to chew meat.
This feeling was different from encountering Chokjung or seeing Fog in his berserk state.

This wasn't even a demon. It was a genuine beast.
Because the expression on its face when it discovered the unfamiliar humans interrupting its meal...

"Kikikikikiki."

It was laughing.
It seemed delighted to have found new prey.
And after confirming its teeth, Elaine quietly murmured.

"So it was this one..."

The demon that devoured wolf fangs alive and tore apart ice elks.
It wasn't Chokjung or Fog.
This demon chomping away at magical beast meat before our eyes was the culprit.

"Everyone be careful."

Aran warned us as he drew his sword.

"I know this demon. His name is Gulawi, nicknamed 'The Gourmet.' He's a high-ranking demon like Fog or Eris."
"Gulawi?"

Since this name didn't appear in the novel, he must be a demon from the Great War era.
So I have no information about him.

Gourmet? That beggar-like appearance?
Gluttony or binge-eating would seem more fitting.
Perhaps Mercy's torture left him starved and broken, causing him to eat anything.

Now I understand why he excessively mutilated the corpse beyond what was necessary to consume mana.
His aim wasn't just mana. He wanted the meat too.

"I thought I killed him back then... Did they secretly save him?"

Aran ground his teeth in anger.

Though he had long since viewed them as enemies,
his fury at those he once considered comrades conspiring behind his back, and self-reproach for not noticing and treating them kindly, was clearly evident.

"The Gourmet's favorite meat is human. Especially women and children, so absolutely don't get caught. His teeth contain paralyzing venom."

So that's why he smiled when he saw us.
A demon that enjoys cannibalism.
I understand now why I instinctively felt repulsed when I saw him.

As Aran took his stance, Nia and Yui naturally found their positions.
Yui, the sword-wielder, stood beside Aran, while Nia, the mage, positioned herself behind him.
Their battle formation centered around Aran was complete.

Seeing Aran's group's battle formation from the novel in person gave me a sense of exhilaration, but...

'I should help.'

That formation is only complete with Eris.
Since she's absent, Elaine and I should fill that gap, but...

"Captain, I have a request."

Aran said to Elaine without taking his eyes off Gulawi.

"What is it?"
"Please leave the Gourmet to us and protect Luke."
"?"

I appreciate being allowed to rest, but I wondered why he asked us to withdraw.

"It's not because I think you two wouldn't be helpful. Quite the opposite. Both Chokjung and Fog were demons that you and your team captured, right? You must be exhausted because of that."
"..."
"You've come all this way, so you can't just watch and leave. And Luke, I promised we'd defeat Dorgon together, so I should show you something for later."
"?"

Crack! Crackle!
Electricity sparked around Aran.

"Your calculations will become a bit simpler from now on."

The protagonist of <Brave Lord>, Hero Aran, revealed his power.

Ch.140 - Chapter 140. The Protagonist's Party (2)
In this world, I can confidently say that I know Aran and his companions' abilities better than anyone else.

People naturally cannot evaluate themselves objectively. Personal bias inevitably creeps in, whether positive or negative, as evident when students can't believe their test scores after an exam.

The Seven Heroes, the main villains of the novel and Aran's former comrades who had been with him for a long time, only later discovered he was alive. Since they don't know what happened to Aran after their betrayal, they have no idea how his abilities might have changed since the Great War.

Moreover, Aran's new companions are strangers to them, so they naturally have no information about their capabilities either. That's probably why the Seven Heroes are being defeated by Aran one by one.

Grace and the North are even more clueless. They parted ways with Aran earlier than the Seven Heroes did, so they don't even know his capabilities from the final stages of the Great War, let alone his current strength.

In contrast, I've observed Aran and his companions' actions from an omniscient reader's perspective. Everything about how they fight and grow. So I could say that I truly know the capabilities of Aran's group, but...

'...This is incredible.'

What's the phrase celebrities hear most often in their lives? I think it's probably "You look better in person than on screen." That's certainly true.

'This is more impressive in real combat than it was in the book.'

So much for knowing their abilities. What I actually learned was that the battle scenes described in the novel don't even capture half of what real fighting is like.

"Yui!"
"Yes!"

At Aran's call, Yui accelerated while responding, passing by Gulawi with high-speed swordsmanship that rivaled even Ilaine's, slicing through both of Gulawi's legs. The wounds must have been deep, as Gulawi collapsed to the ground and shot an energy blast filled with demonic energy from his mouth.

"I'll handle this, please charge ahead."

As Nia activated her magic, an emerald aurora appeared and neutralized the energy blast. It was Star Magic: Aurora Curtain.

THWACK!
Taking advantage of the opening, Aran thrust his electricity-charged blade into Gulawi's chest.

When Aran entered his range, Gulawi's cheeks began to swell.

"It's dissolving fluid. Nia, seal the surroundings with Aurora Curtain."
"Understood."

As soon as Aran finished speaking, Gulawi spewed green liquid everywhere.

"WAAAARGH!"

Aran wrapped his body in electricity and quickly dodged. When Gulawi turned his head to chase after Aran, he sprayed the dissolving fluid in all directions.

Whoosh!
The Aurora Curtain wrapped around the area like a theater curtain. Thanks to this, the dissolving fluid was blocked and fell to the ground without destroying the surrounding forest.

"Yui, now!"

At Aran's signal, Yui appeared behind Gulawi.

"Batto."

She delivered the fastest single strike toward Gulawi's back, which was now vulnerable after expending the dissolving fluid.
SLASH!
A deep, large sword wound was carved into Gulawi's back. Writhing in pain, Gulawi raised his hands toward the sky.

"No summoning for you."

Aran, who had somehow taken to the air, fell like lightning and attacked Gulawi's arm.

I had initially worried whether the three of them could handle this demon Gulawi, who was supposedly a high-ranking demon like Pog or Eris. But Aran's group was overwhelming the demon. According to Aran, this was Nia and Yui's first time fighting demons, yet they responded to Aran's movements without hesitation, fighting skillfully and steadily.

"What an incredible battle. Not only are they individually skilled, but they coordinate as naturally as if they were a single person with multiple bodies."

Even Ilaine was impressed. The fact that she reacted this way despite having seen Aran fight during the Great War meant that their combat abilities were truly exceptional.

While this might seem similar to how the Captain's Guard team fought against Pog, with multiple people cooperating to defeat a powerful enemy, their fighting style was completely different.

If our style was like chefs following a precise recipe step by step to complete a dish, Aran's group was like soccer players passing the ball to each other and advancing to score a goal, improvising and continuously connecting their movements in perfect harmony.

And such combat was only possible because all of them possessed outstanding skills.

CRACKLE!

"GRRRR!"

Gulawi reached out his hand, but Aran had already disappeared from that spot. But he hadn't gone far.

THUD.
Dodging to the side, Aran stabbed Gulawi's elbow, then in one fluid motion, withdrew his blade while spinning to deliver a powerful slash to the joint.

As the enraged Gulawi regenerated his arm wound and targeted Aran again—

"Right, regeneration was your strong point."

Aran recalled the old memory as he surrounded himself with electricity to dodge, then dove into Gulawi's body.

"But a demon's regeneration is useless before me."

He slashed Gulawi's chest with his electricity-charged sword. The wounded area immediately became paralyzed, preventing regeneration.

Aran's skills were faster and sharper than what I'd seen in the novel.

The novel often described him moving like lightning, so I knew high-speed combat was his specialty. But seeing it with my own eyes, I was astonished by his speed and ferocity. Look away for a moment, and you'd miss it.

Yet he neither showed off nor wasted his power. He didn't just rely on electricity's destructive power and speed but combined it with swordsmanship. It really hit home that this man was a top-tier fighter who had defeated even the Demon King. If Aran had considered me an enemy and fought me when I confronted him before... whew.

It wasn't just Aran. The other two, Nia and Yui, also showed skills beyond what I knew.

'Actually, this was somewhat intentional on my part.'

When I was working hard to connect Aran and Grace before the expedition, I scattered Aran's group to different locations to create a situation where Aran would be separated from the three heroines.

I sent the three heroines to places next to Sophia, Ilaine, and Ligrit respectively. Besides stimulating their interest, there was another intention behind this.

'In the novel, Nia met Sophia when she came to the North. Sophia became interested in Nia's talent and taught her.'

So here too, if I placed Nia beside Sophia, Sophia would help develop Nia's talent just like in the novel. Nia's talent was...

"Is that a summoning circle?"

Gulawi raised both hands toward the sky, and a magic circle formed. Recognizing it as a summoning circle, Aran tried to forcibly destroy it using his ability.

"Aran, leave that to me and continue attacking."
"Nia... alright."

Aran nodded at Nia's words and charged toward Gulawi instead of the summoning circle.

Nia stared intently at the summoning circle Gulawi had created. She closed her eyes, then opened them.

Her pupils changed. Eyes that sparkled like they contained the universe—this was the mysterious power possessed only by humans blessed with magical power, like Sophia. The Mana Eye.

Nia the mage was one of only three Mana Eye holders in "Brave Lord."

Unlike Sophia, she didn't know she possessed the Mana Eye. Uniquely, Nia's Mana Eye could be turned on and off like a switch.

This might seem convenient, but the truth was that Nia's Star Magic consumed so much mana that she rarely had enough stored in her body to maintain the Mana Eye for extended periods. If Sophia's Mana Eye was always active, Nia's required manual activation.

Sophia, another Mana Eye holder, noticed the strange flow of mana from Nia's eyes and helped her awaken it. It seems she successfully awakened it here too.

With her Mana Eye activated, allowing her to directly see the flow of magic, she pointed her staff at the magic circle above Gulawi's head.

"Haaah!"

She concentrated mana at the tip of her staff and fired a beam. Star Magic: Shooting Star. The high-speed beam pierced the center of the summoning circle, disrupting the flow of mana.

CRASH!
The summoning circle shattered like glass.

'She's handling it well.'

I smiled inwardly as I watched Nia skillfully using her awakened Mana Eye.

In Episode 4 of "Brave Lord," Sophia taught Nia in an accelerated manner due to the ongoing war. But here, with more time to spare, Sophia could teach the use of the Mana Eye in more detail than in the novel.

If Nia mastered the Mana Eye, it would be a great help in the coming war with the West.

'Nia's Mana Eye becomes a crucial key in the fifth episode.'

The stronger Nia's Mana Eye, the better for confronting Merci.

Just as I sent Nia to the Snow Tower to meet Sophia and awaken her Mana Eye, I sent Yui to Ilaine's side to strengthen her as well.

"Haaah!"

Yui continued to circle around Gulawi, slicing him with high-speed swordsmanship as if cutting fruit.

As someone who uses high-speed swordsmanship myself, I admired her sharp and precise sword strikes. It was like drawing pictures on a demon's body with a sword.

While Nia's case was accelerating events from the novel, Ilaine and Yui had no connection in the novel due to Ilaine's injury reducing her role. However, considering Ilaine's Snow Blade is a high-speed sword technique, she could be a good mentor for Yui.

Ilaine also became interested in Yui's talent. Though she didn't teach her the Snow Blade technique, she refined Yui's swordsmanship further. It was similar to how Grace became interested in Aran's talent and taught him swordsmanship.

Moreover, I recently realized something. Although I've been learning swordsmanship and combat techniques from Ilaine, our fighting styles differ. Ilaine is a pure swordsman who fights with swordsmanship alone, while I combine elemental abilities with swordsmanship. The same applies to them.

Aran combines electrical abilities with swordsmanship, while Yui, who considers him her master, is a pure swordsman. In other words, surprisingly, my fighting style is similar to Aran's, while Ilaine's is similar to Yui's. Both of us had been learning from mentors with different styles. Just as my proficiency improved by learning elemental abilities from Aran, Yui would have benefited more from learning from Ilaine than from Aran.

Perhaps that's why...

'The battle scenes are subtly different from the novel's descriptions.'

Originally, Yui's fighting style was like Aran's—hit and run while delivering powerful strikes. But now, while she still used hit-and-run tactics, she delivered rapid consecutive strikes instead of single powerful blows. It was an appropriate mix of Aran's and Ilaine's fighting styles. Her new fighting style suited her perfectly, like wearing clothes tailored just for her.

As a result...

"It's over."

CRACKLE!
Gulawi finally fell to Aran's group's successive attacks. Aran thrust his electricity-charged sword into Gulawi's heart, releasing electricity to fry Gulawi while simultaneously neutralizing the explosion within him.

Although Gulawi had suffered the tragedy of being captured by Merci and driven mad through torture, he had been a cruel demon who devoured humans even before that, so Aran's sword showed no mercy.

Thus, Aran's group of three easily eliminated the demon.

"Unlike Pog, Gulawi seems to have recovered some strength by devouring magical beasts. You seem to have become even stronger than before."
"Indeed. He was strong."

From my observation, Gulawi was quite powerful. I even wondered if he, rather than Pog, might have been Merci's strongest demon. Perhaps he was already dead in the novel's timeline, his very marrow sucked dry because he was too powerful.

But while Gulawi was strong, Aran's group was even stronger than in the novel. All three of them defeated a high-ranking demon without even using their full power. No wonder they're the protagonist's group.

'And now that protagonist group is on our side.'

As Aran said, I felt hopeful that our strategy for the war with the West might become somewhat simpler.
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Whether a gourmet or a glutton, having defeated Gulawi, we completed our mission and returned to the outpost camp.

I thought Aran would have to walk back since he'd spent energy fighting, and I was lamenting the absence of horses.

"I can fly too."

This time, we actually sat on a small nebula created by Nia.

From my memory as a reader of the novel, Nia could indeed fly, but that was magic she learned in the next episode, and it was only for one person.

Wondering if Nia originally had this magic, I asked her.

"I created this magic because I was envious of Aran and Eris flying. It was difficult, so I only kept it as theory. Thanks to Sophia giving me mana vision, I figured out the technique and can now use it in practice."

Nia answered with a bright smile.

Usually when such words come from a genius's mouth, it should sound annoying.

But thanks to her, Ilaine and I also traveled comfortably. Considering Nia's personality, she wasn't showing off but expressing gratitude to Sophia, so I couldn't find fault with her kind heart.

Anyway, as expected, we arrived first, and each of us went to check on our people—Aran went to Eris, and I went to Rigrit and Sophia.

"?"

For some reason, there was commotion in the tent. Specifically, the tent that Rigrit and I use.

Rigrit should be resting inside with his injured arm.

Since the camp soldiers were quiet, it wasn't a demon attack, but I felt a chill down my spine from anxiety and hurried toward the tent.

Because I just heard a woman's voice from the tent.

Why would a woman's voice come from my tent?

With Ilaine already beside me, I wanted to quickly confirm what was happening before any misunderstandings could arise.

Flap.

Pulling back the tent flap, the scene inside was...

"Impressive, human mage. I didn't expect such a move from you."

"You're quite formidable yourself. Who would have thought my greatest chess opponent would be a demon? I'll have you know, no one at the Snow Tower could beat me at chess."

"...?"

Sophia and Eris were sitting on the floor playing chess.

I wondered where they got the pieces, but the black ones were made with blood magic, and the white ones with ice magic.

Rigrit sat between them as a referee.

Why are these people playing games in someone else's tent?

And those who were excluded due to mana shortage are creating chess pieces with magic.

And why isn't the guy with the injured arm lying down resting instead of refereeing?

While I was wondering if I should be angry about this...

"Ah, that is Eris's voice."

Whether it was because of their blood contract or just a protagonist's instinct for finding his heroine, Aran appeared behind me. Of course, with his companions.

"Oh, Aran. You're back?"

"What are you doing, chess?"

"Yes, wait a moment. This girl is quite a formidable opponent."

Eris was so engrossed that she postponed her reunion with Aran and focused back on the chess game.

Since I'm one of the tent's owners, I approached the game board and asked the other owner, Rigrit.

"Explain this."

"Haha... well, you see."

Rigrit explained the situation with an awkward smile.

He was resting in the tent when Eris came looking for him, saying she was bored.

At the same time, Sophia came to thank him. After all, Rigrit was injured because he confronted Fog head-on to protect her.

Surprised to see Eris in Rigrit's tent, Sophia asked about their relationship.

When Eris replied that she came because she was bored, Sophia was even more puzzled, wondering when they had become close.

Rigrit stepped in to explain, and Sophia finally understood how they became friends, but she seemed wary of Eris despite her beautiful appearance as a female demon.

Regardless, Eris was bored without Aran and pestered Rigrit to play a game.

Rigrit was in a difficult position, having no board games and unable to play due to his injured arm.

That's when Sophia offered to play chess with Eris.

Though Eris was indifferent at first, she accepted the challenge from the confident Sophia.

"And that's how it happened?"

"...Yes."

Fortunately, it was nothing serious, but quite unexpected.

Looking at the two of them, they were competing like lifelong rivals, contradicting Rigrit's claim that they were initially wary of each other.

'Well, this worked out well too.'

When separating Aran's companions earlier, I had hidden motives.

Just as I paired Nia with Sophia and Yui with Ilaine for skill improvement, there was an underlying intention in pairing Eris with Rigrit.

Unlike the developing Nia and Yui, Eris, as a high-ranking demon, was a fully-formed companion.

The power reduction penalty after the Demon King's death would eventually recover according to the story's flow, and since I didn't know how to enhance her abilities, tampering might backfire.

So when dealing with Eris, I focused on different aspects than the other two.

While "demon" and "goodness" don't typically go together, and Eris couldn't be called a good demon, her attitude toward Aran's group, her restraint in human cities, and her unique taste for human entertainment showed she was a docile demon capable of interacting with humans.

Even though her goal was to become the next Demon King, it wasn't to invade humans again, but for species preservation and power.

'She promised Aran of all people that she wouldn't invade humans, so she's unlikely to lie.'

Therefore, I decided to make a human friend for Eris.

'Currently, Eris stays in the North because of Aran, with no intention of cooperating with us.'

While there wouldn't be major issues since she listens to Aran, considering her willful and arrogant personality, problems could arise unexpectedly.

So I wanted Eris to form her own connections in the North, separate from Aran.

Though Eris has no fondness for humans as a species due to being a demon, traveling with Aran's group has given her interest in individual humans.

She even shows unexpected care for humans she likes, such as Yui.

'If we exploit this well, we'll have a mediator to smoothly coordinate between Eris and the North.'

Rigrit was the perfect candidate for this role.

I successfully got Rigrit interested in befriending the demon noble Eris.

As the second son of a northern noble family, Rigrit's refined dignity would be a fresh encounter for Eris, who had only seen commoners during her travels.

In fact, being a noble herself, Eris might find Rigrit more familiar and appealing than commoners.

Since Eris is devoted solely to Aran, there's no chance of them developing a deep relationship, so I wouldn't have to apologize to Rigrit and House Deepsnow for causing unnecessary trouble.

Eris hasn't complained about spending time with Rigrit, suggesting he's filled the role of her friend well.

'If she's visiting his tent to play, this is perfect.'

If I need to ask Eris for something, I'll call Rigrit.

I knew Sophia and Rigrit were close, but for her to visit him and entertain Eris in his place because he was injured for her sake, they must have become friends beyond just comrades.

'Having two beautiful women visit you must be quite the ego boost for a man.'

One is a demon devoted to Aran, and the other is a lesbian who doesn't dislike men.

It was somewhat amusing yet pitiful, but since that guy is popular in social circles, I erased my sympathy knowing he wouldn't die alone.

Right now, more importantly...

"Please finish quickly and leave. What are you doing in someone else's tent?"

"I'm sorry, Luke."

"Don't be so petty, human. If it weren't for me, you'd still be struggling to find demons."

Demons really do have worse personalities.

Aran apologized to me on her behalf.

I know how to play chess too.

Looking at the board, it seemed like it would take a while, so I was considering just ignoring them and lying down on the cot when...

Tug, tug.

"?"

Ilaine was gently pulling at my collar.

Taking it as a signal to follow her, I did.

"Luke, are you tired?"

"Tired... yes, I am."

Even without injuries, I had fought Fog and participated in the search for Gulawi, so honestly, I was tired.

That's why I wanted to rest in the tent until Grace and the knights returned.

"Then let's go to my tent."

"!"

"It's too noisy there for you to rest comfortably. In my tent, we can both rest well."

Ilaine is someone who knows time and place.

Her invitation to her tent while waiting for Grace and the knights to return isn't due to ulterior motives but genuine consideration to let me rest.

Besides, I had used Ilaine's tent during a previous expedition, and it was indeed very comfortable, befitting the guard captain.

"Sure."

There was no reason to refuse.

But when I agreed, Ilaine's eyes changed.

She gave what looked like a triumphant smile.

"...?"

Surely it's not because of ulterior motives?

***

To conclude, nothing inappropriate happened in Ilaine's tent.

But Ilaine did have ulterior motives for bringing me there.

'So she wanted to give me a lap pillow.'

Thinking about it, whenever we dated indoors, I was always the one holding her.

Ilaine said she hadn't been held much since childhood because she was taller than others.

She seemed to regret this and enjoyed being held.

Recently separated due to work, she developed a desire to hold me too.

However, since we were both in armor and I'm taller than her, holding me was difficult, so she offered a lap pillow instead.

'How cute.'

Our relationship had not only crossed the line but was jump-roping with it, yet her innocent ulterior motives always revealed new charms.

They say if you meet a beautiful woman, you'll be happy for 3 years; if you meet a kind woman, for 30 years; if you meet a wise woman, for 3 generations.

Then how many years of happiness await me with a woman who is beautiful, kind, wise, and strong?

'To be that happy...'

I need to overcome one important hill.

For that, first...

While I was resting in Ilaine's tent, Grace and the knights returned.

Both sides successfully completed their demon subjugation.

With this, the demon appearance incident in the northern outskirts was successfully concluded.

"So we couldn't find out why Mercy released the demons."

Grace clicked her tongue in frustration.

It was understandable.

If they knew the purpose, they could prevent it, but having only stopped the means without knowing the purpose, the other side might try to achieve it through different means.

"If, as Lord Luke said, the purpose was to release them, could it be to let demons consume monsters to increase their mana, then recapture them to continue experiments?"

In response to Aran's question, Grace shrugged.

"That's likely, but it's still strange. If Mercy needed food for demons, she could come capture monsters herself. Why release demons? Besides, monsters aren't only in the North."

"That's... true."

As everyone was pondering this difficult question...

"!"

Sophia suddenly turned her head as if sensing something.

"Elder Candidate Sophia?"

"...The mana flow is strange. A powerful mana has appeared in the northwest, and nearby mana is gathering toward it."

"What?"

Nia, another mana vision user, activated her mana vision to check the direction Sophia was looking.

"It's true. This amount of mana is just...!"

Seeing their serious faces, Grace clicked her tongue and said,

"Tch, something's happening. Everyone who can move, head out immediately!"

"Yes!"

We definitely eliminated all the demons.

What could it be now?

Feeling frustrated at facing something that didn't happen in the novel, I followed Grace.
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Grace and the 3rd Guard Squad.
Me and Elaine.
Aran's group, excluding Eris.
The Northern Knights.
All of us deployed to the location where magical power was reportedly gathering.

Sophia had to stay behind because her magic hadn't recovered, but Nia, who possessed magic sight like her, guided us instead.
Following Nia's lead, we approached the location.

"...I can feel it."

Grace murmured quietly.
When entering fog, people experience a strange sensation of moisture touching their face even if they don't notice their bodies getting wet.
Entering a dark, abandoned house without even the smallest candlelight creates an inexplicable tension.

That's how I felt now.
My entire body tingled even though I couldn't yet see what lay ahead.
I knew this feeling.
It was the pressure of magical power.

'No, I actually know what's there.'

To feel such magical pressure from this distance...
Only one person in this world could exert such power.

'I wondered if it might be possible, but to think they'd actually come.'

I turned my head to check.
Unlike me, who only knew this from novel passages, those who had experienced this feeling firsthand seemed to have realized the source of the magic, their faces turning serious.

Indeed.
The blessed one of magical power. The ruler of magic. The master of the Golden Tower.
The last possessor of magic sight, of which only three exist in the world.
The mage of the hero's party, one of the Seven Heroes.
The main villain of "Brave Lord" Episode 5, 'Sky Where Stars Fall.'
Mercy de Imperio had come here.

"Aran..."
"Yes."

When Grace called, Aran answered with a stiff voice.

"Though our plans and order have changed... now that we've encountered her, I have no intention of letting her pass."

Aran's eyes had sharpened, just like when he faced Row before.

Soon we reached the center of the magical power.
And there...

If the word 'witch' were to take human form, it would probably look like that.
A billowing robe covered in various patterns, a hat with a wider brim than Sophia's, and a long black staff as tall as an adult, embedded with various jewels.
Even someone who didn't know her could tell from her appearance that she was a magician with tremendous knowledge and magical power.

However, there was something even more striking about her.

"Huh...?"

Aran let out a surprised sound.
Not just him—Grace, Elaine, and everyone who knew her widened their eyes in confusion.
Even those seeing her for the first time, like Nia and Yui, were shocked.

"...Tch."

Only I gritted my teeth, showing disgust.
Because the witch before us...
Had the small stature of a child who looked only about 12-13 years old.

And it wasn't just her height.

"Mer...cy?"

While her attire and distinctive aura were certainly those of the person Aran knew,
in his memory, she had been an adult woman with impressive long purple hair and a feminine figure.
In contrast, the magician before us had purple hair, but in a cute bob cut, with the small frame of a young girl. Aran uttered his former comrade's name with a dumbfounded expression.
Then.

"I wondered who broke my toys. So it really was you?"
"!"

Even her youthful voice was different from what he remembered.
Yet from her identical manner of speaking, Aran became certain that this unfamiliar girl was indeed his former comrade.

"...What happened to your appearance?"
"Hmm? Ah, right. This is the first time I'm showing you. I've been in this form for so long that I forgot."

Mercy tilted her head, then laughed innocently and twirled in place to show herself off.

"What do you think? Cute, right? Despite appearances, this is a new body I chose very carefully. Smooth skin, soft hair."
"New body?"

Aran pondered what that meant.
Then he realized and was horrified.

"What kind of madness is this!"

Madness. There was no other way to describe it.
Because the reason Mercy looked different from Aran's memory was... she had stolen another girl's body.
This wasn't some fairy tale transformation where she'd become younger.
It was literally a different body.

"Why are you reacting so intensely? It's embarrassing. I always told you, I want to discover new magic forever. This is the answer."
"..."
"You know by now, don't you? What power we share. If human form is merely a shell, why not change that shell? Based on that idea, I researched and... ta-da! It turned out to be possible. Demonic power is more convenient than I thought."
"Then the girl who owned that body..."
"Obviously dead. Anyway, that's not what's important right now."

Mercy looked over at Grace and the others beside Aran.

"I need compensation for breaking my toys. How would you like to pay?"

At Mercy's words, Grace stepped forward with her sword.

"I'll compensate you with this sword. I'll give it to you right now, so don't refuse."

KWAAANG!
Grace, having apparently reached her limit of patience, unleashed a fierce sword strike at Mercy without warning.
It was a blow that would have pulverized most magical beasts, but.

Woong-woong-woong.

"Northerners are so barbaric. How can dust or snow be proper compensation?"

True to her status as one of the Seven Heroes, she deployed a magic barrier to block Grace's attack.

Grace's attack served as a signal—Aran immediately charged with electricity, and Yui and Nia also began their attacks.
The knights and guards formed an encirclement to prevent Mercy from escaping, and Elaine also prepared for battle beside Grace.

"You're all being so scary. Calm down a little."

As various attacks headed toward her, Mercy clicked her tongue and tapped her staff on the ground.

"?!"

In an instant, the space where she stood distorted, and Mercy's body vanished from everyone's sight.

'Space distortion magic!'

Fortunately, I recognized this spell.
This magic could transport the user without any restrictions, but couldn't cover great distances.
It was for evasion, not escape.

If that was the case, Mercy must have moved somewhere nearby...

"She's above us!"

At my shout, everyone looked up to see Mercy floating in the air.
Thinking she might attack from above, everyone took defensive positions.

"Hey, that was just a joke, a joke! Why are you all so angry? You'll get wrinkles."
"..."
"I didn't come to fight you. If that was my intention, I wouldn't have foolishly appeared here alone."

As Mercy playfully waved her staff like she was waving a white flag, Grace glared at her fiercely and asked:

"Then why did you come?"

"Obviously to see who destroyed my toys so quickly. I was prepared to write off one or two losses as gifts, but I never expected to lose all five."

Mercy glanced at Aran.

"But now I see it was inevitable. There's an expert at ruining others' plans right here."
"Why did you release demons here?"

This time Aran asked.

"Hmm... well, alright. Since you're here, it means Lucius's plan is proceeding as intended, so I don't mind telling you. I hate keeping secrets anyway, it's frustrating."
"Lucius's plan?"
"Hey now, did you forget we're enemies? I can't tell you everything when you look at me like that. I'll only share my part."

Though her childish, playful voice coming from what was essentially an adult mind was irritatingly strange,
this was a golden opportunity to gain information from an enemy, so everyone kept stacking their anger.

"First, the cause was you people."
"?"

Mercy's explanation started with sophistry.
Her blame-shifting was so absurd that even Grace's expression momentarily softened.
Yet despite seeing this, she continued shamelessly:

"I wasn't particularly interested, but from what I heard, Lucius and Dorgon put quite a lot of effort into dealing with you, didn't they? But the plan to destroy the Snow Tower failed, Row died, and things got very complicated because you started preparing for war?"
"..."
"That idiot Row may have been vulgar, but his skills were decent. I don't know how you detected and stopped it... anyway, the plan went awry, and Lucius kept pressuring me. Telling me to hurry and complete what I was preparing. And I was already running low on experimental demons."

I wondered why Mercy was willingly giving us information.
It seemed she needed someone to vent to.
It was absurd that she would complain to her enemies, but.

'Is she showing off?'

Recalling her character from the novel, this was a form of mockery.
Implying that it didn't matter if she told us.

"So what could I do but forcibly squeeze out magical energy by stuffing magical beasts into demons' mouths? But I'm busy being pressured. Where would I find time to hunt magical beasts? Just to feed the test subjects. So the method I chose was..."
"Letting them loose... is that it?"
"Exactly! I couldn't think of the word, so thanks. Letting them loose. I deliberately released them in this sparsely populated area to fatten them up, planning to capture and slaughter them later. ...Well, this is how it turned out."

As I suspected, Mercy's reason for releasing demons here was indeed to let them roam free.
But even though my guess was correct, no one—including myself—was happy about it.
Because some concerning words had appeared in her explanation.

"What were you preparing using demons?"

When Grace asked while suppressing her anger, Mercy grinned.

"That's a secret, of course!"
"What?"
"You didn't actually think I'd tell you, did you? That's too naive."

Mercy laughed gleefully, mocking us below her.

"No need to be so curious. You'll naturally find out when the war begins."

In the end, she had only thrown us some largely worthless information as if doing us a favor, apparently just wanting to observe our reactions.

"I see. Then we've heard all we need from your mouth."
"Huh?"

The people gathered here weren't the type to be so easily toyed with.

Chwararara.
Nia started first.
Following Aran's instructions, she had been secretly preparing magic and now created an aurora curtain to trap Mercy.

"Are you stupid? I can see the flow of magic. I already noticed you were preparing something."

Mercy, also possessing magic sight, had already realized Nia was preparing something and immediately tried to escape using the distortion magic from earlier.

"Oh my!"

But Aran had already reached her, crackling with electricity.

KANG!
Before she could activate her distortion magic, Mercy hastily blocked Aran's sword with a defensive spell.
Aran pushed against Mercy with his sword still against her barrier.

"Tch!"

Mercy clicked her tongue as if this wasn't part of her plan, maintaining her defensive magic with one hand while drawing a magic circle in the air with the other to counterattack.

"You're falling right where I want you."
"!"

Aran was pushing her toward Grace.
Grace, already prepared with her sword, swung boldly as soon as Mercy came within range.

Mercy abandoned her counterattack against Aran and tried to create another barrier with her other hand to block Grace's attack.
But even for someone like her, blocking the attack of humanity's strongest knight with one hand was difficult.

PAKANG!
Grace's attack shattered Mercy's magic barrier and was about to strike her body when.

"Ah, I was saving this."

Mercy sighed and removed a brooch from her robe.
Her robe began to glow.

"Everyone, defend yourselves!"

As soon as I saw her remove the brooch, I spread frost to create a barrier while warning everyone.
The knights created magical defenses at the front, and the soldiers took cover behind them.
Aran, also sensing danger, dodged.

KWAAAANG!
Mercy's robe exploded, unleashing all kinds of magic in every direction, sweeping through the surroundings like a bombardment.

Amid the explosions echoing everywhere, Mercy's words could be heard:

[As much as I'd like to make you pay dearly for damages right here, Lucius would nag me. See you on the battlefield soon~.]

When the explosions subsided, we surveyed the devastated surroundings,
but the magician had already disappeared, leaving only those words behind.
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Fortunately, thanks to the knights' quick defensive actions and Grace's sword energy that offset the impact, there were no injuries from the explosion Mercy caused. Of course, there were no fatalities either.
However, the atmosphere wasn't great. After all, they had let the culprit behind this incident escape.

"Hey, are you okay?"

I carefully checked on the person who would likely be most heartbroken, and Aran responded with a heavy face, trying his best to answer.

"I'm fine. The robe was Mercy's cherished equipment, so forcing her to use it up means our efforts weren't completely wasted."

As Aran said, the robe was Mercy's trump card.
It was equipment containing various spells she had stored for a long time. In the novel, she had used it when she was defeated in battle and tried to self-destruct along with Aran when she had nothing left to lose.

In other words, though no one including Aran knows this, we just eliminated Mercy's last resort.
Aran was only pretending to be okay when he answered like that, but it truly wasn't a wasted effort.
She was also just acting calm due to her pride; inside, she must be... incredibly frustrated at suffering such a loss when she had come here with such a carefree attitude.

"What could this plan of the prince that Mercy mentioned be?"

Knowing this wasn't the time to dwell on regrets, Grace tried to change the subject.

"Luke, do you have any ideas?"

Ah, so changing the subject falls to me.
I'm completely treated as an advisor now, but that makes things easier.

"What's certain is that it's related to demons. Perhaps... it might be something similar to the fruit used on the orcs."

While the conversation with Mercy just now wasn't very informative, there was something she absolutely didn't know.
We have an archive containing their core secrets.
Me.

Unfortunately, it's not as convenient an archive as one might think.
Just as a key is needed to open a door, keywords are needed to unlock information.
But among the casual remarks Mercy threw out, there were several keywords that could unlock my information storage.

"Come to think of it, the demon Pog said the purpose of the experiment was to make humans use demonic power."
"Yes, and his statement about seeing it in the war... it seems they're trying to create some kind of weapon for war using demonic power."
"A weapon?"
"Otherwise, there would be no reason to suddenly pressure them to squeeze power out of the demon test subjects."
"Demonic power, the fruit the orcs ate, weapons, human use... No way!"

Grace's eyes widened as her thoughts reached a terrible conclusion.
I too became serious.

'I can't believe we've reached this point already.'

If Mercy's goal in releasing the demons was indeed to set them loose, this was the only reason I could think of.
Mercy releasing demons was something that never happened in the novel, so I had been in denial about it.

'Does this mean this war will be larger in scale than the one in the novel?'

I had been sensing the boundaries between episodes breaking down for some time.
I could somewhat accept Row's intrusion because there was a clear reason—the ice crystal.

But this appearance of demons and meeting with Mercy was clearly ominous.
Information that should have been revealed in Episode 5 kept appearing prematurely.
The sequence was getting tangled compared to what I knew.

'From what Mercy said, Lucius is clearly planning to use chimeras in this war.'

What Lucius and the other masterminds are trying to create using demonic power.
It's not much different from what Grace has guessed.

A horrific hybrid of human and demon, an existence that should never emerge.
Chimera.
From the beginning of "Brave Lord," this worst enemy has been foreshadowed—a monster closely related to the final boss Lucius's objective.
Normally, its true nature would only be revealed at the end of Episode 5.

'How exactly is this war going to unfold?'

It seems I shouldn't be complacent just because we thwarted all three plots against the North mentioned in the novel and the hero has joined us.
Just as I've been preparing, the other side seems to be up to something ominous as well.

Still, there's no need to worry and fear endlessly.
If we've learned in advance that they plan to use chimeras...
Then we just need to prepare appropriate countermeasures.

There's no need to be intimidated if they're preparing something more.
If they're doing something more... it means the North has become more difficult to deal with, which means we've grown stronger.

'Bring it on. If we can crush two episodes at once, all the better for us.'

***

In a spacious room bathed in sunlight as brilliant and warm as gold.
A young handsome man with hair more radiant than gold spoke with a smile.

"Then that matter will proceed without any deficiencies, so you need not worry."
"Thank you... thank you, Your Highness. Thanks to you, our children will not go hungry."

Elderly men in attire too shabby for the palace repeatedly bowed and expressed their gratitude.
The prince, Lucius, rose from his seat and personally escorted them out with a gentle smile.

Thud.
When Lucius returned and closed the door after seeing them off, a small girl was sitting in the chair, though no one knew when she had arrived.
A guest would have been guided to the reception room, and a servant would never dare sit in the chair.
That left only an intruder, but Lucius showed no particular reaction to the girl and handed her a plate of cookies from the table.

"You look stressed?"
"What were those things just now?"

They questioned each other simultaneously.
Lucius was the first to answer.

"Slum dwellers from the back alleys. They said their children were starving, so I agreed to take them in."
"Ah, right. So they won't go hungry anymore."
"Promises are meant to be kept."

Mercy picked up a cookie and ate it while sneering.

"Even the great prince finds it difficult to help the poor? Seeing how those back alleys flourish."
"...Heh."
"You bastard, don't tell me?"

As Mercy frowned and glared at him, Lucius casually sat down next to her.

"After all, stories are most entertaining when the villain dies, right? In that sense, Row left quite a nice gift. Killing a few people now and then makes people so happy."
"And others just fill in the empty spaces?"
"Yes. That's what's good about the back alleys. No need to appoint replacements for every vacancy. Have you ever farmed? I grow a garden as a hobby, and it's surprisingly labor-intensive. In contrast, the back alleys only need occasional harvesting. It's more rewarding too."

Mercy, who knew Lucius's nature well, shook her head with a disgusted expression.

The citizens of the royal capital would never know.
The reason the leaders of the largest criminal organization in the back alleys, "Black Crow," were executed en masse wasn't because heaven delivered divine judgment, but because a demon wanted to see people's excitement at watching others' lives disappear.
Anyway, public safety improved, so there was no need to know.

Besides, people would assume that the reason the back alleys remained lawless even after criminal organizations disappeared was simply because that's how such places are.

"Now, my business. Are you here to report that you've finished your work? Or just taking a break because you're stressed?"

What an irritating bastard.
I don't even expect to be treated as a friend. We're not that close anyway.
Accomplices would be a more accurate description than friends.

Still, to immediately bring up work to someone who came all this way.
I was already annoyed after going out for what I thought would be a simple excursion, only to meet two dangerous individuals, use up half my magical power, and lose my cherished equipment.

Well, there's no point telling him since he wouldn't offer any comfort anyway. And I did come to tell him about that, so I just answered.

"Neither. I came to tell you the operation has been halted."
"...That wasn't among the answers I provided."
"To put it simply, all the demon test subjects are dead."

Mercy explained everything to Lucius.
She had released demons in the North, but all five were killed instantly.

"Did you send them to the North because it's the most polar region with many magical beasts?"
"What else would it be?"
"Hmm, I'm sure you calculated everything before making that decision."

Lucius pondered with an expressionless face, his earlier smile completely gone, holding his chin.

"Their response was incredibly quick. Perhaps they're wary of us because they're preparing for war. But how did they find the demons so quickly? Is there someone in the North with detection abilities as good as mine? I don't recall anyone."
"Actually, I have one more thing to report about that."

As Mercy began to speak as if about to share important information, Lucius showed interest.

"Your prediction was right. Aran was there."
"!"

At those words, Lucius's expression changed.
Unlike when dealing with her, his face lit up as if delighted to hear news of an old friend, making Mercy shudder once more.

There was a time when she had hoped it was just an unusual sexual preference. That would have made it just a personal deviation.
When she learned it wasn't, even she got goosebumps.

"I knew something was strange! No matter how much I searched, there wasn't even a sighting. So he was already in the North. Is he healthy?"
"Very."
"Did he meet Grace too?"
"Those two killed all my demons together."
"Ah, that is unfortunate."

He said that, but his expression remained cheerful, making it unclear if he truly found it regrettable.

"If Aran has come to the North and met Grace, does that mean the actors have finally taken the stage? Hehe, I should start soon. Dorgon just told me everything is ready. I'll tell him to depart immediately."
"What about the drug? I can make as much as possible with the demonic energy we have, but it will be far less than what you expect."
"Hmm... that is troublesome."

Lucius tapped the table with his finger as he pondered.

"Anyway, that drug wasn't for this war, so save it for now. Instead, take all the chimeras that have received the serum. With Aran there, we should use this opportunity to test them."
"The drug wasn't for this war? And you want me to take the chimeras...?"
"By the way."

Lucius winked.

"Contrary to our plan, the Snow Tower remains intact, so we need forces to counter them. I'd like the Golden Tower to join the war."
"Are you serious? Ah, I see. Now that we've confirmed Aran is in the North, there's no need to keep reserve forces here."

Originally, the Golden Tower mages were not to participate in the war but were kept near Lucius in case Aran targeted the royal capital.
However, now that Aran's presence in the North was confirmed, their mobilization was the logical next step.

"Exactly. Besides, while it's disappointing we couldn't weaken the North, since things have turned out this way, let's make an even more spectacular battlefield!"

Lucius exclaimed, spreading his arms wide.

"A bloody battle of countless knights, soldiers, and mages against the backdrop of a snowy field! Various spells bursting like festival fireworks, while the blood spilled by warriors paints an oil painting on the canvas of snow. Doesn't that sound magnificent? It's like a scene from an epic hero's tale."

Having said all she needed to say, there was no reason to stay longer.
Listening to him for too long made her head spin, so Mercy rose from her seat.

As she was about to leave, suddenly.

"Ah, right."
"Hmm?"
"What did you mean when you said the drug wasn't for this war? Wasn't your goal to gather forces and fight Aran in the North?"
"That's right. A final battle where the hero fights from his last fortress makes for a grand finale to the story. A hero's bloody struggle with his back against the wall—the perfect heroic epic."
"Then wouldn't the drug become useless after Aran dies? The hero would be gone."

She asked something she had always wondered about while conducting experiments at Lucius's request.

"What a strange thing to say, Mercy."

The beautiful man with the smile answered innocently.
His expression was like that of a child anticipating a fun game.

"The demonization research has always been for that purpose."
"What?"
"Even if Aran dies, a new hero needs a corresponding enemy to appear. A hero's tale always needs both a protagonist and a villain."
"...?"
"Aran's story ended when he defeated the Demon King. His enemy was the Demon King. A protagonist who defeats the villain must exit the stage."
"What about you... and us?"
"We weren't enemies but comrades. Why are you saying such things today?"
"..."
"Ah, of course, I'm truly grateful that he's still alive and creating an epilogue to keep me from getting bored. Thanks to him, I can use the North—which I had originally planned to destroy to increase the story's difficulty—as a prologue for the next hero. So he must exit here. The death of the previous protagonist becomes material for the next protagonist's awakening, right? Aran's character arc will be beautifully completed by dying here."

I wish I hadn't heard that.
Mercy quickly left the room before her expression could sour.
Regardless, after she left, Lucius broke a cookie in half and said:

"Oh? Then will the next generation's hero come from the North? That would be interesting too."
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Having completed the extermination of all demons, we've achieved our expedition's goal.
The encounter with Mercy left a bad aftertaste, but staying here longer won't create another opportunity.
They've been burned badly enough that they won't return.

Above all, with war looming ahead, we couldn't afford to linger in a place like this.

"What's the possibility of Mercy targeting our rear through long-distance spatial movement like this time?"
"If you're worried about troop movements, it's impossible. At most, they could only send a few people like they did this time."
"If someone like Low had been among those few, it would have been troublesome... Fortunately, he wasn't there."

Among the remaining three of the Seven Heroes, Dorgon needs to command the western legion, and Mercy isn't the type to wage guerrilla warfare alone from behind.
If Prince Lucius comes, that would be welcome for us.

Originally, of the three guerrilla warfare specialists in the Hero Party, two have already been killed by Aran, and the remaining one is Aran himself.
Grace has nothing to worry about.

Still, just in case, Sophia has installed magical trap formations.
If there are tactics the enemy might use, it's better to eliminate even the smallest possibility.

With all the cleanup complete, we left the outpost commander in charge of maintaining the magic formations and returned to Winter Cannon.

***

Upon returning to Winter Cannon after completing our expedition, we were greeted with unwelcome news, as expected.

"Is it beginning?"
"Yes."

While we were away on our expedition, Knight Commander Arthur personally compiled and reported information gathered from spies embedded in enemy forces.
There were various details, but the conclusion was:

"It will start within a month at the latest."

The enemy armies have begun to move.
Not just small provocations like before, but large-scale movements.
Preparations for war.

"The western legion, the Iron Land, has already begun moving. They'll cross the border soon."
"The Golden Tower... I suspected it since encountering Mercy, but these bastards are joining the war too."
"The good news is that the central army seems to be defending their territory rather than going on the offensive. Other regions, the east and south, have refused to participate."
"The south would do that. And the eastern trade routes are as promised?"
"Yes, while official trade routes have been suspended, we've agreed to trade through secret routes in the form of smuggling, as previously arranged."
"That's fortunate."

Grace took a deep breath.
Then her eyes changed.

"What was bound to happen has happened. There's no need to be tense or worried now. We have been preparing, and the enemies will pay the price for daring to provoke the Ice Lion of the North."
"..."
"Show them. Show them how the central region remained safe during the Great War. Show them clearly who blocked the demon invasion from the outskirts to protect the kingdom's peace. Let them know we protected peace not with shields, but with swords."
"Yes!"
"We are entering final war preparations! Our objective is simple: eliminate all enemies who invade the North."

With Grace's official declaration, the North entered a state of war readiness.
After exactly fifteen days of transition, everything will operate according to wartime protocols.
Until this war ends.

Fortunately, since we had been preparing for this moment for months, everyone moved quickly without panic.
From supplies to facilities and systems, nothing was lacking.

The northern citizens living in this frigid land followed the Grand Duke's instructions without falling into confusion, and having experienced the Great War, these battle-hardened people felt the gravity of the situation but did not despair, believing in the North's victory and safety.

And through Ilaine, Grace gave one instruction to the Guard:

"Starting tomorrow, each team will receive three days of leave in rotation. Spend time with your family, lovers, friends, and other precious people to refresh your body and mind."

While some argue that seeing family before war could weaken resolve and affect morale, this is the North.

If you have the strength to run away out of fear of death, use it to fight for your family.
Rather than abandoning everything cowardly and living with guilt forever, fight without regrets, like a true warrior.
Is life important? Of course it is for me too. So let's combine our strength to win and return to our families arm in arm.

This spirit is ingrained in the genes of this place.
The Northern Army, being made up of humans, doesn't consist solely of righteous adults, but there are certainly no cowards with weak hearts.
Only warriors with bodies and minds harder than ice walls.

Above all, Grace cleverly utilized this expedition.
She revealed that our enemies were demons and announced that our opponents had mobilized demons to kill us.

The fact that they employed such terrible demons suggests they're coming to completely destroy the North—would surrendering really save our lives?
It was a cunning political maneuver that played on public fear, but it was excellent for strengthening Northern unity.

In any case, Grace's instruction to spend time with loved ones before the war was her own form of consideration.
The leave started first with those who had returned from the expedition.

The Guard Captain's direct team also received immediate leave.
Rigrit, who injured both arms, and Sophia, who needed to focus on magical recovery, received longer than three days, but that was an unavoidable special case.
Ilaine and I were given three days like other guard members.

"Even though it's leave..."

Ilaine, having returned home, was in casual clothes but sat in her chair with an uncomfortable expression.
With her strong sense of responsibility and workaholic tendencies, she probably felt uneasy resting at home when final war preparations had just begun.
She'd probably prefer to go out and work until late at night.

Grace, having known her for a long time, must understand Ilaine's personality, yet still gave her leave because:

"Even with war preparations, the Guard's duties aren't much different from usual, so it's better to rest and fully replenish your strength. After the war breaks out, things will be hectic."
"Hmm."

That was indeed the case.
While the military and administrative officials would be extremely busy with war preparations,
guarding is always in a state of readiness, so not much changes.
During wartime, they just need to be more vigilant.

If anything, administrative tasks like managing wartime supplies increase,
but those had been prepared long ago, and a deputy commander had been appointed to handle the increased paperwork.

'While I was away managing Aran's group, the new executive appointments and member issues were resolved.'

Above all, Ilaine is one of the North's core forces, so Grace would want to prevent any loss of her capabilities due to non-combat factors like fatigue or stress.

No wonder she called me separately before sending us on leave and said such things.

***

"Lord Luke."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"In this battle, I may need to deploy the Guard on the battlefield rather than by my side."
"What do you mean?"

Grace answered while looking at the strategy map on the table.

"Even newborn demons can handle magical power and are strong enough to tear apart magical beasts with bare hands. I hate to say this, but they are racially stronger than humans."
"..."
"So how could humans defeat demons in the Great War? There are many reasons, of course. The human spirit, the existence of heroes... But I believe there's one area where humans are definitely superior to demons."
"Wisdom... you mean?"
"Hah, conversations with you are always refreshing and straightforward."

Grace smiled and continued.

"Demons lack wisdom. With their great strength, strategy and tactics aren't important to them."
"I agree."

Even Fog, whom we fought during the expedition, was dangerous because of his strength, not his tactics, though he was in a state of lost reason.
If he had cleverly used his fog ability for hit-and-run assassinations... it would have been much more troublesome.

"I've said enough that you should understand the rest without explanation."
"Are you saying that in this battle, rather than direct confrontation, the key will be what strategic attacks they launch from multiple directions? And since Captain Ilaine is the North's fastest knight, she's a force that can respond immediately anywhere?"
"...I've been considering firing you from the Guard recently."
"What? Why suddenly—"
"Would you consider working officially as a staff officer instead? I'll ensure you receive the highest salary."

When Grace asked with quite a serious look:

"Then you shouldn't think about going around with Aran after the war either. You need to govern the North."

I countered with an eye-for-an-eye attitude.

"Urgh. Fine."

Grace reluctantly withdrew her suggestion.
After this war, Aran will head to the central region for his final battle with Lucius, and Grace had mentioned she would follow Aran to help him finish things.
When I pointed that out, she immediately backed down.

"Anyway! This battle will be an all-out war. I'll entrust my protection to Shei, and deploy the Guard as a powerful force on the battlefield when needed, so be aware."
"May I ask one thing?"
"What is it?"

I fully understand Grace's intention.
In "Brave Lord," they employed various strategies against the impregnable North, and Aran's group rushed around trying to stop them.
Because of this, Grace, despite being at full strength, couldn't move easily and had to remain at headquarters to guard against their other tactics.

The key here is how much we can utilize Aran's group.
In the novel, they joined in an emergency and ran around frantically just to survive, but here we've already contracted them to focus on Dorgon.

If we manipulate Aran's righteous character well, we could utilize their strength,
but it feels awkward. The type of person Aran hates most is someone who doesn't keep promises.

'Rather, having Aran defeat Dorgon while the Guard takes over Aran's role would provide more strategic options.'

What I'm curious about is why she's telling me this important information separately, not in front of Ilaine.
When I asked about this:

"Ah, of course I plan to tell Lord Ilaine too. I can't operate the Guard at my whim without the captain's approval."
"Then why did you call only me first?"

Grace looked at me and smiled.

"There's no profound reason. I just wanted to make a request in advance while I had time."
"A request...?"
"Luke."

Dropping the title suggested something very important was coming, making me tense.

"You're going to marry Ilaine, right?"
"What?"
"Answer me."
"Yes, of course I am."
"Hah, if you hadn't given a definite answer there, I was going to scold you, but that was good."

Grace's scolding...
She probably wouldn't use her sword on me, but maybe crush me with killing intent? That's scary too.

"Both she and I have our clumsy sides. What's clumsy is that we're unnecessarily proud and can't rely on others. Yet we want to support someone else."
"..."
"But you know what? This time, opening up to you and Ilaine and relying on others... it turned out to be quite comforting. I'd been holding back for fear of looking weak, but it wasn't unpleasant at all."
"This is a secret, but Captain Ilaine becomes surprisingly clingy when we're alone."
"Really? Her?"

Grace's eyes sparkled with curiosity, but then:

"But that's only in private, right?"
"!"
"I've been watching you two. While Ilaine trusts you, on the battlefield she lacks confidence in you. If I hadn't helped you, she wouldn't have stepped forward like that. Rather than relying on you, she sees you as someone she needs to protect."
"...I can't deny that."

During this expedition too, Ilaine showed concern several times about me getting hurt.
That means, though Ilaine herself may not realize it, she sees me as someone to protect, just as Grace said.

Since I've been injured to varying degrees during each expedition, I understand why she responds that way.
But I've become quite strong now. Continuing to cause such worry is not good.

"She tries to protect me, protect you, and protect others too. That's why there's no one better suited to be Guard Captain than her, but how difficult must it be? As you know, Ilaine may be firm in her convictions, but she's not an indifferent person. Rather, she does this because her heart is deeper than others'. So let's remove the burden from at least one side."

Ilaine's position is Guard Captain, a role she's held for years.
So it's impossible to remove the burden of protecting Grace.
Therefore, the true meaning of what Grace wants to tell me is:

"You don't need to worry."
"Can I trust you?"
"I plan to drive home the point this time."
"?"

To the puzzled Grace, I shared an important plan I had been harboring, partly to gauge her reaction.

"...Haha, she really has found an amazing man."

At least Grace seemed intrigued.

***

Ending my reminiscence with Grace, I returned to reality and approached Ilaine, who was looking out the window with a complicated expression. Taking her hand, I said:

"Ilaine."
"Hmm?"
"We promised before, didn't we? That when this expedition ended and we got leave, we'd have a special date."

Her eyes widened as she remembered.

"Let's go right now."

I pulled her hand.

Even without Grace's request,
I too wanted to become a man who protects her, not a subordinate who needs her protection.
I prepared this date to establish that relationship.
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"Mmm..."

Ilaine stood in front of the mirror with the most serious expression on her face.
All around her, various clothes were strewn about like flowers in a garden.

"This isn't the time to be worrying about such things."

While others were seriously preparing for war, here she was, fretting over what to wear.
She felt somewhat guilty and embarrassed.

'I shouldn't listen to such things.'

Her lover was perfect in every way, except for his occasional unpredictable words and actions.
They communicated well, he was considerate, diligent, brave, and his face was just her type. He could be a bit mischievous in bed, but that actually made it more... ahem.

What she liked most about him was that he always told her she was pretty.

Even when her hair was drenched in sweat from training.
Even when her face was smudged with soot from tending the campfire during camping.
Even when she had dressed too plainly for a date, having a good sense for choosing weapons but not clothes.
Even when they lay side by side in bed, gazing into each other's eyes.
Her lover told her she was pretty no matter how she looked.

But today, that same lover had made one request before their date.

-There's an important occasion later, so please dress prettily.

Asking one's lover to dress nicely for a date would normally be a common request, but...

'Ughhhh!'

Ilaine was in complete disarray because of that word "prettily."

'If he means prettily, should I dress like I would for a party?'

That was the prettiest outfit she knew. But even though Ilaine was clueless about clothes, she knew that a party dress wasn't appropriate for a casual date.
So what exactly did "pretty" mean?

It would have been easier if he'd asked her to dress stylishly.
She could have just worn her uniform.
As an aside, she had strangely grown fond of her uniform at some point.

Even if she tried to match her lover's taste, she was self-aware enough to know that his taste was, well, "herself."
He would probably tell her she looked pretty no matter what she wore. He was that kind of gentle man.

'What could this important occasion be?'

Since they had started living together, they always got dressed in their own rooms and met at the entrance before heading out together.

But today was different.
After telling her to dress prettily, her lover had set their meeting place not at their home entrance but at the park.

She found it strange that they would meet separately at the park when they would be spending time together anyway.
But since her lover had a habit of making unique plans, she accepted it.

It wasn't just a date but a "special" date, and he emphasized its importance, so he must have prepared something.
Then it was only right that she do her best to match his efforts.
By dressing prettily.

"Alright, I've decided."

The chosen outfit was a dress in a striking deep blue.
She had impulsively bought it from a merchant who had passed through, but it was somewhat thin for the northern weather and flowy, so she hadn't worn it yet.

"I-Is this pretty enough?"

Looking at herself in the mirror, it was better than she'd expected.
After completing her outfit and seeing her reflection...

'With this white coat over it... I think it looks cute too.'

Ilaine was aware of her tall stature.

She had never once been ashamed of it.
Rather, her larger build compared to other women had been a great help to her as a knight.

However.
She was both a knight and a woman.
When dating the person she loved, she had a slight desire to appear cute rather than just stylish.

She liked always protecting others, sheltering them, and being someone they could lean on, but.
Sometimes, just occasionally, she wanted to be held by someone else.

Perhaps that was why.
Every time she fell asleep next to her lover, she found herself nestling into his arms.

'I hope I'm not late?'

Having finished her preparations, Ilaine hurried outside, not wanting to keep her lover waiting.
The weather was bright, and the wind wasn't too cold.
It almost felt like he had deliberately chosen this day.

'Yes, this is the leave that His Excellency granted us.'

Today, she would enjoy the date with her lover without worrying too much.
She could work hard after returning to duty, and her lover probably had the same thought, preparing to make the most of today.

Perhaps it was because she had composed herself.
Though it was the same place she always left from.
Today, she felt especially excited.

***

There's a famous saying.
Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face.
How true that is.

I'm confident I could love every strand of Ilaine's hair.
Even if she had a habit of snoring loudly in her sleep, I would sleep beside her every night (though in reality, Ilaine sleeps very quietly).

But even I don't blindly approve of everything about Ilaine.
Having lived as a warrior and knight since childhood, Ilaine isn't particularly skilled at dressing up.
Even her stunning appearance at the last party was the work of the housekeeper, Mrs. Mia.

Of course, her natural beauty is already absurdly breathtaking even without any adornment.
When I say she lacks skill in dressing up, I don't mean she dresses strangely—just that she dresses very plainly and simply, which isn't really a flaw.

So while I did tell her to dress prettily, that was just meant to convey that she should look forward to today's date.

'Wow... wow...'

Ilaine's usual attire always included pants as a basic option.
Being a knight, pants were probably more comfortable for her, and her outfit reflected her tendency to prioritize practicality over aesthetics in case of emergencies.

But Ilaine's appearance now, in a blue long dress with a short white coat over it...
I can't find the words to describe it. She's just beautiful.
It's almost embarrassing to look at her, like we're on our first date after starting our relationship.

Because of this, my plan to shower her with compliments and set the mood from the moment we met completely failed.
My face was burning hot, and the corners of my mouth twitched uncontrollably. I couldn't think of any compliments beyond the word "pretty" in my head.

"So... how do I look? I think I dressed quite prettily today."

Ilaine was also awkward in this outfit, fidgeting slightly.
Her cuteness was even more pronounced than usual with this prettier appearance.
I felt almost dizzy.

In the end, all that came out of my mouth was:

"You look really pretty."

That single sentence, packed with all sorts of excitement and praise, was all I could manage.

At times like this, I wish I had been a novelist or poet in my past life.
Then I could have complimented her more naturally and eloquently.
But.

"Really? Hehe."

More important than a hundred words is one heart.
And she knew well that my heart had always been directed only toward her.
This was enough.

Perhaps it was because my sincerity was conveyed despite my lack of vocabulary.

"Seeing your face turn red, I feel my efforts were worth it."
"I'm glad I said what I did."

Ilaine looked at my red face with a mischievous smile, and I chuckled at the faint blush on her cheeks.
Fortunately, the awkwardness subsided a bit, and we returned to our usual dynamic.
Still, my heart was racing with this fresh feeling within the familiar.

"So, there must be a reason why you wanted to meet here instead of leaving together from home?"
"Of course."

I answered as I took her hand while she asked with squared shoulders.

"I heard that the time spent waiting for your lover, feeling that anticipation, is also precious in a date."
"Is that so?"
"When I think about it, we always leave together from home, so we rarely have this experience."

We were together every day, so it was hard for us to notice, but objectively speaking, our relationship had progressed quite quickly.
We became lovers during our first leave.
During our second leave, we immediately started living together.

Due to the nature of the guard, we didn't have enough time to develop our relationship slowly like ordinary people.
And since we were together for work every moment, we had plenty of time for emotional exchange even without formal dates, which led to this unique relationship.

On the other hand, this meant we could find new happiness in these ordinary actions that normal couples do, making each date fresh and exciting.

"I think I understand what you mean."
"Really?"
"Yes, for some reason, I found myself hurrying my steps today. I wanted to get to where you were quickly."
"Right?"

Perhaps it was because of this fresh start, different from usual, and the different attire.
Though we were conversing calmly, neither of our faces had returned to their normal color.
At this rate, our hearts might tire us out soon, so I led her by the hand, wanting to enjoy as much as possible before that happened.

"Come, let's go. Leave is shorter than you think."
"So today, you'll be escorting me the whole time?"
"Of course, my lady."

Seeing expectation and curiosity on Ilaine's face, I inwardly cheered myself on.

This is a plan I've been formulating bit by bit, even during moments of respite during the expedition.
In fact, one reason I was quieter than usual during this expedition was because I left the demon expertise to Aran while I focused on Ilaine expertise.

If someone were to ask what I've prepared to be so determined, I would answer like this:
Today.
I'm going to propose to Ilaine.

***

It happened to be lunchtime.

The first course was a restaurant.
Both Ilaine and I enjoy delicious food, and a fulfilling date requires good energy.

I had naturally thought about where to go in advance.
Having just returned from an expedition, reservations were impossible.
So it needed to be a place where we could enter right away, yet private enough for us to focus entirely on each other.
It shouldn't be so fancy that Ilaine would feel uncomfortable.
Above all, it should have many dishes to Ilaine's taste, making the selection enjoyable.

It sounds simple, but there weren't many places that perfectly met all these conditions.
Among the limited options, I did my best to choose.
As a result.

"Being with you truly brings expected joy. Choosing this place was an excellent decision."

A satisfied smile bloomed on Ilaine's face.
This is a place she and I had visited for dinner before.
We both gave it high praise then, so I was confident it wouldn't disappoint.
Our tastes, having explored most of Wintercannon's good restaurants, are quite accurate.

"You like this, don't you?"
"Of course. And you like this?"
"Oh, you remember."
"Hehe, naturally."

We remembered each other's tastes precisely as we selected our food.
Shortly after, five different dishes were laid out on the table.

Knights have a physically demanding job, so they naturally eat a lot.
Not to the point of stacking plates high like in comic relief scenes, but typically one person eats enough for 2-3 people.

At first, I thought that sounded like fantasy, but then I remembered this world is a fantasy novel world.
And indeed, using not just physical strength but also magical power does consume a lot of calories.

And that applies to Ilaine as a woman too.
That's why one of the conditions was having many dishes to her taste.

But as we continued our meal in a warm atmosphere, Ilaine's fork paused.

"Ilaine? Is the meat tough?"

When I asked cautiously, Ilaine quickly composed her expression and said:

"It's nothing. Don't worry."

She seemed to continue eating nonchalantly, but there was a strange shadow on her face.

'I should start now.'

While the main purpose of this date is indeed the proposal.
There was one more purpose:

Something both Grace asked for and I've been concerned about.
I wanted to ease the mental burden and sense of responsibility that Ilaine carries—what could be called her chronic ailment.

Ch.146 - Chapter 146. Special Date (3)
I had casually asked Grace during our conversation.

"By any chance, was there some kind of turning point for Captain Elaine?"
"A turning point?"
"Well... I'm curious whether her caring personality was always that way, or if something happened that made her become like that."

Grace tilted her head at my question and asked back.

"I see you two haven't shared stories about your pasts?"
"How did you know?"
"How could I not? Elaine has always had a caring nature, but back then..."

Grace was about to say something but stopped herself.

"Such things should be heard directly from the person involved."

It was disappointing and somewhat frustrating to have the words that had reached her throat go back down. But Grace was right.
It seemed like a very important story was about to come out, and it would be rude for me to learn about Elaine's past when she hadn't shared it herself.
It would also be disrespectful to Grace who was about to tell me.

'I wanted to avoid talking about the past.'

To ask about someone else's past, I should be willing to share my own.
The problem is that as a possessor, I don't have a past to talk about.
So if Elaine were to ask about my past, it would be difficult to answer, which is why I've intentionally avoided this topic.

'But I can't avoid it forever.'

It's strange to be in love enough to consider marriage, yet know so little about the other person's family history.
Considering that marriage means not just two people coming together, but two families joining, I should share stories about our lives, including family histories, even if it means facing difficult questions.

And although Grace didn't give specifics, there was a hint in what she said.

'So there was some kind of turning point in the past.'

Though we hadn't talked about the past, I wasn't completely ignorant about Elaine's history.
There was something that concerned me.

Elaine passed the knight's exam at the very young age of late teens and became Grace's guard knight.
Later, when Grace ascended to the position of Grand Duchess of the North, Elaine became the captain of her guards.

Here's the thing.
No matter how talented she was, how did she end up taking the knight's exam at such a young age?
When I took the knight's exam myself, I was considered young even in my mid-twenties.
This means Elaine was an extremely exceptional case.

I had a feeling that there might be some connection between the story Grace didn't tell and this question.

***

The moment I saw Elaine's dark expression during our meal, I guessed what was bothering her.

So I decided not to pretend I didn't notice and address it directly.
If left alone, she might continue feeling like she was chewing on sand throughout the meal.
That's not part of the happiness I want for her.

"Elaine."
"Hmm?"

Elaine put down her fork at my call.

'Just as I thought.'

Our couple had an unspoken rule, not grand enough to call a promise, but a rule nonetheless.
When conversing during meals, we don't mind or feel hurt if the other person continues eating.
Given our busy lives, stopping to talk each time would make meals too long, so this rule emerged.

The fact that Elaine just put down her fork means...

'She has no appetite.'

And there's only one reason for that lack of appetite.

"Are you concerned about what's happening outside?"
"!"

Elaine likes honesty and doesn't prefer beating around the bush in conversations.
So I hit the nail on her inner thoughts right away.

"I made a mistake. I should have known it's impossible to hide my feelings from you."

Elaine answered with a faint smile, then continued.

"I'm sorry. I came out determined to enjoy our date that you prepared, not wanting to burden you... but as I was leisurely enjoying this delicious food, I momentarily found myself distracted."
"..."
"Ah, I don't mean that this moment is boring or uncomfortable! This is a place I've wanted to revisit with you, and from the location to the menu, I can feel the care you've put into preparing this for me, which makes me very happy."

Elaine hastily explained, worried I might feel hurt that she wasn't fully focused on our date.
But knowing her well enough to understand she had no ill intentions, how could I be hurt by this?

Rather, I'm grateful she answered honestly instead of suffering silently.
I love this honesty of hers.
They say understanding a woman's heart is what men find most difficult.
How wonderful it is to use all that mental energy on caring for her instead.

"Then after we finish eating, shall we go out and have a sparring match for old times' sake, while practicing swordsmanship?"
"!"

Elaine's eyes lit up for a moment, but then she realized her current attire and said:

"N-no, that won't do. I can't swing a sword in this outfit, and today we agreed to have the date you prepared."
"But wielding a sword does help relieve your worries and frustrations, doesn't it?"
"Well... that's true, but..."

Elaine hesitated with a troubled expression.
Her desire to focus on our date was genuine, as was her wish to relieve her anxiety through sword practice.
She felt sorry toward me either way—if she got distracted during our date, or if she agreed to sparring and disrupted the date I had planned.

I felt reassured that I would never be betrayed by my lover.
How could someone so sincere keep secrets?
This reassurance made me love her even more freely.

And watching her hesitate like this was not only cute but also made me feel grateful.
I know how strong Elaine's will and convictions are. Yet to her, my existence is as important as her own will, which is why she didn't immediately accept my tempting offer but considered my feelings.

Perhaps it's time to put her at ease.

"How about we do this?"

Elaine perked up again.
Like Grace, she knew that whenever I spoke up at such moments, I usually offered a good solution.

"Since we have three days off, let's enjoy today, and tomorrow we can have a sparring match together."
"Hmm... that's a good idea."

Elaine nodded and accepted, but her expression and voice weren't as relieved as I'd expected.
Perhaps my suggestion was too ordinary compared to what she had anticipated? Or maybe she was still worried about being distracted today even with tomorrow's sparring to look forward to.

I know. My answer was too ordinary.
But this wasn't my main point.

"By the way, this barbecue is even more delicious than last time. The cooking and the sauce—it's perfect in every way."
"Huh? Oh, yes. You're right, it is delicious."

Though puzzled by the sudden change of topic, Elaine responded enthusiastically, perhaps seeing it as an opportunity to lift the gloomy mood.
I cut a piece of meat and offered it to her.

"Try this. Here, say ah~."
"A-are you feeding me?"
"Why not? It's a date."

Elaine awkwardly blushed but carefully leaned forward to taste the meat.

"Mmm~, indeed. This kind of skill requires more than just technique. The chef's sincerity is well-conveyed."
"Right?"

I waited until she had finished chewing and swallowing, then said:

"The people at this restaurant must have heard yesterday's announcement too, right?"
"!"

At those words, the happiness on Elaine's face faded, and worry began to creep back in.

"Yet the chef here is still receiving customers, cooking, and running the business as usual."
"..."
"Why do you think that is?"
"Because closing the business would affect their livelihood, wouldn't it?"
"That's the biggest reason, yes. But there must be more."
"More?"
"If they suddenly closed, they might lose regular customers to other establishments, it's better to sell the food supplies they've already received than let them go to waste, and if all restaurants closed due to yesterday's announcement, it would cause chaos in the streets, so merchants might have agreed to stay open."

Elaine listened attentively to my words.

"But these are all material reasons. I think there's a psychological reason too."
"What kind?"
"Probably the same as yours."
"Mine?"
"They're restless doing nothing, so they're doing what they can right now."
"!"

Elaine's eyes widened.

"They could close the shop and wait at home, preparing for what's to come, but that would make them restless, so they come to the shop and cook. While immersed in cooking as usual, they don't have time to feel the anxiety and unease in their hearts, and they can provide delicious meals to people who are trying to alleviate their own anxiety through dining out."
"Hmm."
"See, the food isn't just not worse—it's even more delicious, right? Doesn't that mean the chef is fully immersed in cooking?"
"That's a valid point. Just as I want to wield my sword, he wants to cook."

Elaine nodded, seeming to understand my meaning.
But what I truly wanted to tell her wasn't finished yet.

"But this wouldn't be possible with just the chef alone."
"What do you mean?"
"To cook at a restaurant, someone needs to place an order, and there need to be customers to place orders."
"!"
"So the chef must be very grateful for customers who visit today. Thanks to them, he can focus on his present work instead of being trapped in troubling thoughts."

I cut another appetizing piece and placed it on Elaine's plate.

"So we're not just playing around. We're helping people focus on their current lives instead of being consumed by anxiety. It's a kind of public stability, you could say. If we hadn't come, the chef would already be feeling unsettled, and now he'd feel an emptiness equivalent to this space and the five portions of food."

When I finished speaking, Elaine silently looked at the meat on her plate.
She picked up her fork, ate it with relish, and said:

"So that's why you deliberately ordered dishes that take time to prepare?"
"Ah, I hadn't thought of that, but now that you mention it, that's true."

I grinned, and Elaine's stiff expression finally relaxed.

"Not just playing around, but contributing to public stability. Is this the special date you mentioned?"
"No, that's not it."
"?"

Having confidently made her deduction, Elaine tilted her head in confusion when I firmly denied it.
She looked even more curious about what this special date might be.

"I understand now that you're saying these things to reassure me. You're worried I won't enjoy our date."
"Haha."
"Still, thank you. Those words have put my mind at ease."
"Have they?"
"As you said, these everyday moments help alleviate their concerns. The Grand Duchess giving us leave before the war must have meant for us to cherish these moments of everyday happiness... I would never have thought of it from this perspective. If you weren't here, I'd still be feeling troubled at home."
"If I weren't here, wouldn't you have gone training with your sword alone?"

When I teased her, Elaine stared at me for a moment, then smiled and said:

"Then let me correct myself."
"How?"
"If the person by my side wasn't you, I wouldn't have enjoyed today."

Then, just as I had done, she cut a piece of meat and offered it to me.

"This is my thanks."

Chomp.
I eagerly bit into the meat Elaine offered and ate it with obvious enjoyment.
She watched me with a pleased smile.

'Phew.'

With that, I've successfully navigated the first hurdle of our date.
Elaine can now fully enjoy today's date.
But my plan doesn't end here.

My goal for today's date is to propose and to show Elaine that I'm someone she can rely on.
It's time to move on to the next step.

Ch.147 - Chapter 147. Special Date (4)
Today's date isn't just about having fun.
I successfully persuaded her by saying it's a public welfare activity to help citizens maintain their normal daily lives while their hearts are unsettled due to the declaration of war.
Thanks to that, Elaine was able to enjoy the taste of the food without any worries afterward.

Seeing her eat happily made my heart glad as well.
The first course was a huge success.

Of course, what I said was to ease her burden.
But it wasn't entirely made up.

'There are fewer customers than usual.'

This place was always more of a hidden gem known only to those in the know rather than a famous restaurant packed with people.
Still, it never felt this empty before.

'It's half empty.'

No matter how brave the Northerners are to their core, they aren't foolish enough to underestimate the severity of war.
While some, as I told Elaine, try to maintain their normal lives and focus on what they can do now,
Others are preparing more thoroughly to endure the dangers of the coming future.

The reason the owner, who was also the chef, personally came to our table after our meal to ask how we enjoyed it probably stemmed from such sentiments.

Both Elaine and I are quite well-known figures in the North now. Solving the Snow Tower incident, special knighthood appointment, heroes of the Orc expedition—we've accomplished some significant feats.
Yet when we visited last time, the owner didn't personally see us off. Today's special treatment isn't simply because he had more time.

"It was delicious. We'll come again."

When I said that with a smile, the owner bowed deeply, asking us to please visit again.
It went beyond a business courtesy to retain valuable regulars who had devoured five portions between the two of us.

"So this is what it feels like."

After experiencing what I had described, Elaine put on a brave face.

The owner's personal greeting was both to express gratitude to customers who visited on a day like today and to show support for us as knights.
An encouragement to gain strength from this meal and win.

We responded with a promise to return.
And within that promise was the meaning that we would win this war, and the North would return to its ordinary daily life.

"The street scenery is just as you described."

The streets of Wintercannon were neither eerily quiet without a soul, nor a dystopia of people running wild in chaos.
Children played, housewives shopped, soldiers patrolled, and merchants sold their goods.
It was the everyday scene we always saw.

"Well, even during the Great War, taverns operated normally. Though soldiers were prohibited from entering."

Elaine smiled softly, perhaps remembering days gone by.

"We Northerners endured even the demon invasion like a passing blizzard. It wouldn't do to be shaken and fall into confusion over something like this."
"The Great War has somehow become a painful preventive shot."
"Preventive shot?"

Oops, this world doesn't have the concept of preventive vaccination.
When Elaine didn't understand what I meant, I awkwardly tried to explain.

"Oh, so there's such a way to overcome disease. How interesting. Where did you hear about this?"
"...I read it in a book."
"I've been curious for a while—what kind of books do you read? I've never seen you reading at home or at your post."
"...I read them a long time ago."

Elaine stared at me intently but soon let it go.
At times like this, I'm grateful she's not familiar with books.
If she had visited any bookstore in this world, she would know they don't sell books with such medical knowledge.

"Let's continue our date. You have the next place in mind, right?"
"Of course."

This time, I was the one relieved by the change of topic. We moved on to our next date spot.

***

For our second date activity, we watched a play.
In the North, where environmental factors have hindered the development of entertainment industries, plays are one of the few leisure activities available.
That's because they're precious indoor entertainment.

I heard that during World War II in my previous life, Hollywood boomed unexpectedly.
Apparently, films that dispelled gloom while delivering hopeful messages for a brighter tomorrow were successful.
It seems the same applies here.

While the restaurant was quiet, the theater had quite a few people.
Of course, there was no reservation system, so we bought tickets on-site, and there happened to be seats just for us.
The second-floor seats cost more but offered privacy, befitting nobles and the wealthy.
And I had earned money for this day.

"I'm looking forward to this."
"Me too."

Elaine said it was her first time seeing a play.
It was my first time too.

I only learned about plays in the North while serving as Aran's group's attendant, and from then on, I decided to go if I ever had a date with Elaine.

'Maybe I should suggest the popcorn business to Grace later.'

I immediately abandoned the idea.
The thought of Grace staring at me with expectant eyes, asking how I'd manage the corn supply, was too burdensome.
Unfortunately, this transmigrator only possesses knowledge of the future, not the skills of an exceptional politician or businessman.

"Ah, it's starting."

The play, my first in both lives, was quite enjoyable.

The content was tailored to Northern tastes—a heroic tale of chivalry.
What was unusual was that it wasn't the common story of a knight defeating a villain and returning to marry a beautiful princess.

'As expected of Northerners.'

The protagonists were a pair of knights, one male and one female.
The two knights go to battle together, defeat the enemy general, and return as heroes protecting their country.

Who would have thought I'd see a "creation that doesn't lean to either side and fairly reflects political correctness"—considered a challenge even in modern filmmaking—in a medieval fantasy world?

Honestly, as someone who lived in a world overflowing with works that twist clichés and feature all kinds of ingenious developments, the content was just so-so.

'Haha, she seems to be enjoying it.'

Glancing at Elaine beside me, I saw she was completely immersed, even clasping her hands together as she focused on the play. How cute.

'It does have its moments of suspense.'

The actors' performances were good, and their vocal projection was impressive.
Perhaps because they're Northerners. The action scenes were particularly excellent. I was genuinely startled when I heard real metal sounds from what I assumed were props.

Perhaps because the protagonists were a male and female knight. Midway through, I started imagining Elaine and myself in their roles.
From that point on, I realized this play might indeed be a masterpiece.

After watching the play, we went to a quiet café.

It was a place that sold fruit desserts that Elaine liked. They were sweet and cool like sorbet.
Perfect for cooling down after the excitement of the play.
Sure enough.

"So when Ran was surrounded and pointed her sword at the enemy commander..."

Elaine, excited by her first play, enthusiastically shared her impressions.
Seeing her with wide eyes and clenched hands as she recounted the play made me smile.

The male protagonist's name sounded familiar, and the content seemed intentionally propagandistic given the current situation.
But if the audience enjoys it, that's what makes a good work. Look at her—she's so excited she hasn't even touched her beloved fruit dessert.
The more I agreed with her, the more animated she became, making me think we should enjoy cultural activities more often.

"Hehe, I never imagined I'd be watching a play on my day off. I couldn't have imagined it before, but thanks to you, I'm having such interesting experiences."

After chatting for a while, Elaine seemed satisfied and smiled.
The faint shadow that had been on her face at the beginning of our date had completely disappeared.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it. I was also seeing a play for the first time, so I wasn't sure what to expect."
"Is that so?"

Elaine blinked in surprise.

"Your reaction was so calm, I thought you were used to enjoying plays."

Just as I had been observing her, she had been watching me too.
The reason for my calm reaction was that modern movie theater etiquette was ingrained in me, making it unfamiliar to be noisy in a theater.
People in this world did have bigger reactions. I must have seemed peculiar to Elaine.

Was I that unusual?

"?"

Elaine rested her chin on the table and stared at me intently.
As I gazed back at her.

"I couldn't say this at the restaurant earlier."
"Hmm?"
"That dress looks really beautiful on you."

Of course, she was breathtakingly beautiful when we first met, but indoors, with her coat off, she was even more stunning.
I wanted to look at her for as long as possible.
I understood why people buy celebrity photo books, and wondered why, in a world full of magical wonders, there was no photography magic.

Pleased by the sudden compliment, Elaine smiled softly.

"You really are a fascinating person, the more I get to know you."
"In what way?"

Elaine paused for a moment.

"You're clearly younger than me, yet you seem like an experienced adult. The way you skillfully handle the Lord and superiors, how smoothly you escort me on this date, your words and actions that win a woman's favor, and even... in bed."

Her face reddened at mentioning the last part.

"How did you come to have such skills at your age? When I investigated your background before offering you the position in the guard, there was nothing particularly unusual. Did you read all this in books too?"
"...!"

My ears perked up at Elaine's question.
Just as I hadn't brought up stories of my past to her, she hadn't particularly asked about my past either.
But coincidentally, just when I decided to take a step forward, she was also trying to take a step toward me.

'We really do connect well.'

Perhaps soulmates really do exist.

"Are you curious?"
"Shall I tell you how curious I've been?"
"How curious were you?"
"I was so concerned about your bedroom knowledge that I initially worried you might have led a promiscuous life. You were attractive even to me, who had no experience with men."
"Gah!"

Though it might be a joke, her tone suggested some truth in it.
My face burned at the thought that I had made her think such things.

"Why are you so surprised? Don't tell me you...!"
"Not at all. You are the first woman in my life."

Feeling this misunderstanding would be too unfair, I placed my hand on my chest and answered seriously.

I definitely had not led a promiscuous life.
It's just that, unlike this conservative world, I came from a more open society where... regardless of experience, I had acquired abundant knowledge.

But how do I explain this?
I knew explaining my past to Elaine wouldn't be easy, but this is more difficult than I thought.

"So you were naturally talented in that area."
"..."
"My man has such talent yet isn't promiscuous and is devoted only to me. I should be happy about this."

Elaine blinked in wonder.
That might be better.

Eager to change the subject, I told Elaine about my past.

But naturally, there wasn't much to tell.
I didn't know much.
This body wasn't a game character with a background setting, nor an important character featured in a novel.
Just one of many passing extras. A citizen with less presence than the restaurant owner we met at lunch.
All I knew was the name.

However, since deciding to advance my relationship with Elaine, I had spent time reflecting on who I was.
After connecting my previous life with my life as "Luke," I completed the story of who I am.
When I shared it with Elaine.

"So that's why you're so good with people. You've worked hard since you were young."

The sad truth is that this body, perhaps because it lacked a background setting, was an orphan without family ties.
Yet to have grown into a proper young man, how hard must I have worked? Probably harder than anyone.
When I substituted that past with my part-time jobs and career from my previous life.

"Then after experiencing the Great War, I enlisted because I wanted to become a Northern knight."

A complete narrative suitable for explaining to Elaine was formed.

"You are indeed new and fascinating the more I get to know you... but one thing remains unchanged."

After listening to my story attentively, Elaine smiled gently.

"You're always diligent and earnest. A reliable person who gives his best in everything he does."
"Haha, is that so?"
"Perhaps that's why I was drawn to you from the first moment we met."

Whether it was because the dessert was delicious or because she liked my story,
Elaine's lips remained curved upward.

"May I ask you something now?"
"Hehe, of course. I'll tell you in advance—you are my first man. And also my last."

Whew, she comes on strong too.
I knew I was her first man, but hearing I'd be her last made me feel strangely excited.

More importantly.

'Finally, she's asking.'

Revealing my past to her wasn't significant in itself, but it was an appetizer for this.
The conversation we're about to have will be a major step in bringing our relationship beyond just lovers.

"I'm curious about your story before you became a knight."
"!"

Surprise bloomed on Elaine's face at my question.
But as if she had anticipated this while listening to my story, she didn't remain flustered for long. She slowly took a sip of her tea and then.

"Yes, I was planning to tell you anyway."

She began with a face tinged with melancholy.

"Since we're so close, I needed to tell you eventually. So it's today."
"..."
"Hehe, don't worry, it's not a long story."

Though she says it's not long, remembering what Grace had started to say but stopped, it's probably not a light story.

"Luke, have you ever wondered why I live alone in the capital?"
"!"

And right from the start, one of the things I've been most curious about came up.

Ch.148 - Chapter 148. Elaine
Elaine didn't hesitate to begin her story.

"I originally lived outside of Wintercanon."

The North has fewer residential spaces compared to other regions like the East due to its cold environment and rough terrain.
There's only one large castle, the capital Wintercanon.
That's why central authority is strong there, and Northerners have a powerful sense of unity.
It's certainly inconvenient, though.

However, humans are creatures full of pioneering spirit who can live in any remote area as long as there are sufficient materials to build homes and ways to make a living.
Wintercanon is just the largest residential area. There are quite a few Northerners who live outside the castle, either forming villages surrounded by fences or quietly living with their clan.

Elaine must have been one of those cases.
The core of this story would be how she ended up inside Wintercanon.

"There, I lived with my father and mother."

A family of three, I see.
I silently listened to her family history, which I was learning for the first time.

"It was a harmonious and cozy home. My father was a hunter by trade, so we could often eat meat."
"..."
"I decided that someday I would become a hunter like my father and ran through the forest diligently. Father didn't oppose my wishes. Though he said the bow was still too heavy for me, so he taught me the sword instead."

I see.
Forest paths are much rougher and more treacherous than flat ground. If she had been running through such places since childhood, her legs would naturally become strong.
I felt like I was seeing the source of Elaine's health and speed.

'This is making me uneasy, though.'

Perhaps it's a reader's habit.
When a story starts brightly, I feel more anxiety than comfort.
And sad premonitions are never wrong.

"When I turned thirteen, I insisted on accompanying my father on a hunt. My mother tried to stop me, saying it was dangerous, but I was young and threw a tantrum. Father smiled and allowed me to come along on the condition that I would obey his words."

Don't tell me.

"My father was an excellent hunter, so I was faithful to his instructions. Following him around, I learned how to deal with beasts, how to escape, how to butcher, and we continued hunting deep into the forest."
"..."
"That's when it happened that night."

Elaine moistened her throat with tea before speaking again.

"We encountered a bear in the forest."
"!"
"That place was originally the safest among my father's hunting grounds. He deliberately chose a place without predators because I was there. But somehow, perhaps it had come far in search of food, a huge bear appeared before us."

At that point, I hastily interrupted.

"If it's difficult to talk about, you don't have to continue."

I could guess what happened just from hearing that much.

Damn, I thought the story would be serious, but I didn't expect it to be this dark.
This is my mistake. I've probably thrown her finally improved mood straight into the gutter.

However, Elaine shook her head and gave a bitter smile.

"I'm fine. But are you alright? If it's uncomfortable to hear, I can tell you the rest later."

I had no choice but to answer that I was fine too.

Even though she herself said she couldn't hide anything from me.
The fact that she decided to share such a heavy story means Elaine mustered a lot of courage.
When someone gathers the courage to reveal their past, it would be hurtful for me as the listener to show discomfort and stop them.

"Then I'll continue."

While now Elaine could probably hunt a bear while doing something else entirely.
But at that time, she was just a 13-year-old girl, not even a knight yet.
Moreover, a large bear would be the first terror of her life for a young girl.
Elaine said she collapsed on the spot.

-Elaine!

Fortunately, her father picked her up and ran away.
Contrary to their image of being slow, bears are surprisingly fast. They're also large and strong. This is basically a living heavy machinery.
It's not a beast one can shake off while carrying a person.

"Moreover, my father was an ordinary person who couldn't handle mana."

Then it's completely impossible.
Though he knew the forest paths thoroughly and dodged here and there, carrying a child made him gradually exhausted.

"Father put me down and said he would lure the bear away, telling me to run home with all my might. Even though I was scared, I was startled by his first shout and ran toward home."
"..."
"But it was getting dark, and I wasn't familiar with the forest paths. Not knowing where I was, I just ran straight ahead mindlessly... and got lost."

Even experienced people need to move slowly and carefully on forest paths at night. A frightened child running mindlessly would naturally get lost.
Immersed in the story, I felt bitter imagining the expression and feelings of that young girl.

"No matter how far I ran, I couldn't find home. My mind was in chaos. Was father safe? Had the bear gone away? What should I say to mother when I got home? And then... I thought I wouldn't need to worry about that anymore."
"?"
"Because stupidly lost in the forest, I encountered the bear again."
"!!"

Even if Elaine wasn't familiar with forest paths at that time, considering her personality, she wouldn't have moved around carelessly. She would have tried to keep going forward.
Yet she met the bear again, which means...

'Ah...'

If an excellent hunter had fled alone, he might have somehow escaped from the bear.
But he couldn't do that.
Because his daughter was nearby.

The hunter had to stay close to keep the bear's attention so it wouldn't chase after his daughter, the easier prey.
Yet the bear encountered Elaine after shaking him off, which means her father was already...

"As soon as I saw it, I understood the situation. Filled with rage, I drew the dagger my father had given me and confronted the bear."
"You confronted the bear?!"
"All I could think about was killing it. Having encountered it, escape was impossible anyway."

That's insane. Fighting a bear with just a dagger.
And that dagger wasn't made of hanacheol like my Black Yona, or from Silver Sabertooth's fangs, but just an ordinary butchering knife used by hunters.

'But the fact that Elaine is alive now means...'

I gulped.

"Following father's teachings, I didn't rush in recklessly but used trees and rocks as obstacles, aiming only for its vital points. It wasn't easy, but I persistently attacked with the determination to avenge even if I died."
"So, what happened?"
"That's when I discovered my talent. Thanks to my father and mother, my limbs were stronger than I thought. During the fight with the bear, in that crisis, I learned how to handle mana. Thanks to that, I could pierce its thick hide and cut its ankle."
"Ah..."
"As planned, the bear's head fell toward the rock, and it was knocked unconscious. I cut off its head with my mana-infused dagger to finish it. That was my first battle."

Even the hero Aran, a boy who had never held a sword before, annihilated the demons attacking his village as soon as he awakened his "Divine Punishment" ability.
Mana is that powerful a weapon.

'The fact that she taught herself how to handle mana through her own efforts is truly remarkable.'

It's only natural that she has overwhelming talent, having become a knight in her late teens and one of the top three strongest in the North by her twenties.

"Defeating the bear wasn't the end."

Elaine went back the way she came to find her father. She says she could only find him after daybreak.
But as feared, her father was already...

"Fortunately, father was still alive."
"!!"

He was alive?

"Of course, he was unconscious, and his injuries were serious. But thankfully, father was still breathing."

I was slightly taken aback, but soon relief washed over me.

'Whew... that's really fortunate.'

These stories usually continue with "when I arrived, he was already a cold corpse."
I expected that here too, which is why I told Elaine she didn't have to continue if it would remind her of her father's death.

'I'm so relieved.'

Whether it was because he was a sturdy Northerner, or the bear missed him because he was unconscious, or whatever the reason.
I was sincerely relieved that the worst outcome didn't happen.

Right, who cares about typical story patterns?
What matters is that Elaine didn't experience misfortune.

With the story going in a different direction than I worried, my curiosity about it grew stronger.
Since her past story wasn't over yet, I calmed myself and focused again.

"I supported father and returned home."

Though her father survived the bear, it wasn't all good news for her family.
While fleeing from the bear, he severely injured his leg, becoming disabled and unable to continue his work as a hunter.

The family, having lost their means of livelihood, gathered their assets and moved to Wintercanon to start a new life.
And at the age of 15, Elaine declared her independence.

"Every time I saw father's leg, I kept remembering that day. If I hadn't followed father, if I hadn't sat down in fear there, if I had fought the bear sooner... this wouldn't have happened. I regretted it countless times."
"That's..."
"I felt too guilty to face them. So I left home to join the military."
"Was there no opposition?"

Though Northerners are known for their brave hearts.
When the head of the family injured his leg fighting a bear, wouldn't parents oppose their daughter choosing the life-threatening path of a soldier?

"I didn't have the courage to speak to them, so I just left a letter."
"Have you seen them since?"
"...Rarely. About once a year."

While this world doesn't have family gatherings like New Year's or Thanksgiving, there are celebration days similar to Christmas.
That must be what Elaine is referring to.

'Now I understand what happened.'

In the past, during a mission, I was once trapped in the mountains and attacked by a bear monster called a Mountain Bear.

Elaine rushed in alone to save me.
Mountains, bears.
These things could trigger Elaine's trauma, which might be why she was so urgent to help back then.

The reason Elaine is obsessed with protecting those around her, as Grace mentioned, seems to be because of this past.
So that no one near her gets hurt again.

She decided to become a soldier to protect the North where her parents live, and with her talent, she became a knight and then Grace's guard captain.

'What Elaine experienced as a child was more of an accident than a mistake or wrongdoing.'

Listening to the story, it was hard to blame anyone.
The bear being there that day was clearly a coincidence, an accident.

"By any chance... did your parents blame you for this?"

If my thoughts are correct, then probably...

"No, they never spoke words of blame to me."
"But that made you feel even more sorry, right?"
"...Yes."

There are such people in the world.
People who can't forgive themselves and feel guilty even when others say it's okay.
Such people tend to have a strong sense of responsibility and love for others.
That's exactly Elaine.

Even without hearing the long story, I could feel that she loves her parents, and they love their daughter too.

They don't blame their daughter at all, but rather still cherish and love her.
That's why they respect her wishes, feeling sad about their daughter's kindness that makes her feel sorry toward them.
They know that no matter how much they say it's okay, Elaine herself can't accept it whenever she sees her father's leg.
They must be waiting for her to someday put down her burden and open her heart again.

Elaine probably knows her parents' true feelings deep down.
Though she usually makes excuses about being busy with guard duties to avoid visiting, she still shows her face once a year to let them know she's doing well.

'Good.'

In cases like this, it's difficult for the parties involved to resolve it themselves. There are emotions built up over many years.
They can't touch it for fear of collapse, and the mountain of emotions keeps growing.

In that case... a tactless and brave third party needs to step in.
A third party who can push away the mountain of emotions not with a shovel but with a bulldozer.

"Elaine."
"I'm sorry. I hope you're not disappointed... in me?"

Disappointed? Not at all.
I thought her father-in-law had passed away, but hearing he's alive makes me so happy.

"We have three days of vacation, right?"
"...? That's right."
"Today we'll have a date, tomorrow we'll have a sword match. And now the last day is decided too."
"?"

Elaine tilted her head as if wondering what I meant.

"Let's go visit your parents."
"?!"

She was startled as if choking on her tea.
She tried to refuse, saying she needed mental preparation for this, but...

"You're going whether you like it or not."
"What do you mean by that?"

We need to meet the parents.

Ch.149 - Chapter 149. Proposal
"From her perspective, saying 'Let's go meet my parents together' was quite a bombshell declaration, and Elaine was flustered the entire time at the cafe.
No. I'm not backing down.

It's not that I'm being mischievous to torment her—we really do need to go.
No matter how uncomfortable she feels about facing her parents because of past events.
Marriage is an important family matter, and not greeting your in-laws when you're getting married would be beyond rude—it would make me a terrible person.
I want to be a beloved son-in-law.

When she saw my determination was firm, Elaine finally gave up.
She pouted, saying she shouldn't have mentioned it, but she seemed to accept it, perhaps having anticipated this moment would come eventually.

'Actually, if meeting her parents is the only goal, we don't necessarily have to go during this vacation.'

Part of the purpose of this date is to lighten the emotional burden Elaine carries, and for that, we need to go soon.
The source of her emotional burden is her guilt—the belief that her father's disability resulted from her own failure.
Resolving that is the key.

'By the way, today's date is really substantial.'

Though I planned it, we're dating, having new experiences, sharing stories about our past, and even providing mental care.
All of this happened in just one day—half a day, to be precise.
Somehow, I seem to be using time more efficiently than when I'm working.

'But the most important part starts now.'

That moment has arrived.
As our date continued, the sun had set before we knew it.
Night had fallen.

Before returning home, I suggested a walk, saying it would be a shame to end the date now.
Elaine also wanted to see Winter Canyon's night streets, so we naturally made time for it.
We deliberately took a detour.

"There were fewer people than usual during the day, but there are many at night."
"Indeed."

Unlike the lunch place, the restaurant where we had dinner was crowded.
If we hadn't gone early for our evening plans, we might have had to wait in line.

'I suppose everyone is gradually accepting the situation.'

People adapt to changing circumstances quite quickly.
Like someone who, after experiencing the unbelievable event of entering a strange fictional world, accepts it and designs another life there.
These people are in their familiar homes and surroundings, so they'll regain mental stability even faster.

Besides, a characteristic and strength of humans is that they get hungry regardless of sorrow or pain.
No matter how worried you are about the future, you need to fill your empty stomach first.
And once you satisfy hunger, a primary desire, you gain stability and peace of mind.

'They must have a lot to talk about over drinks.'

As a result, Winter Canyon's night streets were bustling.
Elaine seemed to like the scene, looking around with a satisfied smile.

I had told her that today's date would also serve as an inspection for public welfare.
Seeing the Northern people living their lives vigorously throughout the day, Elaine seemed filled with pride in them and motivation to protect this daily life.
She seems to have received even better inspiration than I intended.

But I can't let her keep looking around.
From now on, I need her to focus only on me.

"By the way, when will you tell me the meaning of 'special' that you mentioned?"
"Would you like to guess?"
"You said it wasn't about public welfare. The play was enjoyable, and the meal was excellent—making today more pleasant than usual—but knowing your personality, I don't think you'd use the word 'special' just for that..."

Elaine pondered deeply, then seemed to realize something.

"Come to think of it, today was the first time we talked about each other's past. That must be it. Getting to know each other better."

Seeing her confident face was so cute, and I felt bad about giving her a flat rejection.

"I'll give you partial credit."

I gave an answer that was both negative and positive, indirectly denying it wasn't the complete answer, since it was indeed related.

"Partial credit..."

Elaine looked dissatisfied that she hadn't guessed my intention correctly.

'Maybe I should stop teasing her now.'

It was a simple quiz to buy time, but we'd already arrived at my target location.

'I thought it would be a quiet place without interruptions, but surprisingly, the night view is subtle and creates quite an atmosphere.'

Looking around, I congratulated myself on what seemed like an excellent choice of location.

I'd thought a lot about when and where to propose to Elaine if the time came.
A proposal happens once in a lifetime, so it should definitely—not just preferably—become a good memory.

However, in this world without smartphones or even internet, I couldn't search for ideas, and I didn't have many married acquaintances to ask for advice.
So I consulted with Mrs. Mia, almost my only senior in life.

-Are you finally considering this? Congratulations in advance.

She sincerely welcomed my decision and gave me advice.
The moment I heard her advice, my eyes opened as if a blind person had regained sight.

When we confirmed our feelings for each other and went on our first date.
I confidently promised her that I could pass Grace's test when she worried about it.
And I proudly became a knight, considered a young hero of the North, becoming someone worthy of standing by Elaine's side.

The starting point of Elaine's and my story.
The cafe, Milky Way... next to it was a quiet place without distractions, with subtle lighting. It was a spot where moonlight shone well, creating a sentimental atmosphere.

'They say women like impressive and stylish places, but they prefer places with special meaning for the two of them even more.'

That was advice from a married woman.
And the place with special meaning for us was here.
Last time, I promised to become a knight and a worthy partner.
This time... I will promise to be her companion for life.

"Elaine."

I stopped walking and carefully called her name.
Elaine, who had been looking serious as if still trying to guess, turned her head at my call.

"!"

Was it because of the small lights and the subtle moonlight?
Though I'd been looking at her face from an even closer distance until just now, the moment our eyes met, I felt a more intense shock than when I first saw her in her dress at the park.

But I gathered all my courage to avoid showing a dumbfounded expression like before.
I didn't want to leave any regrets in this moment.

"I love you. Probably more than you feel."

Surprised by the sudden confession, Elaine blinked, but soon smiled faintly.

"I feel the same. I love you too. Probably more than you feel."
"Then can you promise me one thing?"
"I can do anything for you... but I'm curious what it is."
"In this war, no, not just this one but in the future too. I want to protect you."

I held back my voice that was about to tremble with nervousness, using whatever I could—heat, cold, courage, anything.

"The reason I trained in swordsmanship, honed my magical power, and obtained and trained elemental abilities wasn't to become a hero or an outstanding knight."
"..."
"From the moment I decided to join the Northern Army until now, I've had only one wish and goal. A happy life—I've been fighting only for that."

Step by step.
I moved closer to Elaine and took her hand.

"A fierce storm is approaching. There, I will use all the strength I've built up to protect my happiness. ...Elaine, that's you."

Elaine looked into my eyes, then gently lowered her head.

"I... feel the same. I trained in swordsmanship to protect the precious people by my side. That includes the Grand Duke, my fellow guards, the Northern people, ...and my parents."

Elaine removed her hand and placed it on my chest.

"But among them all, my desire to protect you is the strongest."
"!"
"I know. A person in the position of Captain of the Guards shouldn't harbor such feelings. But that person is stronger than me, and now has someone equally strong by their side."
"..."
"Of course, you've become much stronger too. Strong enough to defeat an Orc chieftain in a duel and fight high-ranking demons. Still, I'll continue to protect you by my side."

Elaine finished with a bitter smile.

"Because I never want to see someone I love get seriously hurt again."
"Elaine..."

I had planned to get to the main point around now.
But perhaps because I saw the burden in Elaine's heart.
I changed my plan on the spot.

"I'm not weak enough to worry you anymore."
"You're still weaker than me though."
"Well, I admit that. But you know what? Actually, I've been protecting you all along."
"?"
"When fighting the Silver Sabertooth at Crystal Lake, who saved you when you were trapped in the ice storm, even at the risk of their own body?"
"Ah...!"

It was me.
If I hadn't rushed in then, Elaine would have suffered a severe shoulder injury from the Silver Sabertooth, just as in the novel.

"And at the Snow Flower Tower, when you were in danger while fighting Low, who created a cold wave to stop him?"

It was me.
Thanks to me risking my life to absorb the cold of the ice crystals and unleash a cold wave, Low couldn't finish off Elaine.

"Do you acknowledge it?"
"Ugh..."

Elaine made a troubled face, as if she couldn't deny it.
She seemed to be searching hard for a rebuttal in her mind.
But I'm escorting today's date. I have no intention of giving up the initiative.

"Then let's do this."
"Do what?"
"From now on, we don't protect each other."
"Then...?"
"We fight together. Not as captain and subordinate..."

I took out a small jewelry box from my pocket and held it out before her eyes.

"But as husband and wife."
"!!"

What was inside was, of course.
A ring.

Elaine looked at me and the ring alternately with the most surprised expression I'd ever seen.

"T-this... w-when..."
"Haha."

I know Elaine's finger size well.
I've held her hand many times.

It wasn't difficult to make a ring without Elaine knowing.
When I was managing Aran's group, we had different posts, so I could go anywhere.

"Elaine, will you marry me?"

Having not expected a proposal at all, Elaine looked dumbfounded.
Then, as if realizing something, she covered her mouth with her hand.

"So that's what you meant by 'special'!"
"Yes, that's correct."

I congratulated her with a smile for finally reaching the right answer.

It's getting awkward just holding it.
I carefully took Elaine's hand and put the ring on her finger.
The ring, having finally found its owner, fit perfectly.

Elaine quietly looked at her finger with the ring.

"Ah!"

Uncharacteristically flustered, she moved her arms.

"I'm not worthy, but please take care of me."

She even used formal speech to answer my proposal.
She had also used formal speech when I asked her to dance at the last party.
She seemed more embarrassed than then, but also happier.

"You're right. Come to think of it, you weren't just a subordinate who needed protection, but a reliable man. You protected me by providing solutions in difficult situations, and today you supported my weak heart—a man I can depend on."

Elaine looked at me with a bright smile.

"But I still don't think I can stop protecting you."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, how could I take my eyes off someone so precious?"

Oh dear, this is having the opposite effect.
I was wondering if I should say something more when.

"So let's fight together and protect each other."

Elaine's smile looked somehow relieved.

"As husband and wife."

It's amazing.
How does this person become more beautiful the more I look at her? I just can't get used to it—it's almost miraculous.
Now this beautiful person is my...

"So can I call you 'honey' now?"
"Eek!"

That term seems too much for now.
Elaine was startled.
Hehe, I've found something fun to tease her with.

"O-of course you can... darling."
"Oh!"

I flinched involuntarily.
I guess it's too much for me too.
Seeing that, Elaine, despite her embarrassment, had a look that said she'd found something fun to tease me with.

Having read each other's emotions in each other's eyes, we.
Without anyone taking the lead, kissed.

Though we haven't held the wedding ceremony yet.
It was a vow of unchanging, eternal love."

Ch.150 - Chapter 150. Wedding Night (1)
Proposal.
Success.

I slipped the ring onto Elaine's finger and shared a vow-sealing kiss.
Though we haven't officially announced our marriage, in our hearts, we're already married and starting our honeymoon today.
Which means...

"......"
"......"

After the proposal, we came home holding hands affectionately.
But now, sitting side by side on the sofa still in our formal clothes, a strange awkwardness hung between us.

Since we rarely have opportunities for intense displays of affection normally, on the first night of our vacation, we would always embrace as if making up for all the love we'd stored up.
But now, after just proposing, this feels completely like...

"It feels like our wedding night."
"*Cough!*"

At my words, Elaine suddenly choked as if her breath caught.
Feeling bad for teasing her, I rubbed her back and then...

'So soft.'

Perhaps because she'd removed her thick coat after coming home?
The fabric of Elaine's dress was soft and thinner than I expected, making it feel like I was touching her skin.

"Luke."
"Yes?"
"For comforting me, your touch is rather indecent..."
"Ah."

Without realizing it, my hand wasn't calming her cough but rather savoring the feel of her back.

"Oh, it's just that your dress is pretty."

Too shy to make my usual mischievous jokes in this atmosphere, I awkwardly made an excuse.
Elaine moved closer to me at my explanation and said:

"Do you like it that much?"
"Very much..."
"Then feel free to enjoy it thoroughly. This view is only for you."
"!"

Recognizing the signal she was sending, I gently embraced Elaine from behind and rested my face on her shoulder.

"Mmh."

Elaine trembled lightly when my breath touched her neck.
She wasn't usually this sensitive, so she must be nervous too.

I carefully caressed Elaine's body, taking care not to wrinkle her dress.
I kneaded her flesh, stroked her with my palm, and tickled her with my fingers.
Each time, Elaine would twitch in response while also reaching out to stroke my thigh.

'Wow...'

It's somewhat embarrassing to admit, but our lovemaking tended to be more intense than gentle.
We're both knights with abundant energy, and we're still in the early stages of our relationship.
Since we rarely have opportunities to make love except during vacations, we momentarily set aside our reason and surrender to our instincts.

Not that we're as rough and violent as in adult videos.
But we don't usually engage in such prolonged, teasing caresses that tantalize each other.
My hands, which would normally have moved to her chest or lips by now, were still lingering on her waist and arms.
Elaine seemed to share my feelings, not wanting to rush today.
She didn't press her bottom against my groin, instead repeatedly kissing my hands.

"Haa."
"Mmm."

Before we knew it, words had disappeared, replaced by the sound of our heavy breathing.
Though we hadn't touched any sensitive areas yet, both of us had long since reached our limits.
I wanted to throw away my patience and express these emotions intensely, even violently.
But we continued our caresses like a battle of pride, neither of us begging to proceed further.

Then simultaneously...

"Phew."

The heat building inside finally burst forth with a sigh, unable to be contained any longer.
A wave of fatigue washed over me as if we'd already finished, though we hadn't even started.

But as I said, we hadn't even started yet.
Elaine rose without taking a break, turned toward me, and said:

"I wore this pretty dress for you, but aren't you loving the dress too much? Your bride isn't the dress, after all."

I smiled at her deliberately pouty face and stood up as well.

"I was loving the effort you put into wearing it."
"...I really can't win against your words."
"But you're right. My bride is right here."

The kiss earlier had been a bit cold. The northern air is chilly, so it couldn't be helped.
So in case my feelings hadn't been properly conveyed, this time I gave her a warm kiss with love seeping from my lips.

Our lips, once connected, refused to part, sharing warmth to heat each other.
But that kindness went a bit deep.
Worried that cold air might seep through the gap between her lips, I delivered warmth to even deeper places.

"Haah."

Only after confirming that her mouth was completely warm did we separate, exhaling hot breaths.

"Mm."

Elaine reached out to me pleadingly after the kiss.
Too eager to move to the next stage myself to tease her, I responded and carefully began removing her dress, trying to control my growing impatience.

"Oh!"

As I removed her dress, her beautiful skin and underwear were revealed.
The problem was that underwear...

"Y-you said to dress prettily..."

Elaine mumbled, avoiding my gaze in embarrassment.

She asks me when I got the ring, but when did she get this sexy lingerie?
More importantly, after hearing me say to dress prettily, did she wear this on our date expecting this moment?

'This woman really drives me crazy.'

Though Elaine had become increasingly mischievous while being with me, she was still shy and pure in bed.
That's why such an unexpected attack stirred my heart so violently.

One prepared a proposal, the other prepared for the night that would follow.
Even though neither knew the other's intentions, we were perfectly in sync.
"Soulmates" seemed insufficient to describe this.

'It would be a waste to skip over this.'

Elaine waited patiently for me to remove her underwear too, but I embraced her just as she was.
When the surprised Elaine tried to move, I kissed her again and grabbed her breast, which I'd been wanting to touch.

"!"

When I touched her breast through her underwear, Elaine flinched and accidentally bit my lip.
But now even pain was just stimulation.

"W-wait, Luke..."

Elaine, who thought foreplay was over and sex was about to begin, tried to escape my embrace in confusion.
But I ignored her pleas and kneaded her breasts the way she liked, causing her legs to try to close.

'Not allowed.'

Thump.
I inserted my leg between hers and pressed more forcefully.

"Nngh! T-take out your leg. Luke... please, your leg."

Especially sensitive today, Elaine seemed to lose strength when her breasts were teased, finally giving up on escaping and clinging to me.
When she started getting used to the sensation on her breasts, I moved my hand lower.

"Hup!"

I had secured space by keeping my leg between hers.
Elaine swallowed her moan as my large hand began to stroke her.
Though through her panties, the sensation must have been vivid. As proof, Elaine was overwhelmed by the intense feeling.
Swish.
When I pressed and rubbed between her panties with my finger...

"Luke, wait! This is...!"

I'm sorry. My hand is moving on its own.
Finally...

"Nnngh!"

Elaine trembled violently and then collapsed into my arms, strength leaving her body.
...She's really quick today.

While supporting her with my arms so she wouldn't fall, listening to her panting in my embrace made lustful desires surge more than consideration.

"Luke... you really."
"Huh?"

When Elaine called my name in a somewhat angry voice, I flinched for a different reason than before.
Was I too rough?

I must have been.
Elaine bit her lip and glared at me, then...
Thud.

"Huh?"

She lightly pushed me down onto the sofa.
I deliberately relaxed due to feeling guilty, but that was...

"Did you use magic because you're that angry?"
"...Be quiet."

Elaine straddled my legs and began removing my clothes.
Even now, she was carefully undressing me rather than roughly tearing at my clothes, which was adorably characteristic of her.

'I should let her have her revenge.'

She seemed to want revenge, and I was secretly looking forward to what she might do.
But I shouldn't have underestimated Elaine.

"!!"

Though she wants to please me and doesn't refuse, Elaine didn't particularly enjoy oral sex.
I understand. Her jaw would hurt, her throat would be uncomfortable, and above all, it would be embarrassing for her as she considered it a lewd act.
So I refrained from asking her for it.

"W-wait!"

Even when she did it, Elaine lacked tongue technique, making it merely ticklish.
It was the situation of her doing this for me that created excitement and satisfaction.
But today was different.

"Nngh!"

It wasn't the cute level of weakly sucking or awkwardly touching with her tongue because she didn't know how to create suction.
The rough and merciless tongue movements, as if determined to torment me, sent electric shocks through my groin.

I had forgotten.
This woman is a genius who quickly masters anything physical, even learning to control magic when facing death by a bear.
That applied to bedroom skills too.
I was completely caught off guard.

"Stop, stop! I'm going to cum!"
"Really? Then I'll stop."
"?"

Elaine kindly heeded my desperate plea. Unlike me.

"Huh?"

Do you know what the ultimate torture for a man is?
Not letting him sleep? That's true, but specifically for men...
The answer is stopping right before ejaculation.
It's extremely painful and difficult.
If you don't understand, imagine how frustrating it is when you try to drink ice water on a hot summer day, but the ice is frozen solid and no water comes out.

So although I asked her to stop verbally, that was just a surrender acknowledging her successful attack.
I had been excited to the maximum from caressing her earlier, and inwardly hoped she would continue to the end.
It became awkward.

But this wasn't Elaine being naive and taking my words literally.
Because although Elaine removed her mouth, she remained in the same position, staring directly into my eyes, and then...

"?!"

She started moving her hand.
Having relaxed and let my guard down thinking she had stopped, I was caught by this surprise attack.

"Aah!"

This time I had no chance to beg.

Would there be any reason to ejaculate during a mission?
A knight can't secretly masturbate at a campsite to release sexual desire.

Therefore, my manhood expelled several spurts of semen that had been accumulated in my testicles before finally stopping its first ejaculation.
I collapsed back onto the sofa from the exhaustion.

While absurdly thinking that it felt good despite everything, Elaine returned after wiping the semen from her hands and kissed me on the cheek.

"You did well. That concludes our first marital quarrel."
"Marital quarrel?"

Was that a fight just now?
Confused by what she meant, I tilted my head.

"Really. I love your wild, rough side too, but today is our... first night as a couple. Do you know how hurt I felt when you made me finish alone?"

So that's why she was angry.
I was the one who made a mistake.

'Elaine likes doing things together.'

I was grateful and excited that she wore such underwear for me and wanted to please her.
By the same token, her performing oral sex, which she normally doesn't do, was partly to torment me but also a gift for today.

'She really is such a kind-hearted person.'

How fortunate am I to have such a woman as my wife?
Now it's time to repay that kindness.

"Since we fought, we should make up now."
"Hmm? We just made up..."
"No."

I lifted Elaine up suddenly.

"I'm sorry for making you finish alone. From now on, I'll make sure we go together. Since that's what you wanted, be prepared."
"L-Luke, don't you need to rest?"
"As soon as the words 'first night' left your mouth, it came back to life."

Elaine's gaze shifted downward, and sure enough, my lower half had already revived and was standing tall.

"I suppose I do like your wild side after all."

Seeing her now shyly smiling in my arms after tormenting me with her amazing tongue skills, I couldn't hold back any longer.
I carried her to the bed.

Ch.151 - Chapter 151. Wedding Night (2)
Jeonhee had enjoyed himself to his heart's content.
After carrying Ilaine to the bedroom and laying her on the bed.

"You're beautiful."

She truly was beautiful, lying on the pristine white sheets wearing only her underwear.
It was a sight that simultaneously evoked pure admiration for beauty and a man's desire for a beautiful woman.
Though it was a familiar sight, thinking that it was not just a lover but a wife lying there.
I found it even more appealing than usual.

"I hope you're not planning to admire my underwear this time too?"
"Of course not."

Ilaine was probably trying to make a joke, but that time had passed.
From now on, there would be no more playfulness, only sincerity.

I climbed on top of Ilaine as she lay there, leaned down to kiss her lightly, and slowly began undressing her from the top.
When her breasts, which had felt soft and full even through her underwear, completely revealed their skin, I explored them with my mouth. Ilaine let out a short cry of pleasure.

But since foreplay had been sufficient, this was just a greeting to share happiness tonight.
My hands soon moved lower, and when I removed her panties.

'She's ready.'

Her womanhood was sticky and moist, like a bride beautifully made up and waiting for her groom.

Still, thinking it might have dried a bit on the way here, I checked lightly with my fingers.

'Who's really the pervert here?'

It seemed there was no need to prepare her further.

My clothes had already been removed by Ilaine on the sofa.
With the heat in my body, I wouldn't shrink from the cold while naked.
In other words.
I was ready too.

"I'm going to start."
"Okay."

Though we had made love many times before, I slowly pushed myself into her with a heart that fluttered and trembled as if it were our first time.

"Hnn...ah."

Ilaine, particularly sensitive today, was feeling the sensation throughout her body.
Though not as much as her, I was also considerably stimulated, so I inserted about halfway and then.

"Are you okay?"
"I'm not sure. It feels bigger than usual today."
"That's because you're tighter than usual today."
"How am I supposed to control that?"

Until just five minutes ago, she had been licking and sucking on me, but now she was making adorable sounds like a virgin experiencing her first time.
I stroked her hair to help her feel at ease, then.

"I'm going to continue."
"Okay."

I pushed in with more force, fully entering her.
Ilaine's inner walls wrapped tightly around me from front to back, and we both took a moment to adjust to this sensation that felt both familiar and somehow fresh—the feeling of something thicker than a finger forcibly entering.

"I suddenly feel shy."
"Me too."

Though the sensations and actions were familiar, being conscious that this was our wedding night made the emotions feel strange.
But we weren't actually virgins.
Even these unfamiliar emotions soon became spices that made the act more enjoyable.

When Ilaine nodded, I began to move my hips.
Ilaine matched my movements while letting out moans.

It was more stimulating than usual, happier, and my heart was racing.
But our bodies quickly remembered each other and moved naturally.

"Wait."

I was fully immersed—caressing her breasts, intertwining our tongues, lifting her hips to firmly strike her inner walls—when Ilaine placed her hands on my chest to pause me momentarily and raised herself up.
She embraced me while sitting.

"Haa... this is deeper."

After grinding her hips, seemingly finding a satisfying position, Ilaine began moving her hips without warning.
This time, I matched her rhythm.

The stickiness created by the atmosphere, the soft friction sounds constantly ringing in my ears.
Her hot breath repeatedly touching my neck raised the temperature, and the nipples protruding from her large breasts kept brushing against mine, tickling me.

"Ilaine, are you okay now?"
"Wait! Just a little more!"

Ilaine embraced me tightly and moved her hips more intensely.
I helped her by grabbing her buttocks while trying my hardest to hold back.

"Wadao, now!"
"Ungh!"

I pushed in as deeply as possible at the timing Ilaine wanted and released.

"Haaa..."

I could feel Ilaine's trembling, and I embraced her, trapping that tremor between us.

When the shaking finally subsided, Ilaine caught her breath and said.

"Good job."
"It was nothing."

She praised me and kissed my cheeks and lips.
Then, as if something came to mind.

"Luke, lie down."
"?"

When I lay down as Ilaine instructed.
Ilaine mounted me.

"You worked hard preparing today's date for me, so now I should do something for you."

Saying that, she kept kissing me, moving down from my face to my neck and chest.
Looking at her lovely form, I thought I might recover quickly.

"Ilaine?!"

This woman did something unexpected again.

"Don't you like breasts?"

When Ilaine's kisses reached my lower body, I was curious what she would do since she had already given me oral earlier.
What she did wasn't a kiss.

Ilaine grabbed my member and rubbed it against her breasts.

"I wonder what happens when I do this."

I had guessed from her ever-improving bedroom skills, but she truly was a natural.

Or perhaps such ideas come naturally after multiple encounters?
I'm not sure, but.

"Oh."

The effect was incredible.
Ilaine slowly stroked the now fully erect member with her hand to confirm its hardness, then turned her gaze toward me.

"Luke, you really do love breasts. It's even harder than before."
"Please don't talk to me... it's embarrassing..."

Ilaine chuckled as if finding my embarrassment cute.
Taking advantage of my momentary stiffness from embarrassment, she inserted me once more.

"If you need time to recover from your shyness, stay still. I'll take care of it this time."

She moved her hips to find a pleasing angle, savored the foreign sensation for a moment, and then began round two.
Ilaine stimulated my sensitive spots by moving up and down, grinding back and forth, and tightening and releasing while observing my reactions.

Though she told me to stay still, I had my male pride.
I wasn't about to remain passive.

The fun part about sex is that when you attack, you also feel good yourself and take "damage."
I helped with her movements by holding her waist, and when she tried to pull away slightly, I deliberately thrust my hips to penetrate deeper.

When Ilaine seemed tired and tried to pull away.
I grabbed her buttocks to keep her from escaping, and with my other hand, I rubbed her clitoris while stroking her inner sensitive spots with my glans.
Eventually, Ilaine collapsed on top of me.

"Th-that's unfair... you know that's my weak spot."
"If we ever have a marital argument, we should settle it this way. It seems advantageous for me."
"Is that a challenge? I'll accept it."
"!"

Ilaine, lying on top of me, suddenly bit my ear with her lips.
And then.

"W-wait! Time out!"

Lick.
Ilaine slowly licked my ear with her soft tongue.
Damn, this was a weakness I shouldn't have revealed.

A shiver ran down my spine, and Ilaine, noticing this, made an amused laughing sound.
Hearing the sweet sound of my beloved's laughter in my ear was endlessly exciting.

"Hyak!"

As I moved my hips frantically, Ilaine clung to me and let out cries of pleasure.
The more she did, the more strength entered my hips.

"Luke, I'm going to come!"
"Hold on a little longer. I'm almost there too."
"Nnngh!"

Ilaine tried to hold back her moans while tightening around me to make me finish faster.
Thanks to that, I was able to match her timing just barely.

"Haaak!"

I released inside Ilaine once more.
She completely collapsed on top of me, panting.
I was also truly exhausted, not even thinking about pulling out, just lying there holding Ilaine while expelling the remaining semen from my urethra.

"Shall we rest a bit? My throat is dry too..."
"Let's do that. By the way, are you alright? This is already the third time, yet there's so much."
"Perhaps it's because it's been a while since I last ejaculated."

We agreed to take a short break.
While Ilaine wiped away the semen leaking from her vagina, I went to get water and handed it to her.
Ilaine drank the entire cup in one go.

"Sit here. Since we're resting, let's talk."
"Could you cover me with the blanket then? If we stay like this, I think I'll revive soon."

Ilaine seemed to agree and pulled up the blanket to cover herself.
Ah, I made a mistake.
Thinking about my wife being naked under that blanket is making me react again.
Why are men so weak to the word "wife"?

"Luke..."
"No, really, I'm going to rest."
"Even though I have no experience with men other than you, I can tell this much. Your libido is exceptional. Healthy to a fault."
"I can't argue with that."

Even after ejaculating three times in a row, my lower body was still throbbing.
Perhaps the people of this world have extraordinary powers like mana, unlike my previous world, which affects their virility.

But wanting to rest was also true, so I too got under the blanket next to Ilaine.
With our bodies covered, it seemed to calm us down a bit.

"What do you think will change when we get married?"

I brought up a topic to change the subject, knowing that if we stayed still, we'd start again soon.

"Your guard duty will remain the same, so our lifestyle won't change. We've been living together for a while now. What aspects do you think will be different?"
"The biggest change would be how others see us."

Though we changed from a secret relationship to a public one, our relationship was still less known than I had thought.
Besides Grace who knew from before, probably just a few people in the direct guard team and within the guard unit. I told Aran about it.
Come to think of it, all the people who know about our relationship aren't the type to gossip freely.

"It'll be fun to hand out wedding invitations."
"You're bold. I think you'll have a harder time than me."

The reason we initially kept our relationship secret was because I thought rumors would cause trouble for Ilaine rather than for me, an unknown person.
But now it's different.

Of course, Ilaine won't be free from rumors, but given the current situation, more attention will be on me.
It's natural for Ilaine to worry about me.
However.

"They say if you can't avoid it, enjoy it. And I have no intention of avoiding it."

Trouble is trouble.
But imagining the expressions of the guard members when I hand them wedding invitations—how could I miss out on such fun?
I'm already looking forward to it.

"About what changes after marriage. I thought of one more thing."
"?"

It was just a casual topic I brought up, but she seemed to have given it serious thought, so I listened carefully.

"We agreed to fight as colleagues now, not as commander and subordinate."
"Yes, we did."
"Then... don't you think we need to sort out how we address each other?"
"!"

Ah, that's also a consideration.
Since we started with a hierarchical relationship, even after dating, I naturally used formal speech while Ilaine used informal speech.
It wasn't particularly uncomfortable, and Ilaine, accustomed to military speech patterns, seemed comfortable with it, so I hadn't considered it.
But she seemed to think differently.

"Would you prefer informal speech?"
"It would be awkward if only I used informal speech, so I'd like you to use it too... but since we still maintain a hierarchical relationship in official settings, we might get too comfortable and make verbal mistakes."
"Then?"

Ilaine paused for a moment, then.

"How about... if we both use formal speech with each other?"
"!"

She seemed unfamiliar with using formal speech with me and blushed while stumbling over her words.
Finding it incredibly cute.

"Sh-shall we do that?"

I suddenly remembered that in my previous life, while couples who spoke informally like friends looked good, couples who used formal speech also seemed very harmonious.
My workplace senior was like that.

Using formal speech between spouses might seem like keeping a distance, but that's just others' prejudice.
The couple I saw actually seemed to respect and cherish each other.
Rather, the occasional informal speech that slipped out during their usually formal conversations highlighted their harmonious relationship.

'Considering Ilaine's and my relationship, this might be better.'

I couldn't picture myself using informal speech with Ilaine and her responding the same way.
Conversely, conversing formally with each other seemed more fitting for us as a couple.

There was an additional benefit to using formal speech.
Occasionally using informal speech at important moments might surprise Ilaine and show her cute side.

"I'll have to get used to... it."
"I'm already used to it, so it's comfortable for me."

Above all, this was no big deal for me. I just needed to continue as I had been.
I'll leisurely enjoy watching Ilaine struggle between formal and informal speech for a while and tease her.

"I have a good idea, would you like to hear it?"
"What is... it?"
"Add 'honey' at the end of each sentence. 'What is, honey' sounds awkward, but 'What is it, honey' sounds natural, don't you think?"

Ilaine seemed intrigued and cleared her throat.

"Then I'll do that when we're alone, honey. ...Ah!"

Belatedly realizing my scheme, her face turned bright red.

"You're deliberately trying to make me call you honey!"

She hit my shoulder angrily.
Busted. That's why a sharp-witted wife is...

We scuffled for a moment, causing the blanket to be pushed aside and exposing our bodies again.

"Come to think of it, there's one more thing that changes when we get married."
"...You're thinking that too."
"Though it's not an immediate concern."
"I'd like our first child to be a son who resembles you."
"What are you saying? It should obviously be a daughter who resembles you."

This seems like it might be a point of contention.
But it's not something we can decide on our own anyway.

"Let's discuss it leisurely later."
"Alright. But aren't you going to use formal speech?"
"...Let's discuss it later."
"Honey."
"..."
"If you don't say 'honey,' I don't think this will go down."

Ilaine, for some reason upset despite being the one who suggested it, trembled her lips and said.

"Stop joking around and hold me, honey."

Though only her speech pattern had changed to formal.
Ilaine was overflowing with aegyo, and I embraced her almost pouncing on her.
I'll have to seal away "honey" for a while.
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People in this world possess a mysterious power called mana, and by training it, they can fight against terrible monsters like demons, making them far more powerful beings than the humans from where I lived in my previous life.
I'm not sure if that power affects one's stamina or not.

But I think I'm quite exceptional even by this world's standards.

'To think we did it two more times after that.'

Of course, I wasn't completely fine.
The aftereffects made my groin tingle intensely.

After we finished, neither of us had the energy left to wash up, so despite feeling uncomfortable, we fell asleep as we were.
When I woke up in the morning and saw Elaine's naked body, the fact that my patience was stronger than my desire to do it again shows just how intense last night must have been.

When we started, I think we made love gently without any roughness.
Perhaps there was strength even in those gentle movements. I guess this is what martial arts novels call "flowing water with hidden steel."
...That's not quite right.

Of course, these were just my thoughts. After waking up, we went to wash together, and our eyes met.
I knew this would happen from the moment we decided to shower together—newlyweds really do end up doing it whenever their eyes meet.

One frightening fact is that we've only proposed to each other; strictly speaking, we're not newlyweds yet.
Considering our personalities, we'll probably repeat this behavior when we officially get married and feel like newlyweds again.

'...But that's nice, isn't it?'

Thinking about it, aside from the pain in my groin, there wasn't any problem at all.
Neither of us is forcing the other; we're doing this because we love each other so much.
Isn't it positive that we're overflowing with love?

Besides, it's not like we're being reckless beyond what we can handle. We're doing this because we both have the physical capacity for it.
Good things are good.

"Luke... I have a suggestion, will you hear it?"
"..."
"Ah."

When I heard but ignored her, Elaine realized why and moved her lips.

"I have a suggestion, would you like to hear it?"
"What is it?"

Only when I responded did Elaine grumble quietly before stating her business.

"I was the one who suggested how we should address each other as a couple. But even though it's not familiar yet, could you please not tease me as I slowly get used to it?"

As she said, Elaine was the one who insisted that since we're now a couple rather than in a hierarchical relationship, we should change how we address each other accordingly. She also suggested mutual formal speech, but since nothing had changed for me, she was the one feeling awkward.

"Of course."

When I agreed with a slight smile, Elaine was the one who seemed surprised.
And for good reason.

During our intimacy last night, whenever Elaine made requests in casual speech, I mischievously insisted I wouldn't comply unless she asked formally.
Each time, Elaine swallowed her awkwardness and embarrassment and pleaded using formal speech.

So she must have thought I was fixated on formal speech, but now I was readily agreeing, which must have left her bewildered.

'I've had enough fun with that last night.'

While it was a good card to play, teasing her too much from the first day might make her angry or potentially ruin things.
The reason I'm fixated on Elaine's formal speech isn't just because I like the idea of a couple addressing each other formally. There's another, more important reason.

'When Elaine uses formal speech, it somehow feels like she's being cute.'

Since Elaine has been in the military from a young age, she's accustomed to military-style speech patterns.
Even when talking with me and Grace, her military speech patterns are evident.
The only time I've seen her speak completely casually was when we visited the Nosrain mansion.

In other words, even when speaking formally, Elaine is awkward with ordinary speech patterns, so her formal speech to me has a strangely endearing quality to it.
If I want to hear her being cute, I just need to make her use formal speech—what an efficient method.

"So what's your suggestion?"

I quickly changed the subject before Elaine could figure out my true intentions.
She tried to compose her expression, then answered while avoiding my gaze.

"Um... we were supposed to have a sword training match today, right?"
"?"
"Could we postpone that until tomorrow?"

The sword training wasn't originally part of our vacation plan; I added it for Elaine's sake.
I was curious about why she wanted to postpone it and was about to ask when...

'Ah.'

Looking closely, I noticed Elaine was keeping her legs pressed together.
That means...

"I'm sorry. I was so excited thinking about our first night together that I didn't consider today."
"No, I was the one who begged you for one more time."

We fell silent, somehow embarrassed about yesterday's events.

Indeed, intense activities like sword training wouldn't be good when my lower body was also aching, so we had no choice but to postpone today's schedule to tomorrow.

"Oh? Then..."

If we're moving today's schedule to tomorrow, we should do tomorrow's schedule today.
And tomorrow's schedule was clearly...

Elaine slightly bowed her head, as if she knew what she had suggested.

"I know this might sound strange coming from me, but isn't it a bit odd to visit your parents with sore legs after a night of lovemaking?"
"Should we go another time then? I'm fine with that too."
"No, let's go today."
"?"

Elaine seemed eager to agree, but I had always intended to go; I was just teasing her.
Just as sword training was an important schedule for Elaine, meeting her parents was important to me.

"That's good. We can prove how passionately we love each other."
"A-are you serious? You're joking, right?"
"I might be joking if you call me 'honey.'"

Elaine immediately called me "honey," and I decided to be a wise husband who listens well to his wife's requests.

'Come to think of it, I've never met parents like this in my previous life.'

Wait.
I'm suddenly feeling nervous.

This isn't something to take lightly.
Meeting my in-laws for the first time is a once-in-a-lifetime important occasion.
I need to appear reliable, mature, and worthy of their daughter's hand.
Oh, I should bring a gift too—what would be good?

Since the accident in her childhood, Elaine has had an awkward relationship with her parents, meeting them only once a year, and she's been uncomfortable about visiting them with a man since yesterday.
I've been pushing forward enthusiastically, only to realize the seriousness of the situation too late, and now I'm in a state of confusion.

***

What's done is done, and words once spoken can't be taken back.
We're here now.

"...You suggested coming, so why are you nervous?"
"I wonder about that myself."

Elaine asked me with an incredulous look, but she had a point.

Although uncomfortable, this is still Elaine's family home. Despite the discomfort, there must be a sense of familiarity for her.
For me, however, this is a completely unfamiliar space. No, it would be better if it were just unfamiliar—the fact that there are people inside whom I absolutely must impress makes me extremely nervous.

'Clothes, check. Gift, check. Greeting, check.'

I prepared as much as I could.
While choosing clothes, I asked Elaine several times if they were appropriate. Each time, she mistook it for our usual affectionate behavior and responded with "I love you," but when I explained the reason, she participated seriously.

For the gift, since I didn't know what my in-laws liked, I asked their daughter.

"W-what my parents like? Let me think..."
"Don't you bring anything when you visit home?"
"Gifts seem somewhat presumptuous, so I usually just send them living expenses..."

With no choice, I left this to chance.
I chose fruit jam from a high-end bakery.
Children often inherit their parents' tastes, and since Elaine loves fruit jam the most, at least one of them should like it.
In the northern region, a winter province, fruit jam is a relatively expensive luxury item, making it a suitable gift.

'As for the greeting...'

I'm not completely lacking in eloquence.
After all, I'm an advisor whom the Northern Grand Duke Grace listens to.
I survived high-pressure interviews in my previous life. At the very least, I won't mess up by stammering.

What worries me is that since her father is a former hunter, he might, like fathers with daughters, pull out a bow instead of a gun.

'If I make armor with ice magic, I might be able to take one hit...'

I ran through all these simulations in my head.

Finally, to gauge the household atmosphere, I asked Elaine how her parents usually react when she visits home.

"Nothing special. They treat me just like any other parents would, quite normally."

As I expected, Elaine is the one who unilaterally feels guilty toward them, while her parents are undoubtedly kind and affectionate people.

Alright, I've finished my mental preparation.
Now it's time to gather courage again, like yesterday.
Ring on Elaine's finger, give me strength.

"Well, I'll knock."

Elaine also knocked with a determined face.
Knock... knock...

"Excuse me?"

After gathering all that courage, the sound was too quiet.
Elaine seemed embarrassed by how soft the knock was and was about to knock again when...

"Is that Elaine?"
"?"
"?!"

A voice came from inside.
Then the door swung open.

The person who appeared was a middle-aged woman.
The moment I saw her, I realized one thing.

'Elaine takes after her mother.'

Though dressed in the simple attire of a commoner, her face was different.
She had a graceful and mature beauty that could be described as a "beautiful lady."

It wasn't just about her physical appearance.
It was as if her gentle and kind character was expressed through her face.
She resembled Elaine, but with a different impression than Elaine's sharp features.

And this person was...

"It is our daughter. Welcome home."

Despite having a daughter who keeps her distance, rarely contacts them, and is difficult to see, she welcomed her with genuine joy.
Elaine responded to this warm welcome like someone who had committed a sin, barely able to answer and bowing her head awkwardly.
But her mother didn't mind her daughter's behavior at all.

"And this is...?"

Her gaze soon shifted to me.
I took a deep breath and greeted her respectfully.

"Hello! My name is Luke. I work in the Grand Duke's guard unit with your daughter."

A greeting filled with a hundred times more politeness, courtesy, and spirit than a job interview.
I thought it was an excellent first impression.

"Oh my, nice to meet you. Thank you for visiting our home."

Hurray!
The mother welcomed my visit with a kind voice.
I successfully made a good first impression on my mother-in-law.

Elaine and I carefully entered the house following her mother's lead.
There, I discovered something interesting.

'This furniture arrangement...'

It's similar to the house where Elaine and I live.
There are small differences since Elaine, who rarely visits home, keeps furniture to a minimum, but the placement of tables and sofas is identical to Elaine's house.
They're clearly parent and child.

"Honey, Elaine is here."

The mother called for her husband as she entered.
And the sound of her husband meant...

Thump, thump.
Someone slowly revealed themselves, making heavy and irregular footsteps.

He was using a crutch due to a leg disability, and unable to train, his physique was smaller than the northern soldiers I usually see.
But his strong impression and sharp eyes still conveyed a sense of vigor.
What I realized then was...

'She takes after her father in demeanor.'

Seeing his daughter, he seemed to have much to say but swallowed his words and greeted her.

"Welcome. Was it cold outside?"
"It's... fine."
"Good. Have you eaten?"
"Yes."

Though she barely made eye contact and gave short answers, he seemed satisfied with that and nodded.

"And who is this?"

Looking at his gaze directed at me, I could see that while the mother was gentle and affectionate, the father appeared gruff and dignified, like a typical northern man.
If that was the case, to gain his favor, I needed to greet him even more vigorously and energetically than before.
To show my father-in-law the spirit of his son-in-law.

"Hello, sir! I am Luke, a Northern Knight! I am tasked with protecting the Grand Duke and the North alongside your daughter!!"

I bowed deeply with this spirited greeting, inwardly tense about how this middle-aged man would react.
A gruff nod, confusion about why his daughter's colleague would visit their home, indifference despite my grand introduction—I prepared for all possible scenarios, determined to respond immediately to whatever answer came.

"Ah! I've seen your face from afar before. Aren't you the knight who was called a hero of the North alongside our daughter during the orc subjugation?"
"Oh my, that's right! How could I forget Sir Luke's name? Silly me."
"?"

The middle-aged couple's tone suddenly rose.
Like meeting a welcome family member.
Then the sound of limping and crutches came closer.

"Hahah, this is a pleasure! I'm Hunk. This is my wife, Jane. Please, sit here. Have you eaten?"
"Honey, Elaine just said they did."
"Ah, that's right! I'm sorry! Hahaha! I'm so happy I'm not thinking straight. Dear, could you bring some snacks?"
"Of course. Please sit on the sofa."

I was slightly taken aback by his hearty laughter and friendly approach despite our first meeting.
But before I could be surprised, I was led to the sofa by the father's hand.

'Um... I've only introduced myself so far?'

Bewildered by their enthusiastic welcome, I glanced at Elaine, who was also blinking in surprise.
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Perhaps it's simply narcissism, but I don't think I'm such a bad catch, even if I'm not perfect husband material.

I'm young, fit, a knight with promising prospects, a close confidant favored by the Northern Duke, have a good reputation, don't waste money, and am devoted to one woman.
Things must have been going well for even Arthur, the captain of the knights, to suggest I meet his daughter.
I, Luke, am an excellent catch acknowledged by none other than the captain himself.

So I was confident that, as long as I didn't make any fatal mistakes during introductions, my future father-in-law might be wary of a stranger as any father with a daughter would be, but wouldn't strongly oppose our relationship.

"Heh heh heh."

Ilaine's father, Mr. Hunk, sat across from me, continuously laughing at something he found amusing.

'Isn't it normal for a father to be cautious when his daughter brings home a strange man?'

I've never been a father with a daughter, so I'm not entirely sure, but that's how it is in dramas and comics.
Maybe it's different in real life.

'Or perhaps...'

Ilaine rarely visits home, and judging by our earlier greeting, their relationship is more awkward than I had imagined.
Even though she visits once a year, it's probably just to check on each other's well-being rather than having warm conversations.
Given Ilaine's behavioral traits, she likely made excuses about work and ran away whenever her parents tried to initiate conversation.

As a result, even as her parents, they probably don't know much about Ilaine's life.
She probably never brought friends home either.

'They must be curious.'

Just by how they recognized her arrival from a small knock and welcomed her, it's clear they love Ilaine very much.
They must be very curious about how their daughter is living on her own.

In this situation, having a close colleague of their daughter visit for the first time is an unparalleled opportunity to learn about Ilaine's life.
Of course, they're not bombarding me with questions since Ilaine is right beside me.

'Is it like the joy parents feel when their socially awkward child brings a friend home?'

The issue is that this friend is a boyfriend.
But for now, they seem happy.

'I should try to build as much goodwill as possible now.'

That way, the shock will be less when I report our marriage later.
Probably.

"This is a gift for both of you. It's sweet and tangy, quite delicious when paired with tea or bread."

I first handed over the jam I had prepared.
True to its high-end bakery origin, it was beautifully packaged, and the color of the jam inside looked excellent.

Mr. Hunk received my gift with both hands and said:

"Oh, apple jam! How did you know that my wife and I really love this?"

Oh? Nice.
I chose that as a gift because apple jam is Ilaine's favorite. Like parent, like child, I suppose. I didn't expect both of them to like apple jam too.
First impressions and now the gift—everything was going smoothly.

Mr. Hunk suggested we eat the apple jam with the snacks his wife had brought, and I naturally agreed.

The snacks were baked by Mrs. Jane herself.
True to the culinary talents of Ilaine's mother, the snacks were delicious.
I'm not being generous with my praise because they're my future in-laws—they truly suited my taste perfectly.
Not hard at all, soft to chew, with a subtle sweetness that wasn't overwhelming. They were more exquisite than anything I'd eaten at bakeries.

"This is delicious!"

Of course, I expressed this aloud rather than just thinking it.
Mrs. Jane was pleased with my sincere compliment.

Starting with the snacks, we engaged in small talk to break the ice.

As I'd heard during our greeting earlier, both of them had known about me for some time.
Apparently since I received my special appointment.
They must have taken an interest because their daughter is the captain of the guard.

"Thank you for thinking well of me."
"We should be the ones thanking you. Having such an excellent knight in the Northern Guard gives us great peace of mind."

More precisely, they're happy to have a capable knight by their daughter's side. But they refrained from saying so directly, perhaps mindful of Ilaine's feelings.
The conversation continued to flow smoothly.

"Captain Ilaine always puts effort into the guards' meals. Thanks to her, we always enjoy delicious food."
"Oh, is that so?"

During our conversation, I naturally dropped information they would want to hear and praised Ilaine.
Sure enough, both showed interest.

When her praise came up in front of her parents, Ilaine, who had been silent the whole time, flinched and turned her head toward me.

"Try this with the jam. It goes really well together."

Before she could interrupt me, I spread some jam on a snack and handed it to her.
Ilaine, who hadn't touched the snacks, couldn't bring herself to refuse and reluctantly put it in her mouth after hesitating.

"Delicious, isn't it?"
"......"

Though she tried not to show it, I could see in her eyes that she found it tasty.

I suddenly wondered if Ilaine had ever properly eaten her mother's cooking when she visited.
Apparently not.
As her parents quietly watched their daughter eating the snack...

"!"

Tears began to well up in Ilaine's eyes.
It seemed the taste of her mother's food after so long had stirred up memories and overwhelmed her emotions.

"Ilaine?"

A startled Mrs. Jane immediately approached her daughter and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.
At this gentle touch, Ilaine tried to hold back but eventually let her tears flow.

Mr. Hunk also wanted to approach but seemed reluctant to show his limping to his daughter, so he fidgeted in his seat.
At that moment, I completely understood this family.

'It's one thing for Ilaine to distance herself from her parents, but...'

I had been curious.
Despite loving their daughter so much, why had the parents refrained from actively attempting reconciliation?

'Ilaine's personality really takes after her father.'

Her father also carried guilt toward his daughter.
If he hadn't injured his leg that day, his daughter wouldn't have had to fight the bear recklessly, and she wouldn't have felt guilty toward him.

Just like Ilaine, he felt he couldn't face his daughter.
Even if he wanted to approach her and tell her he was fine, he couldn't bring himself to do so, fearing his injured leg would only burden her more.

'If only they were both a little less sensitive, they might have talked things out and resolved this long ago.'

From an outsider's perspective, it might seem frustrating.
But they were both kind-hearted people who cared too much about their family, not wanting to cause even the slightest hurt to each other.

Perhaps that's why I liked these people who would become my new family even more.

As I watched Ilaine being comforted by her mother's touch, I clenched my fist and said:

"Father."

Mr. Hunk turned his head toward me, surprised by the unfamiliar form of address.

"The reason I came to see both of you today is because I have something to tell you."

It was earlier than I had planned due to Ilaine's unexpected tears.
But this was actually the perfect timing.

The ice had been broken sufficiently. I had built goodwill.
Ilaine's heart had opened slightly, and this was my chance to let her know she had someone by her side to comfort her when she was feeling down.

I took Ilaine's hand as she tried to hold back her tears and said:

"If you would trust me, I would like to spend my life by your daughter's side, sharing joys and helping through hardships."
"What? Do you mean...!"
"I wish to marry your daughter, Ilaine."
"!"

At my declaration, Mr. and Mrs. Hunk stared at me with wide eyes.
Even Ilaine seemed surprised that I would bring this up now, as her crying suddenly stopped.

Not stopping there, I nodded once toward Ilaine and continued:

"I would also like to regard both of you as my own parents, and together with your daughter, protect and serve you from now on. Please grant us your permission."

Mr. Hunk was too stunned by the sudden proposal to respond.

That's when Ilaine squeezed my hand tightly and said:

"Father..."
"!"
"Coming here today was his suggestion. He insisted on greeting both of you properly before our marriage."
"..."
"At first, I was troubled by his fixation on proper greetings, but now I understand."
"What... is it?"

When Mr. Hunk asked with a trembling voice, Ilaine hesitated, choosing her words carefully:

"Even if I lacked the courage to visit this house... he said he would be by my side to give me strength. That he would build a bridge so I could be with both of you like before. That must be his intention."

After finishing her words, Ilaine looked at me and said:

"Luke is a wonderful man who always does his best to make me happy."

She gave a faint smile.

Indeed, we must be soulmates.
Ilaine's words were accurate.

The issues between them could only be resolved by themselves.
As an outsider who had only heard about their circumstances, I could make mistakes if I tried to mediate by saying too much.

But I could at least build a bridge.
Forcibly putting people from two separate islands onto a boat would be assault.
But building a bridge between the islands to help them travel back and forth on their own is consideration.

Ilaine took a deep breath and looked straight at her father:

"I want to marry this man. And I want to be with both of you like before. I want to become a family again and laugh together like we used to. Please... give us your permission."
"Ilaine..."

Mr. Hunk looked at both of us and said:

"I had been hoping for this since my daughter brought a man home."

At Mr. Hunk's words, Mrs. Jane also smiled gently.

"You've been living well all this time without us taking care of you, our little hunter."

Tears welled up in Ilaine's eyes again:

"I'm sorry... Every time I saw Dad, I didn't have the courage to face my own weakness, and I felt so sorry seeing you struggle... If only I hadn't been so stubborn that day... Waaahh!"

The dam of emotions that had built up over time finally broke, and Ilaine burst into tears like a child.
Mr. Hunk also shed tears as he limped toward his daughter.
When I gently pushed Ilaine's back, she stood up and ran to her father so he could embrace her.
The father and daughter hugged each other for the first time in a very long time.

"No, daughter. You did nothing wrong. I'm the one who should apologize for being a burden to you."
"Dad..."

In each other's arms, they exchanged words of apology, gratitude, and love that they couldn't express all this time.
Though they were each saying only what they wanted to say rather than having a proper conversation,
they still expressed their feelings and heard each other.

Watching the scene, I felt my eyes getting moist and smiled awkwardly.

'Well done.'

Sometimes, things that seem large and difficult can be resolved through seemingly insignificant triggers.
As the saying goes, "Well begun is half done"—what appears to be a long journey can actually be quite short once you take that first step.
However, it takes a lot of courage to take that step forward.

'Besides, Ilaine was too young back then.'

She was 15 when she left home.
Even by this world's standards, that's still considered young for an adult.

Perhaps as she grew older and matured, she realized something was wrong.
I could sense the uneasiness in her voice and expression when she told me about her parents at the café.

However, the weight of awkwardness built up over 10 years would not have been easy to shake off.
The same would have been true for Mr. and Mrs. Hunk.

So, praising Ilaine for finally finding her courage, I was about to give the two of them some time alone when...

*Slide*

"?"

Someone took my hand.
When I turned my head:

"Mother?"
"Thank you."

Mrs. Jane, with tears in her eyes, held my hand and expressed her gratitude.

"We always carried the feelings in our hearts, but too much time had passed, making it difficult to bring up. That stubborn old emotion, whatever it is."
"Not at all. These things happen."

Someone I know couldn't even tell a man she liked him and ended up with a solo ending in the novel.
You probably know who I'm talking about, Mother, but I can't say who.

"Thank you for giving our family a push. My daughter has met a wonderful man."

In truth, all I did was bring the two of them to the same place; it was Ilaine and Mr. Hunk who took the courageous steps forward to reconcile.
So the generous praise made me a bit embarrassed.

"Does this mean you approve of our relationship?"

I asked with an expectant voice.

"I look forward to having you in our family, son-in-law."

Since coming to this world, I've gained two family members.

Ch.154 - Chapter 154. Meeting the Parents (3)
"Ahem, ahem, I've shown quite an embarrassing side of myself."

Mr. Hunk, no, my father-in-law cleared his throat awkwardly with reddened eyes.
Seeing in him the same expression Elaine makes when she's embarrassed, I smiled and replied.

"Not at all. It's nice to see such a harmonious relationship."
"It's all thanks to Lord Luke. Having such an open and honest conversation with my daughter is something I've only dreamed of. Heh heh... Looking back, I feel ashamed that I hesitated and couldn't find the courage all this time."

Watching father and daughter apologize to and comfort each other from the sidelines was rather amusing.
They kept explaining their own faults while sniffling, then rebutting each other's claims, then rebutting those rebuttals.
Gradually, they were naturally reaching the conclusion that it was nobody's fault.

It was bound to end up this way anyway.
It was an accident, truly no one's fault.
If anything, Mr. Hunk had responded calmly, and Elaine had performed the miracle of taking down a bear to save her father and herself.
They had both handled the situation remarkably well.

That's probably why it was even more awkward.
They realized that if they had said "thank you" before "I'm sorry," this wouldn't have dragged on for so long.
It's like Columbus's egg.
Something that seemed difficult at the time but looks easy in hindsight.
Wait, is that the right comparison? Anyway.

'I should look at the bright side.'

They could have gone their whole lives without resolving this simple matter, but they've cleared it up now, and that's what counts.
They say the moment you think it's too late is actually early.
All's well that ends well.

"Do you feel better now?"
"...Yes."

Elaine's nose was stuffed and her voice hoarse from crying so much.
Like her father, she was feeling embarrassed at realizing how much she had been needlessly tormenting herself all this time.
Finding her adorable, I chuckled softly.
Then Mr. Hunk addressed me.

"Oh my, where are my manners? I haven't given you a proper answer."

Though he had already shown his vulnerable side, he deliberately cleared his throat with an attempt at solemnity.

"Lord Luke, I entrust Elaine to you. Ever since I saw you two standing side by side after the orc subjugation, I thought you made a fine couple. Having someone like you as my daughter's partner gives me great reassurance. I'm certain you will cherish and love my daughter dearly."
"Thank you so much! I promise to make your daughter happy!"

With both mother-in-law and father-in-law giving their blessing to our marriage, I bowed deeply with joy.
I had now been accepted as family by my in-laws.
That being the case...

"Ah, and please feel free to speak comfortably with me. Father."
"Hmm! That form of address feels rather unfamiliar."
"Should I call you father-in-law instead?"
"Ha ha ha ha! I see you have a mischievous side too."

Even his awkwardness with the unfamiliar title resembled Elaine.
Perhaps because of this, I felt a rapidly growing sense of familiarity with him.

"Father, please sit down. You must be uncomfortable standing."
"Ho ho, this much is fine. In fact, being embraced by my daughter gives me strength."
"You should hear how I met your daughter. It's not a short story."
"What? Hahaha! That's true indeed. Come, let's all sit down."

At my suggestion, both in-laws sat down with interested expressions.
After all, it was their daughter's love story. What parent wouldn't be curious?
Especially when a daughter they barely knew suddenly brings home a potential son-in-law to introduce. They certainly have the right to hear how it happened.

"Is it alright if I tell them?"

When I turned to ask, Elaine, her voice still not fully recovered, nodded with puffy eyes.
Even though they had resolved their long-standing emotions, she probably wasn't in a state to comfortably join the conversation.

"Well... When I was a new recruit in the Northern Army, Miss Elaine came to me and recommended I join the Guard."

I told them everything from my first meeting with Elaine to how we started dating, how I came to live with her, and even my proposal.
Of course, I self-censored the more provocative parts and kept it sweetly ordinary.

This would already be stimulating enough for these two.
Even so, when I mentioned living together, Mr. Hunk's expression changed momentarily, giving me genuine chills.
If I hadn't already built up goodwill with them, who knows what might have happened.
Gulp.

"What a beautiful encounter."

When I finished the story, my father-in-law looked pleased.
It seemed the depth of our love for each other had been well conveyed.
Though the journey to this point wasn't long, they understood it wasn't trivial either.

My mother-in-law was smiling as well.
Ah, I'm still not quite used to these titles myself. Have I already become so integrated into this family?

"Why did you leave that part out?"
"Pardon?"

Elaine, her voice having returned, lightly tugged at my collar and asked.
Confused about what she meant, I tilted my head.

"Father, that's not all."
"Oh?"

Elaine told them about the bet I had made with Grace.
The bet to become a knight within a set time to gain approval for our relationship.
Come to think of it, I hadn't mentioned that.

When my in-laws heard that I had been promoted to knighthood to gain approval for dating Elaine, they looked at me with a mixture of surprise and admiration.

"So that special appointment was...!"

That incident also involved preventing the Snowflower Tower terrorist attack.
But to these two who didn't know the details, it would seem I had become a knight just for their daughter.
And that misunderstanding was quite advantageous for me.

"What a remarkable young man."
"Indeed."
"Our daughter has always been bright and capable since childhood, but to think she also has good judgment in men."

At her parents' praise, Elaine's shoulders rose slightly.
She must have been nervous not only about meeting her parents but also about introducing me to them.

When it comes to matters involving her parents, she worries dozens of times more than usual.
She might have been concerned about what if I didn't please them, but there was no need for that worry.
Even I was taken aback by such a warm welcome.

'I'd heard that fathers with daughters pull out guns or baseball bats when some guy shows up, so I was really nervous. But I guess that was just humor.'

Well, children are individuals with their own personalities and feelings.
It would be wrong for parents to create a threatening atmosphere, even jokingly, and put unnecessary pressure on their children's relationships.

Though it's far in the future, if someday I have a daughter who resembles Elaine and she brings home a groom saying she's getting married...

'?'

Why do I suddenly feel bad? It's just imagination.

I'm sure I'll feel differently when the time comes.
What's important now isn't some faceless son-in-law in the distant future.

"But given the current situation, it might be difficult to hold a wedding right away."
"Yes, we plan to have it after everything is settled. We'd like to celebrate in a peaceful setting too."
"Mm, that's good. Ha ha! Then this war is as good as won already."
"Pardon?"

I looked at him, wondering what he meant.

"When my daughter, the captain of the Grand Duke's guard, and my son-in-law, the hero of the orc subjugation, join forces to secure a happy future, who could stand against them!"

Mr. Hunk said this and burst into hearty laughter.
Judging by how he had taught his daughter hunting skills when she wanted to become a hunter as a child, and allowed her to accompany him when she insisted on going hunting together, I had guessed he was a generous person.
And indeed he was.

Yet like the caring father he was, he also expressed concern that we shouldn't get hurt and should be careful.
Having suffered an unexpected accident that left him with a leg disability, his advice carried particular weight.

"I will protect your daughter no matter what, so please don't worry."
"Hey now, you shouldn't get hurt either. I can't let my daughter suffer emotionally again."
"Ah, Father?"
"Haha, that's right! I misspoke. Both of you should return safely, and then we'll hold the wedding with both of you present, so please don't worry."

When I corrected my promise, Mr. Hunk stared at me and then said:

"How is it that you say exactly what I want to hear? It truly feels like I've gained a son."
"You can call me son. In fact, I think I'd prefer that. Father."
"Ha ha! Is that so? Then I'll call you son."

As Mr. Hunk and I bonded so quickly, Elaine blinked in bewilderment, looking back and forth between us.
Anyone watching might think he and I were the actual father and son, with her as the guest.

"But proposing even though you can't hold a wedding right away—does that mean you like my daughter that much? Enough to want to protect her as your wife?"
"Hm? Haha, of course. I thought that becoming a closer couple would give us strength to face what's coming together."
"And my daughter accepting means she likes you that much?"

When both of us father and son looked at Elaine simultaneously, she flinched and then slowly nodded.
Finding her cute, Ms. Jane smiled too.
It was truly the picture of a harmonious family.

"This calls for a drink! I have so much to talk about with my son-in-law. Son, would that be alright?"
"I am on leave until tomorrow, but..."

Since I had plans for tomorrow, I glanced subtly toward Elaine.

"...Just drink moderately so it doesn't interfere."
"Yes, I understand."

Even Elaine couldn't refuse in this atmosphere and reluctantly agreed.
I had no intention of getting drunk either, planning to just have a few drinks out of courtesy.
While building a relationship with my father-in-law is important, keeping my promise to my wife is even more so.

But even this attitude seemed endearing to the parents.

"Daughter, you've already become a proper wife. Heh heh."
"Elaine, come to think of it, can you drink too?"
"...Yes."
"Excellent! Then today will be the first time I share a drink with my children."

Mr. Hunk's eyes sparkled as if he had been dreaming of such a day.

"Don't let them drink too much. These children must have things to do."
"Ha ha! Don't worry, dear. I don't want to earn my newly reconciled daughter's resentment."

Watching this scene, a thought occurred to me.
Perhaps the reason Elaine had suggested mutual respect in our forms of address was because she grew up watching these two.
Despite everything, she truly loved her parents.

"What a harmonious family."
"Thanks to you."

Elaine stuck close to my side and handed me a jam-covered cookie.
Knowing that offering food was her way of expressing gratitude, I was about to take it when—

Chomp.
I ate it directly from her hand.
Not expecting such an affectionate gesture in front of her parents, Elaine's face turned red despite being the one who offered the cookie.
I smiled at her reaction.

That evening.
Instead of dining out, we enjoyed a happy time eating home-cooked food at my in-laws' house.
Despite her clumsy hands, Elaine helped her mother prepare the food, and Ms. Jane looked fondly at her daughter who had awkwardly approached to help.

I learned how to trim and grill meat from Mr. Hunk.
As a former hunter, Mr. Hunk's knife skills were different from a knight's but quite impressive, and I saw where Elaine's dexterity came from.

During dinner, Mr. Hunk brought out his most treasured alcohol.
It wasn't a famous luxury brand, but when Elaine smelled it, she was surprised.
According to Ms. Jane, it was a special drink that the couple only had on the most special occasions, and Elaine still remembered its scent.

Even though they had opened up to each other, the awkwardness built up over more than ten years couldn't disappear in an instant.
Father and daughter still seemed uncomfortable talking alone together.

But Elaine gathered her courage to approach and pour her father a drink for the first time, and when Mr. Hunk clinked glasses with his now-adult daughter, he bit his lip as if overcome with emotion.

As with the cookies earlier, I was genuinely impressed by how well the food in this house suited my taste.
Ms. Jane kept smiling, pleased to see her daughter and son-in-law enjoying the meal.

In that moment, we were happier than any family in the world.

Ch.155 - Chapter 155. Returning from the Last Vacation
The journey home after a pleasant meal with my in-laws felt much lighter than the trip there.
Not in terms of physical weight.

"Was dinner delicious?"

I turned my head to ask Elaine.

"Yes... it was delicious."

She answered shyly, burying her mouth in her scarf.
She seemed to think it would make her voice quieter, but that wasn't the case at all.
Elaine's voice always reached me clearly.

"They're both such wonderful people. I'm already looking forward to next time."
"Next time..."

Next time, we agreed to invite them to our home.
The purpose was to show them how their daughter and son-in-law lived while treating them to a meal.

Of course, this was my unilateral promise, so Elaine, who wasn't mentally prepared, was somewhat flustered.
But she wasn't against it—just still awkward about being close with my parents—so she agreed.

My in-laws were genuinely moved by the proposal.
They had been curious about their daughter's home, and they seemed grateful that their son-in-law was taking active steps toward family harmony.

Above all, there was a hidden meaning to this.

Our vacation ends tomorrow.
Considering what lies ahead, after returning from leave, I'll be busy at the Guard barracks.
There won't be time to invite anyone home.

Yet my declaration to invite them home was, in other words:

'A promise to return safely and a promise to protect this castle where our family lives by achieving victory.'

It was a promise to ensure this happiness wouldn't end as a one-day dream but would continue.
A kind of victory declaration.

Does it sound like a death flag? No, this is a buff.
The will to protect something gives humans strength.

'And to keep that promise...'

I cleared my throat and spoke to Elaine.

"As promised, I only drank a little for tomorrow's sake, so please praise me."

As I said this, I showed no signs of intoxication. My face wasn't flushed either.
Elaine looked at me, squeezed my hand tighter, and lightly bumped my shoulder with her head.

"Well done."

Although she had shared drinks with her father for the first time, she wasn't tipsy either.

We decided to have a proper family drinking session after the war ended.
We planned to set a date and talk all night then.
About our life stories, things we wanted to tell each other, questions we wanted to ask, and so on.

To make that happen, I need to train my swordsmanship with all my might tomorrow.
I need to improve my skills even a little to increase the chances of keeping my promise to my in-laws.

"Luke."
"?"
"Thank you."

Elaine momentarily reverted to her old way of speaking as she thanked me.
Her face looked refreshed and light, as if she had put down a heavy burden.
Having shed that weight, she would be able to sweep through the battlefield more quickly, thereby increasing our forces' strength.

"What are you thanking me for?"

That aside.
Seeing Elaine thank me with a blushed face was so cute that I turned my head slightly to look into her eyes as I asked.

"Really..."
"Hehe, what are you grateful for?"

Realizing I was teasing her, Elaine's lips quivered before she said:

"Thank you for being by my side. With you, I feel like I don't need to worry about anything. Even if I can't find a solution, you're a mysterious person who understands my feelings and helps me."

As Elaine smiled brightly, I carefully asked:

"So you're saying I'm someone you can rely on?"

I asked to confirm whether I had succeeded in easing the burden and responsibility she had been carrying during this vacation.

"Of course. With you as my partner by my side, I'm not worried about what's to come. Together, we can break through anything. So if you have any troubles, tell me, and I'll tell you when I have concerns. Let's fight together like that. As... a married couple."

Hearing those words, I felt a surge of pride that made the corners of my mouth turn up involuntarily.

"Of course."

There was no trace of darkness left in Elaine's expression.
Under the moonlight, her bright smile was filled only with happiness and joy.

Normally, with the excuse of having drunk a little, the early hour, and overflowing love,
I would have had all the justification to be greedy.

But we had been quite intense yesterday, so we needed a day of rest, and tomorrow we had plans.
Tonight, we lay under the same blanket, chatting softly and whispering words of love.

Occasionally, when our eyes met during conversation, we would kiss.
Even without intense expressions, our gazes alone conveyed how much we thought of each other.

It's nice to fall asleep after filling each other's bodies with traces of passion and affection.
But it's also nice to watch your partner drift off in a gentle warmth, deciding to continue the conversation in dreams.

Those who share their hearts can be happy just holding hands as they sleep.

***

After our fulfilling and enjoyable vacation ended, we returned to the Guard.

To put it briefly, on the last day, as promised, I spent time sparring with Elaine.

-I confirmed your improved skill with elemental magic during our battle with the demon.

Elaine expressed admiration for my skills during our match.

-You've been steadily honing your swordsmanship as well. I'm very pleased.

As Elaine said, I had been consistently training in swordsmanship.
Although my main techniques involve heat and cold, I am a knight who fights with a sword.
I can't take lightly the swordsmanship that serves as the medium for my techniques.

When I was learning from Aran, I trained with this in mind.
Aran, recognizing my intention to combine the Frost Sword with elemental magic, gave me appropriate advice.
Having experience combining swordsmanship learned from Grace with his electrical abilities to create his fighting style, he was a great help.
The fight against the fog hunter Fog, where I scattered cold energy with high-speed swordsmanship to freeze the mist, was part of that approach.

Logically, having started learning swordsmanship less than a year ago, I can't become a swordsman on par with Elaine, Grace, or Aran by the time of the war.
I'm a possessor with novel knowledge, not some regressed Sword Master.

So this was my strategy.
Rather than desperately focusing on just one area due to time constraints, I would secure as many combat capabilities as possible and utilize them.
That includes swordsmanship, cold energy, heat, novel knowledge, disposable weapons...
And comrades.

"Well, looks like you had a good rest."

As befitting the Guard Captain's direct team, we returned to Grace's side immediately upon our return.
No matter how much I tried to ease her burden, a person's nature doesn't change easily.
Elaine had been secretly worried about whether Grace was struggling in our absence.

'She truly is the Iron Lady.'

There was no sign of fatigue on Grace's face.
Rather, she seemed energized by the thought of finally punishing the traitors who betrayed Aran.

"How are things going with Aran's group?"

I asked, remembering them.
Until the demon expedition, I had managed Aran's group as a secretary due to the plan to marry off Grace and Aran's training recommendation, but I stepped back when I rejoined the Guard Captain's direct team during the expedition.
Since then, I hadn't had time to check on them due to vacation.

I asked to make sure Aran's group, one of our main forces, was being managed properly, and also out of curiosity about how Grace and Aran were getting along after the expedition.

"They've been focusing on training since returning. I've been helping too."
"You as well, Your Excellency?"
"Yes, he seemed disappointed about missing Merci this time. I feel the same, so we're sparring together to sharpen our combat senses. Besides, Aran's companions are more skilled than I expected. If they came at me seriously, even I would struggle."

It seems Grace and Aran's side were preparing well in their own way.

"So, I have something to ask of you two right away."
"What is it?"
"I'd like the Guard and Aran's group to conduct joint training. Aran is a powerhouse on par with the Seven Heroes, so it would be good experience for the Guard before the war. Aran also needs experience facing human armies."

Grace's suggestion was quite interesting.
The Guard is one of the most organized units in the Northern Army, composed of elite soldiers personally selected by Grace and Elaine, making them a powerful force.
Although Aran has abundant combat experience fighting demons, he has never fought against human armies, so mock battles with the Guard would be valuable preparation for his fight against the Western Legion.

The Guard, too, despite being warriors who have fought many fierce battles by Grace's side,
will face world-class powerhouses this time—two of the Seven Heroes, unlike the lone Rowe at Snowflower Tower.
Moreover, unlike Rowe who was alone, these Heroes will bring their own forces, making them even more dangerous.

"Understood. We'll prepare for it."

Elaine responded positively to Grace's proposal, showing interest.
But Grace wasn't finished.

"One more thing."
"?"
"Unlike the previous request, this is just a suggestion born from my personal interest, so you don't have to do it—just consider it."
"Please go ahead."
"When Sophia Elder and Rigrit return, how about a mock battle between your team and Aran's group?"

Elaine tilted her head at this proposal.

"Our team against the Hero's group?"
"Yes. I think it would be quite interesting."
"If I may ask, besides entertainment, what training benefits do you see in this?"

To see if it wasn't just personal interest, Grace immediately answered Elaine's question.

"I noticed while training together—your groups have similarities. A mage, an elemental user, a swordsman. Exactly four people each. What do you think? I believe you could learn a lot from each other."

It's something I'd thought about before, and it seems Grace felt the same way.
Elaine fell into thought for a moment.

"I think the power balance would be off. Having trained with the Hero's group at Luke's request and having worked with them during this expedition, I can say the Hero's companions possess considerable skill."
"Hmm, is that so? I suppose Elaine and Sophia wouldn't be an issue, but there's a skill gap between Luke and Rigrit. That concerned me too."

Grace clicked her tongue in disappointment.
Elaine shook her head.

"Luke wouldn't be a problem. My husband is someone who wouldn't fall behind even against the Hero. Rigrit is still a new recruit, so she lacks the experience to face high-ranking demons alone."
"...Husband?"

Grace stared at us with round eyes, as if she had misheard.
Elaine stared right back at her.

Just as Grace was about to turn her head away, thinking she might have misheard:

"My ears couldn't have deceived me. What was that just now?"

She looked back at us with a furrowed brow.
By now, I was used to my wife's unexpected revelations, so I wasn't flustered.

"We've decided to get married."

After returning from the expedition, just before leaving for vacation, I had a private conversation with Grace about Elaine's internal burden.
At that time, I declared to Grace that I would resolve Elaine's issues during this vacation.
When Grace was curious about my method, I hinted at my proposal plan, which she found interesting.

"Uh..."

Grace had expected that while Elaine wouldn't reject a proposal, she wouldn't immediately accept it either and would likely postpone it.
She blinked her eyes as if she hadn't expected this outcome.

"Well... congratulations. That's wonderful."

Grace clapped her hands, looking surprised but pleased.

"Thank you. We'll hold the ceremony after the war, so please don't worry about it. From now on, my husband and I will serve Your Excellency to the best of our abilities."

Elaine bowed her head in response to Grace's applause, firmly establishing our status as a couple.
Meanwhile, Grace looked at me with eyes that said, 'This guy, how impressive! What did you do?'
To that gaze, I just smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

Ch.156 - Chapter 156. Mock Battle (1)
Grace had been treating me and Elaine as her seniors in romance since our last counseling session.
This time, she was curious about how we got engaged, so I briefly told her the story.

In "Brave Road," she was someone who hadn't even realized her own feelings, perfect in every way yet more indifferent to romance than Aran.

"Wow."

Now she listened attentively with sparkling eyes, clearly fascinated.
Seeing her interested in love stories like an ordinary woman, it felt a bit strange as a devoted reader since her image was so different from the novel.

'This is better though.'

She seems happier than in the novel, and that's what matters.
I hope our engagement story helps with her love life.

I'd like to talk longer, but unfortunately, the current situation doesn't allow for such leisure.
I'll save that pleasure for later.

"Then I'll go schedule the mock battle with the hero's party."
"I'm counting on you."

While Elaine received reports from Deputy Commander Lorron about yesterday's events, I went to find Aran.

Grace had asked us for two things:
One was a mock battle between the guard and Aran's party, and the other was a mock battle between the Captain's direct team and Aran's party.

Elaine expressed concern about the latter due to the power difference between the two sides. But regarding that...

'Somehow they're increasingly treating me like a pocket that produces solutions when squeezed.'

She told me to come up with a method.
The funny thing is, I actually had a pretty good idea in mind, but if I answered right away, she might give me even more work, so I should pretend to think about it before telling her.

Anyway, since Sophia and Ligrit haven't returned to the guard yet, we should finish the first task first.

According to Grace, Aran's party has been dedicating themselves to training every day since returning from their expedition.
Fortunately, when I arrived, they seemed to be taking a break, all gathered in one place.

"Looks like you're back from vacation."
"Yeah."

After exchanging brief greetings with Aran, I explained the purpose of my visit.

"You want us to have a mock battle with the Grand Duke's guard?"
"Yes, it's Her Excellency's directive. Since you don't have experience fighting against military forces, she wants you to gain that experience through mock battles with us before the war."

It's not that they have no experience with group battles.
They fought dark elves in Episode 2.
But there's a huge difference between instinct-driven monsters consumed by magical energy and an orderly military force.

"Alright, I accept."

Aran seemed to understand this point and readily agreed.
The other party members didn't object to their leader's decision either.
In fact, Yui and Nia, who had accompanied the guard during the expedition, looked forward to the mock battle with us.
As for Eris... well, she was indifferent as always.

Without dragging things out, we decided to hold the mock battle the very next day.
The guard was currently rotating vacation shifts until the war, with Squad 2 currently away, so we were at about 3/4 strength, but...

'We can just rotate the mock battles by squad too.'

There's no set number of mock battles anyway.
Aran's party may be called major forces, but they're essentially unemployed freeloaders.
They'll just be training until the war anyway, so time is abundant.

Ironically, even the guard has enough leisure time to take vacations by squad.
What else would we do? Might as well train.

I was just resolving to focus on scheduling the mock battle training when I got back, when...

"Ah, Luke."
"...?"

Aran stopped me as I was about to leave.

Thinking he might have a request, I looked at him, but after hesitating for a moment...

"Never mind, it's nothing."
"What is it? You're making me curious."

Usually when someone hesitates like that, it's not really "nothing" but something quite important.
Important words from the protagonist's mouth, no less. I pressed him, my curiosity piqued.

"I'll tell you after I've sorted it out more."
"...If you say so."

Whatever it is, it seems to be quite a serious concern.

I wanted to press him further, but what could I do if he didn't want to talk?
The fact that he tried to tell me suggests he needs someone else's advice, so he'll probably tell me later.
I made a mental note to remember this.

***

The next day.
Aran's party arrived at the guard barracks earlier than the appointed time.
Their first opponents were...

"Alright, is everyone ready!"
"Yes, Squad Leader!"

The guard's Squad 3, led by Ki.
Having participated in the recent expedition, they were, like me, well-rested from their vacation and at full strength.
Moreover, influenced by their leader Ki, Squad 3 was a rough group that wouldn't be intimidated even by the hero, but rather burned with fighting spirit—making them suitable as the guard's vanguard.

Elaine didn't participate but took on the role of referee.
I watched the mock battle beside her.

"I'll explain the rules. Each side will be given a flag. Capturing the opponent's flag is the victory condition, and losing your flag means immediate defeat. There will be three rounds of thirty minutes each, and if no one captures a flag within the time limit, it will be declared a draw."

Unlike individual duels, team battles need clear victory conditions.
If we simply said "knock down all opponents to win," both the Northerners and Aran's party are so full of grit that things might get overheated and someone could get injured.

Getting injured in friendly training before a war would be foolish, so it's better to keep things light with a capture-the-flag game concept.

"Begin!"

With Elaine's command, the first mock battle began.

As expected, Aran's party had the swordsmen Yui and Aran at the front. The mages Nia and Eris stayed back to guard the flag and provide support—a textbook strategy, but...

"Haha, Hero Gong! I've wanted to face you!"

Clang!
Ki's greatsword at the guard's vanguard blocked Aran's advance.
Yui was similarly stopped by the deputy squad leader Renee.
Meanwhile, the other Squad 3 members bypassed the two and went for the flag.

"!"

As their front line was suddenly breached and their rear attacked, panic flashed in the eyes of Aran's party.
Even if they wanted to retreat, Ki and Renee were squad leader-level Northern knights. No matter how protagonist-like Aran's party was, these weren't easily defeated mooks.

Watching the scene, Elaine asked me:

"Is this your work?"
"How did you know?"
"How could I not? You're the one who planned the mock battle content, aren't you?"

I smiled slightly at Elaine's question.

"This is why Her Excellency planned this mock battle."
"Indeed."

Before the mock battle, I had visited Squad 3 while they were getting fired up and quietly suggested a strategy to Ki.
Not wanting to interfere too much and spoil the fun, I only told them about the party's basic strategy and how to counter it.

The guard no longer doubted my abilities, and Ki, as squad leader, understood the purpose of this mock battle, so he listened to my opinion.
Above all, he was pleased at the chance to fight one-on-one with the famous hero.

'Now, let's see how they respond.'

Squad 3 might give off a wild impression, but they are still the Grand Duke's guard unit.
They'll adopt any strategy or tactic necessary to defeat their opponent.

Grace probably suggested the mock battle knowing this.
The guard faces strong opponents, and Aran's party faces formidable foes—both gaining experience.

'Of course, there was one more reason why I helped Squad 3, but...'

Let's watch the mock battle for now.
The first round ended without either side capturing a flag, reaching the time limit.

Though technically a draw, the content clearly showed the guard's advantage.
Aran and Yui, who had charged in boldly, were blocked by the Ki and Renee combo.
Eris and Nia were too busy defending against Squad 3's attacks on the flag to turn the tide.

At one point, Yui tried to go support Nia, but even that was blocked by Renee and the knights.
In the end, they were caught up in Squad 3's strategy and couldn't make any notable achievements.

During the rest period as both sides prepared for round 2, Elaine, who had been watching, murmured:

"This is somewhat unexpected."
"What is, ma'am?"
"The hero's party. Though I believe in my subordinates' strength, having witnessed them fight demons up close, I honestly thought they would have the advantage."
"Hmm..."
"Of course, it's a mock battle so everyone's holding back, and the hero and demon are especially restraining their abilities. But I didn't expect such an even match..."

Elaine glanced at me and asked:

"Is it thanks to your strategy?"

I couldn't deny it completely.
I had suggested a strategy to Squad 3 for facing Aran's party.
However...

"Aran's party has mainly fought against small numbers of powerful enemies rather than armies. They're probably not used to this kind of strategic battle."
"I see."

In the Northern arc of "Brave Road," Aran's party wasn't accustomed to fighting armies, so Grace handled the strategic aspects.
Since Grace has been training with Aran's party for the past few days, she must have identified their tactical limitations and is using this opportunity to help them grow.
Experience fighting strategically organized armies will be a great help in the upcoming battle with the Western Legion.
Therefore...

"Things will probably be different from now on."
"Oh?"
"You'll see for yourself."

Do you know what makes protagonists most terrifying in all creative works?
Incredible luck? Superior bloodline? Protagonist bias that makes it seem like the gods are helping them?
All true, but there's one common terrifying trait:
Growth.

Protagonists always possess growth potential incomparable to villains or companions.
Aran, the protagonist of "Brave Road," and his party are no exception.

"The second match begins!"

As the rest period ended, Elaine announced the restart.
Squad 3 and Aran's party clashed again.

Having failed with their textbook tactics in the first round, Aran's party must have devised a counter-strategy during the break.
Indeed, in that short time, they achieved tactical growth.

This time, Yui and Eris, who had the best synergy in the party, teamed up to face the guard's core forces at the front.
Behind them, Nia, with her area-of-effect skills, positioned herself like a turret next to the flag, firing beams to block enemy approaches and support allies.
Meanwhile, Aran, with his superior speed and breakthrough power, moved independently to target the flag.

Squad 3 was surprised by Aran party's changed tactics but quickly adapted.
The second round was much more intense than the first.

I analyzed the scene without missing a moment.

'Yui lacks adaptability. Eris and Nia surprisingly lack combat synergy. Is that why they rarely fought together in the novel?'

I was recording every weakness of Aran's party as I watched the mock battle.
Later, I would relay this to them to help address their tactical flaws, fulfilling Grace's directive, but...

As I mentioned, there was another reason why I helped Squad 3.

'Shall I give it a try?'

What might have been passing words to others, I clearly remembered what Elaine had said in front of Grace:
That her husband wouldn't lose even against the hero.

If my wife has such expectations, I should live up to them.
By analyzing the mock battles between the guard and Aran's party, I'll find ways to counter them.

I'll prepare to secure victory in the mock battle between the Captain's direct team and Aran's party.
When else would I get to fight Aran's party?
This is probably my first and last chance.

So I want to test how far I can go against the protagonist's party.

'This should be fun.'

By helping Aran's party grow while facing these monstrous growers, we too can receive synergy and grow stronger.

Ch.157 - Chapter 157. Mock Battle (2)
The mock battle between the Guard and Aran's party was successfully conducted.
Grace, curious about how it was going, came to watch.

"It seems to be going well."

She left a positive evaluation with a smile.

The 3rd squad with their aggressive wild style, the 4th squad with their solid defense, the 1st squad employing various tactics through close cooperation, the 2nd squad executing perfect and clean formations, and so on.
By facing the Guard who fought strategically in various ways, Aran's party's tactical range became much more diverse than before.

If previously they had each fought in their own way and cooperated only at crucial moments,
now they had learned to combine and link their abilities to attack together.
In other words, they had learned combination techniques.

For example, even if opponents deflected the various blood weapons Eris fired with her blood magic, Yui could pick them up and wield them with her weapon techniques.
Or Aran could tear Nia's light beams with lightning, spreading them into multiple branches for widespread attacks.
As a novel reader, there were several techniques that impressed me when I first saw them.

'It seems we've sufficiently achieved our original purpose.'

The Guard also showed good results.
Needless to say about Aran, the hero.
Aran's companions are all high-level powerhouses consisting of high-ranking demons, genius mages, and genius swordsmen.
While each of them isn't on par with the Seven Heroes, they could be considered the next tier below.

By fighting against them and learning how to deal with strong opponents,
even without the noticeable growth like Aran's party, the Guard visibly gained more composure in battle.

There had been personnel changes among the Guard's officers due to the knight examination and squad leader selection, and recent battles had led to staff changes, resulting in the recruitment of new members.
Because of this, there was some disorder while re-establishing the system.
But this mock battle seems to have firmly settled those issues.

It was a beneficial training in many ways.
However, I still had an important task left.

"Captain's Direct Team member Ligrit, reporting back after recovery!"

Looking more spirited than before, Ligrit saluted energetically as soon as he returned.
Ilaine is currently away on Grace's summons, and since I'm his superior by position, I returned his salute while greeting him casually.

"Looks like you had a good rest. How's your arm?"
"No problem. It was well treated with potions and artifacts."
"..."

Ah, right. The young master from a wealthy family.
This medieval fantasy world, lacking in phones, internet, and airplanes, and inferior to reality in all aspects of civilization, surprisingly excelled in one area over the modern world.
That area was medicine.

While in modern medicine, one would need to diligently rehabilitate, undergo physical therapy, and take medication,
here, a click of a potion and a click of an artifact would result in a complete cure.
Of course, this is limited to wealthy households like this guy's.

Anyway, I've been waiting for Ligrit to return healthy.
The reason is obvious.

"A mock battle with the hero's party? Us?"
"Yeah, can you do it?"
"Kuh, of course! A mock battle with the hero's party. I wouldn't pass up such a great opportunity."

Ligrit was surprised but genuinely welcomed the news of the mock battle.
It's a fact acknowledged by both Grace and Ilaine that Ligrit is the weakest in the Captain's Direct Team. Apart from other factors, he has the least combat experience and isn't even a knight.

So I was a bit worried too. Skill aside, I was concerned that Ligrit might lack confidence.
But this embodiment of ambition and career aspirations seems able to overcome any power difference with determination if it means being involved with the hero.

'Well, in the novel, he was crazy enough to betray Grace.'

Sophia, also from a wealthy family, had already recovered using mana potions and returned before Ligrit.
Like me, she had been secretly preparing while watching the mock battles between the Guard and Aran's party.
She seemed concerned since they had Nia, a mana eye user, and Eris with her unique blood magic ability.

With Ligrit's return, our personnel preparations are complete.
There's no reason to delay any longer, so we should start right away.

The mock battle between the Captain's Direct Team and Aran's party.

***

"Nice weather."

I said this while snow was falling from the sky.
In the north, a snowy day is considered good weather.
I couldn't understand it at first, but now I'm completely used to it.

'I want to build a snowman with Ilaine after the mock battle.'

This wasn't just a desire-filled nonsense but my own way of mind control to relieve tension.
Because...

"Looking forward to today's match."
"Likewise."

Aran approached and offered me a handshake.
I took his hand, seeing no need for a power struggle.

"I won't go easy on you. You know that, right?"
"Oh? Then we'll go easy on you."
"What?"
"Hehe, why are you flustered? Did you think we'd go easy on you just because you said that? I'm just stating the obvious."
"Hmm."

While avoiding a power struggle, I still launched a minor mental attack.
For someone as earnest as Aran, even such wordplay can cause a small amount of damage.

"Is the mock battle content the same as with the other Guard units?"
"Of course. It's capture the flag."

As Aran changed the subject, I answered while also adding:

"However, there's one change."
"What is it?"
"Originally, you played three rounds with a thirty-minute time limit, right? Today, we'll go with no time limit, just one round. How about it?"

Though it wasn't a significant change, Aran asked with serious eyes, as if something concerned him.

"Is that really okay?"
"What do you mean?"
"I don't mind a single round, but I'm wondering about having no time limit."

The amusing reason why Aran was particularly concerned about this point was:

"I'm willing to accept conditions that favor us, but this seems to favor you instead?"
"!"

His pupils momentarily dilated before returning to normal, as if he was caught off guard.
As he said, removing the time limit would benefit Aran's party.
With the difference in strength, the longer the battle, the more disadvantageous it would be for us.

Aran wasn't being arrogant because he's the protagonist.
Although the mock battles between the Guard and Aran's party were positive exchanges that helped both sides grow,
every competition has winners and losers, and no matter how friendly the atmosphere, the losing side always feels regret and frustration.
Even a simple game of rock-paper-scissors can leave one with deep regret.

It's a somewhat bitter fact, but...
The previous mock battles always ended in victory for Aran's party.
True to their status as the protagonist's group, even if we scored the first win or achieved a draw, Aran's party would quickly awaken, achieve tactical growth, and make a comeback.
Especially the third round always ended in their victory.

'This is the natural outcome, I suppose.'

After all, these are people who defeated the Seven Heroes with just four members, and later will have to fight the prince when invading the royal capital.
Unless it's the entire Guard including Ilaine and us, it would be strange if they were to lose to a single Guard unit of about twenty people.
Because of this, the Guard didn't have major objections to losing to Aran's party, but...

'Still, frustration is frustration.'

It's that state where your head accepts it, but your heart doesn't.
Moreover, among Aran's party, there are just two young women, and being defeated by them in skill is also a matter of pride for the Northern Grand Duke's Guard.
Perhaps because of this...

'Everyone came to watch.'

The entire Guard came to watch our battle, their last bastion.
As if asking Ilaine and the Captain's Direct Team to avenge them.
Understanding my colleagues' feelings, I naturally felt the pressure.

Anyway, Aran had always won in the previous mock battles.
And today's opponents, us, are far fewer in number than usual.
While we may be an elite few, they are the ultimate elite few.

So Aran's attitude of being willing to accept conditions favorable to us wasn't complacency or arrogance, but his own way of balancing things.

Considering Aran's kind and earnest character that I saw in the novel,
he would likely accept somewhat mischievous conditions as long as they didn't cross the line.
For example, restricting ability use, prohibiting Aran from capturing the flag, banning overpowered techniques like the mana eye, and so on.
That could increase our chances of victory by even one percent.

'But that's not appealing.'

What's the fun in winning that way?

"You don't need to worry about such things."
"?"
"Even without favorable conditions, we're going to win today. With one hundred percent certainty."

I declared victory to Aran with a relaxed smile.
Though surprised by the sudden provocation, Aran blinked and then:

"Hmph, I look forward to it."

Seemingly interested in the challenge, he said no more and returned to his companions.
As Aran left, Ilaine approached.

"Were you engaging in psychological warfare before the mock battle?"
"Yes, and I won."

As I shrugged my shoulders, Ilaine smiled slightly.

"I overheard you declaring that you could win with one hundred percent certainty."
"Actually, it's not quite one hundred percent. I exaggerated to look cool."
"Oh? Then what's the actual percentage?"
"...Fifty?"

She must have expected it to be around eighty or ninety percent.
When the probability dropped significantly to half, even Ilaine furrowed her brow.

"Isn't that cheating? Going from one hundred to fifty seems extreme."
"I agree. But it's not entirely a lie. Results are binary—win or lose—split exactly in half. So half the probability is fifty, right?"
"..."
"Captain?"

Even I thought it was close to sophistry, so I asked, worried she might be disappointed.

"If the probability of having a baby is also fifty—either it happens or it doesn't—then why did you tell me babies aren't that easy to conceive, while all this time with that fifty percent probability you've been..."
"*cough*!"

What inappropriate things is this person saying in broad daylight?
I involuntarily coughed in embarrassment.

"Even though you're distant with people, is it appropriate to have such conversations?"
"We're married now, so what's the problem?"
"Then use formal speech as we agreed as a couple."
"Ugh."

We had agreed to maintain our superior-subordinate relationship during official times, just like before.
Nevertheless, when Ilaine teased me, I immediately counterattacked with her weakness—formal speech.
As Ilaine looked troubled, I quickly changed the subject.

"But as you said, expecting victory with just fifty percent probability is insufficient, so I'm going to fill in the remaining fifty to make it one hundred."
"?"

Telling the curious Ilaine to follow me if she wanted to know, I headed towards:

"Lord Ilaine and Lord Luke. Are the preparations for the mock battle complete?"

Grace had also come to watch the mock battle.
Of course she would make time to see a confrontation between Aran's party and her closest aides.

Thanks to this, the on-duty Guard members could also watch the mock battle.
And I could complete my plan.
My fifty percent depends on this.

"Just one more thing and preparations will be complete."
"What is it?"
"Your Excellency."

Looking straight at Grace, I said:

"You mentioned earlier that you were concerned about the power difference, didn't you?"
"I did. That's why I instructed you to come up with a solution."
"Yes, and I've thought of one."

When I didn't continue, Grace engaged in a staring contest with me before:

"Don't tell me."
"That's right."

Ch.158 - Chapter 158. Mock Battle (3)
Before starting the mock battle, each side had time for a strategy meeting.

"It's changed to a single match, but there's no time limit now. Let's first see what kind of moves they'll use to attack, and respond accordingly."
"Understood."
"Eris, you'll be in charge of flag defense."
"Like before, I'll guard the flag while supporting you and Yui, right?"
"Yes. To figure out their strategy, Nia and I will take the front. Yui, observe the enemy from behind and respond if necessary."
"Leave it to me, Master!"
"Good, let's go. As you can tell from defeating Fog, they're not easy opponents despite their small numbers. They might be even trickier than other guard members."

Aran was warning them for two reasons that concerned him.

First was Ilaine, Grace's guard captain.
Her skills were on par with their group, and in pure swordsmanship, even he couldn't guarantee victory.
She was clearly their strongest asset and needed to be watched carefully.

'And second.'

Knight Luke.
In terms of raw power, his control of cold and heat required caution, but wasn't extremely dangerous.
While Yui might struggle due to her lack of adaptability, Nia and Eris could handle his level of strength.
However.

'I can't read him.'

Having observed him closely while teaching him how to handle elemental magic, Aran knew.
How to describe Luke?
He seemed both familiar and mysterious at the same time.

Sometimes he appeared more ignorant about combat than other knights. Other times, he showed free-thinking that was unusual for a Northerner.
When teaching him ability usage, Aran had been impressed several times by Luke's questions about using his heat and cold powers beyond combat.

What stood out most was his uncanny ability to read opponents.
It was almost as if he could see through one's thoughts.

Through multiple verifications, Aran had confirmed he wasn't a bad person.
Though mischievous, his intentions were good, so Aran had set aside his suspicions.

But facing him as an opponent now was somehow...
Strangely tense.

Surprisingly, he felt less nervous about Sophia, who was a Mana Eye user and elder-level mage, likely their core strength.
She must be an excellent mage, but Aran had seen Merci in action.

'Ah, is that why Luke bothers me?'

The way he seemed familiar yet inscrutable, his free thinking, and his ability to read others' minds almost like...

'No.'

Comparing him to that person would be disrespectful.
Aran shook his head to clear his thoughts and focused on the present.

***

After finishing their strategy meeting, both teams gathered in one place.

"?"

Aran's eyes widened.
Not just his—everyone in his group was surprised.
Because.

"Grace?"

This was supposed to be a mock battle with the guard captain's direct team.
Yet somehow, Northern Archduke Grace was standing with them.

As Aran stared blankly, blinking his eyes, Grace groaned softly in discomfort.

"You explain."

She passed the explanation to me.
Well, less passing it off and more making the instigator take responsibility.

Since a smooth start required explanation, I stepped forward and addressed Aran.

"Honestly, there's a power difference between us. You have a hero and a high-level demon, plus two other geniuses—a Mana Eye user and a prodigy swordswoman beyond knight level. We need to balance things, don't you think?"

Aran stepped forward and replied.

"I acknowledge the power difference. But you know her strength well. With Grace participating, the scales tip decisively in your favor."
"I acknowledge that too."
"Was Grace the reason you didn't propose other conditions? Was she also your basis for claiming 100% victory?"

Aran pressed sharply.
I understand his sharp reaction—Grace's sudden participation seemed almost like cheating.
But I didn't thoughtlessly drag Grace into this.

'If I had, Grace wouldn't have shown up here before Aran could question it.'

I'm trying to balance the power difference through Grace, not looking for an easy win.
The fact that she voluntarily joined our side means she agreed with my proposal.

Aran must have guessed this.
What he wants from me isn't criticism but an answer.

"However, there are several restrictions on Her Excellency's participation."
"Restrictions?"

First, Grace cannot attack and can only defend near the flag.
Second, someone other than Grace must be the flag guardian.
Third, Grace will use a regular iron sword, not Nosrain family's treasure sword, the Water King Sword.

In other words, she can participate but with limited power and actions.
She's less a teammate and more like a defensive turret placed beside the flag.

"Hmm..."

Given these conditions, Aran stopped questioning and fell into thought.
He seemed to judge these restrictions as reasonably fair.
Indeed, Grace had accepted all of them.

'Actually, I used one more trick when persuading Grace.'

While the mock battles with the guard and Aran's group had training and growth purposes,
this match between the guard captain's team and Aran's group came from her personal interest.
Moreover, Aran's group had shown tactical growth through mock battles, and she was eager to see how her trusted confidants would fare against them, even making time to come watch.
In short, Grace found this mock battle quite entertaining.

Games and sports are fun to watch, but people with active outdoor personalities prefer participating directly.
Whether it's concerts or comedy shows, everyone loves experiencing the excitement from the closest seat possible.
Why would combat be any different? Especially for Northerners, dueling is a sport.

In other words, if Grace participated in the mock battle,
she could directly face Aran's group and gauge their growth firsthand.
She could experience this match up close with full immersion.
Also, despite proposing this herself, she was more concerned about the power difference than me or Ilaine.
By participating as a guest rather than a main player, that issue would be resolved.

Satisfying her personal interest while checking Aran's group's training results.
An appealing proposal all around.
I gently nudged these points to secure Grace's agreement.

But Grace had her dignity, so she added one final condition:
she would participate if Aran agreed.

'But there's something Grace overlooked.'

Aran, befitting a protagonist with a tragic narrative, is a very contemplative person.
He thinks a lot.

Earlier, he showed concern about the power difference between us and his group.
Though I smoothly provoked him to move past it, nothing was actually resolved.

In that situation, with Grace joining us under various restrictions,
Aran would think, 'Ah, Grace also judged this to be a good solution,' and 'If the wise Grace agreed to this, I shouldn't argue.'
The conclusion he reached after thinking alone was:

"Alright. I accept her participation."

Then he turned to his companions and asked:

"Are you all okay with this?"
"It's fine."
"Let's do it! We've gotten stronger too!"

Aran's group responding positively was within expectations.
They're positive and enthusiastic enough to heal the hero Aran's dark wounds.

With that, Grace's recruitment to our forces was smoothly completed.

'Though claiming 100% was still a lie.'

If Grace had participated without restrictions, it would be 100% accurate.
But to persuade them, I imposed various restrictions, making Grace truly just a defensive turret by the flag.
Still, she's the strongest defensive turret in this world.

"It's really 90% at least."

I finished my preparations, stretching my hands.
The remaining 10%... I'll fill that with fighting spirit.

Both the guard captain's direct team and Aran's group completed preparations in their positions.

"Mock battle, begin!"

At the command of Guard Vice-Captain Loron, today's referee, the mock battle finally began!

Tap tap.
Their vanguard was Aran and Nia.

'Oh ho.'

Those two were the best chemistry combo in <Brave Road>. They were the protagonist and true heroine, after all.
Fittingly, they'd shown excellent tactical teamwork in recent mock battles.

Their style could be described as orthodoxly strong.
Unlike Yui and Eris who fight with creative, freestyle styles, they push forward straightforwardly but with perfect offense and defense, leaving no openings.
Coming out like that means they intend to pressure us to gauge what strategy we'll use.

"Sorry, but I have no intention of fighting orthodoxly."

Who would be crazy enough to fight a hero with orthodox methods?
If that were the plan, I wouldn't have brought Grace in.
From the moment I had Grace participate with restrictions, our strategy had already begun.

I asked Grace:

"Your Excellency, excuse me, but do you remember all the rules?"
"Of course."

Grace must not attack and can only defend near the flag.
Which means...
Swoosh.

"?"

When I pulled out the flag, Grace's eyes widened.

"Well, shall we go?"
"What?"

Regardless of Grace's bewildered voice, I shouldered the flag and started running forward.
The flag guardian must be a team member other than Grace.
I was faithfully following that restriction, and I was our flag bearer.

"Everyone, let's go!"

As I ran with the flag on my shoulder, the other team members also started running forward.
I had already explained my plan to them during our strategy meeting.

-Any questions or objections?
-...
-If you have any, please speak now; otherwise, we'll proceed as planned.
-Sounds fun! I have no objections. By the way, Luke, would you consider working at the Snow Flower Tower? Your thinking is just like our people's.
-Hahaha! As expected of my friend. You always do such unusual things, it's entertaining. I agree too!
-What about you, Captain Ilaine?

I expected such reactions from the villain-turned-oddball and the eccentric mage from the weird tower.
I was worried whether the diligent Ilaine, one of the North's most reliable people, would agree to this strange plan.

-As expected, Luke, excellent strategy.
-Is it really okay?
-Of course, if it's yours.

It seems my wife now fully supports whatever I do.
She even helped instigate when bringing Grace in.
Is this why they say spouses are life partners?

So what's my strategy?

"Tch, so that was your plan."

Grace finally realized it and ran after me as I carried the flag.
She understood she'd been tricked, but rules are rules, so she had no choice.

That's right.
If Grace can only be used as a defensive turret,
then move the defensive turret.

Borrowing terminology from an old space warfare game I used to play: cannon rush.
Of course, if I took the flag to enemy territory intending to deploy Grace there, only to have Aran immediately snatch it away, we'd lose pathetically.

Crack-crack-crack.
My hand holding the flag froze.
The cold spread to the flag. Then:

"Ice flag complete."

The flag and my arm were completely fused with ice.

"Hehehe, if you want to take the flag, you'll have to cut off my shoulder. If you can."

While this is a fantasy world where wounds can be healed with a potion click,
regenerating a severed arm is nearly impossible.
And in a mock battle, would a hero like him do something as extreme as cutting off an opponent's arm to win?

"!"

Aran also discovered the outrageous act from our side.
His face filled with bewilderment.

Ch.159 - Chapter 159. How to Deal with a Hero (1)
Although Grace was the one who planned this mock battle, I was the one who designed how it would be conducted.
In other words, the capture-the-flag format was my idea.

There was a good reason for choosing capture-the-flag for our mock battle.

From the beginning, I intended to have Grace participate as our wild card.
If we were facing someone else, I would have done my best with what we had.
The problem is that they have an irregular force—the Hero.

Even with just his own skills, he's equal to or greater than the Seven Heroes without their demonic forms.
Plus, he has this strong luck that somehow helps him overcome any crisis.
To put it in meta terms, it's protagonist privilege.

As in other fictional works, it's common knowledge among "Brave Lord" readers that no strategy or tactic works against Aran.
So to properly face him, we need to bring our own irregular force.

But simply pitting Grace against Aran because he's strong won't work.
If we did that, they'd likely impose restrictions on Aran's power.
While that might be favorable if we only cared about winning...

'That wouldn't be fun.'

This is our only chance to fight the Hero.
Shouldn't it be an exciting match without regrets?
Ligrit would agree with this.

That's when I remembered the capture-the-flag exercise from our knight training days.
It requires both offensive and defensive strategies, allowing team members to maximize their abilities. The rules are simple, but it creates many variables.
Above all...

'The victory condition is surprisingly tricky.'

Capturing the flag seems easy on the surface.
But when you actually try it, it's unexpectedly difficult.

Unlike a duel where you just need to defeat your opponent,
the condition of "win by capturing the flag" means that as long as your flag isn't taken, you can't lose no matter what happens.

Crackle!
I poured cold energy to firmly connect my arm with the flag.
This made it hard to tell where my arm ended and where the flag began.
It was as if a long, thick chunk of ice was attached to my shoulder.

Even Aran would find it difficult to take the flag in this state.
He can't cut off my arm, and if he tries to melt the ice, Grace will interfere, leaving him no room to maneuver.

There is one drawback—it makes movement more difficult for me.
But I wouldn't pull this trick without a solution.
Rather than just making the ice bigger, I compressed the cold energy tightly to increase the ice's hardness.
Though my arm was frozen, I couldn't bend my elbow or rotate my wrist.

'It's like I have an ice spear now.'

At least it looked cool, so that wasn't bad.

Aran seemed to realize my intention and looked troubled.
But this was just my opening move.

"Sophia, if you please!"
"Hehe, it begins."

While running, Sophia raised her staff high and chanted a spell.
Then...

Whoosh!
Multiple massive flames shot out from her staff.
Flame Magic: Seven Serpents.
The pillars of fire writhed like snakes as they charged toward Aran and Nia.

Swish!
Nia spread an aurora barrier to block the seven pillars of fire, but...

"My, defensive magic is useless against a magic eye user, you know."

During the time when Aran's group was engaged in individual activities due to the "Get Grace Married" plan,
Sophia visited the Snow Flower Tower and taught Nia about the magic eye, acting as her mentor.
Which means...

Snap!
Sophia snapped her fingers, and the flame serpents changed course, striking one part of the aurora barrier.

Crash!
The translucent emerald barrier shattered like glass.
But the other side wasn't easy to deal with either.

"Nia, where?"
"The neck. Be careful not to attack elsewhere or it might catch fire."
"Got it."

Nia was also a magic eye user.
Just as Sophia targeted the weakness in the aurora barrier, she spotted the vulnerability in the flame serpents and guided Aran.
With a flash of light, Aran instantly decapitated all the flame serpents.

"You're using the magic eye well."

As Sophia was admiring Nia's talent and preparing to create another flame magic circle to attack...
Bang!
As soon as Sophia formed the magic circle, Nia fired a beam that instantly destroyed it.

"A little too well, actually."

Sophia gave a wry smile.
Her expression suggested she knew Nia had talent, but hadn't expected her to be this exceptional.

"Do you regret teaching her?"
"Not at all. I'm actually pleased. To think such a magician is on our side in this war."
"Ha ha, exactly."

If Sophia hadn't taught Nia about the magic eye, I wouldn't have bothered bringing in Grace.
In other words...
The current Hero's party is so powerful that even a transmigrator with a significant information advantage is having trouble—they're stronger than they were in the novel.
That made me happy for some reason.

"Still, I got close enough. Now go."
"Hmm, this was our plan, but... can you hold out? It doesn't look easy."

After this brief clash, Sophia expressed her concern, and my answer was...

"Of course I can't hold out for long, so you need to capture the flag quickly."

Sophia grinned, nodded, and...
Dash!
Changed direction.

"Huh?"

Aran frowned.
Sophia and Ligrit began to scatter to the sides.
Only Elaine and I continued charging straight ahead, with Grace running alongside the flag.

"I see. So that's the plan."

Despite the risk of putting the flag forward, they would use Elaine and Grace to completely occupy him and Nia...

While the elder-level magician Sophia and Ligrit would go for the flag.
Sophia's magical skill and firepower were on par with Eris's.
And while Ligrit lacked firepower and experience, her archery talent allowed her to move quickly and support Sophia from various angles.

'...or so Aran would think.'

And he'd judge that Eris and Yui could handle those two.
Even if Aran felt uneasy and wanted to stop them, he couldn't.

Bang! Bang! Bang!
Swoosh!
As Sophia and Ligrit passed by, firing fireballs and arrows from both sides, Nia had to deploy defensive magic.
But Aran couldn't step in because...

Slash!
The high-speed ice sword technique, First Snow Thrust, targeted Aran and struck.

Clang!
Elaine immediately followed up with swordplay, pushing Aran back.
Aran responded by using his ability to strengthen his body against Elaine's swordplay, which could be compared to Low, the fastest character in the story.

Just as Aran was about to overpower Elaine with his superior speed, electricity crackling...

"?"

Elaine suddenly leaped up and passed by Aran.
Momentarily confused by his opponent's disappearance...

"No way."

When he turned his head, he saw Sophia, Ligrit, and even Elaine running past him, targeting Yui.

"Hmm? Then..."

When Aran turned back, the only person remaining was naturally...

"You're going to face me?"

Aran asked, looking at me standing still with the ice flag over my shoulder, no longer running but ready to fight.

"Think I can't?"
"What?"
"Listen, Hero. You only have electricity. I have both heat and cold. Two versus one, I have more than you."
"What are you..."
"You seem to think I only know how to use my head, but I'm a knight too, you know."

I pointed my sword at Aran and replied.

"Let's fight."

Hearing this, Aran's surprise faded, and he grinned at the challenge, taking his stance.

"Right, you're a Northern Knight too. Good, I've been wanting to face you someday."

Just as the Hero and the transmigrator, elemental magic users, master and disciple, dating coach and client were about to begin their historic duel...

"Watching from the sidelines, this is quite the spectacle. After dragging me all the way here."
"Haha."

Grace cut in with a curt voice.
While she had agreed to join the mock battle, I hadn't explained the strategy to her.
I wasn't sure if Grace would agree to this plan, and she had only accepted the invitation to help balance things, not to actively participate.

As a result, she ended up being used in my scheme, which made her a bit upset since things didn't go as planned.
Fortunately, the trust between us wasn't so fragile that this would cause a real problem.

"Sigh, rules are rules, and I know what kind of person you are, so I'll help you even if I'm being used. At least with two on each side, I have an excuse."

As she said, it wasn't just the two of us against Aran—Nia was there too.
If it had been Grace and me ganging up on Aran, Grace might have changed her mind out of displeasure.
But with Nia present, she didn't object.
Nominally, Grace could face Aran while I handled Nia.
Grace probably thought I had planned this far and accepted it.

But here's the thing.
Nia's magic eye allows her to see the flow of magic, making it ineffective against people who simply use magic for physical enhancement rather than complex techniques like magicians or elemental ability users.
Which means...

'Ah, this is making me feel guilty.'

The truth is, I brought Grace not just for Aran, but also to deal with Nia.
Elaine, our strongest attacker, was too valuable to use just for containment, and Ligrit's firepower was inferior to Nia's.
Grace was perfect for this.
So...

'Since you agreed to help, I'll make full use of your assistance.'

Of course, I don't plan to just stand around either.
Even if I wanted to leave everything to Grace and take it easy...
Crackle!

"!"

I noticed electricity sparking from Aran's feet.
It's a precursor to him using his ability.
When Aran only uses electricity in his feet, the move that follows is definitely...

Whoosh!
I hurriedly threw myself sideways, managing to dodge Aran's thrust.
Surprised that I had anticipated and evaded his thrust before he even moved, Aran stopped and didn't follow up with another attack.

"I see. You've been analyzing my attack patterns by watching me."

Not exactly right, but close enough.
I was familiar with Aran's basic habits from observing him.
I knew that electricity always sparks before he uses his ability, and that when he only channels electricity to his feet, it means he's about to do a surprise thrust.
Though I hadn't actually seen it in person, but rather from an omniscient perspective.

"You really are a formidable opponent."

Aran surrounded his sword with electricity and raised it high.

The name of that technique is "Lightning Strike."
He's never shown it to me before, but I know it well as one of Aran's few ranged techniques.
Using it means...

'Damn, he's testing to see how much I know.'

Rumble!
At that moment, the lightning Aran shot upward came crashing down on me.
I have no technique to block falling lightning, so I was about to be thoroughly cooked, but...

"Haaaaaah!"

I used the ice flag to block the lightning.
The large ice spear was massive enough to shield me from the falling lightning.

However, the electrical current didn't stop there—it traveled down the ice toward my body.
Even as I felt the electricity creeping closer with mounting urgency...

"Haaah!"

I swung the ice flag with all my might.
The electricity-charged ice flag was aimed at...

"!"

Nia's eyes widened as she saw the massive electrified ice falling toward her head.
She immediately tried to counter with magic, but...

"Nia, don't destroy the flag!"
"Ah!"

In capture-the-flag, destroying the flag results in automatic disqualification.
If flag destruction were allowed, the side with more firepower would always win.

Aran and Nia, being the conscientious duo they are, were following the rules strictly.
Boom!
With no choice, Nia blocked the ice pillar with a defensive spell instead of a beam, and...

Crackle!
Aran, who had closed the distance with high-speed movement, swung his sword at me, but...

Clang!

"Grace."
"Sorry, I have to protect the flag."

Grace threw her sword with blade dancing technique to block Aran.

Meanwhile, Nia blocked the ice pillar with one hand while preparing a beam with the other.
She must have neutralized the electricity with her aurora.
I retreated far back to avoid her beam.

"How did you anticipate the Lightning Strike? I've never shown you that technique."

As the distance between us widened, Aran asked with puzzlement.

"Do you think I'm stupid? Like I'd tell you that."

At my sarcastic reply, Aran put on a serious face and resumed his stance.

"I see I can't treat this as just a mock battle when facing you."

Electricity sparked wildly around Aran as if he were about to transform into some super hero.

Maybe I should have just told him.
I was at a loss for words and pretended to be hiding something, but that earnest guy took it seriously.

"Let's fight properly."

Well, I intended to fight him from the start anyway.

"Yeah, let's fight. For real."

Now, let me try tackling the Hero my way.

Ch.160 - Chapter 160. How to Deal with a Hero (2)
Following Luke's plan, Ilaine and the others left Aran and Nia to him and targeted Aran's team's flag.

Sophia glanced at Ilaine running beside her and carefully spoke up.

"Captain, after we defeat Yui, you can leave her to us and go help Luke."

Everyone on the team knew what kind of relationship the two had.
Moreover, Sophia, who had been observing Ilaine for some time, knew very well how she felt about Luke.

No one wants to see their precious lover get hurt.
And she certainly had the skills to protect her lover. Ilaine especially had a strong protective instinct.

When Luke returned after straining his body from excessive use of cold energy during the Orc expedition, he was hospitalized at the Snow Flower Tower for treatment.
Ilaine visited the tower to nurse Luke, even asking Sophia for access permission.

During the Demon expedition too, whenever she had free time at the camp, Ilaine would spar with Luke to train him.
After Luke's battle with the mist hunter Fog, she was deeply relieved to see him safe.

'Yui is a tricky opponent for me or Ligrit, so we need Ilaine, but...'

Once they defeated her, Eris could be handled by their side.

Besides, this wasn't just consideration for Ilaine's feelings; there was strategic calculation involved.

If she and Ligrit could defeat Eris on their own,
They could send Ilaine to reinforce Luke's position at the flag.
With Ilaine and Grace together, they would never lose the flag, even against a hero.
However...

"It's fine."

Ilaine responded firmly to Sophia's suggestion.

"Luke will never lose the flag. So we'll trust him and focus only on the opponents in front of us as planned."
"?"

Sophia was inwardly puzzled by Ilaine's words.
The Ilaine she knew would have at least a hint of anxiety in her voice even if she refused.

But now, Ilaine showed no anxiety whatsoever.
As if she was completely confident that Luke would defeat Aran. Her voice contained nothing but trust.

'I don't know what happened between them during their vacation, but...'

Somehow, when she saw the two again after they returned, their relationship seemed even stronger than before.
They didn't show it openly, but Ilaine's gaze was different.
How should she put it? Like she had completely entrusted herself to him?

Well, it wasn't her place to pry into their private matters. And this wasn't the time to ask anyway.
Since this was Ilaine's decision...

"Understood."

The conversation was over.
Yui took her stance to face the three approaching opponents.

A low battōjutsu stance.
She saw Sophia raising her staff and chanting a spell.
Expecting the fire magic she had seen earlier, Yui focused her attention there.

Ping.

"!"

A faint sound of air being displaced reached her ears.
Yui quickly identified the source and...

Tang!
She swiftly drew her sword to block the arrow aimed at her shoulder.

"Wow, she blocked it so easily."

Ligrit was impressed but nocked a second arrow.
Yui clicked her tongue at the movement.

Battōjutsu was her specialty; that lightning-fast technique was even faster than Aran with his electricity-enhanced body.
Though she didn't know it, in another timeline, she had even cut off both arms of Row, one of the Seven Heroes.

That's why Yui had planned to use her specialty battōjutsu to deliver a decisive strike and eliminate Sophia, the mage, first.
But blocking that arrow ruined her plan.

She couldn't resheathe her sword either because,
Sure enough, Ligrit immediately fired a second arrow.
Once again, Yui deflected Ligrit's arrow.

'So fast!'

Compared to her usual opponents, the attack itself wasn't particularly powerful, but the speed was the issue.
If she took her eyes off him even for a moment, it would be dangerous... Take her eyes off?

"Ah!"

When Yui quickly turned her gaze, she saw Sophia had completed her spell, surrounding herself with flames.
Sophia launched seven pillars of fire forward, which slithered like snakes rushing to engulf Yui. Just as they were about to swallow her...

"Sigh, you're always such a handful, kid."

Pababababak!
Crimson swords rained down from the sky, piercing through the flame snakes.
As the flame snakes writhed and raised their heads,
Slash!
A crimson scythe swung wide, cutting the snake's head in two.
Without looking back, Yui knew it was blood magic.

Yui responded curtly to the help she received.

"Mind your own business!"

Though her words were harsh, she was inwardly grateful and tried to focus on the arrows that would target her, but...

"Huh?"

The third arrow she expected to exploit her opening never came.
Instead of an arrow...

Swoosh!

"Whoa!"

Ilaine's thrust, cutting through the air, targeted Yui.
Thanks to her innate combat instincts, she somehow managed to block it, but the powerful thrust forced her to step back.

Ilaine pressed her advantage. Yui was only startled at first but quickly adapted to Ilaine's speed.
Then, finding an opening, Yui swiftly created distance and was about to resheathe her sword to execute battōjutsu when...

"?"

Thud.
Suddenly, Ilaine twisted her sword and stabbed it into the ground.

Boom!
An explosion erupted from the ground.

"Cough, cough! What is this...?"

Covered in dust, Yui coughed and rubbed her eyes, abandoning her battōjutsu stance.
Wham!

"Argh!"

A kick from Ilaine, who had somehow approached, sent her flying and tumbling away.

Having succeeded with her attack, Ilaine inwardly marveled.

'Just as Luke said, she's weak against improvisation.'

The hero party's Yui was certainly a young but talented swordswoman.
This fact was acknowledged by herself, who had observed Yui's swordsmanship at Luke's request, and by the guard knights who had sparred with her.

During the mock battles, she had repeatedly surprised people with her sharp and chilling swordsmanship, which contrasted with her childish appearance and personality.
Everyone was wary of her, and Ilaine had classified her as a formidable opponent, but...

-She adapts well, but she's weak at improvisation. Probably due to lack of experience.

Only Luke acknowledged her strength without showing any concern.
He said he had analyzed the hero's party by observing the mock battles.

-The strategy is simple. If we fight too straightforwardly, they'll adapt and use variables, so we need to keep introducing variables first to confuse them.
-What kind of variables do you mean?
-For example...

Even the idea of stabbing the sword into the ground to cause a magical explosion was Luke's idea.
Ilaine had never fought like this before and was uncertain, but she followed Luke's words without doubt...
And sure enough, she was able to successfully attack by exploiting Yui's confusion.

'It seems Prince Ligrit has also gone to prepare as per Luke's instructions.'

Even Ligrit, who was just a friend, was following Luke's strategy without a hint of doubt.
How could she, as his wife, not trust her husband's plan?

Ilaine went to target Eris while Yui was down, but...

Slash!
As she passed by Yui, a sharp blade energy flew from behind, making her turn around.

"You're strong indeed. But I can't let you go after the Guard Captain!"

Yui, having recovered, showed a fierce smile mixing triumph and wildness as she engaged Ilaine.
Though interrupted, Ilaine wasn't flustered at all.

'Next, I need to separate Yui and Eris.'

She mentally reviewed her husband's tactics as she raised her sword.
And at the same time...

'You can do it too, Luke.'

Like a proper wife, she prayed for her husband's victory.

***

'Ah, this is really scary.'

Boom!
I frantically moved my feet, parried with my heat sword, and received Grace's help to dodge the five consecutive lightning bolts falling from the sky.

If Nia had used her beams at this moment, it would have been dangerous, but fortunately, that didn't happen.

'Bringing Grace was definitely the right call.'

Thanks to Grace blocking all of Nia's attacks, I only needed to focus on Aran.
You might think it would be great if she could block Aran's attacks too, but...

'Her personality hasn't changed a bit.'

While Grace was thoroughly blocking Nia, she was only providing minimal support against Aran, acting passively.
The reason was obvious.

'She doesn't want to fight her boyfriend, but wants to thoroughly check her rival. As expected of the Northern Grand Duchess blinded by first love.'

...That's just a joke, of course.
If that were really the reason, I'd at least be able to complain openly.

'So she wants me to face Aran?'

It seems Grace's incurable "second hero syndrome" is acting up again. Even if that's not it, she's always wanted to make me the hero of the North.

She's probably also annoyed at being dragged into my plan.
She wants to see how I'll handle Aran, the hero.
But since we made a promise, she's not completely abandoning me and is providing minimal support.

'Since she's playing along knowingly, I should play along too as a courtesy.'

After blocking another round of lightning, I shouted loudly to Aran.

"Hey, this is surprisingly manageable! Does this prove I'm superior to you in abilities? I guess I might be more of a genius than you, handling two elemental powers."

Aran didn't react to my provocation and instead stopped the lightning with a slight smile.

"Now I understand."
"Understand what?"
"How to deal with you. I've felt it before, but you're skilled at using your abilities. If that's the case..."

From a distance, I could faintly see electricity sparking around Aran's feet.

"Whoa, that surprised me!"

In an instant, Aran approached me and swung his sword.

Clang!
I managed to parry Aran's fierce sword strike, but I was forced back helplessly.

Aran is a disciple who learned swordsmanship from Grace.
Though he didn't learn her Lion Sword style, the powerful strikes embedded in it must be reflected in his swordsmanship.

"You seem to think I only know how to fight, but I'm quite confident in my analytical skills too."
"Don't copy what others say, man."
"Your swordsmanship is speed-based, like the Guard Captain's. There are two ways to counter such swordsmanship."

Ignoring my words, Aran raised his sword high.
I had to use both my sword and the ice flag as weapons to defend against his fierce two-handed downward strike.

"Ugh."

Aran's sword strike was very heavy.
Though I blocked it, my knees bent involuntarily.

"The orthodox method is to move even faster, but that's an obvious approach that's easy to read."
"..."
"Since obvious methods won't work against you, I need to use a different approach."

As soon as Aran withdrew his sword, he strengthened his body with electricity and immediately launched a second attack.
Clang!
I hurriedly blocked it, but it was another very heavy strike.
Then I realized his strategy.

"Are you trying to weigh me down so I can't use my swordsmanship?"
"Indeed..."

Aran genuinely admired my insight.

"Correct. High-speed swordsmanship fundamentally seeks consecutive strikes. So if I prevent you from swinging your sword consecutively, your swordsmanship is automatically sealed."

Clang!

"I acknowledge that your skill in utilizing abilities is not inferior to mine, but in swordsmanship, I clearly have the upper hand."

Of course, you idiot.
How could I beat a hero with swordsmanship I've only learned for a few months? It's actually amazing I'm doing this well.

But telling him that wouldn't change anything.

'This isn't easy.'

Did I not know Aran had excellent analytical skills? Of course I knew.
The guy who was dropping lightning and engaging in an ability battle has drawn his own conclusion.
Just as I know his techniques and counter them, he's decided to seal my techniques in advance.

Aran's intention is to turn this into a pure physical battle.
If Aran keeps delivering powerful sword strikes head-on, I'm forced into a strength contest to block them.
This prevents me from using tricks, and Aran would definitely win.

But you know what?

"Fine, I admit I'm at a disadvantage in swordsmanship. And my claim of superiority in abilities was just bluster."

But I do have something where I'm clearly superior to Aran.
Namely, my scientific knowledge from higher education. You uneducated country boy.

"?"

Aran, about to continue his attack, sensed something strange and hesitated.

"Hey, do you know what ice nucleation is?"
"Ice nucleation?"
"Even a holy sword is metal, man. If you keep pressing it against something cold, it sticks."
"!"

Aran tried to pull his sword away, but it wouldn't budge. The high-density cold energy I had infused into the ice flag during our strength contest had flowed into Aran's sword... making his sword stick to my ice flag!

That wasn't all.
Electricity also carries strong heat. Why else would trees catch fire when struck by lightning?

Whenever Aran's sword clashed with my ice flag, I deliberately withdrew some cold energy, while activating my heat sword in my right hand.
This created water droplets on the ice flag's surface from the meeting of cold air and heat.
By instantly applying the cold energy of ice nucleation to these droplets, the ice between us became even stronger.

"This is a strategy only those familiar with winter in the North can use."

Panic appeared in Aran's eyes.
Because his weapon was stuck to my ice flag.
While I still had my sword in hand. In this situation...

"Who needs swordsmanship anyway."

I raised my sword high and...
Swoosh!
Brought it down toward Aran.

Ch.161 - Chapter 161. How to Deal with a Hero (3)
In truth, the way for Aran to defeat me was very simple.
He could just keep dropping lightning in one place, and I would eventually tire myself out.

Despite having two elemental powers.
Heat isn't suitable for defense, so in the end, all I can use is cold energy.
With the difference in our skill levels, my cold energy could never overcome Aran's electricity.
The only reason I'm holding out is because my cold energy is that of ice crystals.

So, ridiculously enough, the only way I could face Aran, the hero, was through...
Close combat.

That's why, while internally terrified each time I blocked his lightning, I outwardly maintained a facade of composure and provoked Aran.
Thanks to his curiosity about my skills and the special circumstances of this mock battle, Aran didn't ignore my provocation and stepped forward himself.

That's how the human mind works.
No matter how realistic a practice may be, as long as you know it's practice, you won't be as tense as in a real battle.

Why? Unlike real combat, practice has a tomorrow, and Aran's skills are far superior to mine.
When Aran says "properly," he doesn't mean fighting seriously as in real combat, but rather testing all our powers and abilities against each other.

'Is fighting a game to you?!'

But for me, there is no tomorrow.
I'll fight the hero this once and never again.

Honestly, I might manage to win once, but I don't have the confidence to beat that protagonist twice.
My plan is to win here, say "You're terrible at this," and never fight him again.

In other words, I don't care about testing powers and abilities—I just want to win.
Otherwise, why would I have brought Grace along?

'So die already!!'

For a moment, I got so excited at the possibility of actually defeating the hero that I forgot my original purpose and swung my sword with all my might at the now unarmed Aran, as if I were a minion of the Seven Heroes.
Crackle!
As expected of a hero.

Thud!
Aran surrounded his hand with electricity and caught my sword.
It was a bare-handed blade catch made possible only because my last shred of reason had prevented me from using a heat sword.

"Whew, that surprised me."

After blocking my attack and catching his breath.
Clang!
He released my sword and simultaneously broke through the ice to retrieve his own.

'Damn, weapon advantage!'

Any other sword wouldn't have broken through so easily.

Aran's sword is none other than the holy sword Raybelt.
Its main ability is purification of evil, but its secondary functions are impressive too, including indestructibility.
That's why even when he recklessly swings it with magic power, the sword doesn't shatter but breaks through my ice crystals.
This is why items are so important in fantasy.

While regretting not including a ban on using the holy sword, I thought:

'He just used quite a bit of magic power to pull out his sword. The same method would be burdensome for him.'

I boldly swung my ice flag, targeting not Aran but his sword.
Sure enough, Aran, who until now had wanted to test his strength against mine, chose to evade rather than confront the flag as it approached him.

Of course, he didn't just dodge cleanly; as he evaded, he pulled his sword back like a billiards shot.

'Is that the Triple Strike?'

Fortunately, it was a technique I recognized.
Aran's specialty, a three-consecutive thrust technique nicknamed the "Mozambique Drill" among readers.
True to its nickname, it targets only the upper body, so the counter strategy is...

Whoosh.
I leaned my upper body far back and retreated.
Because of this, Aran's Triple Strike failed to reach me.

When the Triple Strike failed, Aran planted his foot on the ground and charged, but...
Swoosh!
Once again, recognizing his technique, I quickly raised my sword in defense, causing his attack to fail.

"Really now."

Aran sighed as if exasperated.

"You really do know all my main techniques. I used the Triple Strike knowing you'd block it, but you dodged instead."

Then Aran looked straight at me and said:

"Now I get it. Did you ask Grace about the techniques I use?"
"?"

Ah, there was such an excuse available.
Grace is Aran's sword instructor, so of course she would know his techniques.
How convenient.

"Gathering information before a fight is only natural. Are you calling it cheating?"
"No, you're right."

Meanwhile, Grace was focused on blocking Nia's starlight magic, Meteor.
But since she has such good senses and might hear us, I made up an excuse in a low voice, which Aran readily accepted.

"If you heard from her, you'd know all my main techniques. Then..."

Aran seemed to be contemplating something.

"Alright, how about this?"

Then Aran gripped his sword in reverse.
That's...

'What is this?'

I blinked at Aran's sudden action.

Aran's diligent personality is well reflected in his techniques.
His techniques are fundamentally straightforward—dropping lightning, charging head-on, and so on.

But now he's holding his sword in reverse? A longsword, no less? He's not a ninja.
Among all of Aran's techniques I know, there's no such movement. And he's not the type to mess around in a mock battle.

Crackle.
As electricity sparked from Aran's feet, I prepared to defend.
I didn't know what he was planning, but that movement signaled high-speed movement.

"!"

But what followed was different.
Aran reached me with high-speed movement as expected, but what he chose wasn't a thrust or a slash.
As soon as he reached me, Aran rotated his body, and lightning streamed from his reverse-gripped sword, clawing at me like fingernails.

I managed to block it since I was prepared for defense.
But that wasn't the end.

"What?!"

Crackle, crackle, CRACKLE!
He kept spinning like a top, and with each rotation, electricity clawed at me wildly.

The problem was that the angle of attack kept changing.
Diagonal up, down, front. Because of this, I couldn't predict the path.

'Such an irregular technique.'

This is definitely not a technique from the novel.
Does that mean this bastard created a new technique on the spot?

"Tch!"

To disrupt Aran spinning like a top, I concentrated cold energy on my feet and stomped the ground.
Instantly creating an ice rink, I tried to make the figure skater fall, but...

Tada.
Aran detected the ice, stopped spinning, and jumped high in place.

"That, that crazy bastard?"

SWOOSH!
This time he threw the holy sword at me.
That's another technique not in the novel. That rigid guy wouldn't throw his sword.

Having charged the sword with plenty of electricity while spinning, it wasn't a holy sword falling but Zeus's thunderbolt.

'I can't block that with an ice flag!'

If the flag were destroyed, Aran's team would lose by disqualification, but before that, the holy sword would pierce through the flag and target me.

Whoosh.
I managed to avoid being impaled by the holy sword by leaping far back, but...

CRACKLE!
As if anticipating my dodge, the holy sword radiated electricity around it upon striking the ground.
The range was so fast and wide that I was caught in it.

"Nnnggh!"

I felt a tingling sensation.
It wasn't dangerous enough to be life-threatening, but with this much electricity...

'My, my body!'

This is bad.
My body is paralyzed and won't move. At this rate...

Just as Aran, who had somehow retrieved his sword from the ground, was about to swing it directly at me,
I was trying to forcibly move my body even if it meant overloading my heat energy, when...

CLANG!
Aran's sword was blocked right in front of me.

"Impressive, Aran. I never taught you that technique. When did you learn it?"
"I just created it."

Grace intervened just in time to save me.
While genuinely relieved, I thought:

'What about Nia?'

Turning my head to assess the situation, I saw Nia preparing magic aimed in our direction.

'Would it kill you to knock her down?!'

It seems she's trying to fulfill her role as the balance adjuster.
There's no way Grace couldn't have defeated Nia in a one-on-one by now. It's obvious without looking that she only defended against Nia without attacking.

That alone was a big help, so I couldn't blame Grace.
The frightening aspect of Aran's group is their tight coordination between teammates, which has only strengthened through this mock battle.

To face Aran's group, that coordination needed to be broken first.
Right now, Grace was thoroughly blocking Nia, preventing Aran and Nia from coordinating.
And I was keeping Aran's attention focused on me.

I wondered if Grace would still fight so moderately if I told her that Nia was her greatest romantic rival, but...
That would be a massive bomb with no way to clean up the aftermath, so I regretfully decided against it.

'By now, Sophia should be engaged in battle with Eris.'

Ilaine would have certainly succeeded in separating Yui and Eris, as they work well together and needed to be split up, as I had advised beforehand.
Ilaine knew this from her experience as a referee in previous mock battles.

Therefore, Yui would be facing Ilaine now.
Sophia and Ligrit would be jointly battling Eris for the flag.

The opponents here require my full attention, so I can't check the situation over there, but...

If everything goes according to plan, they should be able to capture the flag while facing two members of Aran's group.
However, there was one major prerequisite:

'I need to hold out until the operation succeeds.'

Originally, I had planned to counter all of Aran's techniques, buy plenty of time, and even engage in an equal battle with him.
But the hero has grown once again, making things difficult.

From now on, Aran will only use new techniques I don't know.
It's no longer possible to predict and counter his techniques just by watching his movements, like before.

The moment I falter here, our defeat is certain.
Aran will attack Grace together with Nia in coordination.
Even if not, while Aran faces Grace instead, Nia will join the rear and change the tide of battle.

Whoosh!
Nia fired a beam in our direction.

The paralysis should be gone now. I deflected Nia's beam with my heat sword.
But we can't let this become a 2-on-2 situation.

Aran and Nia's compatibility is better than mine and Grace's.
To win, we must maintain one-on-one battles, and Grace, who isn't affected by magic sight, must keep Nia firmly occupied.

"Sigh, I have no choice."

I never thought my little tricks would work against Aran forever.
If he were the kind of opponent who could be defeated with just a few tricks, the villains would have succeeded long ago.

So my games end here.
The strategy has been successful enough, so for the finale...
I'll fight him his way.

"Your Excellency."
"What is it?"

CRACK!
I absorbed the cold energy that had frozen the flag, then forcefully planted the flagpole back in place.

CLANG!
Ice shattered and crystals fell.
Now my left hand was free.

"From now on, you can truly fulfill your role."
"Hmm?"

With my right hand holding my sword and my left hand drawing Heukyo, I equipped myself with dual-wielding short and long swords, stepped forward, and...

"This is what you wanted, right? We've played enough games of skill, so from now on, let's fight fair and square without tricks."

I issued a challenge to the hero.

"Man to man, one on one."

Aran blinked in surprise at my challenge, then...

"Those eyes, you seem serious."
"I am serious. But I have one condition."
"Condition?"

At Aran's question, I nodded sideways.

"When would I ever get to face the hero one-on-one? I want to test my skills without the Grand Duke's help. Let's move to the side."

He looked skeptical, wondering what scheme I was plotting while claiming to want a manly fight.

"Alright."

He agreed without much deliberation, knowing he had better odds without Grace around.

'With this...'

The final puzzle piece for victory fell into place.
After thoroughly capturing Aran's interest, I excluded him from his group under the pretext of a one-on-one duel.
Without their commander, they can't use the tactical combat they've practiced in the mock battle and must revert to fighting with individual abilities.

Aran probably sensed my intentions to some extent.
He's not just skilled in combat but has a talent for battle itself.

Yet he accepted the challenge because, as a battle genius, he recognized that I was the commander on our side. So just as I removed Aran from his group, he removed me from mine.
...or so he thought.

Only one thing remains.

'I must keep the hero occupied until the end.'

Whether I can do it or not...
I absolutely must.

My hand gripping the sword naturally tightened.
Now the real battle between the transmigrator and the hero begins.

Ch.162 - Chapter 162. How to Deal with a Hero (4)
Clang!
How many times had it been now? I'd lost count of how many times our swords had clashed.
With both of us using high-speed swordsmanship, we might have crossed blades over a hundred times already.

'Truly remarkable talent.'

Without being overly self-conscious, Ilaine acknowledged her own strength.
At a young age, she possessed skills on par with Arthur, the Northern Knight Commander, and had over 10 years of experience as a knight, having survived countless battles including the Great War.

Probably not just in the North but throughout the entire kingdom, those stronger than Ilaine could be counted on one hand.
And yet.

"Good, I'm getting the hang of it now."

She knew that young girl was exceptional, but to this extent?
Honestly, looking at swordsmanship alone, her talent surpassed even the Hero's. It felt like watching Lady Grace from the old days.
If the next Sword Saint were to emerge, it would surely be her.

'I understand why Luke entrusted Yui to me.'

With sword strikes so fast that reacting after seeing them would be too late, neither mages nor archers could respond.
Only a swordsman with extremely sturdy defenses or one who could match her speed could face her.
Or perhaps an outright monster.

Not only that, but her combat adaptability was incredibly fast, requiring constant variables in battle.
In their team, she was the only one who could handle that girl.

'Still.'

Though certainly a formidable opponent, Ilaine didn't feel like she would lose.
How long had it been since she'd gone all out against a swordsman of this caliber?

As she focused solely on her sword to face Yui, who was improving her swordsmanship in real-time as they fought—befitting a Hero's companion—
Ilaine strangely felt her own swordsmanship becoming faster and sharper.
As if she were resonating with Yui's growth.

"Here I come again!"

Was Yui also enjoying this sword dance?
She was smiling now, seemingly more focused on defeating Ilaine than on the mock battle itself.

As both women gripped their swords, determined to win for the ones they loved,
To secure victory for their beloveds no matter what—

BOOM!!!

"!!"

Both turned their heads simultaneously at the thunderous sound from nearby.
They'd been hearing the roars of Sophia's fire magic and Eris's blood magic, but this came from a different direction.

And where their gazes landed...

"Luke?"
"Master?"

Lightning was striking and cold air was surging.
What on earth was happening over there?

***

I intend to win this mock battle for my comrades and wife who trust in my strategy.
Strictly speaking, though, winning isn't my job.
It's up to the three who need to capture the flag.

My role is to cling to Aran's coattails until they secure the flag, but...
How long can I really hold my own one-on-one against the Hero?
I have to acknowledge reality.
I'm not at Aran's level.

But this will make Grace abandon her passive attitude and properly defend the flag.

I promised to show her what she wanted to see—the Hero Aran and myself, the new hero of the North, fighting properly up close.
If she has any conscience, she won't abandon the flag.

So both offense and defense are complete.
All I need to do is ensure the strategy I've built doesn't collapse.

Huh, when I put it that way, it sounds easy.
The point is to dodge well and block well.
Against the Hero.

Crackle.
I countered the electrical current shot at me with my heat sword.
Until now I'd been blocking with ice, but since electricity is heat, the heat sword was actually easier to use.
I couldn't use it actively before for fear of melting the ice freezing the flag.

'No problem now.'

I've figured out how Aran is trying to handle me.
Realizing that I could read his main techniques from their preliminary movements, Aran has been pressuring me with completely new movements and techniques.
Most notably, holding his sword in reverse grip.

But this became both his trump card and his shackle.

Indeed, I haven't been able to recognize any of Aran's techniques and have been responding improvisationally.
I've taken some wounds as a result.

But the injuries weren't serious, and I easily dispelled the numbness with heat manipulation.
The reason? Aran currently can't use his sword properly.

'It's quite ironic that in trying to prevent me from using swordsmanship, he's the one who can't use it.'

While Aran is a combat genius, he's not a sword genius.
His swordsmanship is certainly impressive, but compared to Yui or Grace, he can't be called a prodigy.

What I mean is...
To counter my analysis, he's using a reverse grip I've never even seen in novels.
But Aran doesn't actually know how to wield a sword in reverse grip!

So he's abandoned swordsmanship and has been attacking me with electrical abilities alone.
The reverse sword style isn't for actual swordsmanship—it's just a stance for using his electrical abilities.
In other words, as long as I don't get intimidated by unexpected attacks, I can handle this.

BOOM!
As Aran leaped high into the air and descended toward me with lightning, I rolled to dodge and swung the dagger in my left hand.
The cold magical power stored in Black Hawk was released, creating a blizzard.

CRACKLE!
Aran countered by creating an electrical barrier with his sword stuck in the ground to block the blizzard.
I immediately stopped the blizzard and struck the barrier with a high-speed thrust from my heat sword, but...

'Tch, blocking electricity with a heat sword is easy, but breaking through electrical barriers doesn't work.'

It seems our abilities just cancel each other out, like fire and smoke in that one manga.

I should abandon what doesn't work.
As I stopped my attack and tried to retreat far back...

"!"

The electrical barrier parted like curtains, and I saw Aran charging at me with his left hand extended.
Electricity had formed into large claw shapes on his fingers.

'With electricity surrounding him, my heat sword won't wound him.'

Even if I try to counter with my heat sword, he plans to grab my sword with his left hand and slash me with the reverse-gripped sword in his right.

'How about this, then?'

Instead of the longsword in my right hand, I extended the dagger in my left.
The dagger's blade is short, so even if I block the claws, my arm would be within range of the electricity and get shocked.

Crackle.

"!"
"I may lack skill, but I don't lack brains."

I directed the dagger's cold energy toward myself instead of Aran.
My left arm became encased in ice like the flag earlier.
With my arm covered in ice, I wouldn't get shocked.

"Hey, Hero. Ever struggled with skin sticking to something cold in winter?"

Like an ice cream stuck to your lips.

"!"

Realizing my intention, Aran hastily pulled back his electric claws and swung his sword with his right hand.
Having anticipated this, I blocked with my heat sword.

Though he couldn't use proper swordsmanship with a reverse grip, he was still the Hero.
Drawing on his accumulated combat experience, Aran pressed me with his footwork and electrical manipulation, creating his own movements on the spot.
Since I could use swordsmanship, I deployed the Snow Cold Sword to counter Aran's attacks.

'Damn, I can't keep this sword fight going much longer.'

It's true Aran can't use swordsmanship properly.
But he's gradually getting better at it.
What do I mean? I don't understand it either. Crazy, but it's working.

Even when I tried to grab him with my ice arm, Aran dodged around, and now he wasn't just using electrical abilities but creating his own swordsmanship with the reverse grip.
Somehow I found myself struggling just to block his attacks.

Thwack!
Aran used his sword like a hook to catch my arm.
CRACKLE!

Before I could swing my ice arm, he wrapped electricity around his hand again and aimed for my head.
He's not trying to kill me, just knock me unconscious!

Faced with another crisis, I...

'I wanted to keep this hidden since it's incomplete...'

But my right hand was caught, and my left would be too slow.
I had no choice but to use my secret technique.

Bulge.
I puffed up my cheeks like a frog.

Magic power basically involves releasing energy from within my body through my hands or feet.
If that's the case...
Couldn't I also release it through the largest opening in the human body—the mouth?

Releasing magic through the mouth?
It's just like exhaling air.
Who would waste energy so inefficiently?

Well, why do dragons in fantasy always breathe fire?
Not just for power. It looks cool.

Actually, I secretly practiced breath techniques while training heat release.
Since heat isn't a projectile ability like flame, my attempts only made the area around my mouth hot, so I gave up.

But after gaining cold energy, my romantic notions were rekindled.
Breathing out cold energy might cause frostbite, but with heat energy too, I could regulate my body temperature.

Too embarrassed to ask Sophia, I always practiced in secret.
Thanks to Aran's lessons on heat and cold, my attribute magic control improved, and...

"Haaah!"

I expelled the magic power stored in my mouth with all my might.
Cold energy burst out like fireworks, and Aran's pupils dilated at this strange attack.

Aran surrounded himself with electricity and made a high-speed retreat to avoid getting caught in the cold energy.
I waved at him.

"What are you doing over there? Like a frightened rabbit."
"...?"

This cold breath (working title) doesn't have a wide range.
I learned it through self-study, so I don't know how to project it far or sustain it. My knowledge is always limited to what I've read in novels.

It's basically a childish technique that just scatters cold energy right in front of me like throwing sand.
Given Aran's diligent nature, he probably didn't expect such a crude technique and overreacted.

"..."

Perhaps even Aran gets heated when openly mocked.
After silently watching me, he gripped his sword properly with both hands.

CRACKLE!
He gathered electricity in his sword.
The electricity extended outward, forming a massive greatsword.

"That's—?!"

My pupils dilated as I recognized the technique.
Its name is Lightning Sword—one of Aran's ultimate techniques.

He'd been holding back since this was a mock battle.
There was the skill difference between us, and like Grace who was fighting Nia while keeping an eye on me, Aran was watching Grace's movements while fighting me.

Curiosity about me, the awkward reverse stance, the presence of a powerful opponent nearby, his team members being scattered and unable to utilize their combined synergy—
Grace wasn't the only one fighting with constraints; Aran had his own limitations too.
That's why I said that nonsense about fighting fair and square.

But these were all because Aran was going easy on me.
If he had fought seriously from the beginning...
Honestly, I couldn't have lasted this long.

'So bringing out his ultimate technique means...'

Though Aran wanted to test me, he had no intention of letting me win.
Just as I want to win for Ilaine and the others, Aran has precious comrades too.

He's not angry.
He's seen enough.
It seems the time he allocated for me has ended.
The Hero has decided to stop going easy and end this fight.

"Looks like we're really going head-to-head now."

Despite sighing at facing the situation I tried so hard to avoid...

"Fine, it's fitting to end with a bang like this."

Since I've already revealed my cold breath (working title)...
Might as well show one more service—my own ultimate technique.

Shing.
I withdrew the sword in my right hand.
Swish.
I also put away the Black Hawk in my left.

Then, bringing my hands together...

"Cold energy as the base."

Crackle.

"Heat energy on top."

Hissss.

The opposing cold and heat energies collided violently in a confined space.
Even with my ability to regulate body temperature, I felt simultaneous frostbite and burns.
But I couldn't stop now, gathering more cold energy, more heat energy...

"Here I come, Luke."

I thought I was hallucinating Aran's voice from far away... but no.
Aran had begun charging at me, swinging his Lightning Sword.
Just a little slower... almost... almost...

CRACKLE!
The sound of crackling electricity in my ears urged me on, refusing to wait...

'Is this enough? I don't know! My hands hurt!'

Gritting my teeth...
I released the vortex of steam created by the fusion of cold and heat energy.

WHOOSH!
A violent tidal wave of steam erupted from my hands, sweeping everything before it.
But that wasn't the end.

"Freeze!"

Immediately after releasing the steam, I emanated cold energy.
The cold energy rapidly froze the steam.
CRACK!
A massive iceberg began to form.

Inspired by Grace using her Crystal Sword to create a cold wave in <Brave Road>, this technique was my trump card for the war.
A powerful ice bombardment meant for the Western Legion.

Using something like that on a person?
He's the Hero, he'll manage somehow. Who told him to use Lightning Sword first?

BOOM!!!
I heard something shattering in my ears.
My iceberg must have collided with Aran's Lightning Sword.
Let's see who wins.

Having brought out my ultimate technique, I used all my remaining strength out of stubbornness...

"Ah, damn it."

Dizziness hit me, and my body staggered backward.
I'd already used too much magic creating the ice flag and fighting Aran.

'This is why I didn't want to use it.'

Being a technique designed against armies, I can't control its power, and it consumes all my magic.
It has great power but is essentially a one-time use technique.

Thud.
I fell backward and lay flat.
As the sound of dynamite blasting a mountain continued in my ears...

"You crazy bastard..."

A shadow fell over me as Aran finally broke through the ice and appeared.

Seeing lightning wings deployed behind him, he must have used another ultimate technique.
Heh, that's somewhat satisfying. Technique effectiveness, confirmed.

Aran looked down at me lying there and declared:

"Impressive effort, but you've lost."
"Yeah, I admit it. I can't go on. You're incredibly strong."

With no strength left even to think, I readily conceded.

"And our team has won."
"What?"
"Why do you think I used my secret technique on you? For a romantic finish? That's part of it, but not all."

Feeling a chill, Aran turned to look behind him.

"I needed to distract you from the flag area, and the timing worked out perfectly, you bastard."

Beyond, Ligrit could be seen waving Aran's team's flag, with Eris standing in front, looking frustrated and annoyed.

Ch.163 - Chapter 163. Purple Tonic (1)
Ligrit was waving the flag.
Eris was irritated, her face filled with indignation.
This scene could only mean one thing in the world.
Aran's group had lost the mock battle.

"How...?"

Aran's pupils widened in confusion.
Looking at his face, I smirked despite having no energy left due to the aftereffects of my ultimate technique.

It's not that Aran lacks intelligence or is a fool—his fighting skills, including swordsmanship, elemental abilities, and adaptability, are simply so extraordinary that it overshadows everything else.
If he were truly foolish, could he have stood against the conspiracy of the Seven Heroes?

While Aran's focus on me was partly due to getting caught in my plan,
he also had his own calculations.
Considering our difference in skill levels, he had meticulously calculated how much time to allocate to face me while still securing victory in the mock battle.

And his calculations were almost accurate.
When Aran sensed the time was right and drew his Thunder Sword, I too unleashed my trump card, yet still lost.
After defeating me, Aran simply needed to assess the situation and decide whether to help Nia seize the flag or reinforce Eris's defense.

However.
Aran's calculations weren't perfectly accurate—just "almost" accurate.

'That was really close.'

While Aran was focused on me and keeping an eye on Grace who was facing off against Nia,
he was also somewhat attentive to the flag area.
I deliberately tried to remove the flag from his line of sight, but Aran didn't fall for it.

But at the moment Aran activated his Thunder Sword, I caught a glimpse of something from the corner of my eye.
Ligrit and Sophia seemed determined to settle things as they challenged Eris.

Conveniently, the flag was out of Aran's sight. If the cornered Eris called for Aran and he abandoned our fight to retreat, it would be over.
I couldn't possibly catch up to Aran with my speed.
So I deliberately used my trump card to make Aran increase the output of his Thunder Sword.

What Aran doesn't know is that electrical abilities have a peculiar drawback:
They're noisy.
The crackling sound was enough to drown out Eris's call for help,
and the massive iceberg completely blocked Aran's view.
While Aran was dealing with my attack, the battle was decided on the other side.

But that wasn't all.
I knew from many examples in novels that such a one-dimensional plan wouldn't be enough to catch Aran.

"You broke through Eris? How on earth?"

It's no wonder Aran is so confused.
According to his calculations, Eris should still have been holding off Sophia.

Even if her power has diminished since the Demon Lord's death, she's still a high-ranking demon called a noble.
She's strong enough to contend with the Seven Heroes and is undoubtedly the second-in-command of Aran's group.
One reason I had Grace participate was not just because of Aran but also because of Eris.
To defeat that Blood Demon, we needed at least two people on our side.

Aran, knowing his comrade's strength, trusted Eris with the defense and focused on me.

"You know, about daggers," I said.
"?"

Aran turned his head at my voice.

"If they don't hit a vital spot, they don't hurt that much. Obviously, a mace or an axe hurts more than a needle or a dagger."
"..."
"But do you know why daggers are dangerous? It's because of the unexpected pain they cause."

Aran seemed to understand my meaning and muttered in a low voice.

"The archer. That was your checkmate."
"Heh heh."

As Grace mentioned, our group and Aran's share many similarities in composition.
Elemental users, swordsmen, mages.
The only difference is Ligrit and Eris.

But here's the thing.
The two people who are different have completely opposite fighting styles.
While Eris is like a cannon, unleashing area attacks with blood magic from a fixed position, Ligrit is a sniper who moves quickly and attacks with arrows.

I focused on that point.
Yui would be successfully kept busy by Ilaine.
I instructed Ligrit to maintain enough distance from Eris so that her light attacks couldn't reach him, and then to harass her with sniper shots.

'The connections in this world are truly fascinating.'

Just as it happened with Sophia and Nia, Ilaine and Yui, and me and Aran,
Ligrit was coincidentally matched against Eris.

With his social awareness, Ligrit would have noticed while playing board games with Eris
that she has a hot temper and hates losing.

So he provoked her beyond my instructions, repeatedly sniping at her,
and the irritated Eris depleted her strength by bombarding with blood magic in attempts to catch him.

After steadily draining Eris's power, Sophia with her superior firepower could finish the job.
Conveniently, she also had the Blue Flames of Parma, a trump card that could overwhelm magic users like Eris.
Temporarily, she could even overpower a high-ranking demon.

As planned, Sophia used the Blue Flames of Parma against the weakened Eris.
While Eris was fully occupied countering those strange blue flames that burned magic itself, she failed to notice Ligrit's stealthy approach.

Ligrit, who had no elemental abilities, firepower, or sword techniques, was the weakest in this mock battle.
But that's precisely why he received the least attention from Aran's group, making him the variable.

"So that's... how it happened."

Aran sighed as he finally understood.

Looking at the results, Aran's group didn't actually lose the fight.
I was exhausted from fighting Aran.
Yui was still engaged in an equal sword dance with Ilaine, not even realizing the battle had ended.
Eris looked frustrated but not tired, while Ligrit was covered in dirt from dodging blood magic and sniping.
Grace had no intention of going all-out and merely defended against Nia's attacks.
None of them had been defeated, and yet...

'Winning a fight and winning a contest are different things.'

Realistically, only Ilaine could defeat Aran's group in this confrontation.
So why try to win the fight? The focus should be on capturing the flag by any means.

The strategy from the beginning wasn't to defeat Aran's group and then take the flag.
It was to secretly snatch the flag while fighting them.

"I have one question."
"Make it quick. I'm tired."
"How much of this was your intention? This strategy seems meticulous when you're on the receiving end, but looking back, it involved a lot of gambling. If Nia had been on defense and Yui on offense, it would have fallen apart from the start."
"True. Your Excellency would have had to face Nia, and Captain Ilaine would have had to face Yui."
"So I wonder. Did you somehow know we would deploy like this?"

Seeing the curiosity in Aran's question, I smiled and answered.

"I have something to give you. You'll be surprised."
"What is it?"
"Not now. My arms won't move because I'm exhausted."

As for my answer to Aran...
Of course...

I knew from the beginning that Aran and Nia would take the front line, while Yui and Eris would defend.
Not because I saw the future, but thanks to thorough analysis.

Eris isn't the type to fight directly, so she would handle defense.
Aran always fights at the vanguard, so he would lead the attack.
The question was what the other two would do.
But that wasn't difficult to figure out either.

'Eris gets along with Yui, but not with Nia.'

Eris, being a demon, doesn't dislike Nia with her angelic personality, but they don't mesh well.
On the other hand, she gets along well with the childlike Yui. That was evident in this mock battle too.
So it was obvious that Nia would be with Aran and Yui would be with Eris.

In other words,
I had completely seen through Aran's group's movements before the battle even began.
This is how someone who has transmigrated into a novel fights.

"Just who are you...?"
"Ah, enough. Enough. I'm sure you have a lot to ask and hear, but let's do it later. I'm dying of exhaustion."
"...I see. Alright. Definitely later."

When I complained out of genuine exhaustion rather than pretense, Aran quietly withdrew, promising to continue another time.

'No, you can't just leave. I can't even get up.'

This technique doesn't usually have such severe aftereffects.
Maybe it's because I overexerted myself by squeezing out every bit of cold energy to stop Aran.
I can't move my limbs at all.

Just then.

"I was wondering why the MVP of the mock battle wasn't coming."

Ah, as expected. Only this person understands my feelings without me having to say anything.

"Was this part of your plan too?"
"Of course not."
"Are you injured?"
"Just exhausted."
"I can see that. It's a posture I've seen a few times before."
"First time seeing it while I'm fully clothed?"

Hearing my voice still strong despite the fatigue, Ilaine laughed softly and helped me sit up.
Thanks to Ilaine, I could now look around.

"Sorry, I took the mock battle too lightly. I shouldn't have let my guard down."
"No, Master! I was too focused on facing the Guard Captain... But he was truly strong! Thanks to him, I learned a new technique."
"It's nobody's fault, so don't blame yourselves. They were simply better than us. We should learn from today's defeat and make sure we don't lose next time."
"Nia's right. Next time, I'll rip out their blood first. Such impudent humans. I was being nice because they taught me games..."
"Just keep blaming yourself, will you?"

Aran's group had gathered to share their thoughts on the mock battle.
Though their attitudes varied, there didn't seem to be any real issues.
Even Eris, despite her harsh words, had an easy-going personality and would soon be placated by Ligrit with another board game.

As for our side...

"We did it, Sophia! Look, I captured the flag!"
"Don't wave that in my face, I'm dizzy. I had to maintain the Blue Flames of Parma non-stop to keep her away from you, and now my head is spinning."

Sophia seemed to be suffering from nausea, just like me.
That's understandable.
While Ilaine from the attack team focused on keeping Yui busy, and Ligrit could only harass but lacked firepower,
Sophia had to face Eris's blood magic—which could bombard an entire unit—all by herself. On top of that, she used the Blue Flames of Parma, which would have given her a headache from the magical exertion.

'But it was worth the effort.'

True to their protagonist nature, Aran's group regretted their defeat but didn't dwell on it, looking forward instead.
Our people were rejoicing in victory, their confidence boosted.
Not only that...

"Wooooo!"
"Amazing!"
"Long live the Winter Lion!"

When the trusted Guard Captain's team won, the watching guards erupted in cheers, showering us with praise.
Compliments always feel good, and I couldn't help but smile.

"I was annoyed when you dragged me into this at first."

Grace approached me and Ilaine.
The battle must have been quite interesting, as there was a smile on her face too.

"It was a splendid fight, Lord Luke."
"Thank you."
"Don't misunderstand. I'm not praising your strategy."
"...?"

Grace smirked and pointed at the iceberg I had created.

"If you were merely a strategist who only devised plans, I wouldn't have valued you so highly."

In other words, she's acknowledging my skills as well.
Come to think of it, I've shown my fighting abilities several times.
Fighting with Low, battling the Orc Chieftain.
If I had just been talking from the back without showing any fighting prowess... Grace probably wouldn't have treated me as an advisor.
She is a Northerner, after all.

"By the way, I can't sense any magic in your body. Won't it take time to recover?"
"According to Sophia, I have an unusual rate of magic absorption, but it will still take some time."

At that moment, a brilliant idea struck me.
This mock battle was arranged due to Grace's personal interest.
If someone got injured in such a battle, she might feel guilty.

Perhaps one of her reasons for participating was to prevent any dangerous situations.
That thought irritates me. Why didn't she protect me when Aran used his Thunder Sword?
So this is justified whining.

"But I've used too much magic and will have trouble moving for a while. I'm sorry, if enemies move during this time, I won't be able to contribute to our forces..."

I muttered with the most serious expression I could muster.
Ilaine, who was supporting me, stroked my face with a worried touch. To anyone watching, she looked like a tender-hearted wife concerned about her dying husband.

Despite this impromptu act not being pre-arranged, my dear wife who knows my heart so well played along.
Watching our little marital drama, Grace let out a laugh and then...

"When they said you were marrying Luke, I didn't expect you to become like this too. What a pair you two make... *sigh* Well, that won't do. As a reward for showing us such a splendid battle, I'll specially give you a magic potion. A purple one."
"!!"

Magic potions are graded by rainbow colors, with purple being the highest grade. It's one of the treasures of the Winter Palace, with only a few in existence.
She's offering such a precious item so readily?!

Both Ilaine and I were so surprised that we stopped our act and turned our heads toward Grace.

Ch.164 - Chapter 164. Purple Tonic (2)
'If I had my way, I'd accept it in a heartbeat.'

A purple potion, no less. Something you couldn't get even with vast wealth due to its scarcity.
To understand the status of this potion in <Brave Lord>, even the protagonist hero Aran has never tasted a purple potion according to the story.
It only appeared once in the entire narrative.

In the North, probably only Grace, the Northern Grand Duke, and Dariel, the Snow Tower Lord, possess such a thing.
Even Elder Sophia and the noble Ligrit likely haven't even seen one.
And now this treasure, which a mere knight shouldn't even dream of, is about to fall into my hands.
And Grace offered it first!

'Though I did whine about wanting a potion.'

I expected a blue one at best, and would have been grateful for even that.
But suddenly, a purple one?
It was so overwhelming that I regretted my earlier exaggeration.

But what's done is done, and words once spoken can't be taken back.
Grace isn't the type to joke about such matters or make empty promises.
He genuinely intends to give me a purple mana potion.

"Your Excellency... I think the reward is excessive compared to what I did. Please withdraw your offer."

In the end, I had to step back, shedding tears of blood.

Years of social experience warned me.
You shouldn't eagerly accept such generous gifts.
Usually, when someone offers something overly generous, there's often a hidden motive behind it rather than pure goodwill.
It's not a gift but a trap.

I can't even begin to guess what purpose would require a purple mana potion as an offering.
But since it's coming from Grace, it must be something serious.
I'd bet all my money and my head that he'll assign me a task that will tear my body apart.

"Excessive? It's adequate."
"...Pardon?"
"Even though it was a mock battle, defeating the hero's party is a remarkable achievement worthy of a purple potion as a reward. Besides, you've maintained the honor of my guard, so I also have personal gratitude."
"..."
"When praising an excellent subordinate, what does the color of a potion matter? I'm not that petty of a leader."

This Northern Grand Duke.
Talking so smoothly. Does he think I don't know?

Just as Grace isn't fooled by my exaggeration, I'm not fooled by his words.
On the surface, he seems to be sincerely praising my victory.
But there was a small smirk on Grace's face. A sign of some hidden agenda.

'This is maddening.'

My exaggeration backfired, and the situation reversed.
Is this what they call being money-shamed? Indeed, one shouldn't casually mess with wealthy and powerful people.
He's holding out a purple mana potion with folded arms, and I can't back out now.

'It's obviously a poisoned chalice.'

It's purple, for crying out loud. Along with green, that's the designated color for poison in fantasy.
Knowing it will definitely cause trouble if I drink it, I don't even feel tempted to try.

After much deliberation, I decided to give up on the potion, despite how much I wanted it.
I might never encounter a purple mana potion again if I refuse now.
But they say some relationships are more beautiful because they can never be realized. Let's just bury it as a memory.

I'll ask Ligrit for a potion instead.
He seems to be in a great mood right now, so with good negotiation, I might get a blue one from him.

"Your Excellency, the purple potion is really..."
"Still talking back?"

Gulp.
That genuinely sent a chill down my spine.
Grace cut me off, emanating an intimidating aura.
As he stared down at me, demanding the answer he wanted...

"I accept with gratitude."
"That's better."

Only then did Grace withdraw his aura and smile.
...Aran, you're in for some trouble.

I looked at Ilaine with a "what do I do now" expression.

"?"

My wife's eyes were filled with affection.
Such intense affection that she looked ready to embrace me, kiss my cheek, and stroke my head.

'Why is she also... ah.'

As the captain of the Northern Grand Duke's guard, Ilaine probably doesn't find it too difficult to obtain potions.
But even she has likely never seen a purple mana potion.

And now, her husband, of all people, is receiving this rare purple mana potion as a reward from Grace, and she can't contain her pride.
Sure enough.

"I'm so happy for you."

Squeeze.
Ilaine, using the excuse of supporting me since I couldn't move, hugged me tightly.
It was a bit uncomfortable with both of us in armor.
It was even more uncomfortable because I couldn't dampen her pure joy by revealing Grace's sinister intentions.

'Oh well. Let's just take the good with the bad.'

They say a well-fed ghost has a better complexion, don't they?
I'm terrified of what Grace will demand in exchange for the potion, but it's the best potion in the <Brave Lord> universe.

Seeing how he's insisting on giving it to me, he probably had something for me to do anyway.
Rather than refusing and having to do it without compensation, at least with the purple mana potion, I won't feel completely cheated.

And seeing Ilaine so proud and happy makes me feel like I've done something right.

Anyway, with this, the mock battle between Aran's party and the guard has concluded.
As Grace planned, it was a beneficial exchange where everyone gained something.
It was quite enjoyable too.

Among us, I'm probably the one who gained the most, getting a purple potion.
The next would be Ligrit, who captured the flag and gained honor.
The bronze medal would go to... either Aran or Yui, who might have gained some insight while sparring with Ilaine, as he's now thoughtfully handling his sword hilt.

It's not like there's an actual award ceremony.
As everything was over, I was about to leave when Aran approached me and said:

"I lost this time, but I'll definitely win next time, so let's have another good match then."

Our hero, with his sportsmanship, was trying to make this mock battle a regular event, but...

"What are you talking about? I'm never doing this again."
"What?"

As I said, this is my first and last time.
I won't fight Aran's party again. I plan to remain as the man who won once against the hero, with a 100% win rate against Aran.

"Look at me. I can't even move a finger after fighting you. You want me to go through this again? Where's your consideration? Did electricity fry your brain?"
"Umm..."

Before he could respond, I fired off my complaints, and Aran let out an awkward groan.
After all, I've been unable to move my body and am currently being carried on Ilaine's back.

A grown man in armor being carried on a woman's back.
Even to someone who doesn't know the details, it's a pitiful sight that screams "I've been through too much and am exhausted."

Aran might have just been acknowledging my skills and offering friendship by considering me a worthy opponent.
But I had to be harsh to leave no room for reconsideration, and I played up my discomfort to make him feel guilty.
After all, I'm in this state partly because Aran used his Brain Sword technique.

In the end, Aran failed to secure a promise for a rematch and left.
Watching his somewhat disappointed back, Ilaine remarked:

"It's fascinating."
"What is?"
"You're probably the only one who can be so casual with the hero. It was like watching old friends converse."

We're definitely not old friends.
But I've been watching him for quite a while, so I do feel a one-sided familiarity.

I suppose it would seem strange to people of this world, including Ilaine.
Who else would dare say "Go away, you're annoying" to the hero's face when he personally invites them?
Even Aran himself found my unique attitude intriguing when we first met.

"After talking with him, I found he's not someone to be intimidated by. We're similar in age too."

It was the same with Ligrit.
I was cautious because he's a villain in the novel and the second son of a noble family.
But after conversing with him, I found him to be a cheerful and friendly young man, albeit with some sly tendencies.
Ligrit also mentioned he liked my approachability.

Perhaps it's an attitude only I can have, seeing them as Aran and Ligrit, not as "the hero" or "the young noble."

"I consider myself quite bold, but I think I'm far behind you."
"Oh, come on."
"It's true. You're probably the most sociable person in the North. His Excellency keeps you as a close aide, you're friendly with Hero Aran, you have connections with the Snow Tower Lord and Sophia. Captain Arthur thinks highly of you, and I've heard Ligrit, the second son of Deepsnow, occasionally calls you 'brother.'"

I hadn't given it much thought before.
But listing it out as Ilaine did, my network was indeed impressive.
There were even many people not mentioned. Just within the guard, I'm friendly with everyone from knights to soldiers.
I'm amazed at how I've built such a network.

"You've missed the most important person."
"Hmm?"
"Guard Captain Ilaine calls me her husband."
"Hehe, that's right."

Ilaine chuckled, pleased that I mentioned her.

"You're probably the only sociable person who can call the Grand Duke's guard captain his wife."
"And we're physically close too."
"Indeed."
"So, about that..."

I brought up something that had been bothering me.

"Do you really have to carry me on your back?"
"Would you prefer I carry you in my arms?"
"No, that's not it... I think I could move my legs after a short rest. Couldn't we wait until then?"

Being carried on Ilaine's back feels nice, but it's honestly embarrassing.
Especially since all eyes are on us after my victory against Aran's party in the mock battle.
It's quite a sight for me, who directly fought Aran, to be carried on Ilaine's back.

Everyone wants to come over and share their thoughts, but they're hesitating, worried that my condition might be serious.

"What's embarrassing about a wife carrying her tired husband?"
"Don't use formal speech at a time like this, it's unfair."
"Didn't you say couples should rely on each other?"

If she puts it that way, I have no comeback.
Seeing it's impossible to persuade her, I gave up.

Ilaine, pleased with my compliance, said:

"Since everyone's gathered, should we take this opportunity to announce our marriage to everyone, husband?"
"P-please don't..."

She seemed to be joking this time, as she giggled.
But knowing her tendency to reveal things, I was genuinely alarmed.

"You look very tired, so I'll take you to the guard barracks nearby. You can rest in the duty room."
"Thank you."

Ilaine told the people around that she'd talk to them later and headed towards the guard barracks with me on her back.
Some attentive new recruits, practicing their social skills, approached and offered to take care of me, but Ilaine firmly declined, saying she'd do it herself.

Wizzle, the 4th squad leader who knew about our relationship, approached the guard members and directed them to clean up the area.
Ilaine thanked Wizzle for handling the aftermath and left with me.

At my limit, I dozed off on Ilaine's back.

"You worked hard, husband. Sleep well."

I fell asleep to Ilaine's voice, sweeter than any ASMR.

I must have been exhausted because when I opened my eyes, it was already evening.
I was lying on a bed in the guard barracks' duty room, with my armor removed.

Seeing my armor and clothes neatly arranged beside me, Ilaine must have undressed me.
And next to my clothes was an unfamiliar object.

"That was quick."

A purple liquid in an elegant glass bottle, far superior to the apple jam jar I had given to my in-laws.
It had a mysterious glow, like stars were captured inside. And it was indeed as mysterious as stars.

"Fine, I'll drink it. I'll drink."

Sighing at Grace's determination to get this mana potion into me, I opened the lid, as now was the perfect time with my mana depleted.

'It doesn't smell.'

I expected a grape scent due to its purple color, but there wasn't any sweet smell.
Still, it was better than a repulsive odor. After calming my nerves, I drank it like a vitamin drink.

"Mmph...!!"

Immediately after drinking the mana potion, I closed my eyes and assumed the posture unique to mana training, focusing intensely.

The heat and cold, which had been reduced to mere specks, suddenly gained power and began to rampage.
Gritting my teeth, I controlled the mana that was trying to burst out of my body.
Using all my knowledge, Sophia's teachings, Aran's guidance, the power from the potion, and my physical strength, I focused all my nerves on this for what felt like hours.

"Phew..."

This stuff is potent.
When I opened my eyes, the duty room was covered in a mix of frost and soot.

'I wonder if this will be covered by workplace accident insurance...'

I scratched my head and sighed.

Even if it wasn't covered, I didn't feel bad.
Now I understand why people seek wild ginseng and spend fortunes on tonics.

I raised my hand and lightly clenched and unclenched it.
Despite not doing anything significant, ice crystals had formed.
My mana had improved considerably.

Ch.165 - Chapter 165. Recruitment Offer (1)
After the successful mock battle, a significant change occurred in my life.

"Good day, Lord Luke!"
"Good morning, Lord Luke!"

The guards greeted me energetically whenever I passed by.

This wasn't the major change, though.
The guards addressing me respectfully with enthusiasm was something that happened regularly.

These remarkable people had unanimously decided to address me formally when I was knighted, teasing their junior who had awkwardly gone from being the youngest to an officer overnight.
Even when I gave up resisting, they maintained their consistency without lowering their voices, claiming they weren't tired of it yet.
Truly people of the ice lands.

The new recruits who recently joined also followed suit, greeting me loudly after observing the others.

I've heard that I'm quite a well-known figure in the Northern Army now.

'An exceptional individual who joined the Guard and became a knight in less than a year of enlistment, and then became a hero of the North.'

That's what they heard before joining the Guard, and seeing how respectfully the seniors treated me, they developed admiration, believing I must truly be different as the rumored hero.
In the North, strength—not looks or singing ability—is what makes an idol.

Though being revered feels unfamiliar and embarrassing, I couldn't dispel these rumors since they were all true.
It was partly self-inflicted, as I had somewhat intended this outcome.

So the formal address wasn't the issue.

"Excuse me, Senior Garen."
"What is it, Lord Luke?"
"What is this 'Knight of Ice and Fire' title about?"

At first, I was genuinely puzzled when I heard people calling me the Knight of Ice and Fire.

Not all knights receive epithets.
Only named knights among the knights receive epithets. Like Grace's "Sword Saint," or though not a knight, Aran's "Hero of Salvation."
Even Elaine, who is usually called by her position as Guard Captain, has the epithet "Knight of Snow and Cold" derived from her swordsmanship style.

So this "Knight of Ice and Fire" meant I was a named knight among the Northern knights.
As a reader of the novel, this was an epithet I'd never heard before.

As a transmigrator who uses information as my greatest weapon, I'm sensitive to unknown information around me.
During the Snowflower Tower terrorist incident, I struggled because I didn't know who the culprit was.
With war approaching, I wanted to at least familiarize myself with this "Knight of Ice and Fire" person who might become a variable.
But well.

'It turned out to be me.'

Somehow, I suddenly started hearing the name, and coincidentally, it was "Ice and Fire."

So I asked Garen, my senior from the 1st Division, how I ended up with such a nickname.

"Lord Luke, you regularly use both heat and cold energy, don't you? After you defeated even the Hero in this mock battle, everyone was wondering what to call our pride, Lord Luke, and the name 'Knight of Ice and Fire' stuck."
"Who came up with it?"
"Haha! Are you trying to express your gratitude? We all came up with it together, so don't worry about it!"

I wanted to remember who started it.
But since he claimed everyone came up with it together, there was nothing I could do.
Looking at Garen's grinning face, it seemed he wouldn't tell me who started it even if he knew.

"Hahaha! As your senior, I'm very proud to have such an impressive junior!"

Seeing Garen laugh heartily, I didn't feel like complaining and just laughed along.
Truthfully, while it felt awkward personally, having an epithet meant my skills as a knight were recognized, which was a good thing.
Above all, it was a meaningful name given by the Guard members who had always shared hardships with me.

Anyway, I now had the epithet "Knight of Ice and Fire."
It seems less burdensome than "New Hero of the North," so being called this doesn't seem so bad.

"Welcome, Knight of Ice and Fire."
"......"
"Hehe, when I received my epithet, I thought it was cumbersome. But why is yours so cool? Knight of Ice and Fire. Even the sound of it is impressive."

Since it was a rumor within the Guard, it naturally reached the ears of Captain Elaine.
After learning about it, she started calling me Knight of Ice and Fire instead of my name.

Even when I asked her to stop, just as "Elaine's formal speech" became a teasing button for me,
"Knight of Ice and Fire" became a teasing button for her, and she wouldn't stop.
It wasn't just teasing; she genuinely liked it, so I couldn't completely block it.

'Ah, it's still so cringeworthy.'

Not the New Hero of the North, nor the Knight of Ice and Fire.
The title I really want to hear is "Elaine's husband."

***

While I experience minor stress daily because of the "Knight of Ice and Fire" title,
that wasn't the biggest change.

The real significant change for me was...

'This drug effect is killer.'

I swallowed hard as I looked at the icicles formed in front of me.
I wasn't even using my full power since I was just training, just swinging lightly.
The power was at least twice, maybe three times stronger than before if done properly.

"So this is why Aran didn't drink the purple potion in the novel."

If Aran had drunk this, the story would have become very dull.
He would have just become a human Zeus, shooting electricity at every enemy he met, and that would be the end of the novel.

'Or maybe he didn't need to drink it.'

In "Brave Lord," the person who drank the purple potion was none other than Mercy, the magician of the Seven Heroes.
Recalling that scene:

'For Mercy, it only recharged her magic power without other enhancement effects.'

Even that alone was threatening.
After struggling to deplete the archmage's magic power, it was restored with just one potion, starting phase two.
If Eris hadn't recovered her strength then, Aran's group might have been crushed by Mercy's magic.

Anyway, the purple magic potion in the novel instantly restored the archmage's magic power but didn't enhance abilities like it did for me.
Which means...

'For people like Aran or Mercy whose magic vessels are already fully developed, it only has a recovery effect. But in my case, the potion also expanded my magic vessel.'

Somehow, magic power was overflowing in my body to the point where I felt a chill that if left unchecked, my body might explode and cause a massive explosion in the Guard barracks.
Because of that, I used all my strength to control the rampaging magic power.

After hours of burning and freezing the wallpaper in my room, and nearly blowing up the only duty room, I finally succeeded in making all the overflowing magic power mine.
That struggle must have been the process of expanding my magic vessel.

'I really thought I was going to die.'

If I hadn't learned how to handle elemental magic from Aran, I honestly would have died.
Indeed, expensive medicines shouldn't be taken carelessly. Even wild ginseng needs to be taken after checking one's constitution.

So now my magic vessel has expanded much more than before. And thanks to the overflowing magic power, the power of my heat and cold energy has also been enhanced.
To the extent that I could now be called a magic swordsman rather than just a knight.

Being slightly arrogant, if I were to face Aran again, I still couldn't win.
But he wouldn't be able to approach the duel with a light heart like last time; he would have to fight me quite seriously.

'Though I definitely won't fight him.'

Even if I don't intend to fight, we can still spar.
What I mean is, I don't plan to fight on a large scale in front of the public, but I'll just casually exchange skills unofficially.
Isn't that a win-win? Aran wants a match with me, and I don't want to show myself losing to someone in front of Elaine.

So today I came looking for Aran.
It wasn't for official business; suddenly my body had too much cold and heat energy, making it difficult to control my power during training.
With an elemental ability master right next to me, I came to get some tips.

"Oh, Lord Luke! Welcome."
"Thank you for the warm greeting, Miss Nia. I'm looking for Aran. Is he inside?"
"Aran isn't here. He said he was going to practice a newly learned technique, so he's probably training with Yui by now."

Since Aran's group are guests of Grace, they use the training grounds within the Guard barracks.
It seems our paths crossed.

Since I had personal business with Aran, I was about to head to the training grounds to find him when...

"Ah, since I'm here, I just remembered I should give you this. It would be troublesome if I forget later."
"This is...?"
"It's a summary of the tactical weaknesses I observed in your group during the mock battle and methods to improve them. It's thanks to this preparation that I was able to win against you all, so please don't take it personally and have a look. I'm sure it will be helpful."

I had been considering when would be a good time to deliver this, but if I passed it through Nia, the most angelic and accommodating member of the group, it would be smoothly delivered.

Nia carefully examined what was essentially a strategy guide for Aran's group that I handed her.
Having finished my business with her, I thanked her for telling me Aran's whereabouts and was about to turn around when...

"Lord Luke."

I turned my head again at the sound of Nia calling me.
Given her personality, she wouldn't stop someone without reason. Did she have something to say?

"Do you have something to tell me?"
"Yes."

Nia's eyes were quite serious.
It seemed like a truly important conversation.

Although I've been entangled with Aran several times to the point where even Elaine thinks we're on friendly terms, and Aran does treat me more closely than anyone except Grace, with the rest of his companions, while not awkward due to my former role as their butler, our relationship was purely business-like.

As a reader of the novel, I have an internal sense of familiarity with them, but it's one-sided. Besides introducing them to a new friend, I hadn't engaged in casual conversation with them.
So while I couldn't guess what Nia wanted to discuss that was important enough to stop me, I suspected it was related to Aran's group.

"If possible..."

And the words that came out of Nia's mouth were shocking enough to make even me waver.

"After this battle is over, could you accompany us?"
"What?"

Her proposal for me to join Aran's group was something I hadn't expected at all.
Because of that, I couldn't maintain my mask of being a polite and competent knight, and my body jerked in surprise.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

Perhaps because I expressed my surprise too loudly,
Nia, who was right in front of me, blinked in surprise, and Eris came out from inside after hearing the commotion.
I quickly apologized and composed my voice.

"It was such a surprising proposal that I inadvertently shouted. I apologize."
"No, I should apologize for startling you."

As Nia also responded with an apology, I asked her:

"But is it alright to make such an important proposal without consulting Aran?"
"Consulting... It's true Aran hasn't decided yet, but..."
"What's this, were you talking about that?"

Eris, who had come out after hearing the commotion, recognized me and joined the conversation.

"It's as you heard, human. Aran seems to like you quite a bit. Since coming here, the names he mentions most are yours and the Northern Grand Duke's."
"Aran does?"
"As Nia said, Aran hasn't explicitly said he wants to accept you as a comrade yet, but he did say having you would be a great help in defeating Lucius."
"Unlike us, Lord Luke, you have a place where you belong and are needed here. Aran must be considering that too."
"......"
"But we feel the same way. Thanks to the mock battle, we realized the importance of tactics, but we're lacking in that area. Lord Luke, you're a knight who demonstrated excellent tactics against us, so we believe someone like you would be a great help."

Ch.166 - Chapter 166. Recruitment Offer (2)
I entered a novel I was enjoying, and the protagonist's group asks me to become their companion.
Isn't this every reader's dream come true?

Not for me.
From the very beginning when I arrived here, my plan was to live peacefully in the North, and that remains my plan now.

Of course, being human and a fan myself...
If I had a status window, possession privileges, and even if I underwent a gender change but possessed a named character, I might have harbored such ambitions.

But the body I've possessed is just Northern Citizen #1.
Apart from having a sturdy, healthy body, I'm an utterly ordinary person without any notable characteristics.
With such a meager background setting, they want me to hunt down the Seven Heroes who are among the strongest beings in this world?

'Just thinking about it gives me chills.'

Thanks to living more fiercely than anyone else to achieve my goal of protecting the North, I've gained various abilities like heat manipulation, cold manipulation, and frost blade techniques, even earning the title "Knight of Ice and Fire."
But that doesn't mean I'm skilled enough to join Aran's group.

The Nation's Hero, the Magic Eye wielder, the genius swordsman of legendary caliber, and the high-ranking demon.
To stand shoulder to shoulder with these four, I'd be in the position of "the versatile but weakest member who holds the party back."
Given their personalities, they wouldn't kick me out for lacking strength, but considering their destination is the royal capital, I'd likely be expelled not from the hero's party but from life itself.

'Besides, there's no need for me to join them anyway.'

Judging by what they're saying, it seems everyone except Aran doesn't know yet.
The bombshell information that none other than Grace will join them when they head to the royal capital after this war ends.

Grace, humanity's strongest knight and the Grand Duke of the North, is vastly superior to me in every aspect except information gathering.
If she joins Aran's group, the remaining six episodes would progress smoothly, so what would I even do? Probably just pop corn with my heat abilities.

'Wait a minute.'

But didn't Eris say that Aran wanted my assistance?
He knows Grace will be joining them, so why is he trying to bring me in?

Does he want to make absolutely sure about dealing with Lucius?
That makes sense.
The royal capital is that guy's home turf, and unlike the war in the North, we can't lead an army to the capital.

Setting aside the question of a coup...
Leading the Northern army, depleted from the war with the West, toward the royal capital would result in heavy casualties. Neither Aran nor Grace would want that.
So they need to maximize their strength with a small elite force.

'Ah, this isn't the time for distractions.'

Nia and Eris were staring at me intently.
Are they waiting for an answer?
I absolutely have no intention of giving them the answer they want, but considering I need to maintain a friendly relationship with Aran's group for now, rather than coldly refusing here...

"Would it be alright if I think about it before giving you an answer? It's such a surprising offer that I shouldn't rush to a conclusion."
"Yes, of course. We need to discuss it more among ourselves too. Today, I just wanted to give you a heads-up so you wouldn't be too surprised when Aran formally makes the offer later."

Fortunately, Nia didn't demand an immediate answer.
Still, thanks to her, I learned something surprising. To think Aran had such thoughts about me.
I'll need to figure out how to decline.

I handed over the strategy guide for Aran's group that I had created during the mock battle, and although I received their recruitment offer...
Since my original business remains, I headed to the training ground where Aran and Yui were practicing, as she had directed.

After the mock battle, Aran's group reflected on their defeat and trained even harder than before.
They recognized that the cause of their defeat was getting caught in my tactics and failing to properly utilize the teamwork they had developed.

While they focused on improving that aspect in their training, some individuals gained personal benefits from the mock battle.
Specifically, Aran and Yui.

Aran learned reverse sword techniques, while Yui learned a fluid swordsmanship that flexibly responds to opponents' attacks.
Since they're both swordsmen, they're honing their skills through sparring sessions.

'I didn't intend for this to happen.'

When I arrived at the training ground, I spotted Aran, but since he was sparring with Yui, I watched from a distance.
And it was quite impressive.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clash!
Do geniuses resonate with each other when they're together?
In the novel, he definitely didn't use reverse sword techniques, and when fighting me in the mock battle, he showed signs of using it for the first time.
Yet now his reverse sword technique looked natural.

Aran wasn't the only impressive one.

The image of Yui's swordsmanship I knew was fast and sharp—straight-line techniques that shot like arrows.
In contrast, what I saw before me was drawing soft curves like a brush.

Yui has good adaptability but lacks experience, making her poor at improvising in unfamiliar situations.
That's why during the mock battle, Ilaine was able to restrict Yui's movements until the end by exploiting this weakness.

So I expected her to struggle against Aran's unfamiliar reverse sword techniques, but Aran's attacks were consistently blocked by Yui's swordsmanship.
He even attacked using his electric abilities several times, but Yui calmly deflected them.

'Come to think of it, Yui was excellent at attacking but terrible at defense.'

Suddenly, battle scenes from the novel came to mind.
Fast and sharp swordsmanship is suitable for attacks but inadequate for defense. That's why Yui often appeared to be at a disadvantage when defending.

Fortunately, both Nia and Eris beside her were skilled at defense, and Yui compensated by learning evasion techniques, so her weakness wasn't too apparent. But the fact that Yui couldn't defend well was undeniable.

Yet the Yui before me now demonstrated defense skills that were not lacking at all.
As expected of a sword genius.

'This is the first time since Ilaine that I've thought swordsmanship was beautiful.'

Ah, I mean the swordsmanship is beautiful. The swordsmanship.
In terms of appearance, she can't compare to Ilaine even as one of the three heroines. How dare a little kid even try.

"Both of you have impressive swordsmanship."

Ilaine, who had approached without me noticing, commented while watching Aran and Yui's sparring.
Then she added:

"I mean the swordsmanship is impressive. The swordsmanship. Of course, in my eyes, you're the most impressive person in the world."

When I chuckled at Ilaine's hasty addition, she gave me a puzzled look.

"I wasn't worried about that. I was just thinking the same thing."

Although Ilaine tends to be openly jealous rather than subtly so, she wouldn't be jealous of me praising Yui's swordsmanship.
After all, I'm her husband.

Similarly, I don't feel jealous when Ilaine praises Aran and Yui's swordsmanship.
After all, she's my wife.

There's actually no noticeable change in going from lovers to spouses.
It's not like your appearance changes the moment you get married so people can immediately recognize "Ah, this person is someone's partner."
There's no game system that puts a title like "Ilaine's husband" above my head.
Things like forms of address and perception change, but these are all abstract, intangible things.

Moreover, we haven't even held an official ceremony. We've been too busy to enjoy newlywed life.
To be blunt, we've only proposed and promised to become a couple; nothing has really changed.

'This feels nice. This sense of security.'

Just knowing that she and I are a couple filled my heart with a sense of security and comfort.
This must be why people want to marry the person they love, and why couples call each other "honey" even before marriage.
It definitely feels good.

Shortly after, Aran and Yui's sparring ended. They seemed to be wrapping up for the day, so I approached them.
Like Grace, Aran was good at sensing presences and had noticed my approach early on, turning his head to acknowledge me.

"Were you watching?"
"Just happened to be."

Yui also noticed Ilaine beside me and scurried over to talk to her.

"Sister! I finally mastered this sword technique completely. Thank you so much!"
"Congratulations."

Perhaps it was thanks to Ilaine helping her systematically establish her high-speed sword techniques, and the inspiration she gained from the recent mock battle to learn new techniques.
The sociable Yui treated Ilaine as another mentor and addressed her familiarly.

Since Aran was her only true master, Yui called Ilaine "sister," and Ilaine, being an only child, seemed to like the energetic Yui as a younger sister and accepted the title.
Still, being diligent by nature, Yui continued to speak formally to her as Grace's honored guest.

"Did you have something to say?"

Perhaps because of the recruitment offer from Nia and what Eris had told me earlier,
I felt oddly conscious of Aran's gaze on me.

People have different looks in their eyes when dealing with strangers, acquaintances, and friends.
When I first met Aran, his eyes showed the first. When I received elemental magic training from him, it was the second.
Now, it was clearly the third.

'Friends, huh.'

Aran doesn't particularly like that word. More accurately, he's uncomfortable with it.
Having been betrayed by trusted comrades, he probably has trauma and aversion to the word "friend."

That's probably why there were no scenes in "Brave Lord" where Aran was paired with male friends.
Even with the heroines, it was more that they approached him first rather than him showing interest, and their feelings toward Aran were affection rather than friendship, making it ambiguous to call them friends.

In other words, surprisingly, there was no one in the story whom Aran could call a friend.

'I don't mind being a friend, though I'll pass on being a comrade.'

It might be nice to have the hero attend my wedding with Ilaine as the groom's friend.
He would definitely come.

"Luke?"
"Ah, sorry. I was lost in thought."
"Is something wrong? If you need help, just say so. I'll help if I can."

Whether or not he considers me a friend, judging by how he speaks, he certainly views me favorably.
I was about to ask him not to make the comrade offer to me, but changed the subject.

"Actually, I recently consumed a magic potion and my magic capacity suddenly increased. I'm having trouble controlling my heat and cold manipulation because of it. I was wondering if you had any tips to share."
"Ah, it's not difficult."
"Oh, how do you do it?"
"You don't need to change how you use it; just do it as usual. However, since you probably can't gauge the output yet, if you repeatedly use your energy, you'll naturally get a feel for it."
"That sounds simple yet difficult."

Aran smiled slightly at my complaint.

"Normally, you'd quickly figure it out after one real battle experience. Since that's not possible, I'll spar with you until you get the hang of it. Try it like we did in the mock battle."

Aran's face was full of interest. He seems to want to compete with me again.

His suggestion to try it like in the mock battle sent a chill down my spine.
But since we can't go on an expedition right away, I guess there's no choice.
The guard training ground would be too conspicuous, so I was considering other secluded places when—

Tap tap tap tap.
Someone approached with urgent footsteps.

It was a familiar face—Jimmy, a member of Guard Unit 3, who had taken the knight exam with me.

"What's the matter?"
"Her Grace has summoned the Captain of the Guard and Sir Luke. I see the Hero is here as well. Please come with us."

At this point, for Grace to call for Ilaine, me, and even Aran together?
Could it be?!

"Reports indicate that the Western army has crossed the border and begun advancing."
"!"

It has finally begun.
The war between the North and the West.

Ch.167 - Chapter 167. Episode 4, Beginning
When I arrived at the Winter Palace with Elaine, Aran, and Yui after receiving Jimmy's call, I saw others gradually arriving as well.

Knight Commander Arthur, Elite Guard Captain Gunter, Snow Tower Master Dariel, Grand Noble Rainel, Administrator Bayer, and others.
All were prominent figures of the North, and all wore serious expressions.

'Everyone looks like they knew this day would come.'

Perhaps that's why no one seemed panicked or confused.
That alone was a good sign.

Grace's face was filled with solemnity as she greeted us.
She skipped the usual pleasantries and immediately began the meeting.

"Sergeant, give your report."
"Yes, ma'am!"

The sergeant who had brought the urgent news of the West's advance stepped forward.
His face showed fatigue from riding without rest, but true to his Northern heritage, he reported clearly and precisely.

"Three days ago, we confirmed that the vanguard of the Western legion 'Iron Earth' crossed the Cam River, our territorial boundary. Their numbers are estimated at around two thousand, and judging by their advance speed, they are expected to reach here within ten days."
"What about the evacuation of the border regions?"
"Following Your Excellency's previous instructions, troops moved quickly to begin evacuations. Since their advance isn't particularly fast, we should be able to avoid civilian casualties."
"That's fortunate."

Grace nodded to conclude the report and addressed her retainers.

"As you've heard, the West has begun to move. I hereby declare a state of war effective immediately, and combat orders will be issued to all units."
"Yes, ma'am!"
"First, Administrator, ensure that citizens who have evacuated from outside the castle can stay with minimal discomfort. Diplomat, inform other regions of the war and monitor whether they act according to our prior agreements."
"Understood, Your Excellency."
"The Western legion is strong in field combat and numbers in the tens of thousands. Therefore, this battle will be a defensive one. Defense Captain Isaac, make final inspections of the wall facilities and reinforce the defensive troops."
"I will do as ordered."

Grace continued assigning appropriate duties to each of her retainers.
They immediately departed to carry out their orders, leaving only Hero Aran, Snow Tower Master Dariel, Knight Commander Arthur, Grand Noble Rainel, and the guards.
The core among the prominent figures.

Dariel was the first to be addressed.

"Snow Tower Master."
"Speak, Grand Duchess."
"Have all the ice crystal weapons been deployed?"
"Perfectly. We've installed magical batteries that fire cold energy at the fortress, and placed magic circles using ice crystal power as cores along the outer walls. When activated, powerful cold energy will prevent enemy approach and defend against attacks."
"Excellent."
"And also..."

Dariel placed a large case on the conference table.
It was a case he had been carrying since his arrival at the Winter Palace, and I had been curious about it since he hadn't revealed its contents during the meeting.

"What is this?"
"Hehe, a gift."

When Dariel gestured for her to open it, Grace slowly opened the case.
When I saw its contents, I barely managed to hold back a gasp.

"This is!"
"You requested weapons made from ice crystals. It's finally complete."

Inside the case was a longsword with a blade that was as clear as ice yet had a subtle glow.
A crystal sword.
The legendary blade that would become the North's secret weapon in "Brave Road," made from a combination of cold iron and ice crystals, had already made its appearance.

"It took some time, but it's a flawless sword. It's incomparable to the prototype that the Guard Captain tested earlier."
"Indeed. I can tell even without wielding it. This is a peerless masterpiece."

True to her reputation as a sword master, Grace recognized the crystal sword's value at a glance and couldn't take her eyes off it, her face filled with admiration.
Aran and Elaine's pupils were also greatly dilated.

"That's not all."
"?"
"The craftsman you invited is truly skilled. He made another twin sword just like this one."
"Wow!"

This time I was genuinely surprised by Dariel's words.
There's another crystal sword?

"The craftsman said that a newly made sword needs to be tested against another blade, but this sword is so powerful that no other sword could match it. So he made another identical one."
"So that's why it took so long."

Grace smiled slightly, sincerely impressed by the craftsmanship of blacksmith Bill who had created two such masterful swords.

"So where is this craftsman? I'd like to praise him personally."
"Haha, he's a very passionate fellow. He's already started on his next creation, saying he could make other weapons with ice crystals too. I've formally accepted him as a weapons developer for the Snow Tower."

I couldn't help but smile thinking about Bill, who normally had a common-folk personality but went completely overboard with excitement when it came to weapons.
Even if Grace promised him the maximum possible reward, I think he's probably happiest right now being able to create weapons with ice crystals.

"Tower Master, what is this sword called?"
"It's named the Crystal Sword. The other one is the Ice Snow Sword."
"They have different names? Is there some difference between them?"

Just as in the novel, the sword was named the "Crystal Sword."
But the Ice Snow Sword was new even to me, so I was curious.

"According to the craftsman, though they're twin swords, there are slight differences. The Crystal Sword has a higher proportion of cold iron, emphasizing hardness and sharpness, while the Ice Snow Sword has more ice crystal, allowing it to emit more powerful cold energy."
"So they differ in purpose."
"Of course, both swords perfectly possess the sturdiness of cold iron and the cold energy of ice crystals. You could say they have the same power. It's just a matter of which quality is slightly emphasized."

Dariel also introduced other artifacts and magic staves made from ice crystals.
He informed us that the staves had been distributed to senior-level mages of the Snow Tower to strengthen their combat power.

'Oh? Come to think of it...'

I had noticed that Sophia's staff was different from her usual one, but I hadn't had time to ask about it since we joined the meeting immediately upon arrival.
So that was the reason.

After collecting the Crystal Sword, Grace concluded the weapons discussion and moved on to Arthur.

"Our grand strategy will be defensive, but we can't let them reach here unscathed. I want to intercept the enemy—what do you think, Commander?"
"I share your thoughts. If you give the order, I'll go and give them a proper Northern welcome."
"Good. I'll assign you two guard units. Go and harass them."
"Yes, ma'am!"

As Arthur prepared to depart immediately upon receiving the order, Grace stopped him.

"Since you've received a new sword, you should test its performance, shouldn't you?"
"Could it be... you're planning to go yourself?"
"I'd like to, but I can't leave my post in the current situation. So..."

Grace extended the case containing the Crystal Sword to Elaine.

"Since Sir Elaine was the one who tested the prototype, go and see how much it has improved."

Elaine is also a swordswoman.
Though she lives modestly with little desire for possessions, her interest in the Crystal Sword was evident.
Grace seemed to understand this feeling and handed the sword to her.

"Understood!"

Elaine accepted it with an energetic response, not refusing the offer.

'If Elaine is going, that means I'm going too.'

Couples are like set menus—cola and hamburger, hotdog and ketchup—so I should prepare as well.
I want to see the Crystal Sword's power firsthand, and I need to assess the Western legion's military strength with my own eyes.
Plus, Aran needs practical experience to get a feel for handling his increased magical power.

Sophia also seemed eager to test her newly acquired staff.
And Rigrit, well, she wouldn't pass up an opportunity to achieve military merit.

So the Guard Captain's direct team was also set to deploy alongside the knights.

"Grace."
"?"
"I want to go too."

I was inwardly surprised by Aran's words.

When we joined hands with Aran previously, he had set a condition.
We agreed that in the war against the West, Aran's group would not be sent to various battlefields but would exclusively focus on Dorgon.

There's no way the legion commander Dorgon would be with the vanguard.
He would be advancing from behind, leading the main force, so Aran's fight was still far off.
Yet Aran was voluntarily expressing his intention to participate.

I was wondering what he was thinking, as he wasn't the type to make such demands.

"I'm counting on you."

Unlike me, Grace nodded in approval as if she had expected this, granting permission.
With this, Aran would also join us in intercepting the vanguard.

'I guess that's what makes him a hero after all.'

Perhaps his condition to only face Dorgon was to test us, while his true intention was to help us from the beginning.
Or maybe now that the time to fight had come, his anger toward Dorgon was boiling over and needed an outlet.

'The latter doesn't seem likely.'

Aran's face as he requested to participate was serious but not particularly emotional.
It seems we don't need to worry about him going berserk against the Western legion out of anger.

"Then the knights, the guards, and Aran will deploy immediately to show the enemy vanguard the terror of the North before returning!"
"Yes, ma'am!"

Episode 4 of "Brave Road."
The land of ice, iron, and blood.
The Northern War arc had officially begun.

We had prepared so much for this.
Preventing the Snow Tower terrorist attack, securing the heart of the traitor, subduing the Orc tribe, and even creating weapons.
I had done everything else I could as well.

But our enemies hadn't been idle either.
To crush the North, they had pulled in forces that were originally supposed to appear in Episode 5.
In other words, we would be facing enemies from two episodes simultaneously.

'The enemy's scale is larger than expected, but...'

I didn't feel the slightest fear of losing.
Though it had become my reality, this was originally a world from a novel.
And novels typically end happily, right?

"Luke, go deliver the deployment orders to First Squad Leader Bendem and Fourth Squad Leader Weasel."
"Understood."
"Sophia and Rigrit will accompany you as well."
"Yes."
"Understood!"
"Complete preparations within an hour and assemble in front of the Winter Palace. Move quickly."

At that moment, an unexpected person called out to us.

"Wait a moment, Rigrit."
"Father?"

The person who called us was Rainel, the head of the Deepsnow family.

"Tower Master, has what I personally requested also been made?"
"Ah, of course. I was planning to deliver it upon your return, but I should give it to you now."
"?"

Grace, myself, and of course Rigrit all looked on with puzzled expressions, not knowing what conversation was taking place between Rainel and Dariel.

"Hehe, thanks to the family head's support, I've created something interesting. You can look forward to it. I'm sure you'll be pleased."

Dariel said this while looking at Rigrit.
Something interesting? What could he mean? Given that it was made at the Snow Tower, it seems to be some kind of weapon.

It appears there's something I don't know about.

Ch.168 - Chapter 168. Preliminary Skirmish (1)
Thud, thud, thud, thud.
The powerful sound of hoofbeats thundered across the ground.
The guerrilla unit's advance was brimming with energy.
But it wasn't just energy they had in abundance.

'This must be the strongest guerrilla force in history.'

The Northern Knights led personally by Knight Commander Arthur.
Guard Captain Elaine with the 1st and 4th Guard Divisions.
The Hero of National Salvation, Aran, and his companions.
And even mages sent as support from the Snow Flower Tower.

In terms of combat power alone, this formidable guerrilla force could potentially inflict serious damage on the Devil's Castle.

'And here I am among them.'

My heart swells with pride.

I've fought in quite a few battles as a Northern Army soldier and as a Guard member, but I don't think I've ever felt my heart race like this before a deployment.
Perhaps it's because of the incredible lineup of comrades fighting shoulder to shoulder with me, or maybe...

'Is it because the Northern episode is finally beginning in earnest?'

It's been several months since I entered the world of <Brave Lord>.
But when I think about it, I've only been operating on the periphery of the novel's story so far.

Stopping the terrorist attack on Snow Flower Tower, winning Ligrit's heart to make her a loyal ally, defeating the Orc tribe in a duel and forming a blood oath contract with them.
And all the other big and small actions I've taken.

Even though I've intervened in many places to change the course of events, none of them were directly related to this world's main storyline of "Aran's battle against the Seven Heroes."
Perhaps they might be considered background events that would only be mentioned in a few lines in the novel.
A few lines might be underestimating it? Let's compromise with a few pages.

If I had to talk about significance, taking down and capturing Rowe would probably be considered important.

But from now on, it's different.
The enemy we're about to face isn't some "hidden conspiracy of the mastermind" but Episode 4's main villain, Dorgon, and his army.
And Aran, the novel's protagonist, is fighting alongside us.
As Aran's ally, I've finally boarded the main storyline of <Brave Lord>.

I suddenly wonder how significant my role would be if this world were expressed as a novel different from <Brave Lord>, and yet...

'I'd probably be the protagonist!'

They say everyone is the protagonist of their own life story, after all.

If I have my romance with Elaine, my battles as a Northern Knight, and my story of living in this world...
From that moment, I too become the protagonist of a novel focused on the life of a person named "Luke."

That's enough idle thoughts to calm my nerves.
Thanks to our swift advance, we've already arrived at our target location.

"Guard Captain, I'll leave securing the base to you."
"Understood. Commander, please handle the perimeter reconnaissance."
"Hmm."

Elaine and Arthur skillfully assigned their respective tasks and moved again.
Aran's group joined Arthur's side, while the Snow Flower Tower mages stayed with us.

The guerrilla unit's mission was to ambush the western legion's vanguard marching toward Wintercannon and the Steel Earth's advance forces to reduce their strength.
Since we weren't planning to fight in one place for long, instead of building a new camp from scratch, we used an abandoned village where people had evacuated as our base.

The village, which must have been bustling until recently, was now eerily quiet. There was no time to indulge in sentimentality imagining the people who once lived here.
I don't have the power to stop the war itself. Even that great hero can't do that.
So it would be arrogant to sink into gloom over my own inadequacy in the face of this scene.

But I did make a promise that as long as I live, I'll ensure something like this never happens again.
I'm surely not the only one who desires a peaceful life.
To achieve that, I must think only of defeating the enemy, as befits a Northern Knight.

As a member of the Guard, I worked alongside my comrades, and we quickly completed the temporary base.
Just as we finished setting up, Arthur and the others returned from their reconnaissance with perfect timing.

"As expected, the enemy forces haven't reached the vicinity yet. They're stationed two days away to the southwest."
"You found that out in such a short time?"
"The Hero's companions possess excellent detection techniques."

Naturally, we all thought of Eris.
We had previously confirmed how effective her blood-based detection was when we were chasing demons.

However, Arthur's gaze wasn't directed at her alone.

"Starlight magic and blood magic... I heard from the Vice Commander that the Hero's companions use unique abilities, but seeing it in person is impressive."

Blood magic I understand, but starlight magic?
Starlight magic is what Nia uses, but as far as I know, it doesn't have detection capabilities... Ah.

'Starlight magic consists of powerful attack techniques and support skills. There are also spells that amplify allies' abilities.'

I too had received help from Nia's amplification when freezing the Demon of Satisfaction's surprise explosion during our previous demon expedition.

This time, did she use that to amplify Eris's blood magic to enhance detection?

'But blood magic is demonic, so it shouldn't combine well with starlight magic.'

Magic used by demons has a different texture from human magic.
To explain simply, if Nia's amplification is like seasoning that enhances the flavor of food, demon magic is high-intensity heat that can burn food.
Whether you add chili powder or salt, it all ends up tasting burnt, so there's little effect.

Since abilities couldn't be combined, there were no scenes in the novel where Nia amplified Eris's blood magic.
Their incompatibility was evident here as well.

But the fact that they combined their abilities to demonstrate detection skills impressive enough for Arthur to acknowledge and locate the enemy means...

'Is this also a result of the mock battle?'

I thought Aran and Yui had benefited the most by gaining new techniques.
It seems Nia and Eris had also learned how to coordinate their magic in ways that didn't exist in the novel.

'They probably haven't read the strategy guide for Aran's group that I gave them yet.'

I was well aware of their lack of coordination, and since it could be a weakness for Aran's group, I pointed it out in the strategy guide I gave to Nia.
But since we had to depart immediately after receiving the urgent news, they wouldn't have had time to practice, let alone make improvements.

Yet they found their shortcomings in the mock battle on their own and already made improvements...

'As expected of the protagonist's group. Their growth rate is no joke.'

It's incredibly reassuring.
This further strengthens our combat power.

"If they're about two days away, we're not pressed for time, but we don't have much leeway either. We should launch a surprise attack tomorrow and withdraw immediately."
"That's not all. The provoked enemies might burn this village in retaliation, so we need to guide them in a different direction."
"The Commander is right. I think we should divide our forces in two—one group to attack and provoke the enemy, and the other to lure them away."
"Hmm, that's good. In my opinion, the attacking group needs to deliver a powerful strike, so the Knights and Snow Flower Tower should handle that. The luring group needs to engage with the enemy repeatedly while drawing them away, so the Guard and Hero would be suitable for that. What do you think?"

As expected of the veteran Knight Commander who has served as the Northern Grand Duke's knight since his time, the strategy formulation was very smooth. The content was flawless too.

Aran, who was asked for his opinion, was impressed by the quick and clean strategy meeting, and said:

"I agree with the Knight Commander's strategy. I'm likely one of their primary targets, so it would be best if I show myself to lure them."

He too is a hero who has always stood on the front lines during the Great War.
With experience fighting alongside various armies, he knew well which position was most suitable for him.

With Aran also agreeing to the strategy, the conclusion was reached.
The Knights and Snow Flower Tower mages would strike the enemy's formation with mobility and firepower, inflicting damage on the vanguard.
When they begin pursuit, Aran would step forward to draw attention, and the Guard would protect Aran while guiding the enemy in a different direction.

But they aren't simple-minded barbarians or instinct-driven beasts—they're an army, and a strong one at that, comparable to the Northern Army.
The commander leading such a legion's vanguard won't be an easy opponent.

We also considered the possibility that they might not take the bait and stubbornly continue their advance.
With the Knights and ice mages, we could hold the vanguard head-on for a short time.
During that time, Aran's group and the Guard would strike the enemy from behind.

How this strategy came about was...

"Me?"
"Yes, you."

Elaine, Arthur, Sophia, Ligrit, and even Aran.
Why are these people looking at me?

"With your iceberg and my lightning strike hitting the enemy from behind, we can definitely draw their attention."
"That's kind of my ultimate move..."
"With both of your techniques, the enemies certainly couldn't ignore it. If it's not enough, I'll support you too. Despite appearances, I'm confident in my firepower."
"You all might have powerful techniques, but for me, that's my full strength."

Tap.
Elaine placed her hand on my shoulder.

"You have nothing to worry about. I will protect you."

Come to think of it, this person brought a crystal sword to Grace.
When wielded, it can release quite powerful cold energy, though not as much as my iceberg.

However, I couldn't bring myself to say that out loud.
It would be strange for me to know the power of the crystal sword in detail when it hasn't been used in actual combat yet.

'That method is good though.'

In fact, with the increased mana capacity from drinking the purple potion, I calculated that I could probably use the iceberg once and still maintain control of my body.
I had intended to use this preliminary battle to get a feel for managing my increased mana capacity by freely using elemental magic.

It's just that creating an iceberg requires generating a lot of water vapor in my hands, which hurts, and I don't like that.
If I mentioned that now, Elaine would feel terribly sorry, and I don't want to make the atmosphere awkward.

How can I naturally bypass that method while still leading this operation to success?

'Ah!'

A good idea came to mind.
A method that would hurt my hands less and be even easier.

"Isn't it enough if we can lure the enemies decisively in one go?"
"?"

***

The Steel Earth, the legion under Western Grand Duke Dorgon.
Its vanguard commander, Dread, had been instructed to advance to the Northern capital, Wintercannon, and announce the legion's arrival.

According to scout information, Wintercannon was about a week away, and the villages along the route were empty.

"Hmph, so they've been monitoring our movements."

There had been no significant confrontation even when crossing regional boundaries.
The watch posts were also empty, without a single person.

In such cases, it's easy to think the enemy has fled in fear, but...

'The Northerners wouldn't do that.'

The Northern people's unique fighting spirit was famous in other regions.
Given their temperament, they would rather die fighting than flee like cowards.

The fact that they've vacated their positions means they're monitoring our every move and acting quickly.
This implies they're prepared to fight, so we must not let our guard down and remain vigilant.

'They should start intercepting us soon.'

Dread was also aware of the Northern fortress's sturdiness from rumors during the Great War.
His lord, the Grand Duke, had instructed him not to engage in siege warfare upon reaching Wintercannon until the main force arrived.

But no matter how sturdy the Northern fortress is, they wouldn't be foolish enough to allow themselves to be surrounded by legion-level forces without taking action.
So they would likely make their move around now, with Wintercannon in sight.

"Report! Armored cavalry are positioned ahead! It's the Northern Army!"
"Fools. They never deviate from expectations."

Dread, also a war expert who experienced the Great War, had anticipated the enemy would intercept the vanguard.
He had widely deployed scouts around his unit, and enemy movements were detected there.

"If it's cavalry, their purpose is to attack using swift mobility. Infantry, form a defensive formation with large shields at the front."
"Yes, sir!"

He skillfully gave instructions and was about to formulate his next strategy while waiting for the enemy's brave but simple action, when...

"Hmm?"

Suddenly, a cold breeze touched his face, and then...

Whooooosh!
A blizzard unexpectedly swept in from the front, engulfing the unit.

"Damn it, what's this all of a sudden!"

Even though Northern weather is known to be cold and unpredictable, this blizzard was too sudden.
It must be the enemy's doing!

"Don't lower your guard! The enemy will use this blizzard to attack!"

Dread encouraged his soldiers loudly and made tactical decisions, such as positioning spearmen at the front to prepare for an enemy surprise attack in the poor visibility caused by the blizzard.

"...?"

No matter how long they waited, no sounds of fighting came from the front.
The blizzard just kept blowing, and the vanguard bravely held their positions despite the cold.
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Dread is a loyal and capable confidant who has followed Dorgon since before he became the Grand Duke.
He was also part of the conspiracy to purge the existing lord's servants and nobles to completely seize control of the West.

In this war too, he did not question Dorgon's intentions to attack the North.
As both a soldier and servant, he simply fought to fulfill his master's wishes.

'They haven't sent fake scouts to provide false information.'

Dread, recognized for his loyalty and ability, was entrusted with the important task of commanding the vanguard of the legion directly by Dorgon in this war.

He remembers the faces of all the scouts he dispatched, and the one who just reported sighting the Northern army is indeed a soldier under his command.
It's certain that the Northern cavalry is up ahead.

"General, the blizzard is fierce, and if we continue to hold our position, our troops will suffer from the cold. I suggest we retreat."

The adjutant approached with a grimace against the cold wind and offered his advice.
Despite this, Dread maintained his gaze forward, reading the battle situation.

'This blizzard is clearly artificial.'

Although the weather was cloudy today, it doesn't make sense for a fierce blizzard to suddenly hit a normal main road that isn't even a ravine.
The scout reported seeing cavalry ahead, and the North's Snow Flower Tower is famous for its cold magic.
They've brought mages with them.

Then their intentions are obvious.

'They plan to hinder our approach with the blizzard, and when our army retreats, they'll attack with cavalry.'

By now, the cavalry the scout saw must be waiting behind the mages with swords and spears drawn.
Ready to trample us at the first opportunity.
Having understood this, the tactic we should take is...

"No. Maintain the defensive formation."
"What? General, but..."
"Disobeying orders on the battlefield is punishable by immediate execution, Adjutant."
"Understood."

The adjutant's point has merit.
This blizzard, created by magic rather than natural cold, is aggressive.
Even with shields at the front, the cold will gradually freeze the surrounding air, damage will accumulate, and the shield bearers might suffer frostbite.
However.

'In war, soldiers are consumables. Unlike chess pieces, they can even be replenished.'

The winning condition in chess, with pieces like kings, knights, priests, and pawns, isn't about preserving the most pieces but about who captures the opponent's king first.
Therefore, everyone sacrifices pieces to invade enemy territory, kill enemy commanders, and capture the king.
And chess is a game modeled directly after the principles of war, a virtual warfare.

'Trading one or two pawns for an enemy knight and bishop is quite a good exchange ratio.'

Of course, even if they are replenishable consumables, they shouldn't be used wastefully.
Not wasting but using only what's necessary when and where needed—that is the virtue of an excellent general.

Dread gave instructions to his adjutant.

"If this blizzard is created by magic, it can't be maintained for long. A person's magical power has limits, and the Northern commander isn't stupid enough to exhaust their key mage forces in a mere preliminary skirmish."

In other words, this blizzard is a kind of bluff.
It's merely psychological pressure, stimulating the primal fear of cold to induce impatience and numb thinking.
Once you see through that point, the solution becomes apparent.

"Position the battle mages behind the shield bearers. When the blizzard weakens, send them to counterattack."
"Ah, yes!"

At Dread's instruction, the adjutant seemed to understand his strategy and immediately bowed his head to carry out the orders.

The West doesn't have a magic tower.
The Snow Flower Tower, which maintains friendly relations with the Northern power structure, and the Golden Tower, which cooperates conditionally because its master is a prince's comrade, are unusual cases.
Typically, magic towers are like island dwellers within the mainland, uninterested in secular matters and focused solely on their magical research.

Therefore, as soon as Dorgon became Grand Duke, he first targeted the Western magic tower, which was still recovering from the Great War.
Using as a pretext a certain explosion incident presumed to have been caused by the tower's mages, he eliminated the tower's leadership and dissenters, then absorbed the remaining forces entirely.

There was a reason why the remaining mages of the tower didn't resist Dorgon at that time.
He bribed the mages with enormous sponsorships.

Among them, he recruited young ambitious or poor mages into his legion with the condition of long-term sponsorship.
He taught them combat techniques and established a unit called "Battle Mages."

'Battle Mages are different from conventional mages who simply project firepower with their staffs.'

They are literally combat-type magic warriors who have also mastered close combat, weapon techniques, and more.
They don't just use magic in combat; they use magic for combat.

Even if there are knight-level combatants among the enemy cavalry, magic soldiers equipped with both firepower and combat skills will be something they've never faced before, so they'll struggle considerably.
Instead of weak soldiers getting frostbite, the tower mages will needlessly deplete their magical power, and we can damage the cavalry that charges in like moths to a flame—isn't that a profitable calculation?

His troops, thoroughly disciplined through strict military regulations and punishments, loyally endured the raging blizzard, using their bodies as shields.
The Battle Mages began to hide behind them, patiently waiting for an opportunity to counterattack.

'Why isn't the blizzard stopping?'

Dread wasn't a mage, but as a knight who used magical power and as the commander of the unit, he had knowledge about magic.

Enough time had passed that the blizzard should have stopped to conserve magical power.
But the blizzard continued.
It's too much for mere harassment.

As Dread was pondering what their intentions could be,
there was a disturbance in the front line.

"Hmm?"

Crack!
Something broke, and a shield bearer collapsed, creating a gap in the defense.
Quickly, a soldier from the next row filled the gap, but...

"Ugh!"

Another soldier next to him fell.
Soldiers continued to fall one by one, constantly creating gaps.

"!"

The sound of metal breaking, soldiers' screams. Soldiers falling at such regular intervals.
This isn't collapsing from the cold.
It's an enemy attack!

'How are they attacking through that blizzard?'

Due to the fierce blizzard, other magic would be reduced in power, and arrow sniping would be impossible.
It's impossible by common sense, but Dread's instinct, honed from a lifetime on the battlefield, sensed something was amiss.
The experienced general immediately issued a different order.

"Change of plans! Battle Mages, commence attack. Go and deal with the enemy mages creating the blizzard first."

It seems waiting is less important than dealing with this damn blizzard right away.

They wouldn't want to get caught in the blizzard either, so their cavalry must be positioned behind their mages.
No mage can defeat a Battle Mage in close combat.
So, using the limited visibility of the blizzard to their advantage, they'll quickly approach and kill the mages.

Once the mages are dead, their blizzard will stop, and then we'll advance our troops to repel the enemy cavalry as well.

At Dread's command, the Battle Mages cast defensive magic to protect their bodies from the blizzard.
Tap tap tap.
They leaped over the shields with remarkable movement and advanced, but...

"Gah!"
"Urgh!"

Although the sound of the raging blizzard was fierce, Dread could faintly hear it.
The sound of someone being attacked and falling.

"?"

It definitely wasn't the enemy mages.
The blizzard remained unchanged, and due to the distance, it shouldn't be audible from here.
Then the identity of those screams... the Battle Mages?

'What? What's happening beyond those shields?'

Confusion appeared on Dread's face, which had been confident until just now.

The unceasing blizzard, shield bearers suddenly collapsing one by one, and now screams presumed to be from the Battle Mages.
Incomprehensible things were happening one after another.
Meanwhile, shield bearers continued to fall one by one.

"Tch! These bastards are up to something."

Whatever it was, it was clear that the North was using some cunning method.
Then Dread had only one option left.

'I'll push through!'

Looking closely, the blizzard was fierce but not enough to prevent advancement.
The front line soldiers might be somewhat depleted by the cold, but in the long run, it would be less costly than being stuck here and entangled in their schemes.

"All troops...!"

But just as Dread was about to order his troops to advance,

Whoosh...
Suddenly the blizzard stopped, and...

Swish swish swish!
Countless sword energies shot from the front.

"Ugh! Rear ranks, advance and cover above with shields for defense."

Dread quickly swallowed the order he was about to give and issued a different one.
Thanks to his quick response, the shield bearers overlapped their shields in double layers to block the sword energies, preventing casualties.

'Sword energy means... knights.'

He had imagined knights from the cavalry information, but to think they really were knights.

More importantly, as the blizzard cleared and visibility improved, Dread quickly examined the situation beyond the shields.

"Damn it!"

Now he understood what their scheme was.

The Battle Mages he had sent to kill the cold mages were lying fallen.
Those bastards, no wonder they used the blizzard excessively—they were waiting for us to bring out our key forces to break through it.

"General, the Northern army is retreating!"

Having achieved their objective, the Northern army began to withdraw.
The final sword energy was probably meant to hinder pursuit rather than to attack.

"Pursue them."

Contrary to the plan, he had only lost bishops.
Of course, not all Battle Mages were lost, just a few. But it was very unpleasant to suffer the loss of key pieces without gaining anything. Above all, his pride was hurt by falling for such an irritating tactic.

But the attack order wasn't given simply because he was upset.

'They don't have much strength.'

Even as anger rose in his chest, his mind coldly analyzed the situation.

Their original purpose was as he first expected: to induce retreat with the blizzard and then strike with cavalry.
When that failed, they changed their strategy to knock down key forces before withdrawing.

This means they don't have enough strength for a head-on collision.
That's why they resort to such pranks and mockery.

'Now is the opportunity, with their mages depleted. Even if we can't catch the enemy cavalry, we need to push the front line as much as possible to make it look like we gained an advantage in this preliminary skirmish.'

"All troops, advance! Now is our chance, as the enemy fails to break our defense and flees with their tails between their legs."

Dread deliberately made it seem like they had the upper hand and ordered his soldiers to advance.
Encouraged by his urging, the Western army, with the annoying blizzard now gone, advanced with a resounding battle cry, their morale high.

***

Watching the Western vanguard advancing with earth-shaking battle cries and footsteps.

"We've confirmed the efficiency of the new ice crystal staff, and also confirmed that there are Battle Mages in the vanguard. And also..."

They had succeeded in thoroughly irritating the enemy using the blizzard.
Those guys wouldn't know the performance of the ice crystals, so they probably succeeded in making them think our mages had depleted too much magical power.

Both the experiment and the operation were well managed.

However, anger is like fire—it quickly dies down if there's nothing to burn.
So there's a need to steadily add fuel.

"Now, if you please."

Fortunately, we have the best fuel to stoke that fire.
Better than twigs or straw, we have lightning coal.

Rumble!
With the sound of thunder, lightning struck the middle of the advancing Western army.

Here's your beloved hero.
Let's raise the excitement of this splendid party to the very end.
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While the purpose of guerrilla warfare is to strike the enemy's vanguard and inflict damage,
I believe the key to this operation lies not in surprise attacks but in luring the enemy.

'Actually, inflicting damage on the enemy isn't particularly difficult.'

The Northern Knights, Snowflower Tower mages, the Northern Duke's guards, and Aran's group.
This composition is like something you'd see in a final episode showdown.
It's a guerrilla force with considerable power even compared to the main story of "Brave Road."

With this much strength, we could inflict significant damage on the enemy even in a head-on collision.
Yet Arthur and Elaine deliberately planned a luring operation.

That's because the battlefield is in the North.

If they retaliate for our ambush by burning down every village in their path, it would be our loss regardless of how many enemies we kill.
This would require astronomical time and resources for recovery after winning the war, not to mention the suffering of our people.

So I'm not worried about inflicting damage.
What we need to focus on most is somehow making them chase after us.

It may sound obvious, but people feel bad when they're hit by others.
So when does getting hit feel the worst?

Surprisingly, it's not when you're hit hard.
Of course, getting hit hard feels bad, but in such cases, fear and caution toward the opponent's overwhelming power make you control your anger.
It's like in police movies when a gangster gets slapped hard and suddenly becomes respectful.

When does getting hit feel the worst?
When there's repeated impact that isn't particularly painful.
For example, being poked in the chest with a folder, getting light slaps on the cheek, or having someone bump into your shoulder as they pass by.

And if you feel like you could win in a fight but are in a situation where you can't hit back, it feels even worse.
Human psychology is such that imagining punching someone's face doesn't satisfy your anger—it only builds it up more.

If the knights and mages hit too hard, the Western general might control his anger, judging that following us could lead to greater losses.
After all, he can get revenge once he rejoins the main force.

So I decided to do the opposite and deliberately annoy them.
Attack just enough to irritate them without causing major damage.

Conveniently, the North's pride—cold magic—is perfectly optimized for annoying people.
I'll test the performance of the new ice crystal staff by restricting their movements with blizzards.

While they're unable to do anything, I'll poke at them to provoke their temper.
Like throwing an eraser at the kid next to you during class.

'Ligrit received quite a nice gift from his father.'

As expected, the young master from a wealthy family receives extraordinary gifts.
I was curious what the head of the Deepsnow family had prepared for his second son, but I never imagined it would be something so incredible.

'That's seriously overpowered. A bow made of ice crystal.'

The effect itself isn't that remarkable.
It's a sturdy bow with a magic stone attached, which enhances arrows when magic power is injected into the handle while an arrow is nocked.
The issue is that the magic stone is an ice crystal, and the bow was made by Snowflower Tower, which specializes in war weapon production.

In other words, Ligrit isn't shooting simple arrows but magical icicle bullets.
Plus, they used special string to increase arrow speed.
Its power could now be considered equivalent to a sniper rifle.

A weapon I've never seen even in novels.
In terms of bow performance alone, it probably surpasses even the Elf Sira and the Dark Elves, who are archers among the Seven Heroes.

Indeed, power and connections are everything in this world.
To commission a weapon for his son using that rare ice crystal.
This is why they say having good parents is also a talent.

I wasn't particularly jealous.
Now I have a wonderful father too.
A father who gave birth to and raised a precious wife, more valuable than any foreign car.

And that incredible weapon proved very helpful for this operation.

The sight of shield bearers being pierced one by one must have instilled unknown terror in the Western general.
It was bad enough that one of the main forces of the Steel Earth, the Battle Mage—whose appearance I had been curious about—was deployed from the preliminary battle.

But with Sophia's magic eye observing enemy positions even through the blizzard, and Ligrit sniping with his ice crystal bow,
Even I think this would be infuriating to fight against.

When it seemed sufficient, the knights fired sword energy as planned and retreated with the mages.
As the enraged enemy began their attack,

I threw them a gift they couldn't ignore.

I wonder how they'll react?
It would be a shame if they lost their spirit already, as I still have much prepared.

***

A lightning bolt fell with a flash on the troops pursuing the retreating Northern forces.
The moment he saw it, Dread immediately recognized the identity of his opponent.
There was only one person in the world who used the rare ability of electricity.

'Hero Aran!'

He had heard from his master that Hero Aran was in the North, cooperating with them in this war.

Dread had witnessed Hero Aran's power firsthand during the Great War.
As a fellow warrior, he couldn't help but acknowledge the skill with which Aran had thrown himself into the demonic armies and beheaded a high demon, regardless of personal feelings.
He thought facing such an opponent would be quite challenging.

However, what appeared on Dread's lips upon discovering the hero was a smile.

'Hmph, the Queen appears right from the start.'

Like his master, Hero Aran of the Seven Heroes was clearly a core force for the Northern side.
To use a chess analogy, a piece with such formidable combat power would be the 'Queen'.

Dread clearly saw their intention.
Were they trying to intimidate by showing that the hero of the Great War was on their side?
Or was it a warning aimed at his master?

'Still the same overwhelming force with elementary tactical vision. Good intention, but too simplistic an approach.'

Indeed, a hero's mere presence could influence the battlefield's atmosphere.
Although rumors of corruption after returning from the demon lands might have diminished his former glory, no one would deny his power.
It was an obvious calculation that the hero's appearance would inevitably affect the soldiers' morale.

"Soldiers! The key to victory in this war lies right there. Whoever takes his head will be rewarded with gold and position by the Grand Lord!"

The Western warriors possessed bodies and minds as strong as the Northern forces, tempered through harsh training and education.
Now they were also filled with fighting spirit from their anger at being caught in the blizzard.
With just a little incitement, these steadfast pawns would charge without fear, even against a hero.

Far from intimidating, the hero's appearance had the opposite effect of raising the soldiers' fighting spirit.

'The hero is a target my master specifically ordered to eliminate. If he can be killed, he must be.'

While bishops and knights are important, the queen is a unique piece on the chessboard.
Moreover, in reality, it's irreplaceable.
So with their queen right in front of us, now is the chance to capture it.

"Kill the fallen hero Aran!"
"Waaaaaaah!"

At Dread's command, the Western vanguard unanimously pursued Aran.
Having boldly attempted a surprise attack with lightning, Aran turned and retreated when he saw the enemy growing more aggressive rather than frightened.
Seeing this, the soldiers became ecstatic, believing they had repelled the hero head-on, and chased after him.

"Lieutenant, lead the cavalry and pursue. Don't let Hero Aran escape!"
"Yes, sir!"

Dread also shouted excitedly.
This was a perfect opportunity to show loyalty by alleviating his master's concerns.

It seems the hero is also trying to cover the rear to allow his allies to retreat safely.
Such soft thinking has become his downfall.

I've heard the hero has new companions, but perhaps due to mobility issues, he was alone.
No matter how impressive the hero's electrical abilities, sustaining a long chase against cavalry would be burdensome.
We'll chase him until he tires and then capture him!

The cavalry led by the lieutenant fiercely pursued the hero, who continued to flee using his abilities.
Then suddenly,

"Nia, Eris. Now!"

As the hero called out names, a beam of light flashed toward the cavalry, and a large red scythe was swung.
The front of the cavalry was hit by the sudden attack, but,

"Knights! Defend!"

The lieutenant commanding the cavalry immediately positioned knights to block the enemy's attack.
The combined magical defense of the Western knights, armored along with their horses, prevented the beam and red scythe from causing significant damage.

'I considered the possibility of a lure, but...'

Seeing this, he was convinced.

'There are no ambushers.'

When our soldiers were excited and vulnerable to ambush, that's all the attack they could muster?
An ambush is fearsome because it's a one-hit kill.
They just wasted their opportunity.

'Heheh, you've grown arrogant.'

Do you think what worked against demon armies will work against us?
Back then, it was possible because our great master was by your side, but now the hero is alone.
You have no formidable expert to protect your back, no outstanding general to discuss strategy with.

You little brat who relies only on strength, there's nothing you can do.
Stop interfering with my master's path and disappear.

Pzzzt...
As if the hero's ability duration had ended, the electricity surrounding his body disappeared, reducing his speed.
With no choice left, he turned to face the pursuit squad with his companions, taking a combat stance.

'Got him!'

Dread sneered at the hero's desperate behavior, seemingly struggling to avoid death.
Meanwhile, he also brought forward the heavy infantry that had been following behind the cavalry as a precaution against a lure.
To ensure the hero's death here and now.

But there was one thing the general, who thought he was acting coolly, had forgotten.
He had been entangled from the very beginning of his encounter with the Northern forces.

His usual self might have noticed the strangeness, but,
Continuously caught in someone's cunning tricks, his anger had consumed his reason without him realizing it, and the hero as bait was too tempting for an excited fish.

Yes.
He had taken the bait.

"Now! Attack!"

As the Western vanguard entered range, a trumpet sounded vigorously, and ambushers appeared.

"Hmm?!"

Dread was surprised by the appearance of ambushers he thought wouldn't exist, but,

"Haha! Amateurish to the end. This is open ground. Even if ambushers appear, we can simply counter them. Form a gourd-shaped formation. Heavy infantry, form a circular defensive line, and cavalry, continue forward to strike the hero."

As expected of an experienced general, he wasn't easily rattled.
He gave instructions without panicking, but,

As mentioned, Dread had been entangled from the beginning.
And he still hadn't escaped from it.

"Sophia, now!"

At someone's command, the ground where the vanguard stood began to glow.
KWAAANG!
An explosion occurred.

Magic circles buried under the snow triggered consecutive explosions, and with each one, vanguard soldiers fell, engulfed in flames.
Eventually, a large fire formed inside the gourd shape created by the vanguard.

"Fire at your back, enemies in front. What will you do now?"

Luke grinned as he watched the vanguard caught precisely in the trap.

Originally, his plan was just to thoroughly provoke Dread and use Aran as bait.
But as Knight Commander Arthur listened to the plan carefully, he made a suggestion.

-If we can lure them in with that strategy, why bother with hit-and-run?
-What do you mean?
-We can just destroy them all here.
-Oh.

Though always solemn and serious, Arthur was still a Northerner, and,

-So let's provoke them a bit more.
-Good. Then how about this? When Aran begins to retreat, Nia and Eris can pretend to rescue him with a clumsy ambush.
-Then we lure them here and...

Though it was their first time planning an operation together,
The two men, sharing the common mindset that the best way to protect the North was to annihilate the enemy, had surprisingly good chemistry.

"The operation succeeded! Knights, slaughter all enemies of the North!"

The knights and Snowflower Tower mages who had withdrawn returned to the battlefield.
The true preliminary battle had begun.
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Sophia had covered the flame magic circle she had set up in advance with snow to disguise it.
When they reached the location of the trap, Aran pretended to fight to excite the enemies.
When the guard unit appeared as well, the enemies clustered together to form a defensive formation.
And then, boom!

'It's like a campfire.'

A large fire in the center, people gathered cozily around it, all noisy and lively.
Yes, definitely a campfire.

Then I should go enjoy the campfire too.

When the explosion erupted beneath their feet, the Western Army fell into chaos.
No matter how well-trained these elite soldiers were, they couldn't maintain composure when everything around them was scorching hot from flames and they witnessed people beside them exploding in real-time.
The fact that they were still holding their positions instead of throwing down their weapons and fleeing showed just how rigorous their training must have been.

'Just as the novel described—the most ideal, and therefore the most dangerous army.'

According to the setting, the Western territory bordered the lands of demons, so among the kingdom's four provinces, it saw the most battles during the Great War.
The damage must have been immense.

Moreover, unlike the wealthy East, the North that suffered little damage from the Great War, and the South that also suffered greatly but could recover due to abundant resources,
the West had many wastelands and rough terrain, making post-war recovery impossible. Naturally, people's lives became difficult, and discontent grew.

Dorgon targeted precisely this point to take control of the West.
Once a mere general, he gained loyalty by giving bread to the hungry, and used their support as a weapon to eliminate the existing power structure.

Then he stirred up people's pride by claiming that the West was poor because they had directly blocked the demon invasion during the Great War,
and that other provinces were prosperous thanks to the West's sacrifice, while subtly fostering hatred toward other provinces.

And to avoid such hardships in the future, he emphasized that they should not be the ones who are taken from, but the ones who take, focusing on military industries.
His path reminded me of a certain famous politician with a mustache as his trademark.

The difference was that unlike that mustached man who dreamed of world conquest, Dorgon strictly followed the orders of Prince Lucius, who wanted to use the West as his iron mace.
This legion was created with a twisted purpose from its very foundation—not to defend territory but to follow someone else's orders.

"Argh! Since it's come to this, it's a melee. All troops, spread out and face the attacking Northern forces!"
"Waaaah!"

Because of this, even though they had no real grudge against the North,
they were conditioned to follow Dorgon's orders without question,
and driven by hatred toward other provinces built up through years of agitation and greed for the North's resources, they loyally pointed their swords at the North as ordered.

'So I won't feel sorry for them.'

When you think about it, those soldiers are also being used in the conspiracy of the shadow forces.
But if they've become puppets and come to the battlefield, they're enemies threatening my people, and if they're enemies, I'll fight them.

I'm a selfish person, and I don't want to lose my family and friends by trying to undo the brainwashing that's been done to them.
Let them break free from Dorgon's brainwashing on their own after he's dead.

"Waaaaaaah!"

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
The guard unit, the Northern knights, and the Western vanguard clashed on the battlefield.

The momentum had already shifted to our side, but the Western Army was no pushover.

"Shields, form ranks. Forward march!"

Several unit commanders skillfully directed their forces to respond to the attack, and the soldiers moved to those instructions without error, like units in a game.

"But when it comes to commanding group battles, we have someone quite formidable too."

Wielding a large shield in her left hand and a short sword in her right, the 4th squad leader of the guard unit, Weasel, shouted:

"Right flank! Don't push in too deep. Match your steps with your comrades beside you!"

Following Weasel's command, the members on the right flank pulled back. Thanks to this, they were able to cooperatively block the enemy's spear attack.

"Don't get greedy! We are the guard unit, a force that fights defensively! The knights do the attacking; we maintain the front line so they can fight effectively!"

The reason why Weasel, younger than Ilaine, could become a squad leader of the guard unit alongside Bendem, the most senior guard; Loron, perfect in both civil and military affairs; and Gi, the giant beast—
it was because of her outstanding defensive abilities.
Even in the mock battle with Aran's group, her 4th squad surprisingly held out the longest.

Additionally, the 1st squad leader Bendem, who joined the battle, had once worked with her as the 4th vice-squad leader.
Perhaps Ilaine brought these two for this very purpose.
As expected of the world's greatest guard captain.

Thanks to Weasel's flexible command and Bendem's support, I took advantage of the opening created.

'I'll take out the commanders controlling the troops.'

A unit that follows orders perfectly like game units means that,
the moment the orders disappear, they become puppets with cut strings.
Of course, a unit of that caliber wouldn't have just one or two strings.

'But they wouldn't have hundreds either.'

Trusting and leaving the battle to my capable allies, I quickly scanned the surroundings, spotted a head commanding the enemy forces, and—

Whoosh.
Without hesitation, I launched myself toward the target.

"How dare you!"

Perhaps because a young fellow like me was targeting him,
a bearded commander in medium armor swung his axe at me.

'Less threatening than an orc's axe.'

Rather than dodging, confronting and breaking him head-on would instill more fear.

I channeled heat into my sword to create a heat blade, then attempted a direct confrontation with the commander's axe, when—

"?!"

Kragagagak!
An unpleasant metallic sound that rattled people's ears rang out, and my sword literally split the commander's axe in two.
The commander's once-large axe was cut in half, with the cross-section glowing red from the heat.

'Huh? This wasn't part of the planned performance.'

I was surprised, and so was the commander who suddenly lost his weapon.
We stared at each other with round eyes like we were in a comedy show, then—

Slash.
Since we weren't exactly on friendly terms, we quickly parted ways.

'Is this the power gained from the purple mana potion?'

Melting and splitting an axe—I could hardly believe I'd done it myself.
Well then, let's see—

"Yaaaah!"

Perhaps to avenge his commander,
another soldier thrust forward a large shield, attempting a body slam.

Instead of dodging the charging shield while maintaining my heat blade, I swung at it like a baseball bat hitting an incoming ball.
Kragagagak!
Once again, my heat blade split the soldier's shield with a metallic sound.

"Wow."

After kicking away the bewildered soldier whose shield had been cut, I looked at my heat blade in amazement.

'I've gained an incredible technique?'

A weapon-destroying technique in a medieval fantasy world where battles are fought with swords and spears, not guns and cannons.
This will be extremely useful going forward.

There was a drawback, though.
Matching its power, it consumed quite a bit of mana.
I didn't notice when I first destroyed the axe because I was too surprised, but when I cut the shield, I felt my mana being rapidly drained.

'Well, that's something I can adjust.'

As Aran said, I'm still not used to mana manipulation, so I used too much. Anyway, it's good to know that I can destroy weapons if I increase the output.

"Let's keep going."

To get used to it quickly, I need to gain more experience.
I reduced the mana in my heat blade a bit and moved to find my next opponent.

***

Dread, the vanguard commander of the West, clicked his tongue irritably.
It seemed they had fallen completely into the enemy's prepared trap.

Every time he saw enemy forces attacking from all directions and his own soldiers falling one by one, he felt like his head would explode with rage, but—

"Huff."

He quickly regained his composure with a deep breath.

Getting angry here would only benefit the other side.
The fight wouldn't end until one side was completely wiped out, and battlefield situations could always be reversed.

The enemy forces numbered only about a hundred, less than 10% of his own—just guerrilla-level.
They must be planning to finish things here, so they likely have no reserves left.

With this in mind, Dread spread his soldiers in all directions to engage the enemy.
They didn't need to win.
With superior numbers, they just needed to wear the enemy down through fighting, and in the meantime, formulate a new strategy for a counterattack.

'The enemy forces are of three types.'

One was the knight and mage they had encountered at the pass. He had sent medium infantry and battle mages against them.
The battle mages, who couldn't show their strength in the blizzard and fell to the enemy's strange tactics, wouldn't fear knights or mages on open ground.
If the other side had just knights and bishops, his bishops were special.

Another was a unit mixed with knights and regular soldiers.
He wasn't sure what unit it was, but it was probably the North's elite. Since they would be weaker than the knights and mages, he sent medium infantry to deal with them.
Pawns should play with pawns.

'And the last one.'

Hero Aran and his companions.
True to their reputation, their individual skills were considerable, but—
they were the fewest in number, and he had sent cavalry, including knights, against them.

'Let's kill them first.'

If the hero fell, the other two units would also be thrown into confusion.
Among the three groups, they were the most worthwhile to crush.

Moreover, he had seen the hero's fighting style before, and from a soldier's perspective, it had one flaw.
Perhaps because of their outstanding individual combat abilities, there was no cooperation among the group.

They would help each other when cornered and attack strong enemies together, but—
that was just coincidental targeting overlap or temporarily fighting in place of an ally, not tactical cooperation.

Back then, it was thanks to the master, who was well-versed in tactics and read the battle situation while supporting the hero from behind, that they could exert their strength as a group.
But now the master was gone, and his new companion would be far inferior to the master, so—

The hero's group was just a bunch of immature individuals who believed they could change the battlefield simply because they were a bit stronger.
Look at that. It's laughable that just four of them are trying to face the legion's cavalry.
They don't even know what war is.

"I'll show you that you can't win chess with just one queen."

Just as Dread gripped his large greatsword and was about to head toward the hero—
Clang! Clang! Clang!

"Ugh!"

There was the sound of blades clashing nearby, and the guards protecting him fell.
Then—

"Are you a commander who just stands and watches? Your weapon is the first to stick out."
"?"

Someone approached and spoke to him.
When he turned to look—

A young knight was holding a longsword in his right hand and a dagger in his left. And behind him—

'An ice path?'

This was a snow field, typical of the North. Snow was everywhere, and the ground was icy.
Despite this, there was a distinct ice path showing where he had come from.

The young knight looked at Dread while exhaling visible breath, then—

"Wait, a bearded man with scars and a greatsword... was your name Dread? Or was it Drag?"
"?!"

When his name came from the Northern knight's mouth, Dread was surprised and frowned.

"You know me? I didn't realize my name had spread as far as the North."
"Ah, this is awkward. I was planning to leave you to Aran and just take out the lower commanders. Bad luck."
"!"

The young knight ignored Dread's question and grumbled as if he'd encountered something annoying.
This response deepened the wrinkles on Dread's forehead, already irritated by everything that had happened so far.

"Is that so? Then I'll make your luck even worse by killing you."

For some reason, he couldn't stand the sight of this guy.
He decided that even if he was going to face the hero later, he would kill this bastard first.

As Dread dismounted and raised his greatsword,
the young knight, Luke, sighed deeply and—

"No, I won't fight you. I'm afraid of what the Grand Duke will say to me if I take out the vanguard commander."

Thud!
He flipped his longsword and thrust it into the ground.
Kwagagagaga!
An ice wall rose from the ground.

"Where do you think you're running!"

Crack!
Dread broke the ice with one strike and tried to chase after Luke.
But what appeared before him wasn't Luke, but—

Swoosh!

"!"

Faced with a thrust like an arrow right in front of his face, Dread hurriedly twisted his body.
He barely dodged it, but his helmet was scratched hard, making his head ring.

"I came running when I saw the ice rising."

Ilaine glared at Dread and said:

"Who were you just saying you'd kill—my husband?"

At that fierce gaze, Dread unconsciously gulped.

Ch.172 - Chapter 172. Preliminary Skirmish (5)
Crackle-crackle-crackle!

Following Luke and the Northern Knight Commander's plan, Aran successfully lured the enemy to the designated point as bait, and after the ambush was activated, he fought against the enemy's main cavalry force.

"Nia, please set up the 'Little Stars' for ability amplification!"
"Got it. Eris, you get ready too."
"Whenever you're ready, dear."

As Nia floated several glowing orbs, Aran and Eris each fired electric and blood spears into them.
The orbs, having absorbed their techniques, began to glow and scattered electric and blood thorns in all directions.

Amidst the barrage, Yui, who was swinging her sword, occasionally pulled blood thorns embedded in the ground and threw them like daggers to subdue enemies.

The western forces were numerous and their tactical movements were excellent, but the battle was easier than when they fought the dark elves in the Moon Forest.

Their bonds with the companions had deepened, allowing them to understand each other more quickly.

'The mock battles were a great help.'

The battles against the escort squad, who used various tactics and combinations to pressure them by maximizing the advantages of teamwork despite having individually inferior abilities, had taught Aran a lot.
Thanks to that, he had learned how to combine his companions' abilities and personalities to fight as one, and this fighting method was proving extremely effective in battles against armies like this one.

Considering that they might have to fight not only Dorgon's legion but also Lucius's royal palace guards in the future, he had gained a truly important weapon here.

'But if the engagement drags on like this, our side will accumulate casualties. We need to take down the enemy commander.'

Of course, Aran hadn't forgotten his original methods.
Having always fought demon armies with small numbers, he was a master of guerrilla warfare.

Aran's basic strategy was to infiltrate among enemies and quickly eliminate the commander to take control of the battlefield.
He had confidence that he wouldn't lose to anyone in one-on-one combat, and he knew from experience how quickly an army falls apart after losing its commander.

He had already identified the commander leading the vanguard while luring them earlier.
A general with a thick beard wielding a greatsword.

Now that they had gained the upper hand against the enemy cavalry, Nia, Yui, and Eris could hold their own.
These days, the three of them exerted the power of more than five people combined, not just three.

While they faced the enemy, he would strike the commander and lead this battle to victory.
That was his plan as he prepared to move, but...

"!"

Aran spotted Vanguard Commander Dread and was about to head in that direction, but turned back and continued fighting the cavalry alongside his companions.

'There won't be any problems over there.'

It was truly impressive the more he observed. Did that person have the same thought as him but moved faster?
Well, that person's strategic depth and decisiveness were unfathomable.
And just as he had Grace by his side, that person had someone who shared their heart nearby.

Since a reliable ally had gone there, Aran decided to leave it to them and focus on the battle at hand.

***

'Huh?'

I had raised an ice pillar to block the view and was about to dash away immediately.
Surprised by the unexpected development, I stopped in my tracks instead of fleeing.

"Ilaine?"

That guy is the commander, so I should have left him for our protagonist to hunt.
Why is my wife showing up here?

But I couldn't tell the diligent Ilaine to leave the enemy commander for Aran.

"...?"

From my angle, I could only see her back.
Ilaine, facing off against Dread, seemed extremely angry about something.
Everything was going according to our plan, so what could she possibly be angry about?

'Ah, could it be...'

Couples naturally understand each other's feelings without words.
I quickly sensed her mood.

'Does she think I was retreating after raising the ice pillar because I was struggling against Dread?'

N-no, that's not it.
I just didn't want to fight him so I was trying to slip away.
This was also something I couldn't possibly explain to Ilaine.

Clang!
While I was in this awkward situation, Ilaine launched a preemptive attack on Dread, and a battle broke out between them.

"I should provide support..."

Just as I was about to move to assist Ilaine.

"Hyah!"

A guard protecting Vanguard Commander Dread attacked me, blocking my path to her.

'Ilaine...'

Setting aside my worries, I decided to deal with these guys first.

Who is Ilaine?
She's none other than the Northern Grand Duke's escort captain and one of the strongest extra characters in <Brave Lord> according to the possessor.
Unless her opponent is one of the Seven Heroes, she doesn't lose.

And she is... the strongest bride of the North, even stronger than Luke, the Knight of Ice Flame.

***

Swish! Slash!
Dread blocked Ilaine's high-speed swordplay by roughly swinging his greatsword.
He too was one of Dorgon's close associates.
His combat skills were among the best in the West.

Ilaine relentlessly used her Snow Blade techniques, attacking Dread with various skills like First Snow Thrust, Powdery Snow Slash, and Sleet Combo, but...
Dorgon faction's combat technique, Crushing Combat, was formidable as well.
As Dread, who had been maintaining his defense, swung his two-handed greatsword widely, Ilaine quickly retreated with nimble footwork to avoid it.

As the distance between them briefly widened, Dread spoke first.

"You look like a knight, but do you northern barbarians not introduce yourselves? My name is Dread, the fifth Iron Hammer of the Great Lord, and the vanguard commander of the legion in this battle."

To Dread's self-introduction, Ilaine pointed her sword and replied curtly.

"Ilaine."

Despite being enemies, he had kindly introduced himself out of respect for knightly honor, but Dread frowned at her terse response that seemed dismissive.

"Insolent woman... is that all?"
"I didn't know there were fools who exchange pleasantries with rogues trying to kill their husbands."
"Husband? Ah, you mean that delicate, pretty boy who looks like a male prostitute?"

Swooosh!
In response to Dread's mockery, Ilaine attacked again without even giving herself time to breathe.

But that was Dread's trap.
He had clearly heard Ilaine call Luke her husband, and already understood that her composure was shaken because he had targeted him.

After crossing swords, he was surprised by her considerable skill.
She must be one of the top warriors in the North.

He had heard rumors about a beautiful escort captain by Grand Duke Grace's side... but an escort captain wouldn't leave her lord's side, nor would she be so attached to a man, so she must be some other officer.
Regardless, her skills were not to be taken lightly.

'Still, she's essentially just a woman.'

In the end, she'll only think about nestling in a man's arms and acting coquettish.
She must also be upset about being disrespected just now.
He tried to provoke her to break her composure first, and inwardly laughed when she fell for it so easily.

Whoosh!

"?!"

Dread's pupils trembled as he received Ilaine's sword.
Even in her anger, he could see she wasn't making foolish attacks but properly infusing her strikes with magical power.
So he responded with his own magic-infused counter.

Whoosh!

"Urgh!"

Dread staggered backward from the impact.
How could a sword strike be so fierce!
It was difficult to block the heavy, magic-infused sword strikes delivered at high speed with killing intent.
One missed block would mean a fatal wound.

It was both incomprehensible and humiliating to be pushed back by that slender sword despite wielding a greatsword.
But while Dread strengthened his vigilance against Ilaine's swordsmanship, he inwardly smiled.

'That's right. She's overexerting herself in excitement.'

She must despise him for crudely insulting her lover. So in her excitement, she was using too much force.
If it were someone else, they might have been in danger for provoking too much, but Dread could easily withstand attacks of this level.

He planned to let her exhaust herself, and once her sword slowed down, he would split her body in half with his greatsword in revenge.
Until then, he focused on defense, but...

'Hmm, it's still not easy!'

If her attacks were simply powerful, they wouldn't be difficult to block.
Dorgon faction's Crushing Combat is the strongest fighting technique in a battle of pure strength.

What made Ilaine's attacks truly difficult was not just their power but their sharpness in targeting openings.
She seemed to have a considerable understanding of swordsmanship, precisely targeting the inevitable openings created when swinging a greatsword.
Though she was using excessive force, her fighting technique was perfect.

'To be able to fight like this even while excited. This woman, though an enemy and a female, is admirable as a fellow warrior. I must kill her here.'

Dread added another person to his elimination list besides the hero.
From now on, he would eliminate all traces of carelessness and adopt a hunter's mindset to kill Ilaine.

After a while, Ilaine's speed began to slow down. Her magical power also seemed to decrease.

'Now!'

Finally spotting an opportunity, Dread poured his magical power into forming a sword aura as Ilaine's sword strikes weakened.

Having gauged her speed during their fight, he knew she was very fast on her feet.
If he attacked carelessly, she would dodge and catch her breath.

So he would prevent her escape by completely destroying the area in front of him and crushing her!

'Crushing Combat, First Form. Rock Breaker!'

Thud!
Dread stomped his front foot hard and brought down his greatsword with both hands.
A massive sword aura spread out, impossible to dodge, falling like a hammer over Ilaine, about to crush her head when—
Thwack!

"Kugh?!"

Something flew in and pierced through his shoulder armor, and suddenly his left shoulder felt as if it had been branded with a red-hot iron.

"Urrrgh!"

Feeling pain so intense his eyes rolled back, Dread turned his head and saw...
A dagger with a glowing red blade embedded in his shoulder.

"Urgh, what is this?"

Whose dagger is this? More importantly, how could a mere dagger pierce through his steel shoulder armor...

But this was no time for stupid questions.
The dagger that suddenly flew into his shoulder and the pain from the heat forcibly halted Dread's attack.

"Did you think I was exhausted from fighting in excitement?"
"?!"

Ilaine spoke in an incredibly calm voice, then lowered her body significantly while gripping her sword.
Then.
Crackle-crackle-crackle.

"This is my first time using both the Steel Sword and cold energy in actual combat, but I've been watching all along."

Ilaine channeled magical power into her crystal sword, activating its ability.
White steam surrounded the crystal sword, and the blade turned snow-white.

What he thought was her losing strength was actually Ilaine's deception to lure his attack.
Noticing that Ilaine was about to do something, Dread tried to decide the match before that, but...

"Urrrgh! What is this heat?!"

It felt like lava, not a sword, had been embedded in his left shoulder, making it difficult to exert strength.
And Ilaine was not naive enough to miss this opening for even a second.

Whoosh!
The fastest strike of the Snow Blade, Powdery Snow Single Slash.
That attack aimed to cut through Dread's torso.

'Hmph, useless!'

Dread also had a hidden trump card.

In fact, his armor was made of highly refined steel and coated with protective magic circuits on the inside.
If he channeled magical power into it, he could block any sword.
He had simply concealed this from the beginning to avoid giving his opponent time to devise countermeasures.

He planned to receive Ilaine's sword strike with his armor, then retreat to deal with his shoulder before fighting again, but...

Just as the snow-white sword imbued with a chilling aura was about to touch his armor, Dread felt an instinctive sense of danger and belatedly tried to retreat, but—
Slash!
Ilaine's sword cut through Dread's armor and protective magic, slicing into his body.

"Kuhak!"

Dread staggered, spitting blood with disbelieving eyes, but...
It didn't end there.

Crack!
When Ilaine thrust her snow-white sword into the ground, Dread's feet up to his calves instantly froze, fixing him to the ground.

Seeing this, Dread sensed his fate.

"That was punishment for trying to kill my husband, and this is punishment for insulting my husband's honor."
"Uh..."
"This sword that defeated you was also created thanks to my husband. Remember as you go that you were defeated by the man you despised."

Ilaine raised her snow-white sword.
Slash-slash-slash-slash-slash!
Snow Blade, Sleet Snowstorm engulfed Dread.

Cut through steel armor and all, with his blood and wounds frozen by ice crystals, Dread...
Became a frost statue on the snowfield, so cleanly done that it almost looked beautiful.

Ch.173 - Chapter 173. Preliminary Skirmish (6)
While Ilaine was fighting Dread, I found myself surrounded by Dread's guards.

'These guys are quite skilled.'

Perhaps it's because we're in the same line of work.
I couldn't help but admire the guards' technique as they coordinated their attacks from all directions.
They must have endured harsh training and real combat to reach this level of skill.
To be honest, they were above the standard Northern Army soldiers.

'But they're still not at the level of our Royal Guard.'

And I'm considered one of the stronger ones in that guard.

As the battle continued, the guards seemed determined to finish me off, closing in from all directions.
I calmly read their timing and thrust my longsword into the ground.

*Crackle*
The cold energy I channeled through my sword spread outward, freezing the ground.

"!"

The guards, witnessing this unusual phenomenon, tried to quickly retreat to avoid getting caught, but...

"Too late."

The cold energy extended like snakes in an instant, wrapping around the guards' feet and freezing them in place.

I had consumed a purple mana potion that enhanced my elemental magic.
I was also gradually adapting to my upgraded abilities after the practical experience of fighting the Western Army commanders.
I could control this level of output now.

I then drew a large circle with my sword while standing in place.
Cold energy scattered in all directions, completely freezing the bodies of the soldiers whose feet were already trapped.
The guards had become guard ice sculptures.

'At this point, I should be able to handle both cold and heat reasonably well, if not perfectly.'

My adaptation was quick because I wasn't learning completely new abilities but rather adjusting the output of familiar ones.
I also had a body that adapted to mana faster than the people of this world.

***

After defeating the guards, I was rushing to support Ilaine when I saw Dread swinging his greatsword at her. I immediately threw my dagger Heukyo, infusing it with intense heat.

'How dare he attack my wife!'

Thanks to my training in the Royal Guard, my dagger throwing skills had reached circus-performer level.
I'd confirmed that when I made my heat blade strong enough, it could break through even tough objects like axes or shields.

Moreover, my dagger Heukyo was made by mixing cold iron with obsidian, which had good mana conductivity.
It was superior to ordinary blades in both hardness and heat retention.

Heukyo, soaring through the air filled with intense heat, successfully shattered Dread's shoulder plate and embedded itself in his shoulder.
Ilaine didn't miss the opening this created and magnificently brought Dread down.

As soon as I saw Ilaine defeat Dread, I shouted with all my might.

"The Western Army's commander has fallen!!"

Whether true or false, whether announced by ally or enemy, news of a commander's fall demands attention.

Everyone on the battlefield stopped fighting and looked toward the source of the shout.
Conveniently, Dread didn't die face down but standing up.
Everyone could see him clearly.

"Gasp!"

It didn't take long for shock to spread among the soldiers who were highly excited from battle.

"I'm taking command from now on! All troops, don't panic, form ranks and retreat from the battlefield..."

Indeed, they were an iron legion rivaling the North.
What appeared to be the deputy commander of the vanguard who had been leading the cavalry quickly tried to take command and withdraw the troops before their formation collapsed, but...

*Crackle-zap!*
Aran's lightning electrocuted him, cutting off his orders mid-sentence.
The confusion only grew as the second-in-command was taken down right after the commander while trying to stabilize the situation.

Someone drove the final nail in:

"Soldiers of the West, throw down your weapons and surrender! Those who continue to fight will not be forgiven!"

It was Knight Commander Arthur.
His fierce growl, devoid of any gentleness, made the Western Army soldiers hesitate, and then...

*Clang*
Even elite soldiers trained under harsh conditions value their lives.
Their original purpose for fighting tooth and nail was for their own wealthy lifestyles, and to enjoy wealth, one must first survive.

'Phew.'

Truthfully, from our perspective, it was genuinely fortunate that the Western Army surrendered peacefully.
Although our strategy had succeeded and allowed us to fight on our terms, this was still a reckless battle with a tenfold numerical disadvantage.
Both I and everyone else were likely exhausted from facing so many enemies.

If the Western Army had been determined to fight to the death, ironically, we would have been the ones forced to retreat.
Even in a fantasy world where people shoot fire and ice, numerical differences can't be ignored.

However, in that case, even if the Western Army had defeated us, they would have been left without commanders to lead them, potentially resulting in their own demise anyway, so surrender was their only option now.

'It's fortunate that Ilaine took down Dread early.'

Perhaps she recognized that to end this battle quickly, Dread needed to be defeated promptly, and she was approaching him for that purpose when she spotted me and attacked him.
I could simply ask her about it later, so I approached her to handle post-battle matters and check on her condition as both her adjutant and husband.

"Well done, ma'am."
"I was able to defeat him because you held off his guards. Thank you."
"What about the heat dagger I embedded in his shoulder?"
"Of course, I'm grateful for that too."

Ilaine gave me a refreshing smile and asked:

"I hope I didn't steal your opponent?"

Not at all. You stole Aran's opponent, not mine. I had absolutely no desire to fight that massive brute.
But I couldn't say that directly, so I answered differently.

"Were you trying to save me because you thought I might lose?"
"Of course not."

Ilaine shook her head.

"How could I doubt your victory? You would surely have won with some brilliant strategy again. I told you I trust and rely on you now."
"For someone who says that, you joined the fight quite fiercely."
"Hehe, that was just an act to deceive the enemy. If even you were fooled, my acting must be quite convincing."
"Ah, I see. So apart from not doubting my victory, how angry were you really?"
"...About half."

I knew it.
That expression was definitely not an act. She was genuinely angry.
The way she froze his feet and then slashed at him repeatedly with blizzard strikes rather than going straight for his neck showed it too.

She probably rushed in initially out of genuine anger, but then cooled down once the battle started and she focused.
As she fought, she noticed Dread trying to exploit her emotions, so she pretended to fall for it while setting a trap.
So, half angry it was.

'Yes, yes. I understand without you saying it.'

Being married means knowing each other without words.
It also means knowing but deliberately not saying things to preserve each other's feelings.

So I didn't press the matter further.
The appropriate thing to say here was:

"I'm glad that getting angry on my behalf wasn't entirely strategic."

Ilaine, seemingly pleased with herself, twitched the corner of her mouth before changing the subject.

"By the way, this sword is quite exceptional, better than I expected. It holds both the hardness of cold iron and the chill of ice crystals well. Without it, I would have had a much harder time."

Indeed, Dread was a character significant enough in the novel for the possessor to remember his name.
He was something like Dorgon's nth Iron Hammer, anyway, a high-ranking officer.
While Ilaine wouldn't have lost, she would have had a much tougher fight.

The reason she could win so quickly was because she wielded the Crystal Sword.
When a first-class swordswoman holds a powerful weapon, Ilaine could overwhelm Dread.

"You seem to like it?"
"It would be a lie to say I'm not tempted."
"Since there are two of them, why not ask His Excellency for one?"

Previously, we had made two Silver Stings from Silver Sabertooth's fangs, though in the original novel there was only one.
At that time, Grace asked if either Ilaine or I wanted one, but Ilaine didn't use daggers and I already had my own, so we both declined.

Reminded of that memory, I made the suggestion, and Ilaine blinked in surprise.

"Hmph, even so, that wouldn't be right. Such powerful weapons should be used by His Excellency."
"What about borrowing it like this time?"
"That too depends on His Excellency's wishes."

Darn, that's disappointing.
Of course, it makes sense since Grace used it in the novel, but blood is thicker than water, and I'd like to see Ilaine using it too, especially since there are two of them.

But continuing to ask would put pressure on the loyal Ilaine.
So I decided to stop here as well.

That was enough sweet talk for now. As I was about to focus on post-battle arrangements,
Deputy 1st Squad Leader Bendam, who had shown excellent results commanding the Royal Guard alongside 4th Squad Leader Weasel, approached.

"Captain, I report: Of the Western Army vanguard's total one thousand men, three hundred died in battle, and another hundred who resisted surrender orders and attempted to flee were additionally killed. Of the remaining six hundred, two hundred are wounded."

With our forces numbering only about a hundred...
This was undoubtedly our overwhelming victory, without needing to count the details.

It was an achievement made possible by our flame mine strategy and the combined efforts of the hero's party and Northern elites.

Ilaine and I approached Arthur, who was contemplating how to handle the surrendered troops.

'That's a lot.'

According to Bendam's report, there were six hundred surrendered troops. More than half of the vanguard.
That alone was six times our number, making it impossible to bind them all, so they were just made to kneel.

'What will he do?'

I became an advisor because I had more knowledge than others, not because I was a genuine war expert.
I knew nothing about handling prisoners, and just imagining what to do was overwhelming.

They were too numerous to take with us, making management difficult on the journey, and too many to imprison in Winter Cannon.
Even in a world without the Geneva Convention, prisoners would need to be fed at minimum, potentially depleting our own food supplies.

Yet killing them all seemed psychopathic.
Even though they were enemies who had just crossed swords with us, they were still humans, not monsters or demons, and engaging in a frenzy of slaughter felt wrong.
Aran would oppose that too.

Fortunately, I wasn't asked for my opinion.
Arthur immediately presented an excellent solution.

"Guard Captain, I think we should strip them of all armor and weapons before releasing them. We have no means to transport so many prisoners."
"Yes, I agree."

Ilaine also concurred with Arthur's opinion.
We literally stripped the Western Army soldiers down to their underwear before releasing them.

In the freezing Northern weather, such treatment might seem somewhat cruel.
But we let them live and go free, so it was humane, and we punished those who attacked the North, which was satisfying.

The remaining equipment and weapons were gathered in one place and burned.
With Sophia, an elder-level fire mage on our side, burning a large amount of items was no trouble at all.

Ah, while we did release the prisoners in their underwear, there were exceptions.

"These mages have combat skills, so bind their hands and feet thoroughly."
"Yes, Sophia, Provisional Elder."
"You can drop the 'Provisional.' I'll become an Elder after my contributions in this war."
"I couldn't possibly do that."
"Ugh."

Special forces like knights and battle mages weren't released but had their mana sealed and were bound.
With their mana, they would likely survive the weather and return to their camp, and it would be troublesome if they recovered and came back.

"Now! The preliminary battle is our victory. Let's return triumphantly!"
"Hurrah!"

At Arthur's cry, everyone shouted loudly, savoring the thrill of victory.
We returned with vigorous steps to bring the good news to the people of Winter Cannon who were anxiously awaiting the results.

And thus, the first war of Episode 4 ended.
With the Northern Army's perfect victory.

Ch.174 - Chapter 174. The First Main Story (1)
On the way back to Winter Cannon after securing victory against the Western Army's vanguard.
Everyone in the guerrilla unit—guards, knights, and mages alike—had a spring in their step.
It was hard to believe these were the same people who had just fought a fierce battle.

'Originally, our mission was to ambush and harass the enemy's vanguard.'

But we went beyond harassment and completely annihilated them, achieving results far greater than expected.
So it's no wonder everyone's excited.
Right beside me...

"This is truly an amazing weapon! As you know, Sofia, I'm still inexperienced with mana manipulation and struggle to infuse arrows with mana. But thanks to this bow, even with just a little mana, the arrows get reinforced with icicles. It makes shooting so much easier!"
"Hehe, I could tell. Your arrows penetrated armor so easily—you were shooting quite impressively."
"But even with the power of ice crystals, how can icicle arrows pierce armor so simply?"
"Good question! As you said, ice crystal power alone would strengthen the arrows, but not enough to pierce heavy armor. That's why I enchanted it with penetration magic and projection magic as well. It's a special bow with three abilities in total."

Rigrit was almost shocked by Sofia's explanation.
She knew it was an impressive weapon from using it, but apparently not to that extent.

"When we return, I must thank the Snow Tower Lord. To give me such an excellent bow..."
"It's nothing. The head of House Deepsnow paid quite generously for it."
"Father..."
"It was our first time making a bow, so everyone enjoyed the process."

Lionel, the head of House Deepsnow, chose to fall into the abyss alongside his mad son who took the path of betrayal in "Brave Lord."
There was ambition involved, and perhaps resignation to an irreversible situation.
But there was also a father's love, unable to abandon his broken child.

'Just like when he attended the guard selection...'

Lionel seemed to have a special love for his second son.
Unlike his naturally successful firstborn, his second son had been the ugly duckling who finally spread his wings. As a wealthy and powerful father, he probably wanted to do everything he could for him.

'Just look at my own family.'

When Elaine came home despite their previously strained relationship, how happy both my parents were.
They welcomed her with the most delicious meal they could prepare.

I don't have children yet, so I can't fully understand.
But I suppose this is what parental love is like.
I should do the same when my time comes.

'...So I should abandon any devious thoughts of using Rigrit to make Lionel my patron.'

I already have Grace as an excellent backer. Being too greedy and trying to have it all will only lead to trouble.

Anyway, after handling expedition missions like dueling orcs and hunting demons, Rigrit performed her part well in her first official battle without getting nervous.
According to Weasel, the 4th squad leader who commanded the guards, Rigrit disrupted enemy infantry formations multiple times with her sniping, which was a great help.

I already knew the kid had guts, but seeing her do this well makes me feel oddly proud.
In the novel, she was a traitor who hindered the North, but now she's acting as a stalwart warrior for the North.

Perhaps I didn't just prevent a prodigal's betrayal, but preserved a family's peace.
That thought makes me feel good.

'It's good that her confidence has increased after successfully completing her first battle, but it would be dangerous if that confidence turns into arrogance.'

The knights and guards aren't that foolish, and their leaders Arthur and Elaine aren't pushovers either.
I'll just need to keep an eye on Rigrit.

'That one over there seems fine too.'

I glanced at Aran, wondering if fighting Dorgon's legion might have stirred up some emotions.
But his expression was calm.

'I remember him being sharper in the novel.'

Was that because he arrived in the midst of war back then?
Or perhaps his psychological exchanges with Grace have somewhat softened his once-sharp demeanor?

Either way, he looked much better than when I first met him.

"?"

Our eyes met briefly.

'Why are you staring?'

I don't like making eye contact with men, or even women except for Elaine, so I turned away with an indifferent expression.
But annoyingly, the look in Aran's eyes as he gazed at me stuck in my mind.

'He doesn't have any strange preferences, but...'

I recalled what Aran's companions, Nia and Eris, had told me before—their proposal to recruit me as their new comrade.
That made Aran's gaze feel unusually evaluative.

It felt like he was assessing my skills and grading me in real-time.
I also found it oddly concerning how quickly he accepted when I asked to play the role of bait, without raising any objections.

'Ah, I'm overreacting. Overreacting. I'm going to refuse anyway.'

Frankly, what does it matter if Aran is evaluating me?
If I firmly refuse, he has no recourse.

Aran isn't the type to forcibly take someone who refuses, and once Grace temporarily joins their group after this is over, all attention will shift to her, making it easy for me to avoid the situation.
There's no problem at all.

***

For the sake of Grace and the Winter Cannon citizens who had been anxious about our first battle, we deliberately made a grand entrance with victory fanfare.

"Waaaaaah!"

Without saying a single word, the citizens recognized our triumph from the guerrilla unit's spirited return and welcomed us more enthusiastically than ever before.

The guerrilla unit's lineup was impressive.

Knight Commander Arthur and the Northern Knights.
Guard Captain Elaine and the Guards.
The mages of Snow Tower.
I felt it when we departed, but this was a dream team worthy of a final battle in an episode.
Above all...

"Long live the Hero!"

How reassuring it must be for the people to hear that the hero who once helped the North repel the demon invasion during the Great War had once again fought for the North and stopped the enemy.

Although we've only fought a preliminary skirmish and the main war hasn't even begun yet.
The hero's exploits have bloomed flowers of expectation and hope in people's hearts that they can safely endure this war.

I would have been completely pleased with just that, but...

"It's Lord Luke!"
"The Ice Flame Knight, Lord Luke!"

'Aaaaargh!'

This isn't the first time I've received cheers from citizens.
Parading through the streets after returning from expeditions was standard.
I even had my knighting ceremony specially conducted in the public square with everyone watching, and after the orc subjugation, I greeted people as the main figure.

Of course, I was extremely embarrassed then too, but I couldn't ruin the atmosphere as the protagonist of the occasion, and there was also the strategic calculation that building fame would make my work easier, so I managed to endure it somehow.

But now it was strangely embarrassing that people would seek me out and cheer just for walking, without any performance on my part.
It was also shocking that the title "Ice Flame Knight" had spread not just among the guards but to the general public as well.

If this is hard to imagine, think about how you'd feel if people shouted descriptive titles based on your appearance as you passed by, like "Black-haired Man in a Coat!"
Anyone would blush and wish they wouldn't do that.

'I only needed fame before, but this is enough now.'

My purpose in gaining fame was to make my actions easier, and I've risen to the position of advisor with Grace's trust.

Before meeting Elaine, when I was aiming for a position beside Grace, I worked hard thinking I needed fame comparable to the Grand Duke of the North.
But now I've gained what I needed, and I don't need to build it further.
My goal has always been a peaceful life, not necessarily reaching the pinnacle as a man.

Still, this welcome is evidence that I've been living diligently until now, and while it's burdensome, it's also something to be proud of, so I waved my hand in greeting.
That made the cheers of those calling my name even louder.

"You've become quite the hero now."

Elaine turned slightly toward me with a smile.

"Don't tease me. It's embarrassing."
"I'm not teasing. There are more people calling your name than mine."

As Elaine said, quite a lot of people were calling my name.
Perhaps it's because I'm a young knight who has recently risen like a bright star.

But with not just women, but men, the elderly, and even children cheering for me...

'This feels less like being a celebrity and more like being a politician.'

I wondered if I might end up holding a position in the North someday.

Arriving at the Winter Palace amid the citizens' cheers, we were then welcomed by Grace.

"Your Grace, we have returned from our mission."
"Yes, I heard the cheers reaching even inside the palace. Everyone has worked very hard."

When Arthur saluted as the representative, Grace smiled brightly and welcomed the guerrilla unit's return.
She went around giving brief praise to the key members of the unit, starting with Arthur as the leader, then Elaine, Aran, and others.

"?"
"How was your first battle after drinking the purple mana potion? Was it effective?"

Grace approached and addressed me as well.

Although I'm her unofficial advisor, my official position is merely "Guard Captain's adjutant."
I'm not in a position to receive greetings alongside the Knight Commander, Guard Captain, Hero, and others.

'She probably thinks I came up with some strategy that led to success this time too.'

Given what I've been doing at Grace's side, it's natural for her to assume that.
And in fact, I did help devise the strategy for this guerrilla operation with Arthur, so she was right.
Or maybe she was just checking if I had used the valuable purple potion she had given me properly.

"Thanks to Your Grace's favor, I was able to contribute modestly to our victory. I will continue to use this power to protect the North and my comrades."

Grace nodded with satisfaction at my answer.

"Then I'd like to hear the detailed results. Food and rest have been prepared for the tired soldiers, so they should go and enjoy themselves. I apologize for the inconvenience when you must be tired, but I'd like you to follow me for a moment."
"No problem, Your Grace."

I was naturally included among those Grace indicated.
Given her earlier question and the way things seemed to be heading, I followed without comment.

***

"You completely annihilated them?!"

When the report ended, even the great Grace widened her eyes in surprise.

"I sent you to launch a surprise attack, so I was puzzled when you returned with prisoners... Then who are they?"
"They are knights and mages who were attached to the vanguard. The mage, in particular, strangely possessed both magical and combat skills."
"A mage with combat skills as well."

Grace was also intrigued by the report of a battle mage, something she apparently hadn't seen before.

"Once again, thank you all for your hard work. I sent you hoping for a definitive surprise attack, but I never expected complete annihilation."
"Lord Luke and Sir Aran here played crucial roles."
"I suspected as much. There's only one person in our army who uses strategies that clearly see through the enemy's numbers."

Dread was defeated by Elaine, but I couldn't avoid the troublesome attention I had anticipated.
Since I was the one who devised the strategy, this was expected.

Still, if I had personally defeated Dread as well, the attention would have been even greater, so this is within expectations.

When defeating Dread, I shattered his thick shoulder armor with a dagger, which increased Elaine's interest.
But Elaine's attention is always welcome.
I'd prefer even more of it.

"While it was completely unexpected that you would annihilate the vanguard, it's actually fortunate that you did. It gives us some breathing room."
"?"
"While you were fighting the enemy, we weren't just sitting idle. We held meetings about future strategy and discovered a good one."

Grace stood up and pointed with her command baton to a specific location on one of the maps that had been spread out on the table since the declaration of war.
Tap.

"When the enemy reaches Winter Cannon, they'll try various methods to make the siege easier. Naturally, Dorgon isn't foolish enough to commit all his forces against this iron fortress without preparation."
"That's right. Dorgon will certainly try to thoroughly control the surroundings before fighting."
"If Aran says so, it must be true. So we'll preemptively block the means they're likely to use."

While others focused on Grace's words, I concentrated on the point she indicated on the map.

'As expected, the Grand Duke of the North's instincts are spot on.'

Because the location Grace pointed to was one of the major battlegrounds in Episode 4 of "Brave Lord."
In other words, a place directly related to the main story.

Ch.175 - Chapter 175. The First Main Story (2)
Originally, due to Low's unexpected journey to the north, the story changed from Episode 3, bringing him to the north earlier than planned.
In the novel, Aran came to the north while the war was in full swing.

However, he didn't immediately come to Wintercannon to join Grace upon arriving in the north.
Since the capital Wintercannon was surrounded by the western army and inaccessible, he was looking for a way in from the surrounding areas.
After receiving information about fierce battles between the two armies outside the fortress, he rushed in to help the northern army, finally joining the war.

The location Grace pointed to on the map was precisely that battlefield which marked the beginning of Episode 4 of "Brave Road."

"Your Excellency's assessment is accurate. If I were the enemy, I would certainly target this location."
"I see you share the same opinion. As Aran just mentioned, and as evident from his past actions, Dorgon is meticulous. He'll try to eliminate as many of our options as possible while creating more for himself."

He planned the terror attack on the Snow Flower Tower, brought in orcs, and was connected to Mercy's actions in releasing demons.
Someone like that would only escalate, never de-escalate.
He'll likely employ every method imaginable, and perhaps even unimaginable.

"Therefore, Dorgon will definitely try to occupy Bern Fortress. From there, he could closely monitor the interior of Wintercannon."

Bern Fortress was a military facility located on a mountain near Wintercannon.
It served as a watchtower to monitor enemies approaching the capital. Due to its rugged terrain and small size, it had no military function beyond surveillance.

However, its high position offered the powerful advantage of providing a panoramic view of the entire area, including the interior of Wintercannon.
In war, nothing is more humiliating and dangerous than having your main base completely visible to the enemy.
Why else would every war game emphasize scouting the enemy's base?

But that wasn't the only reason Bern Fortress was chosen as the first battlefield of Episode 4.
Dorgon had another dangerous purpose in targeting this place beyond just monitoring the interior of the fortress.

"Moreover, they have the Golden Tower and Mercy on their side. If they can look down on Wintercannon from that high ground... they'll surely bombard the fortress with magic."
"!"

Grace's concern was spot on.
Dorgon wasn't targeting Bern Fortress just to capture some observation post.

This is a world with mages—mobile heavy weapons. No need to laboriously install mortars on the mountain.
Dorgon's true objective was to directly bombard Wintercannon from Bern Fortress.
With the Golden Tower's participation, the enemies' firepower had grown even stronger. Grace quickly realized this possibility.

Arthur, Elaine, and even Aran's expressions turned serious at the thought of 7-Hero class mages bombarding Wintercannon from high ground.

"Although we've reinforced the walls' defenses with magic circles using ice crystals as cores, they'll be useless against direct attacks on the interior of the fortress."
"Yes, that's why we must ensure the enemy cannot use Bern Fortress."

In the novel, Dorgon's plan to target Bern Fortress had failed.

During the battle for the fortress, the unexpected intervention of Aran's group forced the western army to retreat without capturing Bern Fortress.
Aran successfully joined the northern forces stationed at the fortress.

However, the retreating enemies would surely return once they regrouped.
So Aran proposed damaging the fortress to make it unusable, then joining forces with the garrison to retreat to Wintercannon.
The fortress commander, who had been surrounded on the mountain and unable to retreat to the fortress due to the western army's sudden invasion, agreed to Aran's proposal.

Fortunately, there was a Blood Demon among the group.
Aran and Nia destroyed the facility, and Eris used her abilities to turn Bern Fortress into a cursed land.
Though it was a painful decision to lose a key position, it was better than letting the west capture it.

After destroying the fortress, Aran and the garrison fought desperately to break through the western army's encirclement.
Grace, who had been looking for an opportunity to save Bern Fortress, dispatched her knights to coordinate from both sides, allowing them to safely retreat to Wintercannon.

Of course, the western army tried to occupy the now-empty Bern Fortress, but they abandoned their plan due to the various blood curses Eris had placed.

'So this time, are we going to damage it in advance?'

In my opinion, defending the fortress to the end is impossible.
Since it's small, we can't station many troops there, and it's not a defensive stronghold with powerful weapons.
If they could have converted it into a defensive fortress, they would have done so long ago.

Above all, once the war begins, the fortress being surrounded and targeted is a foregone conclusion. The people inside would be bombarded from all directions day and night.
Not only would there be casualties, but the psychological stress would be immense.

Yet it's also questionable whether it's a strategic point worth defending at the cost of our troops' lives.

The observation fortress is only desirable from the enemy's perspective; from our standpoint, it's just a nuisance after war breaks out.
Its only use is monitoring the enemy camp, but we can check the western army's movements from Wintercannon's walls anyway.
There's no need to waste valuable manpower and resources maintaining an outpost.

'However...'

In the novel, the western invasion was sudden, so the north was caught up in it until Aran arrived.
But here, we've thoroughly prepared for war and even anticipated their strategies.

I was hoping Grace might come up with a better plan than in the novel.

"Since it's difficult to defend the fortress until the end of the war, we'll have to damage it, regrettable as it is."
"..."

Well, that is the best option.
Even in Grace's calculations, committing forces to the fortress didn't seem particularly advantageous.

"But."
"?"
"It seems a shame to just damage a perfectly good facility. Even if we're going to destroy it eventually, shouldn't we make proper use of it while we can?"

Grace grinned as if she had a plan, and everyone's attention turned to her.
She shared her prepared strategy with us.

After hearing the entire plan, my thought was:

'...And she always criticizes my strange strategies.'

She's even more extreme than I am.

Well, she's always had a mischievous side.
The reason she treats me like a strategist is ultimately because she likes my tactics.

Grace and I have no romantic interest in each other.
But professionally, we've somehow become perfect business partners who work extremely well together.

***

Although we unexpectedly held a brief strategy meeting about the Battle of Bern Fortress,

Its execution would come later, and today we needed rest. I was only summoned because Grace wanted a detailed report, but we had just returned from the preliminary battle.
Honestly, I'm tired.

So I planned to handle one last matter before going to rest.
That last matter was:

"Your Excellency, I'm returning this sword to you."

Elaine returned the Crystal Sword to Grace.
It had been borrowed for this preliminary battle to test its performance, and now that it was used, it needed to be returned.

However, when Elaine placed the Crystal Sword on the table, Grace blinked as if she had forgotten about it, then belatedly responded with an "Ah, right."

"?"

Both Elaine and I looked at Grace with puzzlement at her reaction.

Grace had shown great interest in the creation of the Crystal Sword, investing considerable effort in various aspects from recruiting craftsmen to the Hancheol mine.
She was delighted when Rainel finally showed her the completed Crystal Sword.

Above all, Grace, like Elaine, is a swordswoman with considerable interest in swords. It seemed very strange that she would forget about the existence of such a famous sword as the Crystal Sword.

"So, how was it?"
"It was a magnificent sword, Your Excellency. It possesses both the sharpness and hardness of Hancheol, as well as the power and cold of the ice crystal. It will certainly be an important weapon in this war."
"If someone as strict as you gives such high praise, it must truly be an exceptional weapon."

Grace smiled, pleased with Elaine's review, then drew the Crystal Sword and gazed at the blade for a moment.

"Hmph."

She suddenly chuckled before sheathing it again.

"Here, this is yours."
"?!"
"I was wondering when to give it to you, but there's no need for unnecessary formalities between us. I'll just give it to you now."

Elaine's eyes widened at the Crystal Sword being offered to her, and she looked back and forth between the sword and Grace.

"Y-Your Excellency?"
"It's a wedding gift."
"B-But this is..."
"Wouldn't this be better for you than jewels or accessories? Use it to protect the home you'll share with your husband."

Elaine stared at Grace with a dumbfounded expression, unable to accept the sword.

'Wow...'

I was just as surprised.
I had hoped Elaine would use the Crystal Sword and even encouraged her to ask Grace for one.
But I never dreamed Grace would willingly give the Crystal Sword to Elaine.
In my mind, it was fixed as Grace's weapon from the novel.

"Take it quickly. Your husband is the same way—why do you both hesitate when you'll end up accepting anyway? You two are exactly alike."
"But such a fine sword should be used by Your Excellency..."
"I already have my family's heirloom sword, and I actually find swords with complicated abilities like ice magic uncomfortable. I prefer simpler swords."

When Elaine still wouldn't accept it, Grace sighed and placed the Crystal Sword directly in Elaine's hand.

"Hmph, it suits you well."

She nodded with a satisfied smile.

"At first, I intended to use it myself. But after thinking about it, while a sword made only of Hancheol might be fine, this unusual magic sword with ice crystal doesn't seem to match my swordsmanship. It's not my style either."
"...?"
"If there were a situation where I absolutely had to use it, I would, but there isn't. So I thought, why not give it to a capable swordsman around me? Since you're my subordinate, strengthening you is the same as strengthening me."

So in the novel, the reason Grace used the Crystal Sword was because the north was in crisis, and she was the only one who could turn the situation around with this sword.
Now, since that's not the case, she judged that the Crystal Sword would suit Elaine better than herself.

"It's more reassuring to have you become stronger than for me to become a little stronger. Besides, combining your swordsmanship with the Crystal Sword's abilities seems like a perfect match. Now it truly becomes the Snow Cold Sword, heh."
"Your Excellency..."
"There's also a personal debt. When you comforted me at the mansion last time, I couldn't repay you. I should at least give this much to a loyal retainer and friend who has served by my side all this time."

Grace, who had been continuing to speak, pursed her lips and clicked her tongue.

"Ah! I'm adding all these reasons because I'm worried you'll feel burdened. I'm giving it to you simply because I want to! Did you really think I let you use it just to test its performance?"

Elaine still seemed uncomfortable receiving the Crystal Sword and tried to return it, but Grace covered her ears as if refusing any exchanges or returns.
After the struggle between the hesitant Elaine and the stubborn Grace, finally:

"Thank you. I will definitely protect Your Excellency and the north with this sword."
"Now that's the answer I wanted to hear."

Grace finally smiled refreshingly when Elaine decided to accept the sword.

So unlike in the novel, the Crystal Sword became Elaine's weapon rather than Grace's.
But this was quite exciting too.
I could still see that beautiful snowstorm Elaine created with the Crystal Sword.

'I was waiting to leave with Elaine and ended up witnessing something remarkable.'

I was already looking forward to our next battle together.
The battle at Bern Fortress.

Ch.176 - Chapter 176. The First Main Story (3)
# Northern and Western Border.
Cam River.

The news of the vanguard's defeat under Dread's command had reached the main force of the Steel Land.

From a distance, they appeared to be some kind of beast-like humans approaching, but upon closer inspection, they were allied soldiers.
They had lost all their weapons and armor, stripped bare. Their entire bodies were frostbitten, looking as if they might freeze to death at any moment.

It was clear something was terribly wrong when only a few dozen returned looking like beasts out of the thousand-strong vanguard composed of heavy infantry, cavalry, battle mages, and knights.
The report was even more appalling.

Vanguard Commander Dread and his adjutant: killed in action.
Knights and battle mages: captured.
Weapons, equipment, and supplies: all confiscated then incinerated.
Soldiers who surrendered and were released died on their way back—mauled by beasts, frozen to death, or went missing after leaving to find other means of survival.

The remnants who returned not only failed their mission but also lost valuable Western assets. They were all executed for their failure.
Nevertheless, the atmosphere in the command tent remained heavy.

"Dread was strong and clever, but he was overconfident and had a hasty temperament. It seems he made mistakes due to the excitement of leading the vanguard."

The closest vassals of the Western Grand Lord Dorgon.
Dorgon's Iron Maces.
Among them, Moor, the Fourth Mace who ranked directly above Dread, spoke cautiously.

"The loss of the vanguard is painful, but we've gained some intelligence. Hero Aran is working with them militarily. Besides Archduke Grace, there's another female knight with considerable skill. Also, judging by their enhanced ice magic, they seem to be using ice crystals as weapons."

Officially, this war began because the North had insulted the royal family and the West with baseless rumors, and their disrespect toward the Seven Heroes raised suspicions that they were collaborating with the hero who had betrayed the kingdom.
The West claimed to be striking down the North on behalf of the royal family.

Though it seemed like a flimsy pretext, three of the Seven Heroes had agreed to the war, with support from the royal family and the Elrn Church.
Even the king, who had been bedridden for months and entrusted state affairs to the prince, had approved.
Apart from the silence of local lords who held positions equivalent to vassal states, no one dared oppose this war.

However, Dorgon's Iron Maces, as loyal vassals, knew the truth.
That Dorgon had bribed a poor mage to orchestrate the Snow Flower Tower attack and tried to incite border unrest using orcs.

That's why they also knew that the North possessed a special mineral called ice crystal.
And that Low had been defeated while trying to destroy it.

Even they, however, were unaware of the "real secret" their lord harbored.
Moor didn't know that Aran had previously moved with the Northern forces for "other reasons."

"If they've made weapons from ice crystals, pushing forward with sheer numbers will lead to disaster like this time. Then there's only one answer! We counter with even greater firepower!"

Doikason, Dorgon's Third Mace, stood up abruptly and shouted loudly.

"When it comes to firepower, no army can match our Steel Land. My lord! I will lead with siege engines and destroy the enemy walls!"

Doikason's spirited voice was checked by Jin, the Second Mace.

"Just as our army prides itself on firepower, the North boasts impenetrable defenses. How is simply relying on firepower a strategy? Don't show your ignorance."
"What did you say?"
"Why do you think they annihilated our vanguard from the first skirmish, even deploying knights and a hero? They wanted to reduce our numbers when the opportunity arose, and in the process, provoke simple-minded fools like you by demonstrating their strength."

Despite Doikason's glare, Jin ignored his gaze and continued.

"We failed to plant spies inside their fortress due to their thorough inspections, but we've been monitoring the exterior. The North's unique geography makes food production difficult. They must import supplies from other regions, and they've maintained consistent trade with the East."
"..."
"Although official trade has been suspended due to the prince's order to subjugate the North, smuggling routes must exist. It's a good opportunity to make money with wartime prices. Therefore, the longer the siege lasts, the faster the burden accumulates on the North's side."

Moor agreed with Jin's assessment.

"If necessary, we could seize the smuggling routes and use them for our own resources."
"Exactly. Those who smuggle in these times will side with whoever pays more."
"Tch, always thinking of petty methods. I don't understand why you're called an 'Iron Mace.'"
"For a simple reason. Because I'm more capable than you."
"What!"

As Doikason frowned deeply and reached for his club—

Tap.
A finger tapping on the table silenced everyone.

"...Hmm."

Doikason quickly suppressed his emotions like a well-trained dog and sat down quietly.

"It's good that you argue. Comrades aren't playmates who get along harmoniously; they're people who use each other to achieve their goals."
"..."
"But I dislike the noise."

At Dorgon's stern voice, both Jin and Doikason bowed their heads.

"We apologize, my lord."

Dorgon acknowledged their apology with a glance and continued.

"The order from His Highness isn't to occupy, force surrender, or destroy. It's to completely eliminate the North. Any method is acceptable for that purpose. Only results matter."

With that, Dorgon dismissed the argument among his subordinates.

In summary, he would accept all their suggested methods, challenging them to produce meaningful results.
Though it seemed generous, the subordinates inwardly swallowed nervously.

Their lord Dorgon was a thorough results-oriented man.
He would reward good results appropriately, but failure received no mercy, even from close subordinates.

Even now, he hadn't spoken a single word of mourning for Dread, one of his closest men.
Because Dread was a "loser" who failed despite leading a thousand soldiers.

If they failed in this Northern campaign... they knew they could receive the same treatment, which made the Iron Maces tense.

"My lord, with the loss of the vanguard, our plan to establish a base near the enemy fortress has been disrupted. What shall we do?"

The original purpose of the vanguard was to clear the path to Winter Cannon, establish a base near the fortress, and wait for the main force.
With the vanguard's annihilation disrupting this plan, Moor cautiously asked.

"Nothing has changed. We continue the advance as planned. If there's no vanguard, we'll take on that role ourselves."
"If the enemy interferes with our camp construction..."
"Then we kill them all when we meet. Eliminating them in advance will make future operations easier."
"Understood."

At Dorgon's resolute instruction, Moor bowed and accepted the order.
Though it seemed too simple to be called a strategy, this man had the power to back it up.

As his close aides withdrew to resume the advance, Dorgon, left alone in the tent, quietly closed his eyes.

"Only results matter. As long as peace and order exist at the end."

***

In a spacious plaza, Northern soldiers stood in orderly formation, fully armed, with citizens of all ages gathered behind them.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.
Grace walked confidently down the wide path created between the troops.

Dressed in white armor with an ornate fur coat and the Water King's Sword at her waist, she looked resolute and majestic.
Elaine followed behind her.
Though her Crystal Sword emitted a brilliant light asserting its presence, it was overshadowed by her cold aura.
Knight Commander Arthur wore the complete armor of a Northern knight, including helmet and shield.
Other military warriors were also fully armed, ready for battle at any moment.

Walking beside Grace were Hero Aran and his companions.
Nia and Yui, though somewhat tense from such attention for the first time, walked bravely.
Eris wore a hood due to circumstances, but her noble gait was so dignified that no one regarded her with suspicion.

I too was walking behind Elaine.
I wore my usual armor from guard duty with my regular weapons, but with one difference.

-This is the first time you've worn a cloak since your knighting ceremony.
-The guard doesn't typically wear cloaks as they can hinder movement.
-But for occasions like this, you need to look impressive, right?
-Hehe, you've truly become a knight now.

My cloak had red patterns on a blue background.

'It's quite stylish.'

Knights typically display their family crest or unit emblem on their cloaks.
As a commoner, I had no family, and while I belonged to the guard, they didn't have any distinctive pattern or animal symbol.
So I used the winter lion, symbol of the North, on my cloak.

Actually, I didn't make it myself—Elaine had it custom-made.

'Blue and red... Elaine liked the title "Knight of Ice and Fire."'

It made me proud, like a wife making clothes for her husband.
Come to think of it, Elaine had always enjoyed tailoring clothes for me.

Elaine made a cloak for me.
I contributed significantly to the Crystal Sword she carried, essentially making a sword for her.
And now we walked one behind the other, each carrying what the other had gifted.

As Grace ascended the platform in the plaza, the soldiers saluted the Northern Archduke in unison.

"For the Winter Lion!!!"
"For the North!!!"

The powerful voices that rang in my ears stirred my heart as well.
Though it might seem inappropriate before a war, those resounding cheers filled me with exhilaration.
A desire to go out, fight, and defeat the enemy.
Just like during the preliminary battle. Perhaps my mind had completely become that of a Northerner now.

"Hear me, people of the North!!"

Grace began her speech with a voice that matched the soldiers' salute in volume.

"The Western Grand Lord Dorgon and his wicked followers tried to destroy the Snow Flower Tower, incited orcs to invade our outskirts, and even committed the atrocity of trying to resurrect demons, a calamity of the past!"

Grace's voice carried deep anger, disgust, and contempt.
And gradually, these emotions erupted outward.

"When we tried to expose their vile conspiracy, instead of reflecting and apologizing, they revealed their greedy intentions with contemptible lies not worth believing. The greed to ravage this North with spears and swords!"

The soldiers also listened intently to Grace's words, their eyes and fists filled with anger toward the enemy.

"I don't know why they target the North. But for whatever reason, whoever they may be, we cannot forgive those who dare point their swords at our land with evil intentions!"
"!!!"
"People of the North, do not hesitate. The moment they harbored thoughts of harming their own kind for their greed, they became beasts like demons. They became monsters wearing human disguises. So let us all fight! Let us protect this land and our families from these evil ones, and instill such fear in them that they will never dream of baring their filthy fangs at the North again!"
"Waaaaaaah!!"

As Grace's speech ended, the soldiers roared even more powerfully than before.
A sound so fierce that the Western army approaching even now might tremble in fear upon hearing it.

"I declare the beginning of the war with the West, the War to Defend the North!! All forces, fight with me!!"
"Waaaaaaah!!!"

With this, Northern Archduke Grace officially declared the start of the war.

The name of the war: The War to Defend the North.
A name with more meaning than simply calling it the Northern War.

***

A week later, Winter Cannon's wall guards spotted Western banners approaching in the distance.
The main force of the Steel Land had reached Winter Cannon.
Of course, Grand Lord Dorgon's banner was among them.

"It has begun."

Shing.
Along with those words—spoken by someone, or perhaps by everyone—came the sound of swords being drawn.

Ch.177 - Chapter 177. The First Main Story (4)
# Northern Defense War, Outbreak.
The first battle took place in front of Winter Cannon.

The Northern Army had set magical traps in advance at locations where the invaders would likely establish their camp and waited.
They planned to activate the magic circles as soon as the Western Army set foot there, simultaneously deploying knights and elite troops for an ambush.
It was a meticulous trap designed to attack from both above and below—freezing ice underfoot while raining down spears and blades from above.

"Of course, they wouldn't have left this place unprotected."

Dorgon's Second Iron Mace, the schemer Jin, had anticipated this and prepared accordingly.
After surveying the surrounding terrain, Jin mobilized mages to remove the magic circles from the likely trap locations.

While the North's Snow Flower Tower was famous for its frost magic, the Western Magic Tower had once been renowned for its flame magic and alchemy.
Flame was the opposing element to frost, and alchemy was the school with the greatest expertise in magic circles.
These mages efficiently cleared away the magical traps set by the Snow Flower Tower's mages.

Even if the traps couldn't inflict direct damage, the Northern Army had planned to disrupt the establishment of the enemy camp. When this plan began to fail, they deployed their troops, but—
Jin, having anticipated even their numbers, had already arranged his soldiers like a fence to prepare for the Northern Army's attack.

With heavily armored infantry forming a massive human shield blocking the way, it was impossible to break through.
Left with no choice, the Northern Army retreated to their fortress, and the Western Army successfully established their camp.

Looking at the outcome alone, the first battle was a victory for the Western Army.
However, the Northern Army had merely lost one tactical option, suffering no significant losses.

The Western Army, despite taking some damage in this preliminary skirmish, couldn't fully celebrate what was technically a victory, as the damage they inflicted on the Northern Army was negligible.
In fact, they had attempted to surround and crush the Northern Army when their breakthrough failed, but the enemy retreated too quickly.
They were indeed formidable opponents.

***

With the camp established and battle preparations complete, the second battle began immediately.

"Hahaha! Advance, advance! We'll blow that wall to pieces!"

Dorgon's Third Iron Mace, the Destroyer Doikason, moved the siege engines forward.
As he had boasted before Dorgon, he directed all firepower toward pulverizing Winter Cannon's walls as soon as the war began.

The parade of various weapons—catapults hurling boulders, ballistae powerful enough to turn rocks to dust, battering rams reinforced with iron plating, and tower ladders—inspired both terror and awe.
Any ordinary fortress would surely crumble the moment these weapons were deployed.

The West was the most advanced of the four regions of the Artia Kingdom in mechanical and masonry technology.
Originally developed to cultivate barren lands, these technologies saw dramatic advancement during the Great War against demons. After Dorgon became Grand Duke, they were completely converted to military industries.

The weapon corps created through this process was, as its commander Doikason boasted, more powerful in firepower than any other military force, but—

"Ice cannons, commence firing!"

Boom! Boom!
The Northern Army's prepared weapons were equally formidable.
As soon as the siege engines came within range, the Northern Army fired their magical cannons made of ice crystals.

While the Western weapons had the advantage in raw firepower, one couldn't ignore the special property of frost that could freeze anything it touched.

The countless rocks and spears launched by the Western Army were all intercepted by the intense cold, freezing in mid-air before falling to the ground.
Moreover, any siege engine hit by the beam-like frost became frozen in place, rendering it inoperable.

After three full days of artillery exchange, the Western Army failed to destroy Winter Cannon's walls. The Northern Army repelled the invasion but couldn't inflict meaningful casualties on the enemy troops, resulting in a stalemate.

However, the expressions of Doikason, who led the weapon corps, and Isaac Deepsnow, Winter Cannon's defense captain, were completely opposite.
Isaac calmly watched the retreating enemy before methodically reorganizing for the next battle, while—

"Tch, arrogant bastards! Preparing such strange contraptions."

Doikason ground his teeth, unable to contain his anger.

He had reinforced the battering rams with steel to protect against rocks and fire arrows, but they froze solid, rendering the armor useless.
Two battering rams were destroyed as a result.
That alone was already a loss for his side.

"This is troublesome."

He had proudly deployed his siege engines but achieved nothing.
The catapults and ballistae failed to damage the walls. The ladder towers couldn't even attempt an advance due to the frost.
This wasn't the outcome Doikason had wanted.

Even he hadn't expected to capture Winter Cannon in just three days, no matter how many of the legion's weapons he deployed.
If Doikason were merely a brute who only understood force, he wouldn't have been acknowledged as Dorgon's Third Iron Mace.

He had expected that even if he couldn't capture the fortress, he could at least agitate those turtles hiding in their shells and provoke them into action.
But because of those irritating frost cannons, they remained at a stalemate.

'Damn it, this can't continue. That gloomy bastard Jin will surely try to pull me down.'

Dorgon didn't demand harmony from his subordinates. On the contrary, he encouraged endless competition and rivalry.
However, that competition had to lead to collective benefit and progress—anyone pursuing personal gain was immediately executed.
That was how Dread's predecessor had died.

But there was someone who cleverly exploited Dorgon's policy: the Second Iron Mace, Jin.
Jin tried to elevate those close to him in the hierarchy of Dorgon's Iron Maces while attempting to expel those he disliked.

Now he was trying to keep the Fourth Iron Mace, Moor, by his side. Because of this, Doikason constantly clashed with Jin.
Well, even without such motives, they would have quarreled anyway due to their incompatible personalities.

'Jin has already distinguished himself by detecting the enemy's trap and securing our camp. Meanwhile, I'm at a stalemate despite having siege engines. Not good...'

He had been considering proposing a combined attack with infantry, as weapons alone seemed insufficient to breach the walls.
But that would mean contradicting his earlier claim that firepower alone could win, which was problematic.

'A way to damage that fortress with siege engines...'

While deep in thought, tapping the table like a knock, Doikason's eyes caught an interesting terrain feature on the map.

"Heh, this is it."

***

"You intend to capture Bern Redoubt?"
"Yes. This location overlooks Winter Cannon from a height, and since the redoubt isn't large, it likely has few defenders. If we capture it and bombard from above with magic while attacking the front with siege engines, the enemy won't be able to counter with just their frost weapons."

Dorgon silently reviewed the plan Doikason had presented with the map.
At that moment, the Second Iron Mace, Jin, interjected.

"The information about Bern Redoubt was brought by my subordinates, but I won't quibble about that since our units have different roles. However, while Bern Redoubt is small, the mountain terrain is treacherous. If the enemy has stationed elites there or set traps, we could suffer casualties. What's your countermeasure for that?"

Doikason had expected Jin to find fault.
Though they weren't on speaking terms, their constant opposition had made it easy to predict what aspects Jin would question.
Thus, Doikason answered as if he had been waiting for this.

"Even if the enemy is well-prepared, they wouldn't station elite troops in such a remote redoubt. Any forces there would essentially be suicide units, and if there are elites, all the better for us. We can surround and trap them."
"Those elites could include a hero."
"I haven't finished speaking, Jin."
"..."
"But your point is valid. There might indeed be elite troops. That's why I'll personally lead the attack on the redoubt."
"Hmm."

As Doikason declared this while handling his main weapon, a club, Jin had nothing more to say.
Just as Doikason anticipated Jin, Jin also knew Doikason well.

Jin was well aware that Doikason's position had become awkward after the failed siege attempts these past few days.
Though he disliked him, he knew Doikason wasn't incompetent and must have carefully considered this plan.
His willingness to personally lead the attack showed he was desperate to reverse his humiliation.

'Besides, the mages belong to Moor, who is close to me. If Doikason's operation succeeds, Moor will share in the glory, which isn't bad.'

Seeing no reason to oppose or any weakness to exploit, Jin decided to stay silent.

Though his own advocacy for a war of attrition directly contradicted Doikason's approach,
he knew his lord only cared about results. Emphasizing methodology could easily put him out of favor, so he needed to remain quiet here.

"I approve Doikason's plan."

When Dorgon finally approved, Doikason bowed in gratitude and immediately left to initiate the operation.
In Dorgon's eyes as he approved the plan, Doikason saw that he was being given an opportunity.

Back in his quarters, Doikason gathered his units to develop detailed plans. After entrusting the siege engines to his adjutant, he was about to depart with a small elite force to capture the redoubt when—

"...I requested mage support, but are you coming too?"
"Yes, our lord would want this operation to succeed."

Dorgon's Fourth Iron Mace, Moor, joined the operation with his mages.
The legion's mages were under Moor's command, and Doikason had already requested magical support, so he had anticipated sharing credit with him.
However, Moor's personal participation meant—

'Jin, that cunning bastard's thinking.'

If credit was to be shared, it should be shared completely, was that the message?

There was no justifiable reason to refuse.
Moor, like himself, was one of Dorgon's closest confidants—the youngest but recognized for his talent, having risen to the fourth rank among the Iron Maces.

The reason he stayed close to Jin wasn't because he was Jin's puppet.
It was because he judged it beneficial to himself.
Moor naturally coveted a higher rank and wanted to prove his loyalty and ability to Dorgon.

'As evidence...'

He had arrogantly invoked their lord's wishes, subtly applying pressure.
He was reminding Doikason that greater danger awaited if he refused to take Moor along and the mission failed.

'Hmph, it doesn't matter much.'

As mentioned, while Moor wasn't his political ally, he wasn't Jin's puppet either.
If Jin himself had come, that would be different, but Moor's participation offered more benefits than drawbacks.

'In fact, with Moor joining, victory is all but assured. This is going according to plan. Heh.'

With Moor's addition strengthening their forces, Doikason immediately set out for Bern Redoubt.
After gathering troops at the base of the mountain where the redoubt stood, he issued orders.

"Climb the mountain and capture the redoubt! There may not be troops, but the enemy might have set traps, so battle mages will scout ahead!"

The operational command clearly belonged to Doikason, who had devised the plan.
Moor followed his instructions, leading the mages up the mountain first. After some time, a structure resembling a redoubt came into view.

"Have they... already withdrawn?"

The redoubt's gates were open, and the outer walls were visibly damaged, clearly abandoned.
It seemed they had withdrawn their troops when the war began and destroyed the facility to prevent its use.

It was clever but not thorough.
What mattered wasn't the redoubt's facilities but its location.

"Any traps?"
"Detection magic shows none, sir."
"Then we'll occupy it immediately and prepare to attack the fortress."
"Shouldn't we wait for the troops behind us?"

In response to his subordinate's question, Moor glanced down the mountain before answering.

"We're the main force at the redoubt anyway. Doikason is just a figurehead commander who'll have to watch from the sidelines. If we want to claim more credit for our side, we need to take the initiative early."
"Understood."

The battle mages followed Moor's instructions and immediately headed toward the empty redoubt.
At that moment—

Swish.
Slash!

"?!"

Someone darted out from inside the redoubt and instantly cut down the battle mage at the front.
Following that, dozens of soldiers emerged from the redoubt and attacked the battle mages and other mages.

"This is...!"

Moor's eyes, usually calm, widened.
There had been no signs of life, and detection magic had shown no traps.
So where had these troops come from?
Had they appeared from the darkness?

As Moor raised his weapon in surprise at the enemy ambush, a voice reached his ears.

"The enemy has fallen into our trap! Royal Guard, attack the lightly armored mages carefully in close combat!"

Royal Guard? The unit that protected the Northern Grand Duke?
Why were they here?

That wasn't all.
Crackle!

With the sound of electricity, a bolt of lightning streaked through the battle mages, slicing and electrocuting them.

"That attack..."

Hero Aran.
He was here too.

Ch.178 - Chapter 178. The Battle of Bern Boru (1)
The moment the Battle Mage from the Western Army approached the fortress and perfectly entered our range, Elaine was the first to draw her sword, dash out, and cut down the enemy.
With that as the signal, the guards who had been hiding in various places all rushed out at once and launched their surprise attack.

'What a stroke of luck.'

Our original targets were ordinary soldiers, but to catch a high-tier unit like Battle Mages?
It's like setting a trap for rabbits and catching a wild boar instead.

'Did they suspect we might have set magical traps here?'

Before the Western Army reached Wintercannon, there was a plan to set up magical traps in the areas where they might establish their camp to disrupt them.
I didn't see it myself, but that operation must have unfortunately failed.

The Western Army doesn't just have Dorgon.
The vanguard commander Dread, whom I killed earlier, introduced himself as "Dorgon's Fifth Flail."
Naturally, I know all the members of the organization called "Dorgon's Flails" besides him.
They're all villains who appeared in Episode 4 of <Brave Lord>.

And among them are those skilled in scheming and extremely intelligent ones.
Those guys wouldn't easily fall for traps; they would see through them.
They're not opponents to be taken lightly.

'If I could, I'd like to write up a list of all the members of Dorgon's Flails and give it to Grace.'

But no matter how much Grace trusts my knowledge without questioning its source...
Even she couldn't easily overlook the fact that I know all about Dorgon's closest aides that even Aran doesn't know. She would press me about my identity, if only out of creepiness.

So I can't directly reveal information about the Flails, but I did advise her that they might have excellent strategists, so she shouldn't push too hard even if we fail.

Anyway, even if the trap failed, it would have planted seeds of doubt in their minds.
The suspicion that we might have set traps in other important locations as well.

That's why they sent Battle Mages first instead of regular soldiers to approach Bern Fortress with caution.
That judgment wasn't wrong, but it ultimately worked in our favor.

'If we hadn't prepared thoroughly, we could have been in danger.'

The key to this Bern Fortress operation is to hide the existence of our ambush forces from the enemy until the optimal moment arrives.
If we had been discovered... the Battle Mages, not us, would have attacked first.

That's why we used ingenious methods that the enemy could never anticipate to hide ourselves.
To the extent that no ordinary detection magic could find us, except for exceptional tracking abilities like Eris's blood tracking.
As a result...

"Urgh!"
"Gah!"

Battle Mages, who can use both magic and martial arts, are very troublesome opponents on the battlefield, but no matter how much combat training they've received, they're fundamentally indoor scholar-type mages.
They couldn't block the surprise attack from Elaine and the guards who had been wielding swords on the frontlines for over a decade.

The Battle Mages at the front were taken down, but...

"No need to panic. It's an unexpected ambush, but nothing we can't handle. Battle Mages, don't lament your fallen comrades and fall back. Mages, strengthen the defensive barriers. Doikason's unit should be coming up here by now. We need to hold until they arrive to take the vanguard."

Even without seeing his face, I could recognize him immediately by his distinctive features.
A young, clear voice exuding intelligence, with a slender build—a man.

'So that's the Fourth Flail, Moor?'

Despite what must have felt like a ghostly ambush, Moor quickly calmed the commotion and calmly commanded his troops.
However...

Crack!
The defensive barrier cast by the mages shattered instantly.
It was destroyed by the combined power of the protagonist party—Aran, Yui, Nia, and Eris.

'With the hero Aran and Nia who has the Magic Eye, it's simple.'

But befitting a villain from Episode 4, the largest scale episode in <Brave Lord>, Moor was no pushover.

"The enemy is the hero. This much is to be expected. Mages, fall back and provide support. Battle Mages, take the vanguard until our reinforcements arrive."

When the defensive barrier was destroyed, Moor pulled the mages back and pushed the Battle Mages forward. Then...

Swish.
He drew a weapon from his waist.
It seemed he intended to join the battle himself.

'That one's dangerous.'

He's only one rank above the vanguard commander Dread whom we defeated recently, but he shouldn't be taken lightly.
Because...

"Captain Wizel! Watch out for the one with the chain sickle!"
"!"

Clang!
At my shout, Wizel flinched and quickly raised her shield to block the chain sickle flying toward her.
As soon as Moor retrieved his chain sickle...

Swoosh!
He vanished from sight like an assassin.

'Here he comes!'

Slash!
He suddenly appeared in front of me and struck down with his sickle.
I barely blocked it because I had anticipated his approach, but that only heightened his wariness.

Slash!
After I deflected his sickle, Moor retreated and disappeared again.
I immediately tried to use heat vision to detect him, but...

'Damn, there are too many people.'

The only weakness of heat detection is that if the target hides among other people, I can't find them.
Everyone alive has a warm body temperature, and people's body temperatures are all similar.

'Meeting him here already wasn't part of the plan. Well, war never goes according to plan.'

Dorgon's Fourth Flail, Moor.
Despite his voice and appearance resembling that of a refined literary youth, he actually fights with intelligence and sophistication.

He employs an efficient fighting style that instantly identifies and targets the enemy's weak points to paralyze unit operations—a true killer.
The reason he targeted Wizel was to kill her and collapse our command structure.

And now that killer has targeted me.
Perhaps he wants to eliminate my discerning eye that recognized his danger.

'I can't let Elaine face such a dangerous opponent.'

She was already engaged in battle with the Battle Mages.

Despite losing face by falling into traps both in the previous battle and now, Battle Mages are portrayed as a formidable Western force in the novel.
Knowing their danger, I thoroughly dealt with them earlier.

Thanks to Moor's command, they regained their composure and displayed their true abilities against the guards.
With mages supporting from behind, they lived up to their fearsome reputation.

They used martial arts with fists wreathed in flames and enhancement magic, and even the knight-rank guards had to use mana to counter the Battle Mages' attacks.
Regular guards formed teams to coordinate their attacks.

'There's a way to turn the situation around, but not yet.'

Unlike the preliminary skirmish, we don't have the knights or elite troops here besides Aran's party and the guards. They all need to protect the main base at Wintercannon.

To complete Grace's plan, Battle Mages and regular mages aren't enough; we need the enemy's infantry to arrive here as well.
So for now, we had to handle this ourselves.

Just then...
Swoosh!
Clang!

I couldn't react to the chain sickle flying from my blind spot, but it was deflected by a flying dagger and fell in an unexpected place.
This was no coincidence or luck.

'Really reliable. No wonder Grace doesn't worry about my safety even when Elaine isn't around.'

There was support I had borrowed from Grace for this operation:

Officially servants of the Nosrain estate, but in truth, a secret clan that protects the Nosrain family from the shadows.
The clan of the head maid Ise, or rather, Shei.

They operate solely for the blind purpose of protecting the Nosrain bloodline—a secret group that doesn't even appear in the novel.

After hearing about the Bern Fortress operation from Grace, I pondered deeply on how to achieve perfect concealment.
Then I suddenly remembered that there were professionals of stealth around Grace and decided to bring them in.

Of course, Ise initially refused my request as it wasn't related to the clan's purpose.

-"You said you needed to continue the Nosrain bloodline. You said you would help me with that."
-"That offer ended when the mistress became involved with the hero."
-"They haven't tied the knot yet. No marriage, no children."
-"...I see. You haven't even mated yet."
-"I don't need to know that much. Besides, is it appropriate to expose your mistress's private life?"
-"Lord Luke is trusted by the mistress and is the ideal talent, being close to the hero. Our cooperation will continue until the mistress conceives."
-"Then let's cooperate, since it would be disastrous for both of us if the hero dies."
-"Very well."

When I obtained permission from Shei, the clan's representative, Grace was surprised but allowed me to borrow the clan for the operation.

I asked them for just one thing:
This shadow clan possesses a stealth technique that conceals their bodies with mana.
By amplifying it with Nia's magic, we could create not individual stealth but wide-area concealment.
And with that, we could hide all traces of presence inside the fortress.

For the operation, we had actually climbed up to Bern Fortress just before the Western Army arrived and set up an ambush.

While a war was raging below, waiting silently for an enemy that might come at any time was both boring and frustrating.
But Grace said she would handle it somehow, so I trusted and waited.

Then on the fifth day of the war...
When Ligrit, who was on watch duty, reported enemy movement at the base of the mountain, we initiated our operation.
The Western Army, seeking alternatives to the fortress's impenetrable wall defenses, had finally set their sights on Bern Fortress.

Everyone waited with weapons ready at their designated positions.
The clan and Nia deployed the wide-area stealth.
After completing preparations and waiting, we pounced the moment the Battle Mages approached the fortress, successfully completing the first phase of the operation.

'...But how did I naturally end up fighting this guy? Something feels off about this flow.'

I don't know. Maybe we just happened to meet and clash in the chaotic situation. It was the same with Dread.
Where is that protagonist and what is he doing at a time like this?

Anyway, as Moor appeared to retrieve his fallen chain sickle, I swung my heat blade to interfere.

Moor stopped trying to pick up his weapon and swung the chain like a whip to block my sword strike, but...
Crack!
As if a mere iron chain could block a sword enhanced with heat.
Rather, because the chain broke, he couldn't retrieve his sickle.

'Opportunity!'

If I continued fighting and happened to defeat him, it would obviously lead to troublesome consequences.
But now wasn't the time to worry about that. The most important thing was the success of the operation.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
I pressed Moor with my Snow Frost Blade, and he drew a dagger from his waist to duel with me.
As we continued exchanging blows, Moor suddenly created distance, twisted his body, and disappeared again.

'There are no other people around now. If I use heat vision like a thermal camera, I can find him, but...'

I deliberately didn't try to detect Moor and instead took a deep breath to focus.
If my prediction was correct, then...

Swoosh!
Just then, with the sound of cutting wind, Moor appeared and thrust his dagger at my back.

Clang!
Once again, a dagger flew from somewhere and intercepted Moor's attack.
Just as I thought!

All I had asked the clan for was stealth cooperation.
After that, I left them to their own devices, assuming they would protect Aran, Grace's partner.

But for some reason, one of the clan members was protecting me.
I never asked for such protection.
Perhaps they need me for Grace's love affairs?
Honestly, what I said to Ise was just an excuse to get help, and I've already done my part.

Anyway, as Moor's attack was blocked by the clan's support, creating a momentary opening, I immediately turned around and swung my sword, releasing a blast of cold energy.
Whoosh!

The cold energy engulfed Moor's body.
He tried to defend against the follow-up attack, but his arm was frozen and couldn't raise his dagger.

It would have been great if he had a dagger in his left hand, but since he didn't, I instead threw a heat-infused punch.
Thud!

"Ugh."

Staggering backward after taking my punch, Moor glared at me and asked:

"What is your name?"
"I'd rather not tell you."
"Why not?"
"It seems like it would be troublesome."

Moor grinned, then raised his mana to break the ice encasing his body, and like a renowned killer who values style, he twirled his dagger in a showy manner before gripping it properly.

"Then I'll have to kill you here to avoid that trouble. All the Northern troops here seem to be elites, so I can't let a single one escape."

His technique prioritizes speed, so unlike other Western troops, he wears light armor.
I thought he would take significant damage from a heat punch to the torso, but he still seemed able to fight.

Perhaps his light armor is made of some special material.
How annoying.

This time, I drew Black Hawk and gripped it in my left hand.
Just as I was about to resume the fight...

"Waaaaaaah!"

The battle cry of soldiers erupted from the side.

"Huh, they're here," Moor sighed with a victor's smile.

"Yes, they've finally arrived."

A smile deserves a smile in return.
I gave him the same smile.

"Now! Fire!!"

Then I shouted with all my might.

Boom! Boom! Boom!
With explosive sounds, beams of cold energy shot out in all directions from inside the fortress.
The beams were aimed, needless to say, at the Western troops climbing the mountain.

The Western heavy infantry, who had finally reached the summit after struggling up the steep mountain on foot...

"Huh?"

Whoosh!
Were turned into snowmen by the sudden blast of cold energy.

"Now, let's begin this phase."

Ch.179 - Chapter 179. The Battle of Bern Boru (2)
The allied forces mobilized for the Bern Fortress operation included Aran's group, the Guard, and one more.

The last one wasn't referring to the clan. I didn't expect them to serve as combatants anyway.

The identity of the final ally was...
The mages of the Snow Flower Tower, wielding ice crystal staves.

"Begin the attack!"

KWAAAAAAH!
The mages who had remained hidden inside the fortress even after the battle began finally revealed themselves and unleashed their magic in all directions as enemy troops arrived.
The Western Army, having just reached the mountain summit, was struck directly by the freezing energy.

The clever mages immediately deployed defensive magic to protect our forces, but...

WHEEEEEEEE!
A sudden blizzard arose in the mountains.
As a result, the entire area from the peak where Bern Fortress stood down to the middle of the mountain was engulfed in freezing energy.

Just like during the preliminary skirmish, this unnatural blizzard definitely wasn't artificial.
This was precisely phase two of our operation.

'It's begun. Now all that's left is to retreat.'

By now, the other Guard members should have started withdrawing along the predetermined escape routes.

To the enemy, the blizzard is threatening and frightening. But to Northerners, it's like a seasonal rain—uncomfortable but familiar.

Of course, just as heavy seasonal rain causes hardship for people, a fierce blizzard like this is dangerous for us too.
But having nothing to do while waiting for the enemy, we thoroughly memorized the mountain terrain and know better than anyone the dangers of blizzards and how to deal with them, allowing us to withdraw carefully and quickly.

I too stopped fighting and retreated as soon as phase two of the operation began.
Conveniently, Moor's vision was impaired by the sudden blizzard, and he needed to look after his troops, so he couldn't pursue me.

'It's regrettable that I couldn't capture him here, but the operation comes first.'

Dorgon's Iron Flails are powerful fighters just below the Seven Heroes level. And I've grown enough that by maximizing my elemental abilities and receiving support from allies, I can fight against such opponents.
However, like Elaine, I can't determine victory or defeat quickly—it takes time.

If I recklessly tried to defeat Moor using this blizzard, the operation might go awry.

'This time, I'll leave that guy to the future Aran.'

Without harboring any regret or lingering attachment, I withdrew—not down the mountain, but in the opposite direction, back to the fortress.
I had a mission to fulfill.

The core of Grace's Bern Fortress operation was roughly this: hide in the fortress beforehand, ambush and defeat the enemy when they send troops to use this place, and then destroy the fortress right before their eyes to frustrate them.

Not only that, but as always, Grace ordered me to enhance the operation's completeness by adding my own preferences.
I brought in the Shadow Clan that protects the Nosrain family to achieve perfect concealment.

But as I thought about it more, I wanted to make one more change.

Originally, Grace's aim was to magically "BOOM!" destroy the fortress site after defeating the enemy forces.
We'd have to restore it later, but it was a tactical choice not to surrender this high ground to the enemy before us.

-Your Excellency, how about this?
-...That's ingenious. This would certainly make restoration easier later. I approve the change in plans.
-Thank you.
-How did you come up with this?

Where I used to live, there were ski resorts and sledding hills on mountains.
The steep slopes were extremely dangerous.
When I was young, I almost broke a bone while learning to ski. Haha.

'...I can't explain it like that.'

-I got the idea from watching children playing with sleds.

While skiing requires skill and specialized equipment, sleds exist in this world too.
When I made that excuse, Grace accepted it.

So if phase one of the operation was to ambush enemies approaching the fortress,
phase two was to use ice magic to turn the high ground where Bern Fortress stood into a ski slope.
If the enemy tried to use mages as human mortars, we used mages as human snow-makers.

'And my mission is to protect the mages until the fortress becomes a Himalaya, and then escort them down.'

While regular troops began descending, taking advantage of the enemy's confusion in the blizzard,
magic users like Aran's group, the Guard Captain's direct team, and knight-level members remained to continue the operation.
They've probably also suspended combat by now and are retreating to the fortress to regroup.

'We can't assume this blizzard will keep the enemy at bay until the end. We mustn't let our guard down. They have mages and battle mages too, plus the formidable force of Dorgon's Iron Flails.'

Although we've seized and maintained good momentum through surprise attacks and the blizzard, we're fighting at a disadvantage just like during the preliminary skirmish.
Moreover, unlike then, Arthur and his knights aren't with us, and since this is a battle where we need to buy time, our conditions are even more unfavorable.

So we needed to employ as many means as possible to confront the enemy.
At that moment.

"HAAAAAAAA!!"

Are there yetis living in the northern mountains?
Of course not.

The owner of that voice, even more violent and booming than Gi, the 3rd Squad Captain of the Guard...

'There was one more?'

Only one person came to mind.
Doikason, the third of Dorgon's Iron Flails.
The most combat-oriented among the Flails, a man of monstrous strength known by the epithet "Destroyer."

"UWOOOOOOH! Such petty tricks cannot stop me! The furnace-like flame boiling inside me feels no cold! Soldiers! Forward, advance forward!!"

Damn him. If he doesn't feel the cold, he should advance alone.
Though the blizzard makes it hard to see, the Western Army has probably gained courage from Doikason's encouragement and begun advancing again.
There's a reason military bands are considered important on the battlefield.

'Still, he's not a fool, so he'll handle it properly.'

I didn't like that another Iron Flail had appeared, but I wasn't too worried.

The shout Doikason just let out wasn't heard only by the Western Army.
We heard it too, and on our side...
There's the Hero Aran.

Aran, who can detect with bioelectricity, should be able to precisely locate Doikason in this blizzard and stop him.

'Finally taking on one of the Iron Flails. I'm counting on you.'

Leaving Doikason to Aran, I arrived at the fortress.
Inside, mages were working hard with ice magic to turn this place into Mount Everest, while Sophia and Ligrit, capable of ranged attacks, were protecting them.

"How much longer do you think it will take?"
"Not too long. We'll need about thirty more minutes to completely transform this place into a frozen land."

Thirty minutes is quite a long time on a battlefield, but it's short for turning a normal mountain into an ice mountain.
Anyway, we need to hold out for another 30 minutes.

"Sophia, Ligrit. Please just intercept enemies approaching the fortress. I'll go fight and come back."
"Don't worry."
"Leave it to us!"

I don't need to worry about Sophia, and Ligrit with her new weapon should be able to snipe enemies even in this fierce blizzard, so I can trust them.
Moreover, these two work well together—if Elaine and I handle the attacks in the Guard Captain's direct team, these two are responsible for support and defense.

"Then I'll leave it to you."

After entrusting the interception to reliable allies, my next destination was...

"Squad Captain."
"Oh, Lord Luke!"

All Guard squads except the 2nd Squad, which was protecting Grace, were mobilized for the Bern Fortress operation—the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Squads.
While 4th Squad Captain Wizle commanded his members to descend, the other captains remained to continue protecting the mages.

"You probably heard the voice, but a commander-level enemy has appeared in the Western Army, and the Hero is likely facing him now."
"I heard it too. I'd like to face him myself, but we can't move carelessly in this blizzard, so I have to yield to Hero Gong."
"So I'd like to take over what the Hero was supposed to handle, and I'd like to ask you and the knights of the 3rd Squad to guard the fortress entrance. Sophia and Ligrit will support you."

In response to my request, 3rd Squad Captain Gi slapped his shoulder and grinned, baring his teeth.

"Heh, leave it to me. No one has ever gotten past me."
"Hmph, that's why I'm asking you, Captain."
"Alright, everyone! We're blocking the fortress entrance!"

Gi headed to the designated position with the knights of the 3rd Squad.
With those tough and sturdy members of the Guard, the entrance shouldn't be a problem.

"Now then, I..."

As I told Gi, I need to fulfill the role that Aran was originally supposed to take.

Nothing in life is easy, they say.
The reason I thought Grace's plan was more severe than I expected when I heard about the operation...
It wasn't simply because of the plan to turn Bern Fortress into a trap to frustrate the enemy.

'This operation doesn't end with this phase.'

The Bern Fortress operation consisted of three phases in total.
If phase two was turning this place into Everest,
the final phase three was safely returning to Winter Cannon through the enemy forces that had gathered to occupy the fortress.

To do that, we needed to create an escape route in advance.
Originally, Aran's group was supposed to handle this role, but...

'They're currently fighting Doikason, so they need to focus there.'

Then someone else needs to take Aran's role.
Thinking about it, I was the most suitable candidate.

Beyond just strength, I was the person with the most freedom of movement here.
Using heat energy, I don't feel the cold at all—I wouldn't be affected even if the blizzard blew twice as hard.
And by changing my eyes to thermal imaging cameras, I can see to some extent despite the visual interference.

'Embodying the spirit of explorers who forged paths through polar regions to reach Antarctica.'

I readjusted the longsword in my right hand and the dagger in my left, then charged.

CHWACHWACHWAK.
The Western Army threatens my fantasy life and my precious family, and they're attacking the North not for justice but for their own desires.
So I decided not to indulge in sappy behavior like "Life is beautiful!" or whatever, but...

"ARGH!"

The sensation of cutting flesh isn't particularly pleasant.
I fight with responsibility and duty as both a transmigrator and a knight protecting the North.

'I never thought the ideological education I received in the military in my past life, to the point of boredom, would help me stay focused here.'

Indeed, not a single second in a person's life is wasted.
Every moment of experience becomes nourishment for the future in some way.

Similarly, gaining the ice attribute from my fight with Low was truly fortunate.
My ice manipulation skills, honed through Aran's lessons, purple mana potions, and practical testing in the last preliminary skirmish, are now good enough to fight on par with Dorgon's Iron Flails.

JJEOJEOJEOK.
With each swing of my sword, the cut soldiers froze.
Thanks to this, I could easily neutralize enemy soldiers while reducing the unpleasantness of cutting human flesh.

As I continued my mission, detecting body heat around me to find openings and taking down enemies with my ice-imbued swords...

"Finally found you."
"?!"

CHAENG!
I noticed some heat approaching from that direction and kept watch, when a familiar voice and weapon came at me.
This bastard Moor, was he looking for me?

"I have good instincts, you know. Good enough to tell who I should kill first, who I must definitely kill."
"......"
"The fact that you're trying to break through the encirclement in advance during this chaotic battle means you're not in a position to follow orders, but to act autonomously. So I should kill you first."

Right, we're not the only ones using our heads. We're not the only capable ones.
I thought I'd shaken him off, but this persistent killer has caught up—if I don't deal with him somehow, there'll be no way to escape from here.

"Tsk, just my luck."

I entered into my second battle with Moor.
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Swish! Swoosh!
The chain broke, and the scythe lunged straight for my vital spot.
Clang!

'My opponent is a professional killer. Close combat puts me at a disadvantage.'

Splash!
I dodged or blocked Moor's scythe attacks while scattering cold energy around.

The characteristic of cold energy is that it freezes the opponent's body, hindering their movements. This is especially lethal against someone like Moor who relies on agility as their main weapon.
Moor seemed aware of this, quickly avoiding the cold energy whenever it approached, then repeatedly charging back in.

'He's certainly strong.'

But there was absolutely no reason to be intimidated.
No matter how quick Moor might be, he's slower than Aran, and no matter how great an assassin he is, he's inferior to the Fog Hunter, Fog.
In other words, I already have experience fighting opponents stronger than this guy!

'Thinking about it that way, I suddenly feel calm.'

But I couldn't let that calmness turn into carelessness, so I maintained an appropriate level of tension.
With Aran, it was just a mock battle with no threat to life, and with Fog, I had reliable allies by my side.
Now this is real combat, and I'm alone.

'In the novel, Moor was the villain who lost to Yui.'

Among Dorgon's Iron Flails, the top four were each defeated by Aran's heroines in "Brave Lord."
Among them, the Fourth Flail, Moor, was defeated by the youngest heroine, the swordswoman Yui.

'Right now, both Aran and Yui are busy dealing with Doikason and his forces, so a tag-out would be difficult.'

It's hard to wander around looking for them in this blizzard, and since Moor has targeted me, he won't let me go easily.
Maybe Aran could handle it, but I'd be uncomfortable asking Yui to take over in this blizzard where visibility is so poor.
No matter how I thought about it, I had to fight.

Clang-clang-clang-clang!
Even while fighting frantically, I recalled the novel's content, searching for a way to defeat Moor.

'The reason Yui fought Moor was because they both use fast, light, and technically complex skills. Their fighting styles are similar—a kind of convenient matching for the novel's entertainment value.'

However, I'm certainly not a genius swordswoman like Yui.
I'll boldly abandon the tactical approach of fighting with fast, light, and technically complex swordsmanship that she used.

'Moor kept exchanging blows with Yui. Though Yui's talent was far superior, Moor's practical experience and cruel killing techniques put pressure on the teenage girl, making her fall back.'

What allowed Yui to defeat Moor wasn't that she possessed superior techniques or abilities.
Among the heroines, Yui had the strongest growth-oriented character.
She grew even during her fight with Moor and achieved victory. The growth she achieved at that time was...

'I remember now. A way to land a decisive blow on this guy.'

Whoosh.
I withdrew the cold energy I had been scattering throughout the battle.
Then I clicked my tongue softly, as if flustered.

'The blizzard was raging all around, and it was barely more than a whisper.'

But Moor, being a first-class killer, would have heard it clearly.

However, since he wasn't an opponent who could be fooled so easily, I boldly summoned heat energy to replace the vanished cold energy.
Both my longsword in my right hand and the dagger in my left turned red-hot as the heat blades were completed.
I assumed a fighting stance with both heat blades in hand.

'The advantage of heat energy over cold energy is its detection capability.'

In this world, there are thermal imaging cameras, but no cold detection cameras.
Thermometers typically measure how warm something is.
On weather maps, heat is displayed in various detailed colors from red to yellow, while cold is just shown in shades of blue.

The reason I deliberately spread heat energy wasn't to defeat him by searing him like a branding iron.

Swish!

"!"

I detected movement and a flash of red from the side.
I focused all my attention there, and when it came within the right distance, I counterattacked with all my might.
Clang!

Moor disappeared immediately after his attack was blocked. I laughed inwardly, careful not to reveal my emotions.

'Surprised?'

At my feet lay a fragment of Moor's scythe that had been cut off.
The secret technique of the heat blade: weapon destruction.

'My goal isn't to defeat Moor. It's to escape to Winter Cannon. I can't use too much heat energy, so I'll stop with just this surprise.'

I slightly moved my eyes to confirm the direction he fled, then released the heat energy from my weapons to expand my detection range.

This turned the area within several meters into my detection zone.
In the midst of this cold blizzard, human body temperature exceeding 36 degrees would stand out even more.

Swish!
This time I detected movement 2 seconds faster than before.
In a one-on-one fight, gaining 2 seconds is a tremendous advantage, but instead of immediately intercepting, I used those 2 seconds entirely to detect the enemy's movements.

Whoosh.
This time, I narrowly avoided the attack and attempted a counterattack with Snow Blade swordsmanship.
Having experienced his chain being destroyed by the heat blade earlier, and having just gauged the power of the heat blade in our collision, Moor retreated without engaging.

'That's two tests. He'll come next.'

I'm not the only one in a hurry here.
Moor must also want to deal with me quickly.

Because the Hero is here. The main enemy of Dorgon, a big game incomparable to someone like me.
If he doesn't hurry, Doikason might handle it, and then Moor would miss out on a major achievement while dealing with someone like me.

'The competition for rank among Dorgon's Iron Flails is fierce.'

Especially excluding the first-ranked Flail who is on a different level, the competition among ranks 2-4 is as intense as internal strife.
And coincidentally, Doikason and Moor are ranked 3rd and 4th respectively.
Moor doesn't have time to deal with someone like me. If he captures Aran, he could easily surpass the 3rd rank and even rise to 2nd.

'Besides, in movies, killers always take pride in quick kills.'

Moor's position is that of a general, but his fighting style and personality are that of a killer.
And being Dorgon's Fourth Flail, he must have killed countless people and take pride in it.
How frustrated must he be, struggling against a mere knight whose name he doesn't even know, rather than Aran, the Northern Grand Duke, or the Knight Commander?

'Judging by how he tried to finish Yui quickly, he'll make his decisive move next.'

That's exactly what I've been waiting for.
This is why I deliberately withdrew my cold energy and demonstrated weapon destruction to guide him toward aiming for a one-hit kill rather than a prolonged battle.
What remains is...

'Thinking about it again, only crazy people do what protagonists do.'

The final thing Yui achieved in the novel to defeat Moor:
Overcoming the fear of death.
The madness of determination to defeat the enemy even if a blade touches your neck.

'How am I supposed to do that?'

Of course life is the most important thing to a person.
Why am I going through all this trouble? It's all for a happy life.

Yet to achieve victory, I need to know how to abandon the preciousness of life?
That's absolute nonsense.

That's why I changed my approach slightly.
Since I absolutely cannot abandon my life...
I'll do the opposite.

'Here he comes!'

I sensed movement at the edge of my heat detection.
Moor had begun his ultimate strike.
I forgot about the blizzard, the fortress operation, everything, and focused solely on him.
When even the sound of my beating heart couldn't be heard, and nothing registered in my field of vision...

"!"

I detected Moor charging directly for my neck.
He's both a killer and a magic user. He's probably holding a dagger, and that dagger's blade is enhanced with sharply refined magical power.
No matter what hard steel I might be wearing, it would be easily penetrated by that dagger.

'If I were wearing steel.'

Suddenly, I recalled a past memory.
The sight of Rigrit's arrows, enhanced with ice crystal cold energy, penetrating the Western Army's heavy infantry through their shields.

Crack-crack-crack-crack.
I no longer needed heat energy. I instantly summoned cold energy and concentrated it on just one area: my neck.
The technique I used during the mock battle with Aran's group, when I froze a flag and my arm together to create an ice arm, swirled in my mind.
Crack-crack-crack.
As the ice crystal neck guard formed...

Clang!

"?!"

Instead of the creepy sound of flesh being pierced, there was a ridiculous metallic sound.
Moor, who must have been confident of victory since I hadn't taken a defensive stance until the moment he thrust at my neck, was startled by this unexpected defense method and stopped in his tracks.

Just as Yui did in the novel, I offered my neck to Moor, and Moor approached and stabbed at it.

But unlike the brave protagonist and her companions, I'm a common citizen who values life too much.
I couldn't possibly match their madness of attacking the enemy at the cost of my life. Instead, I deployed the best defense I could.
Because I desperately wanted to live.

And this was the moment I had been aiming for all along.

Thwack!
I struck my sword at the ground beside Moor's foot.
Of course, my sword was imbued with cold energy, and the cold energy that spread across the ground instantly enveloped Moor's feet.

"Now you won't be able to run around frantically anymore."
"!"

Moor tried to retreat hastily, but his ankles were already frozen.

"No mistakes this time."

Earlier I had an empty hand and had to use my fist, but now I properly held a dagger. I raised my sword and swung it toward Moor.

"Hmm."

Moor still held his dagger despite his failed attack.
Knowing he had the advantage in close-quarters dagger combat, he faced me calmly.

"Fool, the fight is already over."

One must not misunderstand the victory conditions.
For me, getting my Northern comrades back safely even one second faster is more important than killing some second-rate killer. All of them, of course.

Even if I bind his feet, his dagger skills are excellent so he won't be easy to kill, and I don't have ranged techniques like Rigrit or Sophia.
The best option is to just leave him bound here and go about my business.

So what was that dagger swing for?
Crack-crack-crack-crack.
Moor, directly hit by cold energy, froze in place.

I had used up a lot of cold energy dealing with the enemy forces advancing on the fortress, and unlike during the expedition, the battle would continue, so I needed to conserve my strength.
It was weak cold energy that would only freeze him temporarily, but he would suffer quite a bit from frostbite.

'Well, goodbye. Let's not meet again.'

Having finally shaken off the annoying killer, I resumed the operation.

"Ah, but it would bother me to just leave like this."

I stared at Moor for a moment and took one precautionary measure.
Now I feel a bit more at ease.

***

I don't know how much time passed while I was fighting since I don't have a wristwatch.

'It must have been about 30 minutes.'

It's about time to escort the mages in the fortress down the mountain.
When I arrived at the fortress, the 3rd squad knights who had been guarding the entrance were just beginning to descend with the mages.

"Perfect timing, Sir Luke."
"Good work."

I exchanged looks with the 3rd squad knights, acknowledging each other's efforts.

"I've cleared an escape route this way. Let's hurry."
"Hehe, you really are good at your job. I should have forced you into our squad back then."
"Since that was impossible even by force, don't regret it and please take the lead. I'll bring the rest of our comrades."
"Hmm! Leave it to me."

The 3rd squad leader Ki and his knights escorted the mages along the path I had cleared, retreating first.
I spoke to the remaining Rigrit and Sophia.

"I need your help. We need to bring Captain Ilaine, our other comrades, and the Hero's group."
"Of course."
"Let's go!"

And so the final third phase of the operation began.
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I lured the enemy forces to the Bern Fortress and dealt them a heavy blow.
At the same time, I tormented them with a snowstorm and made the place completely unusable.
All mission objectives have been achieved. Now all that remains is to safely retreat to Winter Cannon.

Though the mages had stopped their frost magic, the snowstorm was still raging due to the lingering magical effects, blocking the enemy's vision.
Their core force, Moore, would remain frozen by my frost until our escape.
We had secured our retreat path in advance, and with Team 3's skills, they should be able to break through safely.

'Now for my task.'

This snowstorm doesn't distinguish between friend and foe, so while it hinders the enemy's vision, it also limits our own—that's the drawback.
Because of that, our other allies probably don't know the operation has moved to the next phase and are still fighting.
I need to find them.

"Sophia, could you please detect heat signatures?"

I can detect heat too, but she's a mage and far better at scanning wide areas.
Sophia immediately activated her magic to search for our allies' positions.

"I've located everyone."
"Can you identify who's who by the heat signatures?"
"Of course. You know about that well, Sir Luke, being a heat ability user yourself."

Ilaine... as much as I'd like to prioritize her, she's one of the North's strongest warriors, so I can trust her abilities.
Aran's group can handle themselves without issue.
I should first rendezvous with the Guard Knights.

"Please lead the way, then."

***

The first group we found was the 4th Division of the Guard Knights.

Since Division Leader Wizzle had led his soldiers down the mountain as soon as Phase 2 began, these knights were without a commander and were the fewest in number.
Still, befitting their status as Guard Knights and Northern Knights, they didn't panic and carried out their duties well.

"Thank you, Lord Luke."
"Whew, glad you came when you did."

Unfortunately, they had suffered casualties from engaging battle mages.

The Western Magic Tower, origin of battle mages, specialized in fire magic.
Even though the tower has disappeared and they've been reduced to military weapons for the Legion, the accumulated knowledge hasn't vanished.
Just as I use heat abilities, they must have been able to use fire magic to somewhat withstand the snowstorm.

Fortunately, we arrived in time to provide support, so there were no fatalities, though there were some injuries.
Still, the fact that five or six knights had held their own against battle mages until now was a tremendous help.

"We need to regroup with our other comrades and head down. It's difficult, but please hold on a little longer."
"Don't worry. We're Northern Knights—these wounds are merely ticklish."

I smiled at their spirited words before setting off to find the next group of allies.

"Division Leader!"
"Lord Luke, is the magical preparation complete?"
"Yes, you can retreat now."

Division Leader Bendem, though a new leader appointed during the last captain selection, was handling the situation with the experience befitting the most senior knight in the Guard.
As soon as he joined us, he wrapped up the fight with the heavy infantry and immediately withdrew.

'Next is...'

But first, I made a request to Bendem.

"Division Leader, there are wounded in the 4th Division. Could you take them down the mountain first?"
"It's not difficult, but will you be alright?"
"I have a plan."
"Hmm. If Lord Luke says he has a plan..."

Following my request, Bendem began descending with the wounded from the 4th Division.

"The snowstorm is starting to subside."
"That's why I sent them ahead."

When the snowstorm stops, visibility will improve.
That's when the enemy will launch concentrated attacks, and they'll be furious after all the trouble we've caused them.
In such a situation, even a small group with wounded soldiers would be dangerously slow.

"Our allies will be safer, but that means more attention will be focused on us."
"Are you worried?"
"Sigh, of course not."

Sophia sighed, anticipating troublesome developments, but being a Northerner herself, she seemed to find the battle exciting as she fidgeted with her staff.
But she needn't worry.
Would I, who always prioritizes safety and survival, have sent Bendem and the knights down without a plan?

"Who shall we guide next? The obvious choice?"
"Indeed."

Only two groups remained.
Aran's party and Ilaine.

Since the hero was designated for last from the beginning, we went to find Ilaine.

"Commander Ilaine!"
"Ah, Luke. Over here."

Swoosh!
Ligrit's arrow flew, and Sophia, a mage from the Snow Flower Tower with her new crystalline ice staff, launched icicles.
Responding to our attack, Ilaine swung her sword, and the enemies around her were instantly dispatched.

'Indeed, the strongest newlywed in the world.'

I never doubted her skills, but as her lover, I still worried.
Yet Ilaine was fighting alone without a single scratch.
Rather, numerous Western soldiers lay frozen around her.

'Has she already grown accustomed to the Crystal Sword?'

Though she's not at the level of a Sword Saint like Grace or Yui,
if there were a term for the level just below Sword Saint, it would exist specifically for Ilaine.

"Did you come to me because you were worried?"
"Of course."
"Hehe, I'm joking. The operation has entered its final phase. What's the situation?"

I reported to Ilaine that all the Guard Knights and mages had already begun their retreat.

"So it's just us and the hero's party left."
"Yes."
"The snowstorm is thinning. We should hurry."
"About that, I have something to discuss."
"?"

To Ilaine, who tilted her head curiously, I explained a plan I had just come up with.
She grinned and patted my shoulder.

"Whatever you ask, I'm more than willing to oblige."

***

Honestly, I thought Aran would have defeated Doicason by now.

Just as Moore was defeated by Yui in "Brave Lord," Doicason is a villain who falls to the mage Nia.
Right now, not only Nia but Aran's entire party is present.
Even Nia has learned to use mana sight with Sophia's help.

I myself subdued Moore alone, though I had to cut it short due to time constraints.
I thought the protagonist's party would have easily handled a mid-boss by now.

'I wondered why they were still fighting, but now I see.'

The Western forces didn't just consist of battle mages and heavy infantry.
Just as we have knights, they naturally have knights too. Come to think of it, I hadn't seen any knights during the battle.

'They were all here.'

Aran's party was fighting not only Doicason but also more than twenty knights.
And these weren't ordinary knights.

'Doicason, the siege weapon commander, is a technician in charge of weapon development for the Iron Earth Legion. His closest subordinates are armed with new weapons.'

Unfamiliar weapons and shields lay destroyed nearby.
It seems he brought all his prized weapons here, showing how seriously the enemy took this operation.

But.
Though slightly later than I expected, the outcome wasn't going to change.

Clang!
Aran destroyed Doicason's iron mace.
As Doicason hurriedly tried to draw a new weapon—

Crackle!
Aran slashed past Doicason, electricity sparking.

"Gaaaaargh!"

With a deep cut across his torso and electrocuted, Doicason trembled and fell to his knees.
Aran's victory.

"Aran!"

Seeing the battle decided, I called out loudly to him.
Aran saw the Guard Captain's direct team rushing toward them and seemed to understand, nodding his head.

"Nia, Yui, Eris! Let's retreat."

At Aran's call, all three heroines finished their battles and joined us.

"The escape route?"
"We had one, but..."

At that moment,
the snowstorm's magical effect ended, and the sky cleared.
Being high up on the mountain, the clear sky looked especially beautiful today.

"Now we don't."

Like a light suddenly switched on in a dark room, our surroundings became instantly visible. The enemies were clearly visible too.

Remaining heavy infantry, battle mages, wizards, knights.
And enemy reinforcements coming up from below—all were visible, and they all saw us.
It felt like being a mosquito exposed when a fluorescent light suddenly turns on after buzzing around in the dark.

"Oh no!"

Alarm spread across the three heroines' faces, and they prepared for battle again.
But Aran, showing no sign of agitation, looked straight at me and asked:

"So how are we finishing this?"
"With a hero present, what's there to worry about? Let's head straight down to Winter Cannon. Ever heard of an unstoppable momentum?"
"You know that's not what I'm asking."
"Come on, don't be so boring. Your reaction is too mild."

Has Aran already grown accustomed to my ways?
Disappointed by his understated response, I grumbled quietly.

"I was buying time for preparations."
"Preparation time?"
"But I wasn't joking about heading straight down. You confirmed the direction to Winter Cannon, right? Just run that way."
"...?"

Whether or not Aran fully understood, the preparations were now complete.

"There they are!"
"Kill them all!"
"Chaaaarge!"

As Western forces converged on us from all directions—

"Ilaine, now!"

At my signal, Ilaine drew back her sword, layers of mana building up on it.
Then she swung the sword with all her might into the air.

Snow Blade, Heavy Snowfall.
Crystal Sword version.

Tremendous cold energy erupted from the sword, threatening to cover the entire mountaintop. Like heavy snowfall.
It was smaller than the cold wave Grace unleashed in "Brave Lord," but on a mountain like this rather than a plain, it was plenty formidable.

"Now, run!"

I pushed Aran's back and started running.
Finally understanding my plan, Aran looked dumbfounded but ran as well.

Unlike before, there was no escape route, but that wasn't a problem.
As another fierce snowstorm struck when they thought it was over, the Western forces hesitated in surprise.
Taking advantage of that opening, we just needed to knock aside anyone blocking our path.
Of course, Aran's party could handle that part.

"Is that why you sent the knights ahead?"
"No. Being able to send the knights ahead is what made this possible."
"Hahaha! Luke, this is fun!"

As I brazenly talked back and the eccentric noble's second son burst into laughter,
Sophia gave a wry smile and looked to Ilaine for agreement.

"Isn't it a brilliant strategy?"
"..."

Our dear wife is even more partial to me than I am.

Just then, Aran, who had been desperately running down to escape the snowstorm, suddenly paused.

"?"

Did he leave his wallet at the fortress?
When the hero stopped, both his party and our group halted as well.

"What are you doing? We need to escape."
"...Something's strange."

Aran was staring up toward where the enemies remained, his eyes tense.
Is there something up there? There wasn't anything special enough to warrant this reaction from him.

"No, escaping is the priority right now. Let's go."

When Aran started running again, we followed.
Though he spoke as if it could wait until later, we all watched his expression.
What on earth did he sense up there...

Anyway, with Aran's party breaking through the encirclement and us covering the rear,
we safely made it down the mountain.

I belatedly worried about enemies possibly waiting at the base of the mountain,
but Grace, having noticed the snowstorm at the peak and realizing our operation's success, had sent knights to support us.
Thanks to that, we were able to return to Winter Cannon safely without suffering attacks from the Western forces.

With this, we've successfully completed the Bern Fortress Battle episode from the novel.
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Rustle.
As the tent flap lifted, Dorgon spoke.

"You're late. The coordinates should have been set up long ago."

The person who entered pulled a chair carelessly and sat down, responding curtly.

"I'm actually fast. Do you have any idea how difficult long-distance spatial movement is? Moving not just myself but dozens of mages at once is no ordinary task."
"Then is it impossible to teleport directly into the enemy fortress?"

At Dorgon's question, Merci, the mage of the Seven Heroes, smirked.

"It would have been possible if I had set up coordinates when I visited that fortress before. Well, back then, I never dreamed we'd be attacking the North someday."
"...I see."

As Dorgon was about to end the small talk, he noticed something and cast a glance.

"That's not your usual protective robe. Wasn't that an artifact you treasured? You'll need it on the battlefield, especially with Aran over there."
"Don't ask. It's irritating."
"Hmm."

When Merci responded irritably, Dorgon quietly closed his mouth.

He hadn't asked out of curiosity or concern about what had happened to her anyway.
He was merely checking if tactical adjustments might be necessary since Merci, a key combat asset, had appeared with diminished battle capability compared to usual.

If Merci didn't want to answer, that was her problem.
We're comrades, not friends.

"By the way, as soon as I arrived, I saw an abnormal blizzard on the mountain."
"Yes, it was my subordinates' operation. It failed though."

Although Dorgon had entrusted the assault on Bern Boru to his two subordinates, Doikason and Moore, and remained at the camp.
He too had noticed the sudden blizzard that erupted at the mountain peak.

He had surmised it was most likely a trap set by the Northern forces who had predicted and prepared for their strategy. But he hadn't provided any additional support.
With Doikason and Moore, two of his Iron Maces, he believed they could crush any variable that might arise.

Even if the enemy's response was thorough enough to make the operation fail... the fact that their response was so thorough meant they had deployed their key forces there too, which was advantageous in other ways.

He had given Doikason and Moore powerful measures capable of annihilating everyone present at the site.
With those measures in place, support would have been more of a hindrance.

However, somehow the enemy had descended from the mountain, joined with the Northern Knights, and returned to the fortress.
None of his forces had returned except for a few who had been waiting at the base of the mountain, unable to enter due to the blizzard.
Of course, neither Doikason nor Moore had returned.

Could Aran have been up there?
Even if Aran had been there, the measures Dorgon had given his Iron Maces were designed to counter even a hero.

'Is it that power of destiny at work again, overcoming all hardships?'

It had been useful when they were allies, but now that they were enemies, it was quite troublesome.

Anyway, what mattered now wasn't lamenting.
No matter how much of a hero he was, Aran was still just one human. His king had proven that fact, and if so, Dorgon needed to focus on thoroughly and ruthlessly crushing him.

"If we could take that mountain peak, it would help with attacking the fortress. Can't you melt the snow and ice with your magic?"
"Of course I can melt it. It would take some time though. I checked its properties, and it's not simple magic. It's like the rumored ice crystal."
"Then forget it. Let's look for other methods."

If Merci said it would take some time, they should abandon Bern Boru.
It was regrettable, but not worth lingering over, so he was about to let it go when—

"I haven't finished speaking yet. Why do you think I suddenly brought this up?"
"?"

Merci grinned and snapped her fingers.
A spatial rift opened beside her. Dorgon's eyebrows twitched significantly as he peered inside.

"I told you, right? I saw the blizzard on the mountain peak and went to check its properties. During that process, I found this."
"Did you deliberately retrieve it for me? Thank you. Hand it over, it's mine."

But when Merci snapped her fingers again, the spatial rift closed.

"...What does this mean?"
"Exactly what it looks like. This is mine now."
"I know your collecting habit is excessive, but coveting a comrade's possession won't end well."

Rumble rumble rumble.
Dorgon's tent began to shake as if an earthquake had struck.
Though the ground beneath Merci's seat also trembled as if the earth were screaming, she didn't bat an eye and responded with a wide grin.

"They say a dog follows the person who feeds it as its master."
"...?"
"I wonder who made the food in these creatures' bellies?"

As Merci finished speaking, the trembling stopped.
Dorgon glared at her smirking face before sighing and saying:

"I'll acknowledge the transfer of ownership. But since it was originally mine and I had plans to use it in this war, I'll tell you when I need to use it."
"Fine, I was planning to use it in the war too, so I'll accept that much."

Merci shrugged as if bestowing a favor, which displeased Dorgon, but calculating the situation, he hadn't lost much.
On the contrary, thanks to Merci retrieving a weapon he thought was hopelessly lost, he could use it again, so he could tolerate this level of stubbornness.

"Now that the Golden Tower has joined us, we should begin the next operation."
"Yes, let's have a constructive conversation. I don't know much about military operations, nor am I interested, so I won't interfere. What do you want to do?"
"As it happens, I have a favor to ask of you. I originally planned to handle it from our side, but it would be much easier if you took charge."
"Hmm? I'll hear you out."

***

Though we couldn't hold a celebration party during wartime, the welcoming atmosphere was no less than a party.

"Well done, truly!"

Grace welcomed us back with open arms.

"With this, we've not only recovered the morale that had temporarily dropped due to failing to prevent their camp establishment, but raised it even higher. It's all thanks to your efforts."
"Thank you."
"Lord Ilaine, giving you that sword was an especially good decision. You're using it so well."

Perhaps this was one of the reasons Grace had given the Crystal Sword to Ilaine instead of using it herself.

As our commander-in-chief, Grace shouldn't move freely unless in a crisis situation.
Regardless of her strength, she is the center of the Northern forces, and if the center moves around recklessly, it creates confusion in the command structure.
Therefore, Grace needs to maintain her position as much as possible, which means she can't utilize the Crystal Sword even if she has it.

Although unlike now, the Crystal Sword was hastily completed during the war.
Even in the novel, Grace only wielded the Crystal Sword in battle once—during the final battle to end the war.

On the other hand, Ilaine, who can sortie freely, can utilize the Crystal Sword extensively in battle, so Grace had foreseen this.

"Phew, with this, the risk of direct bombardment inside the fortress has been reduced."

Grace sighed in relief after sealing one of the enemy's means, but—

"Your Excellency, has another concern arisen while we were away?"
"As expected, I can't hide anything from Lord Ilaine. I was about to mention it anyway."

Right, if this war would be smoothly resolved just by winning the Battle of Bern Boru, I wouldn't have gone through all this trouble until now.
Conversely, if it was a war we would win anyway, I wouldn't have needed to take up a sword and go to the battlefield; I could have stayed in a safe place and relaxed.

In Episode 4 of "Brave Lord," there are five major battle stories, including Bern Boru.
We've only completed one of them, and the enemies still have four more bullets left.

"Fortunately, thanks to our thorough preparations from before, we're not at a significant disadvantage in battle. We've successfully blocked attacks from siege weapons, and thanks to everyone's efforts, our troops' morale is sky-high."

As Grace said, we were prepared to the point where we could use the word "perfect."
If there were any weaknesses now, it would be embarrassing and frustrating enough to keep me awake at night.

However, as with Bern Boru, no matter how thoroughly we prepared in advance, there were some aspects that could only be addressed once the enemy made their move.
Among the four major battles remaining, what Grace was worrying about was probably—

"While the battle at Bern Boru was taking place, another enemy force moved."
"!"
"Judging by their eastward movement, it seems they intend to block the smuggling of supplies from the east. Since breaching the fortress defenses isn't easy, they're trying to starve us out."

In a siege battle that tends to be prolonged, resource supply is a crucial issue.
The defending side needs to endure with what they have since food supplies are limited, while the attacking side needs to properly transport supplies from afar.

That's why the Western Army had been trying to block smuggling routes since the beginning of the war.
To deplete Wintercannon's resources as quickly as possible.

Though it's a vicious strategy, we weren't particularly surprised to hear this.
Cutting off supplies is standard in warfare, and Grace wouldn't be unaware of that.

The smuggling routes were just insurance; we had prepared in advance so that we wouldn't suffer from resource shortages even if they were cut off.
I don't know how long this battle will last, but we're fine for a few months at least. It didn't even last that long in "Brave Lord."

Nevertheless, there was one reason why Grace used the expression "concern":

"If they intend to starve us out, they'll soon try to cut off our water source as well."

Food alone isn't enough in this world.
Water is essential too, of course.

Water is necessary not only for drinking but for hygiene, cleaning, cooking, and various aspects of daily life, and its consumption is enormous.
However, it takes up a tremendous amount of space, and it easily spoils even with small impurities, making it difficult to store.

Therefore, we had no choice but to use the waterways in Wintercannon as they were, which is why we would clash with the Western Army trying to find and cut off our water source.

'It's finally here.'

The source of my heat ability and the origin of the attribute magic that made me this strong.
The Crystal Sword, Silver Sabertooth's Fang, Ice Crystal, Cold Iron—all artifacts I had given up for the North, but this one I had to claim for myself.
A power that originally belonged to Aran in the novel, but has now become mine.
The Salamander's Scale.

This appeared in the "Eternal Ice Cave Battle" story that's about to unfold.

'Wait a minute, then...'

In the novel, Moore appeared as the villain in the Eternal Ice Cave Battle.
Who will be the enemy now?

Ch.183 - Chapter 183. The Second Battle (2)
Let me briefly talk about the story of <Brave Road>.
Episode 4 begins with Aran arriving at Winter Canon after hearing news of war in the north, immediately experiencing the first main story, the "Battle of Bern Fortress."

And war is a place where situations change moment by moment. Not a single day passes idly.
After winning the first battle and joining up with Grace, Aran immediately moves on to the second battle.
After completing the second battle, it's on to the third, then the fourth.
This continues all the way to the fifth and final battle.

Of course, battles don't happen every day, but the situation flows urgently enough that events follow one another without diversions.

To put it simply, it feels like completing quests in an RPG game.
Aran is the player, the north is the stage, Grace is an NPC, the Western Army is the monsters, and battles are quests—something like that, I suppose.

'The reason I'm suddenly thinking about this...'

Saying that not a single day passes idly means there's no time to waste.
Just as thoroughly as one fights, one must rest to replenish energy.

'Moreover'

I have a reason why I need to rest more diligently than others.
To explain that, I need to go back a few hours.

***

After returning from the Battle of Bern Fortress, Grace informed us about movements within the Western Army legion while we were fighting enemies at the fortress.
She said if they target our supply routes, they'll soon aim for the water source leading to Winter Canon, which is the starting point of the "Eternal Ice Cave Battle" that also appeared in the novel.

"If they take control of the water source, we'll be in crisis before we know it. It's not just about cutting off water—if those devils release deadly poison into the water source..."
"...It would be catastrophic."

The mere thought was horrifying.
What kind of living hell would it be to see everyone in a castle dying from poison and disease?
Just thinking about the Black Death makes my skin crawl.

"Where does Winter Canon's waterway lead? I didn't see any river outside the castle."

When Aran, an outsider, asked this, Knight Commander Arthur, who happened to be present, explained:

"Fortunately, Winter Canon's waterway runs underground into the castle. In the past, major construction was undertaken to bring it to the surface. So if they want to block or tamper with the waterway, they can't target the middle—they must attack the water source directly."
"Ah, I see. Then where is the water source...?"
"The water source is right here. In the Eternal Ice Cave, deep in the mountains to the northwest."

Grace pointed to the location on the map.
Unlike Bern Fortress, which was right next to Winter Canon, the mountain containing the Eternal Ice Cave was somewhat distant from the castle.

'In a conventional war, they might not find a water source in such a place.'

But this is a fantasy world where magic and supernatural powers run rampant.
Plus, they have Golden Tower mages on their side, who could easily find waterways with detection magic.

"But Your Excellency, couldn't they use magic to dig into the ground and target the middle of the waterway?"
"No, that won't happen."
"No, they wouldn't do that."

Grace and Aran simultaneously refuted Ilaine's question.
Grace yielded, and Aran explained in detail:

"Dorgon likes conspiracies, but he wants to appear as an honorable warrior on the surface. He won't make such a conspicuous attack."
"Ah, so even if they discover the waterway, they'll target the water source where they can operate with fewer numbers."

Ah, so that's why they directly targeted the water source in the novel.
I didn't know that, but Aran's explanation makes sense.

"If they mobilize mages, finding the water source won't take long. The key is how to protect the water source without losing our water supply."

Unlike Bern Fortress, where we simply blocked access for both sides, this is different.
Blocking the water source would be a victory for them. Our task is to protect the water source while preventing them from targeting it.

'This sounds complicated, but it's actually quite simple.'

Aran just said it.
Dorgon likes conspiracies but wants to appear as an honorable warrior, so instead of obvious actions, he'll target the water source with an elite few.
That must be why only Moore and his close associates appeared as enemies in the Eternal Ice Cave battle in the novel.

In other words, Dorgon can't use his army for this.
If he needs a small number of capable individuals he can trust, the only personnel available are those of "Dorgon's Iron Flail" caliber.

'Hmm... that makes it more difficult.'

Dorgon's Iron Flail consists of 7 members.
There will absolutely be no reinforcements, so we can predict within this number.

'The enemy's rear guard hasn't arrived yet. So we can exclude those three.'

Among the remaining #2-5, the fifth Iron Flail, Dread, died at Ilaine's hands in the preliminary battle, so he's excluded.

Wait? The third and fourth fought in the Battle of Bern Fortress.
I couldn't confirm whether they survived as they retreated, but Doikason was injured by Aran, and Moore was injured by me and caught in the blizzard I created with the Crystal Sword, so they can't be in perfect condition.
Even if they're alive, they can't be deployed in the next battle right away.

So that leaves... only the second Iron Flail, Jin.

'But Jin's epithet is the Shadow Schemer. He doesn't participate directly in operations like this. He's the type who plots from behind.'

However, Jin is currently the only Iron Flail who can move in the Western Army, and he's a soldier who must follow his superior Dorgon's orders.
So the enemy we'll face in this Eternal Ice Cave battle is definitely Jin...

'Something doesn't feel right.'

Call it an avid reader's intuition.
The answer came too easily, making me uneasy.

Actually, if I broaden my thinking, there are more candidates besides Dorgon's Iron Flail.

'The Golden Tower.'

Unlike in the novel, the Golden Tower is participating here, and they have Mercy, another of the Seven Heroes.
But unlike Dorgon, who shares secrets with his close associates as a leader of legions, Mercy is a lone wolf who wouldn't share her secrets even with the elders of the Golden Tower.
That's precisely the problem.

'Surely Mercy won't come, right?'

If Mercy appears at the Eternal Ice Cave, it would be a disaster.
We might risk the cave collapsing and destroying the water source during a battle with her.

As I was desperately hoping Jin would come instead,
Grace spoke up:

"Hehe, I've been setting the mood with all this talk, but I've already thought of a way to protect the water source."
"?"
"Sorry for the delay, I was stalling for time. Please come in, Tower Master."

Creeak.
Responding to Grace's words, the door opened.
Snow Flower Tower Master Dariel entered.

"I apologize, Grand Duke. And thank you all for your hard work in battle."
"It was thanks to the efforts of the Snow Flower Tower mages."
"Thank you for your kind words, Captain of the Guard. I'm glad to see you're using that sword well."
"Tower Master, save the praise for a grand banquet after the war ends. Can you show us what you've brought?"
"Of course, Grand Duke."

Dariel placed a rectangular bag on the table and opened it without delay.
A chilly air escaped, revealing a brilliant artifact inside.

"Do you remember how the Crystal Lake, where we found the Ice Crystal, always had a frozen surface?"
"Ah, yes. The power of the Ice Crystal kept the lake frozen."
"The surface was frozen, but the water inside remained liquid, which is why I had to dive in to retrieve the Ice Crystal. Do you remember that too?"
"Yes... Ah!"

Back then, the ice on Crystal Lake was so solid that it didn't even crack when we battled magical beasts like the Silver Sabertooth on it.
That's why I had to consume magic potions to melt a hole with heat, and Grace and her knights dove into the water to retrieve the Ice Crystal.
Mentioning that incident while preparing such an artifact means...

"Heh, you seem to understand. Yes, this artifact is an Ice Crystal Orb. We'll use it to instantly freeze the surface of the water source, creating the same state as Crystal Lake. The ice formed by the Ice Crystal's cold will be unbreakable for them, while the water below remains liquid, so there won't be any problem with the water supply."

Wow, I honestly wanted to applaud this.
I was thinking of simply stopping enemies from entering the water source like in the novel, but Grace came up with a different solution.

It's even better because we don't need to wait for the enemy to come, and we won't have to worry about the water source in the future.
Having the Ice Crystal early really helps in many ways.

Not only me, but Ilaine also looked surprised.
Aran wasn't there during the Crystal Lake incident, so he couldn't fully relate, but he was still impressed by Grace's idea.

"However, there's one aspect we need to consider for this operation."

Here it comes.
As soon as Grace began, I could clearly see what she would say next and what my response should be, as if reading from a script.

"Except for Aran, everyone knows that the Eternal Ice Cave is the coldest place in the north. The water source is in the innermost part of that cave. Even knights wearing fur coats and enhancing their bodies with magic can't endure there for long. So the number of people who can go there is limited."

And then Grace's gaze turned to...
Needless to say, it was me, the heat ability user.

The reason Aran acquired the Salamander Scale in the novel.
It wasn't to enhance his strength. He already had the powerful lightning attribute, Divine Punishment.

But the Eternal Ice Cave cannot be penetrated with the lightning attribute.
So Aran gained heat from the Salamander Scale and entered the water source in the Eternal Ice Cave to thwart the enemy's plot.

"Among us, the person best suited to safely reach the water source and install the Ice Crystal Orb is you, Lord Luke."

I had been prepared for this ever since I first obtained the Salamander Scale.
Since I took the artifact that the protagonist was supposed to acquire in the novel, it's only right that I resolve the resulting changes myself.
That's why I deliberately conserved my strength during the Battle of Bern Fortress.

So I was about to readily agree when...

"May I have a moment, Your Excellency?"
"Lord Ilaine?"

Suddenly, Ilaine interrupted.
Neither I nor Grace could guess why she intervened, so we looked at her.
Ilaine spoke with a rather serious expression:

"Lord Luke has been fighting continuously since the preliminary battle. Especially for this Eternal Ice Cave mission, which he must handle alone—I think it's too demanding a task."

Indeed, as she said, I've participated in all major operations since this war began.
Although I have excess energy thanks to the purple magic potion that dramatically increased my power, it's true that I haven't been able to replenish the magic consumed in each battle.
...And secretly, there's also the fatigue accumulated from combat.

"Hmm."

Thinking Ilaine's objection was valid beyond just concern for her lover, Grace fell silent.

"Lord Ilaine is right—it's not good to assign too heavy a burden to Lord Luke alone. But this matter requires urgency, so waiting for Lord Luke to recover is also problematic..."

As Grace seemed to be looking for other candidates, Aran stepped forward.

"I'll go. I'm confident in my speed, so I can quickly enter and exit the Eternal Ice Cave."

Having apparently forgotten his pre-war proposal to cooperate only against Dorgon, Aran volunteered readily, causing Grace to blink in surprise.
There's also the belief that the hero, a symbol of trust and credit, would certainly succeed.
After all, Aran resolved this in the novel, didn't he?

"Then I'm sorry, but could I ask you, Aran? If you need any support, just say so. I'll provide whatever is possible."
"No."

But the one who answered Grace wasn't Aran.

"I will go."
"Luke?"

I felt sorry for the hero who had stepped up gallantly, but the cold in the Eternal Ice Cave is beyond what Aran imagines, and he's from the south, unaccustomed to cold.
There might be combat, and we can't waste a key force like Aran here. Even by my own calculation, me going is the best option.

Despite having objected and gotten me out of it, when I volunteered, it was Ilaine's turn to blink in surprise.

"After testing in Bern Fortress, I found I can move freely even within the Ice Crystal's cold. Since I'm the only one who can move freely inside the Eternal Ice Cave, I should go for the mission's success."
"..."

When I expressed my determination to participate, Grace and Ilaine looked at each other.
Grace seemed apologetic to Ilaine for overworking me, while Ilaine seemed reluctant to object further.

But when someone declares they'll go themselves, how can they back down?
Grace approved my deployment, and I said to Ilaine, whose expression had darkened:

"Don't worry. I have an ace up my sleeve."
"..."

Ilaine remained silent for a moment despite my words.

"I have a request, Your Excellency."
"What is it?"
"It's a wife's duty to help her husband. I want to go with him!"
"?!"

Ilaine, age 27.
Special talent: Making bombshell declarations in front of people.
She's done it again today.
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To put it simply, both Elaine and I were chosen to go to the Eternal Ice Cave.

Taking the entire Captain's Guard team would be impossible—even if the young master from a wealthy family was fully equipped, Rigrit wouldn't be able to endure the cave's environment.
Leaving Rigrit alone wasn't an option given his fragile mental state, so Sophia stayed behind as well.
While Sophia has fire magic, unlike my Heat, she can't wrap it around her body, and keeping a constant flame would drain too much magical power even for someone with a magic vessel.

Additionally, to reach the Eternal Ice Cave outside the fortress, we'd need to break through enemy lines.
Grace promised military support, but Aran's group also agreed to protect us.

...But what actually became the main focus of that meeting wasn't our mission to the Eternal Ice Cave.

Grace already knew about our relationship, so she remained unfazed.

"So you've finally reached that stage?" said Arthur, who had noticed our relationship and wondered when we'd get married.

"Husband? Wife?" asked Aran, who knew about our dating but was hearing about marriage for the first time.

The three heroines admitted they knew we were often together but had no idea we were that close.

"?" Dariel, despite being a mage at the pinnacle of knowledge, blinked in confusion, unable to process this sudden information.

And finally:

"Huh? What are you saying? You got married?"
"Wait a minute! I knew you were dating, but when did it progress that far?"

My teammates were so shocked they grabbed my collar instead of Elaine's, shaking me for answers.

The room was in complete chaos because of Elaine's bombshell announcement.

While I was being collar-grabbed by Rigrit and Sophia as I sweated profusely trying to explain, Elaine was busy convincing Grace that she could handle the cold with her crystal sword and should accompany me.

These people sure know how to behave during wartime.
But this kind of atmosphere feels very Northern and helps relieve tension.
Though it was rather haphazard, things went according to plan.

"At this rate, all the Northerners will know before we even have a wedding ceremony."
"Is that a problem, husband?"
"...I guess not."

Really, it's not a problem.
With the decision made, Elaine and I went to rest.

Considering the mission's risk and our condition, the Eternal Ice Cave operation was scheduled for two days later.
Until then, we rested as comfortably as possible to recover our strength.
After our previous date, Elaine had let go of much of her burden, allowing her to relax.

We visited home after a long time, ate hearty meals like normal days, bathed in warm water, and slept peacefully in one bed, taking comfort in each other's scent.
A married couple doesn't need to be naked and pressed against each other.
Marriage is a relationship where just having the other person beside you, hearing their quiet breathing, restores both body and mind.

After that brief but sufficient rest, we returned.

"Let's begin."

And so the Eternal Ice Cave operation commenced.

***

Although our victory at Bern Fortress meant the enemy lost one method of attacking the castle, it didn't mean they'd abandon the siege.

The Western Army continued hammering at Wintercannon's walls with siege weapons and troops.
Under the command of Defense Captain Isaac and Tower Master Dariel, the Northern Army repelled every attack.

Then our side made the first move.

"Remember, we need to be as conspicuous as possible!"

Elite Corps Commander Gunter led his troops out of the castle and boldly attacked the enemy.
The Western Army was momentarily surprised by the Northern Army's counterattack but quickly responded fiercely, seeing it as a golden opportunity.

While an intense battle raged in front of the castle, I slipped away from the battlefield under Aran's group's protection, as planned.
We needed to complete the mission as quickly as possible for the sake of our comrades who were acting as decoys.

Thanks to the Western Army's attention being focused on Gunter and the Elite Corps, we easily escaped the battlefield.
Once we reached safety, Aran returned to help the Elite Corps retreat, leaving the rest to us.

"I'm counting on you, Eris."
"Sigh, I'm only doing this because you asked, Aran."

One unusual development was that Eris from Aran's group would be accompanying us to the Eternal Ice Cave—not by her own choice, but at Aran's request.

As a demon, her body temperature differs from humans, so she doesn't feel cold. And her skills are, of course, exceptional, befitting a protagonist's companion.
In terms of ability, she's actually more suitable than Elaine, but being a demon, she has some character flaws.

"Let's hurry. I want to finish this and get back quickly."

But right now, she showed no character flaws.
Her beloved Aran had personally asked her, and since I was on good terms with her, our relationship wasn't bad.
She was also one of the two who had previously invited me to join their group.
So with a temporarily cooperative Eris, along with Elaine, we quickly headed toward the Eternal Ice Cave.

'With the ice crystal orb, there's no need to fight enemies.'

Even heroes like Merci or Dorgon could probably break through ice created by the crystal.
But Dorgon, who needs to command his legion, wouldn't personally come to the Eternal Ice Cave just to break ice and poison the water.

I know from experience that breaking the crystal's ice is incredibly difficult.
Unless you have extraordinary academic knowledge, Merci wouldn't bother with such troublesome work.

Dorgon's second mace, Jin? I know his abilities, and he definitely can't break the crystal's ice.

That's why I volunteered for this mission.
If fighting were necessary, I'd have given it more thought.
But we're not here to confront powerful enemies targeting the cave—we just need to install the ice crystal orb to freeze the water source's surface before the enemy arrives.
Elaine and Eris are just insurance for the worst-case scenario.

"There it is."

We quickly reached the mountain where the Eternal Ice Cave was located according to the map.
As expected, there was no sign of Western Army troops or any human presence.

Hoping things would go smoothly, I was about to enter the cave when—

"Wait, Luke."
"?"

Elaine stopped me.
Wondering why, I looked at her.

"...There are footprints."
"!"

Looking where Elaine pointed, I saw clear footprints in the snow.
And they led directly to the Eternal Ice Cave entrance!

'Damn it.'

Did the enemy arrive first? I thought we moved pretty quickly, but what kind of efficiency is this?
Just when I thought this would be easy, these annoying people show up.

'Perhaps unlike in the novel, they're getting desperate because the war isn't going their way from the start.'

That's possible.
Originally, by the time of the Bern Fortress battle, the North would have already been crumbling from within due to the Snow Flower Tower's damage and House Deepsnow's betrayal.
But now the Snow Flower Tower is a key defensive force.

'Come to think of it, there's been no approach toward House Deepsnow.'

Unlike in the novel, thorough war preparations meant Knight Commander Arthur personally managed strict inspections to guard against potential spies.
That must have prevented the enemy from planting people in the North as they wished.

'I need to focus on this now.'

Elaine finished analyzing the footprints and stood up.

"Fortunately, these are fresh. They arrived almost at the same time as us."
"Then let's hurry!"
"Yes, let's hurry. But there's something I need to tell you first."
"?"

Elaine stared at the footprints with a serious expression.

"There are two sets of footprints entering the cave. But neither belongs to a human."
"!"
"The impressions are too deep for an adult male. It seems the enemy is up to something suspicious again."
"That's right."

Eris, who had been listening, confirmed.

"I smell a familiar scent from inside."
"If it's familiar to you..."

Suddenly, I had an extremely ominous feeling.
One I didn't even want to imagine.

"Let's proceed with caution."

***

I protected myself with Heat, Elaine controlled the cold by channeling magic into her crystal sword, and Eris doesn't feel cold.
With our respective cold protection measures in place, we entered the Eternal Ice Cave and quickly headed toward the water source in the depths, keeping track of the footprints on the ground.

'It can't be, but that's the only possibility.'

In "Brave Lord," Aran obtained salamander scales as cold protection to move in the Eternal Ice Cave.
That means Moor and his subordinates, who competed with Aran for the water source, must have had comparable cold protection measures.

First, Moor's subordinates were battle mages.
Unlike regular mages, they're skilled at wrapping magic around their bodies, so they know how to use fire magic like Heat.

'And as for Moor...'

Dorgon has a cooperative relationship with Merci, another of the Seven Heroes.
The "devil's fruit" he tried to feed to the orcs was supplied by Merci.

Similarly, Dorgon took a certain measure for Moor to conquer the Eternal Ice Cave.

"The scent is getting stronger. It's right ahead."
"Be careful."

That measure was protecting his body with demonic energy, just like Eris.
The familiar scent Eris mentioned was probably that.

'Merci wouldn't need such measures, so logically, Jin would be the one wrapped in demonic energy entering the cave, but...'

What Elaine said bothered me.
Footprints too deep for an adult human, and two sets of them.
Considering that, the answer is completely different.

'Didn't they use up all their demons last time?'

There are demons here—two of them.
Demons emitting such concentrated demonic energy that Eris could smell it from the cave entrance.

'Should I call Aran now? No, that won't work.'

Apart from other issues, by the time he arrives, those demons would have already reached the water source and enjoyed a nice bath.
That would be the end of the North.
So...

'The three of us have to handle this.'

Our combat strength wasn't bad.
Eris, a high-ranking demon; Elaine with her crystal sword; and me, having consumed the purple magic potion.

Eris is gradually losing power, Elaine can't fight normally due to cold resistance, and I haven't fully recovered my magic—we're all compromised in some way.
But there are three of us, so we should manage somehow.

The important thing is not hunting demons but freezing the water source's surface.

"Found them!"

As soon as Elaine spotted shadows ahead, she darted forward for a preemptive strike.
Eris immediately followed, creating a blood spear to thrust, and I formed a heat blade to join the battle.

Clang!

"?!"

The enemy parried Elaine's surprise attack.
Such skill?

And that wasn't all.

"Hnngh!"

The demon inhaled deeply and thrust its weapon forward.
The attack was so heavy and rough that it destroyed Eris's blood spear, forcing her to retreat.

When the demon's club-like weapon tried to crush Eris, I used my heat blade with Weapon Destruction to slice through it.
As the weapon shattered, I got a look at the demon's face.

"?!"

I was shocked by what I saw.

"Grrrr."

The identity of the giant demon wielding the club was—
Surprisingly, a familiar face.

"Doikason?"

Standing before us was Dorgon's third mace, Doikason, whom we had fought at the Bern Fortress battle—now with pitch-black pupils, elongated fangs, and demonic energy flowing through his body.
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Horok.
While savoring the sounds from outside—the firing of catapults, commanders barking orders, and soldiers' battle cries—like a symphony, Mercy took a sip of her tea.
Then, another sound was added to the mix.

Flutter.
The tent flap was pulled aside, followed by the sound of heavy armored boots stomping on the ground one step at a time.
There was no sound of a chair being pulled out. The armored boots simply stopped right beside her.
Instead, a voice spoke.

"What are you doing here?"

To Dorgon's question, Mercy replied without even turning her head.

"That wall can't be breached with magical firepower. I could attack, but then they'd use the Snow Tower's defense mechanisms. In the end, I'd just be wasting my strength, so I'm waiting without squandering my power."
"You know that's not what I'm asking. I clearly assigned you the task of finding and destroying their water source. You said you found it, so what exactly are you doing now?"
"Ah, so that's what that guy came to complain about earlier? I thought he was sent as a sturdy test subject, a gift for me. Since I've already picked him up, I'll put him to good use."

Twitch.
Dorgon frowned at Mercy's sarcasm.

I hate to say this, but...
Every time this woman acts impudent, I feel Aran's absence acutely.

The hero party had Aran as its nominal leader, so everyone was mindful of him, and he stepped up to coordinate the team members.
Since Aran's disappearance, the Seven Heroes claim to be equals on the surface. But whenever humans form a group, an implicit hierarchy inevitably emerges.

No one denies that the Lord is the leader of the Seven Heroes.
Sia and Rowe each have their main leash held by the Lord, while he himself has been a loyal subject to the Lord from the beginning, and Luna has no interest in hierarchy.
As a result, Mercy has claimed the position right below the Lord.

With her power as the Golden Tower Master and her deep involvement in the Lord's secret plans, just like himself, no one except Rowe denied that she was second in the hierarchy.
Because of this, Mercy, who had been vicious but quiet during her hero party days, had become quite arrogant.

'Sigh.'

Nevertheless, her help was necessary enough to tolerate such impudence.
After all, Mercy had been the most useful among the Seven Heroes since the hero party days.

"Hehe, I'm just joking. I've already taken care of the water source."
"Have you already completed the mission?"
"No, but it will be done soon."
"Explain in detail."

At Dorgon's urging, Mercy shrugged and answered.

"Remember those toy soldiers of yours I picked up in the mountains? I've released them into the cave to test the new drug's effectiveness. They'll contaminate the water source with demonic poison."
"I did request to use it for this war, but why did you send them instead of going yourself?"
"The first reason is what I just mentioned—testing the new drug's effectiveness. Remember what Lucius asked me to do? I've reached the final stage and wanted to verify some things in actual combat."

When Mercy mentioned the master's name, Dorgon recalled something.
All of Mercy's drug-making was a step toward that purpose.

"As you saw, those toy soldiers took the drug you gave them in the blizzard. How desperately they must have wanted to help their master... such loyal and pitiful dogs."
"..."

The measure Dorgon had taken with his iron maces.
He had distributed some kind of drug, claiming it would maximize their strength, to be used in moments of crisis.

He hadn't lied.
Like the demon fruit given to the orcs, it granted greater strength at the cost of sanity due to demonic energy.

However, it contained a higher concentration of demonic energy, designed to make the loss of expensive soldiers less regrettable when they needed to be sacrificed.
While the orcs were merely made more violent, this drug turned humans into something akin to demons.

Doicason and Moore had taken the drug in the blizzard to avoid losing track of the enemy, but the Northern Army had already retreated.
Instead, due to the drug's side effects, they slaughtered the Western Army soldiers who were there.
Mercy had picked them up and shown them to Dorgon.

"Can those things properly carry out the mission?"
"Don't worry, I've made some adjustments. They may not have regained their sanity, but they won't fight like mindless beasts. In fact, with human techniques combined with demonic power, they're probably three times stronger than before."
"Hmm."

Three times stronger was credible.
He had appointed those two as iron maces among many puppets because they were useful, and if they had become three times stronger, they would be even more valuable.
Originally, he had given them that drug so the iron maces could kill Aran if they encountered him during the war.

"What's the second reason?"
"The second? Ah. That cave is too cold, and I don't want to go."
"..."
"I'm not joking. You'd find it cold too, right? But those toys have become demon-like and don't feel the cold, so they're perfect for the job."

As Dorgon continued to look serious, Mercy pressed her argument.

"Hehe, don't look at me like that. If you and I would feel cold, it means Aran would feel cold too. Meanwhile, your toy soldiers have been strengthened by demonic energy, so what do you think would happen if they fought?"
"I see what you mean."
"Right? Excessive force isn't necessary. If anything, my presence would only give Aran a chance to counterattack."

Though she was elaborately disguising her unwillingness to go personally, her reasoning was sound.
Above all, since she also desired Aran's death, she wouldn't be careless even if she cut corners.

"One last question: if Aran and my former subordinates clash, what are the odds?"
"Hmm, in their current state... let me see."

Mercy pondered to herself for a moment.

"Since mages dislike ambiguous probabilities, I'll put it my way: Aran would win, but some part of his body would be damaged."
"Have they become that strong?"
"Hehe."
"You've taken additional measures."
"The mission you gave me was to destroy the water source, right? I've made appropriate adjustments for that purpose."

Seeing Mercy's meaningful smile, Dorgon didn't press further.
If she, who knew Aran well, was that confident, it must be certain.

'If he overcomes even that...'

Then he would deal with Aran personally.

So Dorgon silently prayed.
If possible, may his former comrade survive in a wretched state.
After all, Aran needed to die in front of people, not in a secluded cave.

***

"Those are definitely..."

Ilaine, too, recognized who had blocked her sword and looked surprised.

"What are these things? Weren't they human? But that appearance and energy clearly belongs to my kind."

Eris also recognized Doicason immediately, having fought him before.
Both of them were looking at their opponents with disbelief.

'What a terrible reunion.'

I clicked my tongue as I looked at Moore.
His condition was no different from Doicason's.

His hollow pupils were empty, and his complexion was as blue as a corpse.
His lips were pitch black, and veins or tendons bulged all over his face. It was horrifying.

'What on earth happened to them in such a short time?'

In the novel, Moore did accept demonic energy into his human body to enter the Eternal Ice Cave.
However, that was merely a countermeasure against the cold, and it didn't change him as a person. But what stood before me was a humanoid demon incarnate.

At that moment, a chilling hypothesis formed in my mind.

"Demon fruit?"
"What's that?"

Unlike Eris, who tilted her head at the unfamiliar term.

"By demon fruit, do you mean that terrible fruit the West gave to the orcs?"

Ilaine, who could understand me with just a look, immediately grasped what I meant.

"It seems these two have consumed something like the demon fruit. That's why they've changed."

To help Eris understand the situation, I briefly explained about the demon fruit.
Being a demon herself, Eris seemed appalled that humans had created such a thing.

"They denounce us as evil and say we shouldn't exist, yet behind our backs, they create things to become like us? That's laughable."
"They may hate demons, but they covet demonic power, I suppose."

Just then, the demonized Doicason pulled out two batons from his back and charged with a monstrous howl.
Eris immediately created two blood scythes and spun them in the air to attack.
True to her alias as the Blood Demon, she could control weapons made of blood without wielding them by hand.

The spinning scythes tried to shred Doicason's body, but.
Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

"!"

Doicason wasn't just charging mindlessly; when the blood scythes approached, he swung his batons wildly to deflect all the attacks.
Moreover, when Eris snapped her fingers to dispel the blood scythes and tried to douse Doicason with her blood.

Whoosh.
He quickly retreated, avoiding even a single drop.
Unlike the orcs, his movements were quite rational.

'He doesn't speak and keeps making groaning sounds, so he's not in a completely sane state.'

Moore was the same.
The fact that he didn't even acknowledge me and kept his mouth firmly shut despite our history—including the ice candy I'd fed him—clearly indicated something was wrong.

Yet he skillfully countered Ilaine's high-speed swordsmanship with excellent dagger techniques.
He could even target Ilaine's weak points and knew when to retreat in dangerous situations.
Moore's combat skills remained intact.
In fact, his speed and strength had increased, making him even stronger than before.

'Have they been modified somehow?'

Unlike the demon fruit, which grants strength at the cost of reason and turns one into a beast, this seemed to destroy humanity while preserving the cognitive functions necessary for combat.
Keeping the advantages while reducing the side effects—this was becoming troublesome.

'With both Dorgon and Mercy involved, they're pulling out all the stops.'

It seems they threw Doicason and Moore, whose bodies were damaged in the Battle of Bern Boru, into the Eternal Ice Cave after feeding them demonic energy.
Since demonization makes one immune to cold.

Are these things even human anymore?
Well, having accepted sin, their essence is now demonic.

'This has become quite a headache for us.'

Except for Eris, the reason Ilaine and I can endure here is because we're constantly consuming mana to regulate our body temperature and control the cold.
Fighting in such a situation is like doing two things at once.

If our opponents were under the same conditions, it might be manageable. But as demons, they don't need to regulate their body temperature and can focus solely on combat.
And with strength greater than before.
Especially.

'Even if I freeze the water source with the ice crystal, those two demons will keep smashing the ice until it breaks. That would be problematic.'

This was different from the Battle of Bern Boru.
To succeed in this mission... we had to defeat those two first.

"Luke, leave this to us and go freeze the water source first. We can hold out until you return."
"It's a hassle, but that seems right. Go ahead; we won't lose to mere artificial demons."

Ilaine and Eris joined forces to send me ahead.
They both instinctively recognized that the enemies before them were no easy opponents.

'If I stay here, I might end up being a liability to Ilaine.'

Even before demonization, I fought on par with human Moore, but now that he's demonized and stronger, he clearly has the upper hand.
And since he can still fight like the killer he was as a human, if his combat reasoning remains intact, Moore will probably target me to exploit Ilaine's openings.

Therefore, the best course of action in this situation would be to follow Ilaine's suggestion—let them fight while I go freeze the water source.
Then return and defeat them together, but.

'Those two are surely Mercy's work, not Dorgon's. Who knows what else that psychopath has done besides demonization.'

Ilaine might get seriously injured.
The beautiful bride-to-be who should be wearing a lovely wedding dress after the war shouldn't have to worry about scars.

"Ilaine."
"Yes, run when I give the signal."
"Remember what I told you before? About having an ace up my sleeve."
"...?"

When I changed the subject, Ilaine looked at me quizzically.

'Lately it feels like I'm fighting on drugs, but then again, office workers run on coffee and energy drinks too.'

I took out what I had been saving all this time from my pocket.

The gift I had received from none other than Dariel, the Snow Tower Master.
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After returning from the duel with the Orc chieftain in the past, I spent a few days recuperating at the Snow Flower Tower due to injuries sustained then.

After my recovery, Dariel, the tower master, gave me a gift to replenish my depleted ice mana.
It was a special potion from Snow Flower Tower called "Ice Blast."

I decided to postpone taking it rather than consuming it immediately.

It wasn't that I was concerned about the ominous name being bad for my lung health.
At that time, while I was skilled at handling heat energy, my ability to control cold energy was poor, and I worried that the heat might overwhelm the cold, preventing the potion from working properly.
After keeping it all this time, the moment to use it had finally arrived.

'Now I can perfectly control both heat and cold energy thanks to combat experience and Aran's lessons, and thanks to Grace's potion, I have enough cold energy that it won't be overwhelmed by heat.'

I'm ready.
With a solid foundation, all that remains is to build the tower freely once you have the stones in hand.

My throat was getting dry from manipulating mana for a while now. I opened the glass bottle and downed the Ice Blast in one go.

'It tastes like mint.'

Befitting a cold energy potion, a coolness and sharpness like drinking ice water slid down my throat.
When that coldness reached where my heart was.

"!"

I felt my entire body freeze, but I immediately controlled it by evenly using both heat and cold energy.
In the past, if I had done something as crazy as drinking a potion during combat, I would have died from being unable to process the potion's effects before even being ambushed by an enemy.
But having experienced the purple mana potion, the world's greatest potion, made this one not particularly difficult to handle.

"Whew."

Though I took it out impressively, consuming something like this no longer causes dramatic changes.
Still.
As I exhaled, cold energy burst forth, and ice crystals fell as the air around my mouth froze.

"Recovery complete."

What's the greatest benefit of a mana potion in games?
It's restoring depleted mana.

Thanks to Ice Blast, I recharged the cold mana I had consumed during the previous battle.
Now I'm in peak condition.

"Well, shall we go?"

I spoke while holding a longsword in my right hand and a dagger in my left—a stance that had become my signature combat position. In response, Ilaine and Eris acknowledged.

"Who do you plan to take down first?"
"Well, for now..."

Doikason and Moore were completely different, from appearance to fighting style.
I had directly experienced Moore's killer-like combat method before.
Doikason might look like he'd rely on brute strength given his size, but as both a warrior and technician, he attacks with various weapons in diverse ways.

Judging which of these two is more dangerous...

"Moore, that is... let's take down the skinny one first."
"Understood."

One might argue that a killer is more dangerous than a technician.
But considering that Dorgon, who views even his subordinates as weapons rather than humans, ranked them as 3rd and 4th, the answer is clear.
Taking down the weaker one first is a basic fighting principle, so we should eliminate Moore first.

"You two go ahead and take him down. I'll handle the big one since I fought him with Aran before."
"I'm counting on you, Eris."

Doikason wasn't a fool and wouldn't just stand by while we attacked Moore.
Eris created a blood spear and shot it at Doikason.
He combined two short staves into one club, then pulled his vambrace to form a small shield, and faced off against Eris.

In the novel, Aran's group did manage to defeat Dorgon's Iron Mace after a fierce battle, but the current Doikason is twice as strong as he was then.
Even Eris couldn't guarantee victory alone. That's partly why I stayed behind.
So we need to quickly take down Moore!

"Ilaine, I fought that guy in the previous battle."
"That's fortunate. You must have figured out his fighting style?"
"Of course."

Having fought Moore during the Bern Boru battle turned out to be helpful.
I could freely share information about Moore with Ilaine without any restrictions.

"We don't seem to have the luxury of leisurely discussion, so I'll inform you as the situation develops."
"Understood. Let's go!"

As Moore disappeared from sight, we stood back-to-back.

"He's not turning into mist or hiding in shadows. He's just moving quickly and taking cover behind terrain, so we just need to respond when he appears!"
"Got it."

While standing back-to-back, I subtly transferred heat energy to Ilaine so she could focus more on combat.
I couldn't maintain it for long, but it would at least keep her body temperature up during the battle.

'Who would have thought that my concern about Ilaine getting cold while naked after lovemaking would be helpful in this way.'

The world works in mysterious ways.

"Here he comes!"

Clang!
Moore appeared on Ilaine's side.
Whether he had repaired his weapon or had another one, he was using his main weapon, a sickle.
It was somewhat reassuring that he didn't have the chain that created erratic movements.

Clang-clang-clang-clang!
Ilaine's sword and Moore's sickle clashed chaotically.

Having crossed blades with him before, I knew.
Moore's close combat skills were formidably excellent, to the point of being intimidating.

But he was an assassin, not a knight.
He had the upper hand against me, but against Ilaine, he should employ hit-and-run tactics rather than prolonged engagement.

Whoosh!
When Ilaine thrust her sword at an opening, Moore boldly twisted his body to let the sword tip graze his waist instead of his abdomen while aiming for her neck.

Clang!
I intervened to block it, but it was a dangerous attack.
As I briefly took over facing Moore while saving Ilaine, I was honestly surprised.

'His physical abilities have improved significantly since becoming a demon.'

Back then, I could engage him to some extent, but now even a few seconds felt burdensome.
His speed, strength—everything had become much stronger than before.
Above all.

Hiss-hiss-hiss.
I wondered why he attempted a counterattack even at the cost of getting injured.
The wound on his waist was regenerating.

Realizing this wasn't good, I shot cold energy from my mouth.
Moore created distance, allowing for a momentary lull in the battle.

"He doesn't even look human anymore."

He only appears human; he's truly a monster.
It's not a human turning into a monster, but a monster imitating a human.

"Then we'll approach this with the mindset of facing a demon, not a human."

Swish.
Ilaine took her stance, and her aura became even sharper.

"This time, I'll go first."

Having consumed Ice Blast, I couldn't just play a supporting role.
I infused cold energy into Heukyo in my left hand and swung it widely.

Whoosh!
Despite swinging just a dagger, a wide blast of cold energy spread out.
It was several times more powerful than what I had used against the mist hunter Fog.
If that was like a whip, this was like a curtain.

"......"

Moore quickly moved his feet to avoid the cold energy that crashed like a tidal wave, but.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Whoosh!
Predicting where he would escape to, I spread cold energy widely in the opposite direction from where Moore had been.
Though invisible, Moore must have moved again after encountering the cold energy as soon as he took cover.

If that's the case, the next move of this killer—who had lost his humanity but retained his combat sense—would be.

"He'll ambush from above!"
"Understood."

Ilaine prepared to intercept Moore as he targeted me from the ceiling.

But then Moore did something strange.
Whirl!

"?!"

He threw his sickle straight at Ilaine, who was waiting for him to come within range.

'What's he planning?'

A dagger would be one thing, but throwing his main weapon, a one-handed sickle?
Someone of Ilaine's caliber would easily deflect it.

"A decoy? That won't work."

Clang!
Ilaine deflected the one-handed sickle with minimal movement, ready to follow up with another strike immediately.
She seemed to have realized that the sickle throw was meant to induce a defensive response, with the real aim coming next.
She intended not to allow that, but.

As expected, when Moore pulled out a dagger from his chest, I felt a strange sense of unease.
A killer with combat intelligence intact wouldn't use such an obvious feint.

'There must be something else... Ah, I knew it!'

The one-handed sickle that Ilaine had deflected fell nearby, but suddenly black threads appeared on the handle and it moved on its own.
The movement was so subtle that I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been watching the sickle, but the fact that it moved by itself was ominous.

And my instinct was correct.
The sickle, pulled from the ground, flew fiercely toward Ilaine!
She was currently focusing all her attention on Moore, and even if she noticed, at this speed she would have to choose between the falling Moore and the sickle flying from the side, but.

Why bother choosing?

Whoosh.
As soon as the sickle moved, I sprayed cold energy.
The sickle flying toward Ilaine froze solid and fell to the ground.

'Is this the ability Moore gained by becoming a demon?'

It seems so.
When the sickle failed, Moore immediately prepared his next attack in that brief moment.
With one hand still holding a dagger, he reached deep inside his clothes, and as he pulled his hand out, multiple throwing weapons showered forth.
Swish-swish-swish.

"Hmm?"

Ilaine frowned at this strange action.
Judging these to be some kind of deception as well, she prepared to sweep them all away at once with Snow Flurry, a consecutive technique of the Snow Blade, but.

"What?!"

Black threads extended from Moore's body like spider webs, connecting to every single throwing weapon in the air.
It looked just like a puppeteer controlling marionettes.

Whirl-whirl-whirl!
The black threads swung like chains, and the connected throwing weapons moved independently, targeting Ilaine from all directions.

While Snow Flurry is a consecutive sword technique, a sword's attack range only covers the front.
One cannot block behind with a sword.
Moore's throwing weapons aimed precisely at this weakness—some to draw Ilaine's defense, others to target the blind spots created in the process.

Moreover, the most crucial attack to block was Moore himself falling from above.
The demonized Moore's current close combat skills could match even Ilaine in a direct confrontation.
In such a situation, if she used Snow Flurry to deal with the surrounding throwing weapons, her front would be exposed.
Moore had gained an ability perfectly suited to his fighting style and launched a vicious attack, but.

Unlike before, I remained unfazed watching this.

"This isn't particularly difficult."

Ilaine infused her crystal sword with mana and unleashed Snow Flurry.
Then.

Swish-swish-swish.
With each swing of her sword, blades of ice were released, not only deflecting the throwing weapons but instantly freezing and dropping them.

The throwing weapons targeting the front were all blocked this way.
As for those aiming at blind spots.

Swish-swish-swish.
Clink-clink-clink.

"It would be disappointing to ignore you after you've powered up so much."

I wasn't just standing around either.
As the only disciple to whom Ilaine had passed down the Snow Blade, hitting and dropping a few throwing weapons with cold energy wasn't difficult for me.

Moore had certainly become stronger with his new ability, but.
He wasn't the only one who had powered up.
Moreover, our coordination was on the level of a married couple. A mere demon killer had no chance of breaking through.

After we perfectly blocked the throwing weapons—she in front, me behind—

"Finally within reach."

Ilaine swung her sword.
With both tactics failed, Moore tried to withdraw by pulling his body back in mid-air.
But no matter how much his physical abilities had improved, there are limits to movement in mid-air.

Slash!
This time it wasn't just a graze—Moore's side was cut.

A normal human would writhe in pain when their body is cut.
But having truly transcended humanity, Moore landed on the ground perfectly without showing any sign of suffering despite his slashed side.
Though cut, it wasn't a fatal wound, so if he hid and regenerated, he could fight again, but.

"Your emotionless behavior actually makes you easier to read."

I was already waiting at his landing spot, sword in hand.

"This scenario feels familiar, doesn't it?"
"......"

As Moore stared at me with empty eyes, mechanically swinging his dagger to fight.

"Tsk, seems you don't even remember."

Slash.
Feeling a strange bitterness toward this villain who had become a demon despite our battle-forged connection, I swung my sword once.
Moore's body, taking the cold energy head-on, froze completely where he stood.

"If there's a next life, don't carelessly eat what others give you."

With just this much of a connection, I skipped any unnecessary mourning and turned to go help Eris, when.

Crack.
An ominous sound that shouldn't be coming from the ice imprisoning Moore reached my ears.
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"What exactly was the measure taken against those two?"
"You're full of questions today."
"Accurate information gathering is essential to calculate the success rate of an operation."

Dorgon responded to Mercy, who answered without showing any particular annoyance.
Mages generally enjoy explaining principles, after all.

"When beasts or humans receive magical energy in their bodies, they lose their reason and go berserk. But doesn't that seem strange when you think about it?"
"What do you mean?"
"If magical energy creates madness, then why can demons act rationally?"
"Hmm... that's true."

We don't need to look far—the Seven Heroes, including the two of them, are the same.
After bearing their sins, they might feel their ideology has become rougher than before, but they definitely retain their reason.
That remains true even after demonization.

"Perhaps, like how humans develop a fever when sick, when the human body accepts magical energy, it resists it, causing the magical energy to run wild and make them lose their reason."
"That makes sense."
"Then what happens if there's more magical energy than human power in the body?"
"I see now. So what was the result?"

Mercy smiled, stretching the corners of her mouth.

"Hypothesis confirmed. Your toys are no longer human. Though they're not demons either."

After hearing Mercy's explanation, Dorgon fell into deep thought, then asked:

"Is mass production possible?"
"Not yet. We've had supply issues with magical energy since all the demon test subjects died last time. And if I used you as a test subject, Lucius would have my head."
"..."
"This one was actually quite an extravagant expenditure. Remember what I said earlier? Even if Aran wins, some part of his body will be damaged. I got excited about confirming my hypothesis and added various functions while tinkering."
"Added functions? What does that mean?"
"Hehe, even you would be surprised if you knew."

***

Breaking ice made from cold energy isn't actually that difficult.

The simplest way is to melt it with fire abilities, or wait until the ice melts on its own or the magic's effect disappears. Though in the latter case, it would take a very long time.

Even without using fire or time, magic users can break it by surrounding their bodies with magical power.
Cold energy is also a technique made with magical power, so it's natural that it can be countered with magical power.

However, these are all methods for dealing with 'ordinary' cold energy.
Ice crystal is different.

In the <Brave Lord> universe, as explicitly stated in the novel, ice crystal is the pinnacle of cold energy and a mysterious mineral.
Its power is so strong that ice from a lake frozen by ice crystal can withstand battles between knights, and weapons made from ice crystal appear in the novel as game-changing trump cards on the battlefield.
And while my cold energy isn't quite at the level of ice crystal, it possesses similar properties.

Clang!
Moor broke through the ice.

I'm not boasting, but my cold energy can't be broken by simply surrounding oneself with magical power unless you're at Grace's or Aran's level.
Even with fire abilities, you'd need to be at Sophia's level to melt it quickly.

Yet Moor, who has no fire abilities and whose power is closer to Yui's than Grace's, broke through and came out.
Honestly, I couldn't believe it.

'Is it... magical energy?'

Purple mist emanating from Moor's body. I recognized it immediately, having seen it before.
Did he protect himself by wrapping it around his body like clothing just before freezing?

'I knew magical energy was stronger than human magical power according to the setting, but...'

Even if magical energy is strong, my cold energy is also stronger than ordinary cold energy, so it shouldn't be easy to break.
For a human injected with magical energy, not a pure demon, to break ice crystal ice with magical energy...
What exactly did Dorgon and Mercy do to him?

More importantly, I thought it would end with freezing him, but since Moor broke through the ice, the battle continued.
I was thinking I should scorch him with heat instead of freezing him with cold energy as I prepared my battle stance.

"Luke."

Ilaine, who had drawn her sword after seeing Moor break free, spoke to me.

"Be careful. Something feels different from before."
"Different, you say?"

A successful husband's requirement is to listen to his wife.
Especially when it's a warning from Ilaine, who has far more combat experience than me.
As I carefully observed Moor following Ilaine's advice...

Crack, crack-crack-crack.

"?!"

Something was wrong with Moor's condition.
There was a horrible sound of joints twisting, and he actually jerked his body.
Then...

Splat!
Black bones burst through his flesh from both arms, transformed like a mantis's scythes.

It wasn't just his arms.
Splat! Splat!
Like some sea urchin or pufferfish. Sharp, honed bones protruded from all over his body.

"What in the..."

Even Ilaine blinked at the bizarre sight.
I hadn't considered him human since he could regenerate his body, but now even others would likely no longer see him as human with such a grotesque appearance.

"Grrrr..."

After completing his transformation from human to spiny demon, Moor groaned lowly.
Whoosh!
Then disappeared from view with his characteristic movement.

"Luke, don't stop sensing! That form is dangerous even if you just allow it to approach."
"Yes!"

These weren't just bones, but bones transformed into blades.
Each one was as long as a decent sword, so as Ilaine said, allowing him to approach would result in being sliced all over.

But this terrifying form had a weakness too.

"He's coming from the right!"
"I'll block him."

The protruding bones increased his body volume, making him easier to detect.
As Moor approached from the right, Ilaine responded quickly.
However...

Clang! Clang!

"Tch."

Ilaine swung her sword a few times before retreating.

She's a swordswoman; to fight, she needs to approach her opponent.
But approaching means countless bones targeting her entire body from legs to arms, making it difficult to block with just one sword.
Moor was also handling his hedgehog-like body quite well.
Regardless of strength, it was a bad matchup.

"I'll have to break the bones first."

Ilaine infused magical power into her crystal sword.
The crystal sword's materials are ice crystal and special steel. Its hardness is at least equal to any ordinary sword.

Having perfectly mastered how to handle the crystal sword through two real battles, Ilaine strengthened only the sword without using cold energy, then...
Crack!
While avoiding Moor's attack, she destroyed the needle-like bones protruding from his body one by one.

If she destroyed all the bones like this, making him bare, the danger of his transformation would disappear, and he'd just be Moor again.

'Something's strange.'

Watching Ilaine and Moor fight, I felt an unsettling discomfort that made my head ache.

'One ability per demon. This is a fundamental law of the world that can't be changed, even if Mercy is a genius.'

Moor had already demonstrated the ability to remotely control weapons with black threads made from magical energy before his transformation.
Since he didn't use it when fighting me at Bern Boru, it's definitely a new skill he gained after becoming a demon.

Then what are these bones?
No matter how I look at it, that's also a demon's ability.
Having two abilities doesn't make sense...

"!"

In that moment, my body moved before my thoughts.

Whoosh!
I rushed forward and swung my heat sword...
...completely destroying a bone fragment that had fallen to the ground after Ilaine broke it.
Black threads had appeared at the end of the freshly broken bone fragment, making it twitch on its own.

'Damn, what's really going on?'

The fact that it moved means...
I quickly found other bone fragments.

"Just as I thought!"

Bone fragments scattered around floated up.
Ilaine seemed to notice it too, frowning, but...

"I'll handle these! Please focus on Moor!"

I shouted to Ilaine and rushed to block the bone fragments flying toward her.
Though I call them fragments, each was like a longsword, so I was essentially facing multiple swords simultaneously.
Their hardness was no less than a sword's.
Moreover...

'Simply blocking isn't enough.'

If I just knock them away, he'll control them to fly back, draining my strength.
So I raised my heat sword to the extreme to pulverize the bones, making them unusable as weapons.

While frantically blocking the bone blades, I didn't stop thinking.

'Black threads attached to the bones lead back to his body. He's definitely controlling them directly with his ability.'

However...
Splat!
As Ilaine nearly removed all the bones, Moor's skin writhed, and another batch of spike-like bones protruded.
Apparently not a one-time technique.

'Even if he's demonized, his body is fundamentally human. Where is he getting so many bones from...'

I've never been particularly curious about the mysteries of the human body before. But today, I was extremely curious.

Though I'm no biologist, I know some basic facts:
Human bones don't form scythe or needle shapes, nor do they protrude in such numbers.
That must also be a demon's ability.

'In the novel, Moor never became a demon, so I can't tell which is his true ability.'

Could both be Moor's abilities?
Is it possible for one demon to have two abilities?
Or is controlling with threads just some dark technique that applies magical energy?

As my mind grew more complex with these thoughts...
I glanced to check if any bones I missed might fly toward Ilaine.

'Wait a minute...'

I noticed something odd.

'If he can make bones protrude from his body, why not turn completely into a spiky ball when approached? Why do bones only protrude from the same spots?'

It might be a trivial reason, but for someone needing any clue, it bothered me.
To know a tree's age, you check its rings; to know a plant's health, you look at its roots.
So...

Thwack!
I withdrew the heat and infused cold energy into my sword, stabbing it into the ground.
Cold energy surged around, freezing the dancing bones in mid-air, causing them to fall.

Like how Moor broke through the ice, these bones might not be completely contained in ice.
But fragments separated from the main body should be weaker, so they could be contained for a while.

I immediately ran toward Ilaine.

"I'm joining you!"

Ilaine attacked from the front, and I from the rear.
Since demons can understand human speech, I signaled Ilaine with my eyes to hold him from the front as much as possible.

Ilaine, not wanting his threatening blades to turn toward me, swung her sword rapidly to hold him in place.
Thanks to this, Moor focused on Ilaine and only made defensive attacks toward me.

'Back, let me see his back.'

Not in any strange sense, but because there were many bones protruding from his back.
If my intuition was right, the secret of Moor's abilities would be there.

"Ilaine, cold energy!"
"Got it!"

Ilaine raised cold energy with her crystal sword at my signal, and as Moor tried to retreat from the snowstorm, I swung my heat sword with all my might.

Snowstorm in front, heat behind.
Surrounded, Moor chose to be burned rather than frozen.
Burns could be regenerated, after all.
Having made his decision, he twisted his body abnormally to dodge toward me.

Slash.
I cut his back with my heat sword.
The protruding bones prevented me from getting too close, so the wound wasn't very deep, but...
Thanks to the heat, I could burn through the clothes he was wearing.

I stared intently at Moor's body as he passed by me.

"!!"

The moment I saw his secret, I was genuinely shocked, thinking I couldn't be more surprised today.

"Luke."

Ilaine, who had approached to prepare for the next joint attack, glanced at my face and asked:

"What did you see that shocked you so?"

I swallowed hard before answering Ilaine's question.

"Ilaine, I've figured out how to defeat him."
"What is it?"
"But first, look at that. I know how he's using two abilities."

I nodded toward Moor.
Ilaine focused her gaze on him again, and she too flinched.

Moor, finding his clothes cumbersome after being burned ragged by the heat, tore them off with his hands.
This exposed his upper body clearly.

"What is that... Could it be..."
"Yes, Moor only has one ability: weapon control. The reason he can use bones, the reason he could escape the ice so quickly—it's because of that."
"How horrible..."

Ilaine, realizing Moor's secret, groaned softly.
More precisely, she groaned imagining what had been done to him.

"That guy has had an actual demon's flesh transplanted into his body."

Indeed.
Moor's upper body looked like a patchwork of roughly sewn rags.
And unlike his pale face, the parts where bones had protruded were unnaturally dark.
As if that part had different skin.

Ch.188 - Chapter 188. Cave Intrigue (4)
Human emotions are truly complex.
Even though I've entered a world from a novel I loved, it doesn't mean I like everything about this world.

Being human, I like the heroes and dislike the villains.
There are a few exceptions like Regret the traitor from the novel, or Glaka the orc chieftain, whom I initially disliked but grew fond of due to plot developments.
But I can't bring myself to like villains who have absolutely no chance of becoming allies.

The Western Army is no different.
They're blind attack dogs with a loyalty to their lord more severe than religious devotion, enemies I must fight, and I have no hesitation about that.
From the beginning, they were antagonists who tormented the North and the protagonist throughout the episode in the novel, so I personally don't like them either.

That's why I'm ready in body and mind to take them down whenever the opportunity arises.

'But even so...'

It's human nature to feel a tiny bit of pity when seeing someone in a wretched state, even if they're a terrible villain, separate from the satisfaction of their defeat.

Perhaps that's why.
Looking at Moor, who had not only lost his mind but had his body torn apart into a ragged monster, I felt disgust and rising anger.
Anger at the real villains behind him who could commit such atrocities without hesitation.
I knew they didn't treat people as human beings, but... there should be limits, there should be limits.

"Luke, so how do we deal with him?"

At Elaine's question, I took a deep breath and collected my emotions.

Right, I need to focus on the task at hand first.
Humanly speaking, I'm angry, but that doesn't mean I should get worked up about avenging their desecration, nor do I want to.
I'm not going to spout nonsense about finding a way to restore them to their original state instead of killing them out of pity.

They committed evil acts while being loyal to the wrong side, and this is the price they paid.
So while I might find it bitter, I don't sympathize.

The only decent thing I can do for them as a fellow human is to free them from their state of becoming "real weapons."

"Elaine, you know why people dispose of corpses quickly, right?"
"Of course. When corpses decay, they become toxic and can cause disease."
"That's right. And in the previous battle, we eliminated all the demons they possessed."
"...I see."

Elaine seemed to understand my meaning immediately as she examined Moor's body and asked:

"The demon flesh attached to his body—you mean it's from already dead bodies."
"Yes."

If there were living demons left, they would have sent them instead.

If Moor is in that state, Doikason must have received the same treatment.
The demonic flesh attached to their bodies must be pieces that Mercy didn't dispose of after her experiments.

"Then the bone ability isn't his own, but belongs to the demon attached to his body."
"That's my guess."

The secret of how Moor could use two abilities was simpler than I thought.
Controlling with black threads was his ability, while the bone manipulation belonged not to Moor but to the demon attached to his body.
Not two abilities in one person, but one each in two entities.

'I don't know how that's possible, though.'

What matters now is the fact, not the principle.

"I understand. What's next?"
"Dead flesh is just meat that decays faster than you might think. Especially when it's hot or humid."
"You know your stuff."
"I'm not sure about demon flesh... but it probably isn't much different."

At that moment, as if unwilling to give us time for leisurely conversation, Moor protruded bones again and charged at us.
We resumed the battle in response.

With his upper body exposed, we could now distinguish which parts of his body were demonic.

"Elaine, please keep breaking his bones! We need to make him draw power from the demon flesh."
"Leave it to me."

Though he can use the demon's ability through the attached flesh, Moor isn't a demon. Not human either, but still.
That flesh is, strictly speaking, borrowed power. Unlike the original demon, there must be limits to its use, and we need to keep depleting it.

'Whether the flesh decays quickly or the magical energy gets depleted, something will give if we keep breaking it.'

Crack! Crack!
Elaine broke Moor's bones with her crystal sword and flung them far away.
Even as Moor lost weapons in real-time, he kept replenishing bones to pressure Elaine.

Swoosh.

'Now!'

Crackle.
As soon as the bones on the ground connected with black threads and tried to fly, I froze them with cold energy.
Not just those, but I deliberately left other bones alone and froze them when Moor tried to use his ability.

'He still has reasoning ability, but that doesn't make him intelligent.'

If he had memory, he would have dodged rather than getting frozen when he tried to attack me with a dagger earlier.
Or given his speed, he would have gradually moved toward the water source while fighting us.

In other words, to use an analogy, Moor is like a machine with a processing unit but no memory storage.
He can make judgments like using broken bones as weapons through his ability, but he can't realize it's a waste of energy when I keep freezing them.
And that hypothesis proved correct.

'Demons need to consume magical energy to use abilities. With two abilities, he might be stronger, but the energy consumption would be that much greater. Let's drain him by making him replenish broken bones and control them from two sources!'

But we can't drag this out too long.

Crackle.
Elaine continued fighting while using cold energy.
For a swordswoman like her to use cold energy means she's struggling enough to need the sword's power.

Though she's a powerhouse in the North who fights one-handed, the demonized Moor's strength and speed were considerable enough not to fall behind her.
Since he started using bones, he became even more violent, as if determined to finish this. His fighting had already surpassed what I could handle.

Even Elaine couldn't keep crossing swords with Moor indefinitely. I could already see her tiring.
Moreover, she had to maintain her body temperature during combat, which consumed additional concentration.

So I came up with a trick.

With my skills, I couldn't fight Moor in Elaine's place without risking quick defeat or interfering with her combat.
So instead of aiming my heat sword at Moor...

Hissss!
My heat sword melted the ice Elaine had created, the ice of the Eternal Ice Cave, ice everywhere, generating massive amounts of steam.

The conditions favorable for corpse decay are heat and moisture.
It's impossible to create a hot environment in the Eternal Ice Cave due to the extreme cold, but moisture can be generated in abundance.

Though we hadn't exchanged words, Elaine seemed to catch my intention, continuing the battle while gradually leading him toward the steam.

Whoosh!
Following Elaine's guidance, Moor obediently entered the steam.
His processing ability would have judged that limited visibility would be more advantageous for him than for Elaine, which was true, but...

Unfortunately, Moor had only processing ability, not imagination—a critical limitation.

'This steam isn't just for moisture.'

I crossed my long sword and dagger in an X-shape, gathering cold energy, then...

"Elaine, fall back!"

At my loud signal, Elaine retreated from the steam.
Whoosh!
As soon as she was clear, I released the cold energy from my crossed swords toward the steam, like a blade of wind.

Crackle.
Upon contact with the cold energy, the steam began to freeze instantly.

'It would be nice if this ends it, but...'

Crack-crack-crack!
From inside came the sound of ice being scratched and broken. Even without memory storage in his head, does he have some instinctual memory after being frozen several times?

Slash!
Sure enough, Moor struck down the approaching ice with bones and magical energy, escaping in a different direction than Elaine.

However, the steam made escape difficult, and his bones were heavily damaged, with one arm severed.
Did he have to cut it off after it froze to escape?

"It seems to be working. Let's continue the attack."

As Elaine raised her sword to aim...

"Wait. That guy is now..."

Moor, having depleted his bones escaping the ice, tried to replenish them using his ability, but...
Pop. Pop.
Unlike before, the amount of bones protruding from Moor's body was clearly reduced. They were also thinner.
Moreover, though he regenerated his severed arm, the speed was very slow.

"He's reaching his limit, it seems."
"Yes, the power in the flesh has weakened."

Sensing it was time to finish this, I withdrew my cold energy.
Now what I need to do is...

"Grr."

Moor, also sensing his weakening, no longer produced many bones but only protruded them from necessary parts.
Arms, shoulders, back, thighs.
Both sides felt the tension that this would be the final confrontation.

"I'm going, Luke!"

Whoosh!
Elaine leaped forward first, firing a blade of cold energy.
Boom!
Moor moved sideways to avoid the cold energy while stabbing at Elaine with a bone. Elaine parried it with her crystal sword, breaking it.

Swish, grab.
Instead of regenerating more bones, Moor quickly grabbed the flying bone and wielded it like a dagger to attack Elaine.

"Ugh!"

Overwhelmed by this technique, Elaine, who had been fighting a high-demon level opponent in close combat without rest, was pushed back.
Moor pressed the advantage, spinning his body like a top to drive Elaine back, and she focused on defense while retreating.

'Just a little more.'

I silently cheered for Elaine while intensifying my concentration.
To deliver a decisive blow, I even sacrificed the cold energy supplemented by Ice Blast to fuel the heat, and...

"Elaine, dodge!"

Boom!
Understanding my intention, Elaine followed my usual method, thrusting her sword into the ground and releasing magical power.
A massive ice wall instantly rose to surround Moor. The only path was toward me.
And there...

Blazing.
When heat is extremely compressed into a sword, it creates a high-temperature blade that can melt and destroy any weapon.
Then what happens if that heat is released instead of compressed?

"Haaaaaah!"

I charged at Moor, surrounded by heat like a fireball.

With each step I took, the ice on the floor melted, leaving footprints, and water dripped from the icicles on the ceiling.
Terrifying heat that could melt even the ice of the Eternal Ice Cave.

When I first obtained the Salamander's Scale, I got it because heat ability would be convenient for becoming a knight.
I wondered when I became able to emit such powerful heat.
It was amazing even to myself.

But the emotion I felt more strongly than amazement was...

"Stop struggling now. I'll send those behind you to hell with these flames too."

A confidence and fullness that made me feel like I could do anything.
With that power in my limbs, I advanced vigorously and swung my sword.

"Grr."

With nowhere to run, Moor swung his bone dagger at me, but...
No matter how much I might be at a disadvantage in close combat, I'm not so weak as to fall in one blow. I'm a knight, after all.

Clang!
Since I was releasing heat, I couldn't use weapon destruction, so I deflected Moor's bone dagger and immediately stabbed him with my dagger.

Thud!
The demonized Moor, unable to feel pain, blocked my dagger with his bare hand, preventing it from directly hitting his body.
But this close approach was enough.

"?!"

Crackle.
Moor had also depleted his body by losing many bones while fighting Elaine.

His bone generation had already reached its limit, and regeneration wasn't working well.
Additionally, his leather-like skin had accumulated damage from being repeatedly soaked with moisture and ice.

In that situation, when heat that could melt even the Eternal Ice Cave approached his body...

"Uuuuugh!"

Was it a groan of pain or a roar of fighting spirit?
Moor groaned and tried to escape, but my steps didn't stop.
Sizzle!
As the rotting flesh met the intense heat and burned away, his body literally began to collapse.

Even cornered, Moor tried to replenish his bodily damage with magical energy to continue fighting, but...

Elaine had already methodically broken his bones, and with his flesh burning, he couldn't replenish anything.
Though he tried to control something with black threads, ice walls blocked all directions, and I was burning away his magical energy with heat from the front.

Swish.
Moor forcibly pulled out a bone dagger that had sprouted from his back and tried to surprise me by striking down at my shoulder, but...

Crackle.

"?!"

Imagining the wings of electricity that Aran uses, I spread the heat like wings.
The wings of heat swung around, turning Moor's hand to ash.

"Huff!"

Perhaps due to overusing heat, I exhaled and staggered, feeling strain on my body.
Taking advantage of that opening, Moor thrashed his armless limb as if making a final struggle.

"Poor fellow, even though you were an enemy, you died quite admirably in the novel."

Unlike in the novel, where he died smiling, expressing regret at failing to kill Aran but showing respect as an assassin to Yui who defeated him...
I finally thrust my sword into Moor's black skin as he jerked like a wooden puppet with an emotionless face.

The already decaying flesh melted and burned as soon as the sword was embedded.
And so Moor collapsed to his knees and fell forward. He neither rose again nor trembled.

"Phew."

Confirming Moor's silence, I finally thrust my sword into his body, completely burning what remained.
Not to desecrate the dead, but as my own form of cremation for the deceased.

Ch.189 - Chapter 189. Husband and Wife Collaboration (1)
As Moore's body was completely consumed by fire and turned to ash, I withdrew my sword.

'That was dangerous.'

If Elaine hadn't followed me, I would have died one hundred percent.
He was an enemy I could never have handled alone.

Conversely, if I hadn't come and only Elaine had been here, I would have lost her.
The demonized Moore's close combat skills had risen to match Elaine's level, and the fact that he overcame my cold energy means he could have withstood the crystal sword's cold energy to some extent as well.
This is why married couples should always live together, helping each other.

'If Aran had come...'

Surely Dorgon and Merci didn't do that to Moore just to capture me.
The reason they played tricks on Moore and Doicason must have been because they were conscious of Aran.
Their former comrades would know all too well that Aran always took on missions like this.

If it had been Aran, stronger than either me or Elaine, he would have eventually defeated Moore.

'Since a demon's flesh is already dead, it can't be paralyzed with electricity, so he would have had quite a struggle too.'

I actually felt fortunate that Elaine and I had come instead.
Which meant...

'We need to hurry and help the others.'

While Elaine and I were defeating Moore, Eris had been facing Doicason alone.
The plan was for her to hold Doicason off while we defeated Moore first, then finish him together.

But he was stronger than expected, consuming too much time.
Doicason must have become much stronger than before, and if the two of us struggled this much, I wondered if Eris could hold out alone.
We had fought at a distance to prevent them from joining forces, so I hadn't been able to check on her situation and hurried.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.
I followed the traces of battle carved into the cave to find Eris and Doicason.
But when I heard only footsteps in my ears and no sounds of battle, anxiety overwhelmed me.

Though Eris is a high-ranking demon with considerable power, she wouldn't be able to properly utilize her strength until the next episode after the Northern Arc.
If there were no battle sounds... regrettably, I didn't expect Eris to be victorious.

'I don't want to burden Aran's heart like this.'

Finally, I found Eris.

"!"
"Ah, shit... you're late."

Eris leaned against the cave wall and immediately expressed her irritation upon seeing us.
Phew, at least she's alive.

However, she was slumped down as if she had no strength left in her body, and a wide pool of blood had formed where she sat.
If she were human, I would have been alarmed at the excessive bleeding, but Eris is a blood demon.
That pool of blood wasn't a sign of impending death but a technique to recover her strength.

The fact that Eris was collapsed and recovering her body meant...

"Has he headed toward the water source?"
"Yes, hurry after him. Don't worry about me—I'm not dying, just recovering with blood, so don't mind me."

Eris waved her hand, trying to send us away.
As she said, now was not the time to worry about allies but to stop the enemy. Just as I was about to tell her to rest here and hurry with Elaine to pursue Doicason...

"Be careful. For some reason, that guy has two abilities."

At Eris's warning, I asked her:

"What kind?"
"One is regenerating weapons using his body as a medium, and the other is emitting a gas-like poison."

As expected, Doicason also had two abilities.
He must have had demon flesh implanted in his body as well.

Weapon regeneration and poison emission. Both are extremely tricky abilities.

'So Doicason was the one contaminating the water source.'

I had wondered how they would pollute the water with demonic energy, but they even prepared poison.
Unnecessarily thorough, these guys. I dislike them more and more.

"Aran should have come for this... but it's too late to call him now. You two are quite strong, so you'll manage somehow."

Eris sighed and clicked her tongue.
Her earlier irritation about us being late wasn't really blaming us but lamenting that she couldn't stop such a powerful opponent with her skills.
She's not stupid—after facing Doicason, she must have guessed how strong Moore was.

"Still, I'm worried, so take this."

I caught what Eris threw to me.
Looking at it, it was a small red gem.
Just as I was about to ask what it was...

"It's made from my blood. It can stop his body for just a moment, so use it well."
"Thank you."

With no more time to waste, I bowed my head to Eris, then rushed with Elaine toward the depths of the Ice Cave where Doicason had headed.

***

"Elaine, are you feeling alright?"
"I'm fine. Luke, can you still fight?"
"Of course. Though it would be difficult if there were one more enemy."

We just told our first lies to each other since getting married.

Elaine was breathing slightly heavily. She had used up her stamina fighting Moore and expended magical power maintaining her body temperature by continuously operating the crystal sword's cold energy.
As an Elaine expert, I could tell her current fighting capacity was about 30% of normal.
It wasn't just me who had been fighting consecutive battles these past few days—she had been too. After all, haven't we always fought together?

'I lied too.'

Saying it would be difficult with one more enemy was an exaggeration.
If another enemy of Moore or Doicason's caliber appeared here, I don't think I could fight at all.

'If Elaine's fighting capacity is at 30% of normal, mine is about 30% of that.'

Considering we would be fighting Doicason next, I should have conserved my strength, but there was no room for that against such an opponent.
I especially used a lot of magical power in that final heat attack, trying to finish him off.

Still, my claim that I could fight was true.
At least my limbs were still moving.

Elaine probably noticed my lie immediately.
Just as I know her, she knows me.
Yet we chose not to point it out.

Our recent lies weren't meant to deceive each other but to reassure and protect each other.
What you might call white lies.

After pursuing for a few more minutes, Doicason's large figure came into view.

"I see him ahead!"
"He hasn't gone far. Luke, I'll go ahead and stop him. Be ready to attack immediately."

Of course Doicason wouldn't be unscathed after fighting to the death with one of the strongest in the protagonist's group after Aran.
His body was covered in wounds, and true to a blood demon's work, all his wounds had been cursed so the bleeding wouldn't stop and he couldn't regenerate.
He wasn't at his usual strength either.

'Let's see who wins between two injured fighters.'

Swoosh!
As she had announced, Elaine leaped forward swiftly to target Doicason.

Slash!
Elaine sent a blade of cold energy toward Doicason's feet.
Her intention was to restrict his movement first.

Doicason had sensed our approach and turned around, but...
Clank, clank, clank.
Unlike Moore, who was skilled in speed battles, Doicason specialized in power struggles.
He was too slow to react to Elaine's speed.

Doicason's feet froze to the ground.
Elaine immediately moved behind him and slashed at his waist.

Stagger.
Caught off guard by the surprise attack, Doicason momentarily staggered, but...

Crack!
Doicason's feet broke through the ice.
If Moore could do it, Doicason, who was stronger, certainly could.
Besides, Doicason's feet were armored. That's why Elaine only froze his feet instead of cutting them.
As the Western Army's weapon master, Doicason would have taken some measures beyond simple iron armor.

"Kraaah!"

Unlike the expressionless demonized Moore, Doicason raised his axe high with an enraged face and swung it.

Crash!
When Doicason swung his axe, demonic energy sparked like electricity, attacking a wide area.
Elaine retreated far back to escape the attack range.

'Is that the ability Eris mentioned?'

Looking at the axe Doicason swung, I felt uneasy inside.
Clearly visible, as if declaring "I am a dangerous weapon," were crimson tendrils wrapped around the axe handle.
It was explicitly grotesque.

'She said he regenerates weapons using his body as a medium. Let's see exactly how he does it.'

Even though I needed to conserve heat for maintaining body temperature, I had to find out.

Covering Doicason with cold energy was not an option.
The demon flesh had given him resistance to cold, and he was currently in a state of continuous bleeding due to Eris's blood magic.
Freezing him might just seal his wounds, which would be counterproductive.

Then the best method was heat.
Given his weapon creation ability, I needed to confirm how effective weapon destruction would be.

Whoosh!
My heat sword turned bright red with thermal energy.
I watched Elaine and Doicason clash blades, waiting for the right moment to attack him.

Swish!
Doicason gripped his axe with both hands and swung it to target both Elaine and me.
Elaine retreated.
My heat sword, having overwhelming advantage in direct confrontation, met his attack head-on.

Crack!
As expected, my heat sword mercilessly cut through Doicason's steel blade the moment it made contact.

However, regardless of the weapon's destruction, the demonic energy contained within and Doicason's brute strength were too powerful.
The collision had taken a toll on me as well, so I couldn't follow up with additional attacks and retreated to observe how he would use his ability.

"Grr."

Despite his blade being broken in half, Doicason didn't discard his weapon.
Instead, he gripped the handle tightly.

"!"

Wriggle, wriggle.
Tendrils like the sinews I saw earlier emerged from his arm and enveloped the axe.
The broken blade rejoined, and the missing parts were supplemented with something resembling muscle.
Thus, Doicason's axe was revived in an even more disgusting form than before.

"Repulsive."

Elaine briefly expressed her impression after witnessing the scene.
I felt the same, so I didn't add anything.
Need to conserve energy.

'At this rate, destroying his weapon is useless.'

If he can immediately regenerate it after I break it, I'd just be wasting heat energy.
Of course, he must use demonic energy to regenerate, so we could engage in a war of attrition like with Moore, but...

'We don't have the energy to spare for that approach.'

I needed to find another method.

'I wonder if weapon regeneration is Doicason's ability, and the poison gas is the demon's ability attached to his body.'

Doicason is the Western Army's weapon master and weapons developer.
He employs combat techniques utilizing all kinds of armaments—axes, swords, spears, maces, even throwing weapons and armor.
In simple terms, a weapon master.

Weapon regeneration was an ability perfectly suited for Doicason.
Moore also gained an ability that matched his fighting style—controlling weapons with threads.

'Then is the poison gas the ability gained from accepting the demon's flesh?'

If so, I think I see a strategy.
Demon flesh containing poisonous energy can't be good for a human body. If he overuses it, the human parts of Doicason will rot and self-destruct.

'For that to happen...'

I need to make him use his ability.

"Elaine, honestly, it's difficult to fight like before, isn't it?"
"...I can't hide it from you."
"Actually, I'm the same. I can't use my power freely like before. So I was thinking, shall we decide this quickly? Can you play along?"

At my suggestion, Elaine smiled as if she had been waiting for this.

"Husband and wife are one body. At this moment, I'll be a sword just for you, so wield me to your heart's content."

We exchanged smiles, took our stances, and engaged in battle with Doicason.
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"Then I'll leave it to you."
"You be careful too."

I explained the plan to attack Doikason to Elaine, and she initiated the attack accordingly.
As Doikason attacked with a wide sweep using his axe, now more vicious with magi energy infused into it.

Whoosh!
Elaine used her quick movements to dodge the axe swing, then lightly tapped the edge of Doikason's axe with the tip of her sword. And then.
Crackle-crackle.
The cold energy condensed in the crystal sword instantly froze Doikason's axe.

Crack!
Doikason swung his axe with magi energy to break the ice.
Thanks to the combination of the muscular giant's strength and magi energy, he did manage to break the ice, but.

Tap.
Crackle-crackle.
As soon as the ice broke, Elaine, as if she had been waiting for this moment, touched the axe with her sword tip again, freezing it once more.

Doikason's already angry face contorted with even more rage, but Elaine neither mocked him with a smile nor showed any emotion—she simply retreated quickly from her position.

'Let's see you waste more magi energy.'

People are larger than one might think. They're also quite thick. An ant that can be crushed underfoot would be terrifying if it were human-sized, wouldn't it?

Moreover, Doikason has a build much larger than the average adult male.
Because of this, freezing his entire body would consume a lot of cold energy. But freezing a weapon held in his hand is much easier.
Since the goal is to render Doikason's weapon unusable, there's no need to freeze it completely.

Plus, Elaine is much faster and more agile than Doikason. And she wields the powerful crystal sword.
It's not that difficult for her to dodge his heavy attacks while tapping the large axe with her crystal sword.

Clang.
Eventually, Doikason threw his axe aside.
Like Muir, he has computational abilities, so he must have concluded that the axe was putting him at a disadvantage. Instead.

Shink.
Doikason pulled out two batons from his waist.
Though called batons, they were more like small stakes with pointed ends.
Gripping a baton in each hand, Doikason charged toward Elaine and began thrusting them wildly.

Swish, swish, swish!
As mentioned, Doikason is a weapon master who can handle all kinds of weapons.
In stark contrast to his heavy axe swings from earlier, he now displayed surprisingly nimble and quick baton techniques that seemed at odds with his large frame, putting pressure on Elaine.

However, Elaine is a master of speed who can even keep up with Aran and Low.
Moreover, in this situation where a prolonged fight must be avoided, she's compensating for her lack of strength with burning concentration.
No matter how fast and clean Doikason's baton techniques are, she's not one to lose in a battle of speed. After all, she is my wife.

Clang! Clang!
While dodging Doikason's baton attacks, Elaine countered with cold energy whenever an opportunity arose.
The batons are much smaller than the axe. Though harder to hit, once the cold energy makes contact, they freeze much faster.

But her opponent is no ordinary foe.
When his batons began to freeze, Doikason quickly discarded them before the cold could reach his hands, and then.

Click.
He flicked his wrists upward, and two daggers sprang out from inside his gauntlets.
Gripping the daggers that had popped out as quickly as a card shark revealing hidden cards from their sleeve, Doikason immediately threw them at Elaine, and.

Clang!
As Elaine swung her sword to block them, Doikason used that opening to pull out new stake-like batons from his legs and charged like a rhinoceros.

'Just how many weapons does he have?'

I only knew he had many, but even though I'd read the novel, I couldn't remember exactly how many weapons Doikason carried.
Still, regardless of his size, there must be a limit to how many weapons he can store in his armor.

Elaine scraped the ground with her crystal sword, raising a wall of ice.
Crash!
Without hesitation, Doikason embedded his baton into the ice wall and then.
Swish.
He reached for his waist again and pulled out a hammer.

Boom!
So that's why the batons looked like stakes.
Doikason struck the baton with his hammer. With the powerful, magi-infused hammer blow, the ice wall shattered, and the embedded baton was launched forward like a projectile.

An ingenious strategy using the ice wall as a mount and the baton as an arrow.
The rapidly flying baton seemed like it would pierce through any unsuspecting opponent behind the wall, but.

Clang!
Though Elaine may be younger than Doikason, she is also an experienced knight.
Having anticipated that Doikason would try something, she was waiting with her sword ready, easily deflecting the flying baton.

"Raaaargh!"

Doikason leaped high and descended toward Elaine with his hammer raised.
Then, tentacles writhed from his arm, wrapping around the hammer.

"!"

That ability seems to be more than just repairing broken weapons.
Multiple tentacles wrapped around the hammer, twisting together like a braid. Soon, it transformed into a massive flesh mass in the shape of a hammer.

Though I call it a flesh mass, it doesn't seem soft.

'That enormous mass, and each tentacle is infused with magi energy, making it dangerous.'

Befitting Doikason's trump card, the flesh hammer, though not made of metal but tentacles, was saturated with magi energy.
Perhaps this flesh mass has effects similar to demon flesh, making it resistant to cold energy.
Above all, it wasn't just a straight hammer shape; the ends of the bundled tentacles were freely writhing around the hammer, making it unpredictable what kind of attack it would deliver.

'Should I... help her?'

Normally, there would be no concern, but Elaine has already expended a lot of energy.
Such an attack could be threatening to her in her current state, and anxiety welled up inside me, but.

'No. I need to trust her.'

I bit my lip and held back my body that was ready to spring into action.
If I went now, I could help Elaine block that attack, but our preparations would be back to square one.
That would prolong the fight, and a longer fight would ultimately increase the burden on Elaine.

So instead of being anxious, I should believe in Elaine's strength—the strength of the woman who promised to spend her life with me.
Although in the novel she was just an extra with even less page time than Doikason.
The real Elaine is the strongest guard knight recognized by the Grand Duke of the North!

Elaine observed Doikason's attack, lowered her body to take a stance, and then.
Shhhhh.
She surrounded herself with the cold energy from her crystal sword.

'What technique is this?'

It's a bit awkward to say, but.
In the novel, Grace only used the crystal sword for wide-area cold wave attacks, whereas Elaine, though not launching large slashes like Grace, was utilizing the cold magic sword's characteristics very effectively.
In other words, Elaine was more adept at the diverse applications of the crystal sword.

'Perhaps it's because she's been watching my techniques all this time.'

But unlike me, who only has knowledge, Elaine is a true combat genius.
She's mastering cold energy at a much faster rate than I am, and sometimes she shows applications that even surprise me.

Even now, I couldn't grasp what technique she was about to use.

Shhhhh.
Cold energy swirled around Elaine's body like a thick mist, and frost formed from her breath.
Meanwhile, Doikason began to bring down his monstrous hammer in earnest.
As I clutched my pounding heart and watched her with bated breath.

Whoosh!
Elaine initiated her action.

She didn't wait for Doikason to descend but leaped upward.
In mid-air without a foothold, one's movements are restricted, which would negate Elaine's advantage of quick movements.
I was confused about her intention, but believing she had a definite strategy for victory that was worth sacrificing her advantage, I continued to watch, and then.

"Impossible!"

I couldn't believe what I was witnessing.

I had wondered why she surrounded herself with such thick cold energy, and why she chose an aerial confrontation against such ferocious magi energy.
Elaine exceeded my imagination.

Tap. Clink!
There was the sound of stepping on something, followed by the sound of thin ice breaking.
That clear sound didn't occur just once.

Clink! Clink! Clink!
The sound of breaking ice continued one after another.
And the sound gradually rose higher into the sky.
Elaine's body also rose higher. As if walking up stairs toward the sky.

That's right.
Elaine used the dense frost energy surrounding her body to freeze moisture in the air in real-time, creating ice platforms.
She stepped on these ice platforms to accelerate.
She was literally walking on air!

"My goodness, is such an application possible?"

How could she think of such a thing? No, even if I had thought of it, I wouldn't have the confidence to execute such a feat.
It's an impossible technique that only Elaine could perform.

Unlike Doikason who was falling in a straight line, Elaine could create footholds anywhere in the air as she wished.
She moved freely, avoiding Doikason's attack range, positioning herself at her optimal location, and then.

Whoosh!
She targeted not Doikason but his hammer, descending at maximum speed.

From the moment Elaine began walking in the sky, Doikason, uncharacteristically for a demon, panicked and floundered.
However, despite being able to handle numerous weapons and having undergone demonization, Doikason had no method to walk in the air.

Therefore, seeing the situation reversed with Elaine descending toward him, he released his attacking stance and pulled the hammer toward his chest in a defensive posture.
After all, though this cave is large enough for combat, it's still a confined space compared to the outdoors.
If he could block just one attack, he could land on the ground, and once Doikason landed, Elaine's sky walking would lose much of its effectiveness.
But as if unwilling to be pushed back so easily, Doikason's hammer revealed its true nature.

Wriggle-wriggle.
The tentacles that had been bundled together in the shape of a hammer began to squirm, unraveling from their braided form, and eight tentacles appeared, writhing like octopus legs before shooting toward Elaine.
This seemed to be Doikason's second ploy.
If the first flesh hammer failed, he would attack with tentacles.
But would Elaine, who had thought of freezing moisture to run through the air, not have anticipated such a contingency?

Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam!
Elaine pulled back her sword, channeled the cold energy that had been surrounding her body into her sword, and fired multiple cold beams at the tentacles.
Crackle-crackle.
The cold beams Elaine shot weren't enough to freeze the tentacles completely, but they temporarily restricted their movement, and.

Tah!
With her last remaining cold energy, she created a foothold, accelerating even further from her already maximum speed, and.

"!"

Slash!
She completely severed Doikason's hand that was holding the hammer.
But that wasn't all.

With that acceleration, destructive power was generated naturally.
Elaine didn't stop the sword strike that cut off his hand, maintaining it with both hands, and.

Slaaaash!
Her sword sliced right through Doikason's side.
As a result, Doikason's weapon pouches were damaged, causing his remaining daggers and other weapons to fall.

"Kuhak!"

Finally, Doikason fell from Elaine's strike, and.

"Phew."

Elaine descended gracefully, but having used all her remaining strength in that attack, she let out a deep sigh full of fatigue.

Having shown such an impressive scene, in a typical manga this would be the end, but reality is not so accommodating.

"Grrrr..."

Doikason, who had fallen to the ground, rose, staggering.
Eris's blood curse must still be in effect, as Doikason's hand and waist wounds weren't regenerating.
Dripping blood, he looked at the exhausted Elaine standing there, and.

"Raaaaargh!"

He let out a monstrous cry, attempting revenge, but his hands no longer held any weapons.
So Doikason used a different weapon.

Hissssss.
A dense dark green gas began to leak from Doikason's body.
Is this the poison energy Eris had mentioned?

The poison energy grew larger, filling this space like a dark cloud.
It lunged ferociously like a giant snake trying to devour Elaine.

Elaine is now barely able to hold her sword, so she couldn't easily dodge such a large amount of poison energy rushing at her at once, but.

"I've done my part. Now I leave it to you, Luke."

Elaine calmly looked at the wave of poison energy rushing toward her and said those words, and as soon as she finished.

Boom-boom-boom-boom-boom!
A massive cold energy that flew from behind Elaine struck Doikason's poison energy head-on.
Like a lion biting a snake with its teeth.

"Well done. Now leave the rest to me."

While Elaine was fighting, I had been preparing cold energy, and as soon as Doikason used his poison energy, I fired it all at once, freezing it instantly.
Then I walked forward to face the now even more tattered Doikason.

"Did you enjoy the weapon fight? Now let's battle with elemental abilities only."

Unlike me, who was originally an elemental ability user, Doikason could only emit poison energy thanks to his demonization, so there would be a difference in ability proficiency between us.
But that wasn't my concern.
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If you were to ask what the most dangerous weapon in human history is, most would say the nuclear bomb.
While it is indeed the most dangerous weapon in current human history, considering that nuclear bombs have been developed for less than 100 years, they haven't claimed that many lives in the context of thousands of years of human history.

So what is the most dangerous weapon in human history?
In my opinion, it's "poison."

I'm not sure exactly when it first came into use, but poison has been a lethal weapon from ancient times to the modern era.
It's been used for various purposes including assassinations, massacres, duels, and more.
The types are endless, from simply extracting venom from the poison sacs of venomous creatures to developing them by combining chemical compounds.

It's so dangerous that in the other world, international conventions prohibit the use of biochemical weapons.
Even in modern warfare with guns, missiles, and even futuristic drones, soldiers still train in classical chemical, biological, and radiological defense to prepare for poison gas.
Ah... suddenly my PTSD is acting up.

The danger of poison is also recognized in creative works.
In any story, characters who use poison are considered dangerous, and factions that use poison are feared and regarded with caution by others.
Even in martial arts novels, there are families who use poison as their main weapon. Considering that they're always depicted as being discriminated against because of their use of poison, the danger of poison transcends dimensions.

And now, such a dangerous poison user stands before me.

"Grrrr..."

Although the poison energy he shot at Ilaine had completely frozen, Doikasson wasn't one to give up so easily.

He seemed able to strengthen or repair weapons using his body, but unlike Muir, he couldn't pull distant weapons toward him.
Even amid all this, blood was flowing from the wounds inflicted by Eris and Ilaine, and no matter how numb to pain he'd become through demonization, his body was gradually becoming sluggish, so he must be desperate.

Hisssss.
So he didn't stop and kept spewing poison energy like a steam-age locomotive.
Poison energy emerged from both of Doikasson's arms. He used it as a weapon, wrapping it around his body, and then—

WHOOSH!
He fired it at me like an octopus shooting ink.
Two streams of dark green poison energy flew toward me at a frightening speed. In response, I adjusted my grip on the Black Jade in my left hand.

The truly dangerous aspect of poison isn't its lethality.
The dangerous aspect of poison is its contagiousness.

A slight stab to the arm with a knife won't kill you, but a slight touch of poison will.
Accidentally swallowing a stone might hurt but won't kill you immediately, but swallowing poison will both hurt and kill you right away.
This is why I consider poison the most dangerous weapon in human history.
The ability to kill just by touching the body—is there any other such unfair, rule-breaking weapon in the world?

'However.'

As if it were some kind of balance patch, poison has unexpected limitations despite its overpowered nature.

I infused the Black Jade with cold energy and swung it forward.
Crack-crack-crack.
The poison energy that was rushing toward me began to freeze solid.

WHOOSH!
Not stopping there, I swung the Black Jade once more.
This time, drawing not only my cold energy but also the cold energy of the Ice Cave, all the poison energy that Doikasson had shot froze in mid-air.

CLANG!
A huge chunk of ice fell to the ground, and I smirked at Doikasson, who stood there blankly with his arms extended.

"Go ahead, keep shooting. I'll freeze it all."

Poison is certainly a terrifying weapon that can cause fatal damage with just the slightest touch.
But the process of making it touch someone is surprisingly difficult.

Unlike solid weapons like knives, spears, arrows, and bullets, poison exists in liquid or gaseous form, so it lacks physical force.
That's why ability users who use poison in combat always apply it to blades or put it in bombs to secure physical force.
There aren't many truly powerful fighters who rely solely on poison.

But thanks to Ilaine's efforts, Doikasson has now lost all his weapons and only has poison energy left.
All he can do is spray poison like water, so I just need to stay calm when poison comes flying and freeze it with cold energy.
In terms of abilities, I have an absolute advantage in this matchup.

'I'll make him use poison until he poisons himself.'

If my prediction is correct, since the poison is another demon's ability inscribed on his body, it won't be compatible with Doikasson's original body.
So if he uses too much poison, his existing body will naturally necrotize and collapse.

I taunted him by casually waving my sword to show my confidence.

"Grrrr!"

Doikasson wasn't that stupid either.
Judging that he couldn't kill me just by spraying poison energy, he darkened both hands with poison and charged at me.

He has no weapons, but that physique alone is violent.
And if he coats his hands with poison, his skin will necrotize faster, but in exchange, he's secured the physical force he lacked.
With that alone, he's essentially wearing gloves made of poison.

But did he think I hadn't anticipated this far?
While I can't perform flashy aerial combat like Ilaine, I can do this.

Crack-crack-crack-crack.
Watching Doikasson charge at me, I froze my arms, legs, and body.
As the cold energy built up in layers, my entire body thickened as if I were wearing heavy armor made of ice.
CRASH!
I collided head-on with the charging Doikasson.

I blocked Doikasson's left poisoned hand with my ice-covered arm.
Engaging in close combat with poison is extremely dangerous, but as I said, it's fine as long as it doesn't touch my body.
My arm, encased in ice, was too thick for the poison to penetrate.

CRACK-CRACK-CRACK.
The defensive power of the ice made from frost crystals was substantial, and even though he had become demonized, he couldn't break it with one hand.

While Doikasson struggled to break my ice arm,
SWOOSH!
People have two arms, after all.
I thrust my sword at Doikasson's neck with my right hand holding the blade.

THWACK!
Since Doikasson also had two arms, he grabbed my sword with his other hand, but—

'Go ahead.'

Crack-crack.
Naturally, I had already infused my sword with cold energy, and Doikasson's hand that grabbed my sword began to freeze.

CLANG!
Sensing danger, Doikasson hastily broke the ice and pulled his hand away.
What a shame. If his arm had frozen in place, Ilaine would have cut off his head.

So, as if to say "please grab it," I attacked with a series of rapid thrusts of the Seolhan Sword, like waving a toy in front of a cat.
Even one hit would cause the cold energy to freeze the wound before it could bleed, so Doikasson couldn't parry and had to dodge from side to side.
As there was no sign of my ice arm breaking, Doikasson tried to retreat, when—

"How's your hand doing?"
"!"

Poison energy is an overpowered weapon, but—
Cold energy isn't weak either. If poison is the most dangerous weapon in human history, cold energy is a powerful force that regularly appears in fantasy.

Just like how your lips might stick to ice cream on a cold winter day,
Doikasson's hand, despite being coated with poison, was stuck to my ice arm.

"Checkmate."

SWOOSH!
This time, I didn't miss and aimed for his neck.
In response, Doikasson performed a shocking act.

He filled his other hand with poison, grabbed his wrist that was stuck to the ice arm, and—
Crunch, crack-crack-crack.
Dissolved and crushed his own hand with brute force and poison energy.
SLASH!
Then he tore off his hand.

'This madman...!'

I never expected him to tear off his own hand.
He won't even be able to regenerate his body now because of Eris's curse.

Regardless, having torn off his hand, Doikasson threw his body sideways to avoid my sword.

"RAAAH!"

As he roared,
Doikasson's hand, which was torn off and stuck to my ice arm, began to bubble as if boiling.

"What?!"

BOOM!
It burst like a balloon, releasing poison gas.
I hurriedly tried to freeze the poison energy with cold energy, but even I hadn't anticipated that the severed hand would explode, so my response was delayed.

In an instant, dark green poison energy enveloped my face.

"Luke!"

Ilaine called out my name in alarm.
Doikasson, certain of his victory, let out a grotesque laugh.

Even a small amount of poison on the body can be fatal.
I took it directly to my face, where all the sensory organs—eyes, nose, ears, mouth—are concentrated, so one might assume instant death was certain.
But wouldn't it be too anticlimactic if I were defeated so easily?

SLASH!
I emerged through the poison energy and lunged at Doikasson with all my might, thrusting my sword.

"?!"

Doikasson was also caught off guard by the unexpected attack and responded too late.
STAB!
My sword pierced through his remaining arm.

'Tsk, what a shame.'

It was quite a decisive blow, but I was disappointed that I didn't pierce his neck.
SLASH!
With this, he had now lost both arms.

Though he had become a demon, his cognitive abilities remained, and seemingly confused by the situation, he stared at me rather than at his fallen arms.
Instead of delivering a final blow and collapsing, I stood proudly before him.

"Luke, are you alright?!"

To Ilaine, who asked me with concern, I answered while releasing an enormous amount of steam from my face.

"Yes, as you can see."
"You don't look alright to me...?"
"Considering I was doused with that much poison, this is pretty good. *cough*"

I almost got into serious trouble.
When I was too late to freeze the poison energy with cold energy, I changed my approach.

If I couldn't avoid the poison touching me, I'd disinfect it as soon as it made contact.
It was a method I came up with on the spot, so I wasn't sure if it would work.
But with no other options, I desperately manipulated heat to envelop my face.

My face burned more intensely than in an extremely hot sauna, but knowing that even a small mistake could be fatal, I desperately controlled the heat.
If I took too long, the poison would eventually penetrate through the heat and into my skin, so in a mind hazy from the heat in my head, I barely maintained my sanity, escaped the poison energy, and attacked Doikasson.

'But it wasn't perfect.'

I burned the poison that touched my face with heat and also circulated heat inside my body just in case.
But a tiny amount of poison that I inhaled in that moment had already penetrated inside.

'*cough*'

It wasn't at a dangerous level, but there was an unpleasant and uncomfortable feeling similar to accidentally swallowing shampoo.
My mouth also felt a bit pasty.

"We need to end this quickly."
"I've also rested a bit, though not much. Let me help."

Doikasson has lost both arms, so he can't wield weapons even if he had them.
He probably can't freely spew poison energy anymore either, as his body has reached its limit.
It's time to finish this fight.

Ilaine and I were about to attack Doikasson from both sides with our weapons when—

Tap-tap-tap-tap.

"!"

Suddenly, he started running in an unexpected direction. No, not unexpected. That direction was... deeper into the Ice Cave.

"That guy, surely not!"

Ilaine, who had noticed Doikasson's intention, rushed after him. I also chased after him.

Doikasson had realized it too. That there was no hope in his current state. That he had lost this fight.
But he was a hardened warrior who had spent his entire human life on the battlefield. Even if he had lost the fight, he was making one last desperate attempt to win the war.
And that attempt was—

'Is he trying to throw himself into the water source?'

Not a chance.
We didn't come all this way to fight Doikasson either.
We came to protect the water source and win the war.

We easily caught up to him since he was slower than us, but—

"RAAAH!"
"Luke, the cold energy!"
"Yes!"

Doikasson sprayed the remaining poison energy in his body like a smoke screen to obstruct our path.
I tried to use cold energy as Ilaine directed, but—

'Ugh! Am I at my limit too?'

I could feel the magic power inside me starting to bottom out.
Having no choice but to focus my power, I discarded my sword and kept only the Black Jade.

"This will be my last use of cold energy!"

I froze the poison energy with all my might.
Ilaine used the frozen poison as a foothold to jump high, and then created another ice platform in mid-air to leap from.
SLASH!
Ilaine's sword drew an arc and cut Doikasson's neck, but the wound was shallow because he reflexively pulled back.

Still, thanks to Ilaine, Doikasson had stopped moving.
I needed to deliver the finishing blow now, but—

'I don't have enough power for that... Ah!'

Suddenly, I remembered something.
What Eris had given me before coming here.
The red gem made from her blood that could momentarily stop Doikasson's body.
I had forgotten about it in the heat of battle.

I took it out and held it in my hand, but—

'Wait.'

Doikasson's movement is already at its limit anyway.
There doesn't seem to be much benefit in restricting his movement in this state.

"Rather..."

What I need now isn't restraint but firepower.
Then, although it's just a hypothesis, wouldn't this be possible?

I gripped the gem in my hand tightly.
CRACK!
As I broke the gem, I applied the blood that came out to the Black Jade.

"Ilaine, get out of the way!"

After signaling to Ilaine, she used her last strength to push off from mid-air and move away from Doikasson's vicinity.

'A demon's blood is just a catalyst; my magic power is still depleted. Instead of randomly shooting the small amount of cold energy I have left, I need to aim for one definitive strike.'

I quickly but carefully examined Doikasson's body, and—

'Bingo.'

As expected, I found a part of his body that was gradually dissolving due to the excessive use of poison.
That's the spot.

I poured all my remaining magic power into the Black Jade.
The obsidian absorbed all my magic power and the demon blood on the blade, and then—

'I'll shoot the heat energy like a sharp blade!'

SWOOSH!
A crescent-shaped burning blade flew toward Doikasson.
SLASH!
The sharp flame mercilessly cut through the waist of his massive body.

The energy blade not only split his body in half but also burned the cut area with intense heat.
His skin, already tattered from the poison energy, melted even faster due to the heat of the wound. His flesh melted like ice cream on a summer day.

THUD!
At last, his massive body collapsed to the ground.
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As Doikasson's waist was split in half by the flaming sword energy, his flesh melted and crumbled from the poison and heat. As he collapsed, Ilaine approached my side.

"Luke, what's the enemy's status?"
"As you can see, it's over."

Even for a demon, it's rare to survive with a body split in half.
You'd need an ability to split your body or be composed of liquid like a slime. Doikasson doesn't have such abilities.
No matter how much of a genius Merci is, it's impossible to put three abilities into one body. If he had such power, he would have used it already.

In other words, Doikasson was truly defeated.

"Still, to silence him completely, it would be best to burn his body with heat... I'm sorry. My magical power is truly depleted now. I couldn't even create a candle flame."

The jewel Eris gave me was made from her own demonic blood. As evident from Moor and Doikasson, a demon's blood and flesh possess considerable power on their own.
Even Aran, the protagonist of <Brave Lord>, drank Eris's blood to recover his broken body after being betrayed by the Seven Heroes.
Of course, he had the protection of the holy sword, so he only absorbed the power without becoming demonized.

Anyway, focusing on the powerful properties of demon blood, I used the jewel not for its original purpose of binding, but broke it to extract the blood and enhance my techniques.
According to my theory, even with insufficient magical power, I could increase the firepower of my techniques using Eris's blood.
Fortunately, it worked.

'I was a bit nervous thinking I might have to drink it myself.'

Thankfully, I didn't need to do that since I was using it as a one-time amplifier to enhance my technique rather than strengthening myself.
Still, having gone so far as to use demon blood, I scraped together every last bit of my remaining magical power to ensure this strike would end things for good.
As a result, I unleashed a sword energy powerful enough to slice through Doikasson's waist, but the cost was complete magical depletion—I'd need to drink another purple mana potion to recover.

"It seems dead to me too... but demons can regenerate, so as you said, we should make sure it's finished. I'll do it."

Ilaine, who apparently still had some strength left, approached Doikasson with her sword drawn.
Besides making sure he was finished, we couldn't leave a half-human, half-demon corpse next to Winter Cannon's water source, so it needed to be removed anyway.

As Ilaine charged her sword with magical power and was about to destroy Doikasson's lower body first...

"?"

I noticed something strange at the edge of my vision.

"!"

I moved hastily and shouted.

"Ilaine, duck!"
"?!"

Ilaine reflexively ducked at my shout.
Then.

BOOM!
With a massive vibration, a shockwave of magical power erupted, sending Doikasson's upper body, which had been trying to ambush her, flying backward.
I immediately lunged forward, grabbed the hilt of the sword I had just thrown, and—
THUNK!
—drove it deeply into Doikasson's upper body as it hit the ground.

"Grrrgh!"
"Disgusting bastard, just stop already! I'm dying of exhaustion here!"

Whether it was a demon's remarkable vitality or a human's maddened willpower—
Doikasson was still breathing despite having only his upper body remaining, and he was thrashing about using his severed arms as oars.
I mounted his back to prevent him from approaching the water source, driving the sword in deeper to restrain him.
But then.

Hissssss.

"What?"

I was certain I had burned and melted the demonic flesh embedded in his body with my heat-based sword energy.
Yet a faint poisonous energy was rising from Doikasson's body.

Could there be a twist where the weapon restoration was one demonic power, and Doikasson's true ability was poison?
If so.

Whoosh!
Turning my head to check, sure enough, poisonous energy was also rising from his lower body.

"Ilaine! We need to destroy his lower body quickly!"
"Under...stood!"

Ilaine looked at me with concern but turned her attention to Doikasson's lower body, which was right beside her.

Rumble, rumble.
Like some kind of zombie.
Doikasson was swimming across the floor with his upper body while emitting poisonous energy. At this rate, I was going to get poisoned.

'...No choice.'

Fortunately, some of the cold energy I had stored in the sword earlier remained.
CRASH!
I thrust the sword into Doikasson's body once more with all my might.

"Damn, that was a pretty good sword I was using."

The sword I was using was a fairly excellent weapon bestowed upon me by Grace during my knighthood ceremony.
Befitting a knight's sword, it wasn't just ordinary iron but had a structure that conducted magical power well, though not as good as black jade.

So I could use it this way, even if just once.
I chaotically stirred and forcibly collided the magical power stored in the sword.
Ziiiiing.
The magical power, becoming unstable from successive collisions, resonated with an ominous sound.

BOOM!
The blade exploded into a cold bomb, along with Doikasson's body.
The poisonous energy he had emitted completely disappeared in the blast.

Thud, roll.
Blown back by the explosion, I had no chance to break my fall and rolled across the floor several times before finally stopping to stare at the cave ceiling.

"Ah..."

I couldn't even move my arms anymore.
If I closed my eyes, I felt I could fall asleep right here.

'If I sleep, I'll die.'

In truth, I had been unable to regulate my body temperature for a while now.
The only reason I could endure being inside the Ice Cave was because I was controlling the heat inside my body. Depleting my magical power meant I could no longer use that heat.

The adrenaline during battle had helped me forget the cold, but now that the tension was gone, the cold hit me hard.
I hadn't realized how freezing this place was.

Suddenly, I found myself laughing at my current state.

'This really does make me feel like I've become a hero, just as Grace said.'

Taking on dangerous missions with a small elite team to save people.
Isn't that what Aran, the hero, always did?
I've never thought of myself as a hero, nor had any desire or intention to be one, and that hasn't changed, but objectively speaking, that's exactly what I looked like.

'And the thoughts I'm having even in this state.'

With this, the second of the five major battles in Episode 4 was over.
Three more remained... but my first concern was how to handle them given my current physical condition.

'If I don't move soon, I'm in big trouble.'

As soon as my heat disappeared, the cold of the Ice Cave was rapidly freezing my body from the outside through my skin and from the inside through my respiratory system.
As someone with elemental abilities handling heat and cold, I could calculate it. If left like this, I would freeze to death within 10 minutes.
Moreover.

'Ugh, I feel sick.'

I must have been poisoned a bit from stepping on Doikasson's back while the poison was rising.
On top of the poison I inhaled earlier, my stomach was churning, and my legs were going numb.
What a mess.

'Heh, I wonder if Aran would have completed this unscathed, like in the novel.'

I don't know.
The developments have already diverged from the novel in several ways.
The enemy wasn't just Dorgon's elite subordinate but some kind of chimera combining demon and human.

...Wait, chimera?
Come to think of it, Merci, who shouldn't appear until Episode 5, is on this battlefield.

"Luke!"
"!"

I snapped back to attention at the sound of Ilaine calling my name.
Having apparently destroyed Doikasson's lower half, she sheathed her sword and lifted my body.

"Are you alright? No, don't speak. Your face has turned blue... You don't even have the strength to maintain your body temperature, do you?"
"It... seems... so."

Though she told me not to speak, I opened my mouth to let her know my condition.
My lips must already be freezing. It's hard to speak.

Ilaine caressed my cheek with a worried expression, then her eyes lit up as if she'd thought of something.

"Luke, I'm going to perform emergency treatment, so keep your tongue still and don't move."
"?"

I wondered what she meant, when—
Mmph.
She opened my mouth and suddenly pressed her lips against mine.
I mean, it's an emotional moment after defeating an enemy through hardship, but this isn't the time to focus on love...!

That's when I felt a strange sensation, as if the cold was being drawn out of my body.
And I realized what she meant by emergency treatment.

Just as I had absorbed cold energy by touching the ice crystal ore earlier, Ilaine was absorbing the cold from inside me through my mouth.
Since I had no cold magical power left in me, what she was absorbing must be the chill of the Ice Cave that had seeped into my body.

'She's really amazing.'

Though she had gained experience handling cold attributes with her crystal sword, to think she could already perform such control.
If she had been able to handle elemental abilities from long ago like Aran, what incredible things might have happened?

"Phew."

Ilaine pulled her lips away.
Thanks to her, I could feel my body, which had been freezing stiff, become much more comfortable. My lips moved easily too.
Brushing away the light frost that had formed at the corners of her mouth, Ilaine said:

"As I said, this was just emergency treatment. We must leave this place quickly before your body freezes again."
"You're right. But before that..."

Now able to move my body, I took something out of my pocket.

"We should complete our mission."

Though we had eliminated the interference, our mission wasn't over.
Our original task was to install the ice crystal orb in the water source to freeze its surface.

'A thought just occurred to me. Would it have been easier if I had borrowed some power from this during the fight with Doikasson?'

I shook my head at the useless thought.
If I had drawn power from here, it would have been easier during the fight, but afterward I would have had to freeze the water surface myself.
Whether struggling now or later, it amounts to the same thing.

"I should take you outside the cave first. Then I'll come back and install the orb."
"No need for that."

Ilaine turned her head sharply at the female voice that cut in.

"...Impressive. You two really defeated it. I came to help because it looked difficult in your condition."

There stood Eris, seemingly having recovered her strength from the pool of blood.

"But you look in bad shape. Both of you. Hurry and take him out; leave the orb to me."
"..."

Ilaine hesitated at Eris's offer.
Though they were cooperating as allies now, Eris was still a demon. It would be difficult for Ilaine, who had experienced the Great War and just fought against Mein, to trust a demon.
I might consider Eris different because I'd read the novel, but Ilaine was worried that Eris might have ulterior motives.

Eris seemed to understand such prejudice.

"Stop with the needless suspicion and just give me the orb and go. I'm only doing this because I don't want to touch another woman's man."

Though her tone was blunt, knowing this demon's extreme devotion to her love, those were sincere words.
Above all, she probably saw completing the water source mission as a chance to earn Aran's favor.

However, I also had no intention of handing the orb over to her.
Not because I didn't trust Eris, but...

"I just had a thought. Even if we complete the mission, won't it be difficult for all of us to return to the castle in this condition?"
"You make a good point. There is a passage from outside to inside the castle, but it's in the opposite direction, so it would take time."
"So I was thinking, if both of you could cooperate, there might be a way to get to the castle in one go. What do you think?"
"?"

Both Ilaine and Eris tilted their heads, and I explained the method I had come up with.

"I don't particularly like it, but it seems fine. Do as you wish."
"Hmm... Since it's your idea, Luke, I won't object, but it is rather outlandish."
"Then I'll take that as agreement. Shall we go?"

With Ilaine's support, I headed toward the water source with Eris.
Finally, we faced the water source in the Ice Cave.

The lake inside the cave was enormous and appeared deep, with the surrounding ice and water surface reflecting light so brightly it was dazzling.
If demons had polluted this with poison... beyond the safety of Winter Cannon's people, precious natural environment would have been destroyed.

But we were all too exhausted for long appreciation, so I quickly signaled to the two before throwing the ice crystal orb.

Splash.
As Eris injected her blood into Ilaine's crystal sword, the sword's cold energy consumed it and converted it into magical power.
With the sword charged, Ilaine manipulated the cold energy to freeze the space around us.
Crack, crack, crack.
A small igloo-shaped ice floe was created.

'We're really trying everything.'

Just before the ice floe enclosed us, I threw the ice crystal orb into the water source.
Splash!
As planned, the surface of the water source began to freeze when the orb touched it, while we were also submerged into the water source, enclosed in the ice floe.

Now we just needed to follow the underground waterway to Winter Cannon.
The waterway should be large enough, given that it supplies an entire castle.
It was essentially glacier rafting.

During the journey, Ilaine held me close to prevent me from getting cold inside the ice.
Surprisingly, Eris didn't seem bothered by our close proximity in the confined space, merely glancing at us with curiosity.

And so, we safely flowed all the way to Winter Cannon.

Ch.193 - Chapter 193. Before the Third Battle (1)
North, Winter Cannon, Winter Palace.
Grace repeatedly touched her mouth with her hand, showing signs of anxiety.

According to the plan, she had safely sent Luke and the others to the Eternal Ice Cave.
She had sent two of her most trusted confidants, along with one of Aran's companions, and had no doubt that they would overcome any obstacles they might face.

Especially Luke, that mysterious man who always produced results beyond her imagination.
If she tried to imagine what would have happened if he hadn't been in the North, she wondered if they could have prepared for this war as well as they had.
Though she couldn't know for certain, there probably would have been many shortcomings and difficulties.

Above all, both the ice crystals and frost iron, which were being used as key weapons in this war, were obtained thanks to Luke.
Just as the Snow Tower had distributed new staves made of ice crystals to the mages.
Grace had also supplied the Northern Knights with swords and spears made from the frost iron they had mined, and thanks to that, the knights were now performing brilliantly on the battlefield.
If she were to explain all the ways Luke had helped the North, it would take hours.

'He really seems like a man who appeared to protect the North.'

However, Grace no longer viewed Luke as a hero like Aran.

Judging by how he often stepped forward to express his opinions, he had a bold personality.
Despite taking the lead during operations, he remained quiet afterward, showing he had no desire for achievements or honor.
The way he always stuck close to Ilaine showed he wasn't frivolous, and his willingness to throw himself into danger when needed proved he was no coward.

From his abilities to his character, he seemed perfect to be considered a hero, but for some reason, Luke was extremely uncomfortable being treated as one.
Indeed, his values were distinctly different from those of Aran, a true hero.

Unlike Aran, who worried about the future of the world and the entire kingdom during the Great War, Luke was always only concerned about the North, and remained indifferent to matters not directly related to it.
Even now, Grace noticed that Luke was only thinking about stopping this war, without much consideration for what would come after.

In other words, Luke's heroic aspects were strictly limited to the welfare of the land where he lived, so strictly speaking, he was not a hero. And he himself was well aware of this fact.

However, Grace had no intention of criticizing Luke as a selfish man.
Nor was she disappointed that he wasn't the new hero she had hoped for.

Rather, she quite liked Luke's moderate selfishness.
A wise and rapidly growing young knight with exceptional affection for the North—wasn't that the best quality?
Moreover, he had steadily built up his achievements, earning recognition for his abilities from the knights, the royal guard, and even the military leaders, thus establishing a political foundation.

He might not be a hero, but he was certainly a champion of the North.
It would be wonderful if he continued as he had been...

"Your Excellency, I have a report!"

While Grace was deep in thought, a knight rushed in, out of breath.
Seeing his appearance, which clearly indicated urgent news, Grace snapped back to attention and asked:

"Have those who went to the Eternal Ice Cave returned?"
"No, that's not it."

She felt disappointed that it wasn't the news she had been expecting, but if it wasn't about them, it must be something else important, so she asked:

"The flags and personnel in the Western Army's camp have just increased. It seems the enemy's rear forces have arrived."
"Then does this mean all of the enemy's forces have gathered?"

It was indeed important news.
The arrival of enemy reinforcements meant their offensive would grow stronger and new strategies might emerge.
She was about to hurriedly summon military personnel to discuss countermeasures when—

"Your Excellency, I have a report!"
"?"

Just as she was about to call for Knight Commander Arthur and the other captains, a soldier rushed in, panting.
He too appeared to be bringing urgent news, so Grace asked him:

"What is it?"
"Sir Luke and the others who went to the Eternal Ice Cave have all returned."
"!"

At this news she had been waiting for, Grace rose from her seat.

"Where are they now? At the western gate? But to return to the castle, they would have had to break through the enemy's encirclement. When did our forces go out to support them?"
"Ah, no, that's not it. You see..."
"?"

For some reason, the soldier couldn't give a straight answer and hesitated, which made Grace tilt her head in confusion. Concerned that something might have happened to them, she decided to go see for herself.
It's human nature to worry more about those we trust.

***

"This is..."

Grace's eyes widened in astonishment at the sight before her.
Now she understood why the soldier had difficulty explaining. It would have been confusing to explain without knowing the full story.

Luke and the others who had gone to the Eternal Ice Cave did not return through the western gate. In fact, they didn't use any of the castle gates at all.
They... came back through the waterway leading into Winter Cannon.

According to the first citizen who witnessed it, the lid of a well inside the castle began to shake, and then three people emerged from it in a disheveled state.
Somehow, they weren't even wet.

At first, the startled citizen thought enemies had infiltrated and was about to call for soldiers stationed in the castle.
But upon closer inspection, the man who emerged from the well was Sir Luke, the Knight of Ice Rend. Beside him was the captain of the Northern Archduke's guard.

Surprised in a different way, the citizen immediately called for soldiers, who then escorted the three to the Winter Palace.

"They're in bad shape. Contact the Snow Tower and request the dispatch of a mage skilled in healing."
"Yes, ma'am!"

While the other two seemed manageable, Luke's condition was visibly poor.
His complexion was pale blue, and he could barely control his body. His eyes were almost closed, and he seemed on the verge of losing consciousness.
While requesting a healing mage from the Snow Tower, Grace also ordered soldiers to move Luke to a room with a comfortable sofa inside the palace.

Guessing that something significant had happened at the Eternal Ice Cave, Grace said to Ilaine with a serious face:

"It seems we have much to discuss, but you look exhausted too, so let's talk later. You've done well."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."
"Just give me a brief report for now, then go to his side."

Although Luke had volunteered in the end, this mission had begun with Grace's orders.
Ilaine had protested that Grace was assigning Luke too burdensome a task.

Now that Luke had returned with serious injuries, Grace felt awkward meeting Ilaine's eyes.
Regardless of success or failure, she had decided to reward them generously, but since official reports and personal feelings were separate matters, she asked Ilaine about the mission results.

"We successfully completed the mission of freezing the water source's surface with the ice crystal orb. We engaged the enemy during this process and repelled them."
"!"

She had been worried about the outcome given Luke's poor condition, but they had completed the mission.
Indeed, these were her most excellent vassals, always surprising her.

She wondered what kind of enemy they had fought to end up in such a state, and why they had come through the waterway, but Grace was considerate.

"Good work. I'll hear the detailed report after you've recovered."

She decided to postpone the lengthy discussion and let Ilaine rest first.
However, Ilaine spoke up first:

"The enemies we encountered in the Eternal Ice Cave were the Western Army officers we had met during the Battle of Bern Fortress. They had become Mains through the implantation of demon flesh using some kind of technology."
"?!"

Shocked by this report, Grace, who had been avoiding eye contact due to embarrassment, now stared at Ilaine with wide eyes.

"Did you say Mains?"
"To be precise, they were artificial demons."
"Artificial demons...?"

She couldn't understand what this meant, but judging by Ilaine's serious expression, it was definitely not something to take lightly.
Creating demons artificially? What a horrifying concept.

"Is that all the important information?"
"I apologize. I'm not in good condition either, so I'll provide a more detailed report later."
"No, no. That's enough. Go get treatment and rest until you're called."
"Thank you."

Grace instructed a palace maid to guide Ilaine.
After both Luke and Ilaine had left, only one person remained.

"You've worked hard too. Aran is in the quarters you use, so you can go meet him."

Seeing Eris standing there blankly, Grace thought she was being hesitant and gave her permission to leave.
However, despite Grace's permission, Eris remained standing still.

"Northern Archduke. You must be curious about the artificial demons you just heard about?"
"?"
"It's best to hear about demons from a demon. I also received help from those two, so I'll explain it here. If you want to call anyone, do it quickly."
"...Thank you."

Grace nodded in gratitude for Eris's goodwill, wondering what kind of achievements had made this usually prickly demon show such an attitude.

***

In truth, I had no memory from the time we were traveling through the waterway.
Although we had escaped from the Eternal Ice Cave, the ice floe Ilaine created was made with the crystal sword, so it was ice crystal ice.
That means it was much colder than ordinary ice.

After the battle, my body relaxed and lost strength, my magical power was depleted, and my body temperature dropped rapidly due to the cold inside the ice.
Ilaine kept caressing my body, and Eris, while pretending not to care, secretly manipulated my blood with blood magic to warm me up.
Thanks to them, I was able to reach the Winter Palace without life-threatening issues and receive treatment.

'This could be dangerous.'

I moved my arms around while lying in bed.

The frostbite was severe, and as my body weakened, the symptoms of poisoning worsened.
Thankfully, the foreign mages staying at the Snow Tower had gratefully remained to help despite the news of war, repaying their debt.
And when Grace requested a healing mage from the Snow Tower, a senior-level nature mage personally came.

She remembered that I was the benefactor who had stopped Row during the Snow Tower incident and used her arcane-infused medicine for my treatment.
Thanks to her, both Doikason's poison and the frostbite were completely healed without leaving any aftereffects.
Now that my body was healed, my physical strength and energy would be replenished with good food.
The problem was...

'I didn't have time to recover my magical power between consecutive battles, and I used up what little I had fighting Doikason and Moore in the cave.'

The recovery of my depleted magical power was slow. To be precise, since I had used it all up, it would take time to refill.

Drinking potions was too dangerous for now.
If I chug a bottle of water, I throw up, so how could a magic potion be without side effects?
There's always a reason why people don't do certain things.

'Still, I should recover within a week, so I won't be bedridden throughout the war, but the next battle will be too much.'

That means they'll have to handle the third battle on their own.
Ironically, the identity of the third battle in Episode 4 was... the battle with the Orcs.

'Of course, we've already taken measures with the Orcs before the war, so we don't need to fight a fierce battle like in the novel.'

I had previously dueled with the Orc chieftains to subjugate them to the North and made a pact with them—a blood oath, a contract with absolute binding power.
Therefore, the Orcs would never become our enemies.

Moreover, to prevent the possibility of Orcs losing their reason and going berserk, we had collected the demon fruits they possessed.
The Orcs should have joined this war as part of the Western Army by now, so all that remained was to coordinate a covert operation with them to strike the Western Army from both inside and out.

'And here I am.'

I sighed as I looked at the mark of the blood oath, the symbol of the contract I had made with the Orcs, engraved on my arm.

What am I going to do?
The very person who made the contract with the Orcs is lying in bed, unable to participate.

Ch.194 - Chapter 194. Before the Third Battle (2)
The reason the orc, a different race, became a mercenary in the west was because all the females of their race were taken hostage. They had no choice but to follow Dorgon's orders, as disobedience would result in the hostages' deaths, leading to the extinction of their race.

Therefore, the contract we made with the orcs through the Blood Oath last time stipulated the following: All orcs must never oppose the North permanently. In return, we would protect the orcs as subjects of the North and rescue their families captured by Dorgon.

Orcs are a very sturdy race with both combat and labor capabilities. Considering that I'll continue living in this world, they're too valuable a workforce to use once and discard in this war. Wouldn't it be more beneficial to establish good relations and use them as the North's subcontractors for years to come?

For this reason, we absolutely had to rescue the orc families, as their extinction would be problematic for us too. The orcs also promised that if we rescued their families, they would swear loyalty to the North as their benefactors, regardless of the contract. If that happens, the North would gain an excellent permanent ally even after the events of the novel.

'Besides the calculated reasons, we need to rescue the orc families.'

A happy family is of utmost importance. Perhaps it's because I'm newly married, but I understand how vile, petty, and dirty it is to use families as hostages. I also feel sympathy for the orcs who must fight unwillingly for their families.

It's even more bitter knowing that in the novel, they fought against the North not only for their families but also because they went mad from being corrupted by demonic energy due to Dorgon's schemes. The orcs I actually met were indeed aggressive as rumored, but they also showed aspects that allowed for dialogue and compromise. Orcs aren't monsters... they're just people from another country with different appearances and culture.

'That's enough reflection. The problem starts now.'

Although we have a strong cooperative relationship with the orcs through a somewhat forced contract, and they promised sincere loyalty in exchange for rescuing their families, contracts and promises are never absolute.

Verbal promises can change with one's mood, being quite capricious. Even in the modern world with established laws and order, there are countless cases of official contract violations leading to legal battles.

Even with a Blood Oath, we shouldn't carelessly distinguish between friend and foe until the contract terms are fulfilled. In other words, they aren't completely on our side until we rescue their families as promised. In the worst-case scenario, the orcs might betray us by reporting the contract details to Dorgon, and Mercy might find an unexpected way to break the Blood Oath. That would lead to an even more terrible disaster than in the novel.

Moreover, several months have passed since we made the contract with the orcs. With no changes during that time and their families still held hostage in the west, it wouldn't be strange if anxiety and concern about us had begun to grow among the orcs.

To firmly secure the orcs on our side, we must free their families.

'...But right now, there's no way to free the orc families.'

I just learned that the orc women were taken hostage. Naturally, the novel didn't mention this, so I don't know where or how the orc families are being detained.

The key question is how to eliminate the anxiety the orcs might have developed and instill faith in them to fully cooperate with us. If trust were easy to gain, there would be no need for contracts in the first place.

"It seems like I, as the principal party to the contract, need to do something, but my condition is like this."

I sighed in frustration. Just then, the door opened and someone entered.

"Luke, how are you feeling?"

It was Elaine. She too had expended much energy in the Eternal Ice Cave battle and couldn't immediately return to combat. Grace had instructed her to nurse me.

'Is she sorry that I got hurt and came back?'

It makes sense from Grace's perspective. Though we couldn't have predicted Mein would appear, the Eternal Ice Cave operation was supposed to unfold as in the novel, so while I was indifferent, from the outside, this operation was planned by Grace, so she bears some responsibility for my injury. Additionally, Elaine had protested before the expedition, so Grace, who deeply cares for her people, would naturally be concerned.

With the war in full swing, she couldn't openly give us leave, but this was her way of providing a brief respite for the hardworking Elaine and me. Besides, I couldn't fight in my current state anyway.

"I'm fine. The medicine worked really well."

I waved my arms to show my health, but Elaine glared at me steadily. Knowing why, I flinched.

At the time, I had hidden the fact that I'd inhaled Doikason's poison to avoid worrying her. I heard that without the medicine from Sara Nosa, the nature mage of the Snow Flower Tower, the poison would have left some aftereffects. Nothing severe, just slightly dulled senses. I suppose that's the level of danger when dealing with a demon's poison rather than an ordinary one.

I was scolded by Elaine for that. She understood that I lied to avoid causing worry, but hiding the poisoning was too much.

I'm reflecting on my mistake. It was a very small amount of poison, and it had already been fully absorbed into my body. Fortunately, the poison wasn't transferred to Elaine when she sucked the cold energy from my mouth, but if she had been poisoned too, we both would have been in danger. It was entirely my fault, so I quietly accepted the scolding and swore never to hide my physical condition again.

But as I said earlier, trust is difficult to gain even between spouses or lovers who have given their bodies to each other. Elaine sat down beside me, sighed, and said:

"I trust you completely and have told you everything I feel inside, but it saddens me that you're creating secrets from me."
"Ugh..."
"You're already causing me such worry. I hope there won't be more incidents like this in the future?"

I've realized one thing: I will definitely lose any marital arguments with her in the future. Elaine speaking formally with a dejected face is unfairly effective and weighs heavily on my conscience. When she acts like that, I can only think that I'm the bad guy.

Since marital arguments should never be fought with the intention of winning, I surrendered immediately.

"How... can I earn your trust?"
"Is there anything special about gaining trust? Just continue to show the other person what they want to see, and that's enough."

That's the right answer. I made another vow to myself not to lie about being hurt to her again. Even in movies, people who hide their illnesses to avoid worrying their families often end up making things worse.

"Ah, while we're being honest, I should confess something too."
"...?"
"This incident hasn't made me disappointed in you or regret our marriage, so don't worry. Seeing you use wisdom and perseverance to overcome a powerful enemy has made me like you even more. If it weren't for you, we might have been in serious trouble."
"..."

Fine, you win for life. When she scolds me sternly but then smiles kindly and says things like that, what can I do? What else can I do besides smile foolishly with happiness!

"I feel the same way. When I imagine what might have happened if you hadn't come along, my wife looks like a goddess to me. Thank you for saving me."

As I acted cute with a twitching smile, having been dejected from guilt, Elaine giggled as if finding me adorable.

"Don't you remember? You saved me first at Crystal Lake."
"If we're counting like that, you saved me when I was trapped on the snowy mountain, even running up the mountain to do so."
"That was... me as a captain saving a subordinate. After we became lovers, you saved me first."

We engaged in this strange argument where there were no losers, only winners, and eventually burst into laughter simultaneously. The reason we were able to win under such adverse conditions in the Eternal Ice Cave was probably because we were connected from the heart.

"Well, that's enough teasing my husband for now."

Elaine changed her expression and her manner of speaking.

"I'm still recovering my magical power and couldn't attend the meeting because I was nursing you. But Elder Sophia, who attended in my place, shared some information with me. You must be curious too."

Her return to informal speech indicates that we're now in official time. I had been lying in bed wondering what to do next. Since planning starts with information gathering, my eyes lit up, and Elaine, as if she had expected this, smiled slightly and shared the information Sophia had brought.

'The arrival of the rear guard...'

That means the western legion, the Iron Earth, has fully assembled before Wintercannon. The fact that the western legion has gathered in one place means...

"And orcs are also part of the rear guard. The same orcs we fought before."

There were no orcs in the vanguard or in Dorgon's main force. If they weren't in either place, I had suspected they might be in the rear guard, and that turned out to be true.

'But the western army plans to use orcs as war slaves and discard them, so why place them in the rear guard rather than the vanguard?'

That had been puzzling from the beginning. Dorgon, who is extremely calculating and even turns his own associates into demons when needed, has no reason to spare the orcs. Yet placing them in the support unit of the rear guard rather than at the forefront suggests there must be a reason for it. I wonder what that reason could be. It's strangely concerning.

"Bern Fortress has become a snow mountain and is unusable, and blocking the supply route has been ineffective. The plan to target the water source has also failed, and recently, the offensive against the castle has weakened. You know what this means, right?"
"The western army will soon launch a massive attack on the castle with all their forces."
"That's likely."

In "Brave Lord," the third battle occurred when the western army, after failing in two previous operations, determined that a siege was their only option and threw all their might into a fierce assault on the castle. During that process, Aran's group went outside the castle and defeated the orcs, one of the enemy's main forces.

Then this time, it will be a battle of strength without other operations, and it's finally time to execute the "Troy Orc" operation we've been waiting for.

'How should we contact them?'

For a perfect coordinated attack with us outside and the orcs inside, we need to contact them in advance and arrange the timing.

Delivering our message to the orcs isn't actually that difficult. We have operatives with infiltration abilities as good as Moor's. But I'm concerned about the literacy rate among orcs who live a primitive nomadic lifestyle, whether they understand human writing despite speaking the language, and most importantly...

'If they've already developed doubts about us, simply sending a letter with operation instructions might increase their resentment.'

Unfortunately, the Blood Oath doesn't include a convenient communication function through symbols, so for safe execution, someone needs to make direct contact.

'I don't have infiltration skills, and even if I did, I couldn't safely contact the orcs in my current physical state. Besides me, the only person who could instill trust in the orcs is Grace... but the idea of the Grand Duchess of the North personally infiltrating the orc camp is absurd, so that's out of the question.'

Elaine is also excluded for the same reason as me. Other Northerners who are acquainted with the orcs include Sophia and Rigrit, who fought duels with them, but neither has talent for infiltration.

Is there anyone with enough recognition for the orcs to trust, who is good at infiltration, and who can clearly convey our intentions?

"Ah!"

There was exactly one person.

Ch.195 - Chapter 195. Before the Third Battle (3)
Dorgon's second mace, Jin couldn't hide the sweat flowing from tension.
It was taking all his strength just to conceal the discomfort from showing on his face.

Recently, the atmosphere in his lord's tent had been very unpleasant.
The failure to capture Bern Fortress, the disappearance of two maces, and on top of that, the Golden Tower Lord was tasked with attacking the water source to destroy the enemy from within, but that too had ended in failure.

Because of this, a battle of nerves had broken out between his lord and the Golden Tower Lord.
From what he overheard, it seemed the Golden Tower Lord had delegated the task to a capable subordinate instead of going herself, and apparently hadn't expected them to fail at all. Who on earth had gone?

Regardless, his lord was furious that the Golden Tower Lord hadn't gone personally and had botched the job.
The Golden Tower Lord, already irritated at losing valuable test subjects, responded with the audacity to tell him not to bother her. What an impudent girl.

Anyway, Jin knew their relationship wasn't as harmonious as it appeared, but at this rate, there would likely be discord in future operations.
The Golden Tower was a separate force participating as an allied army, not under the Western command.

'And in the midst of all this, where the hell has that idiot Doikasson disappeared to?'

Although they had an uncomfortable relationship competing for rank, Jin couldn't help but miss him now.
Simply failing a mission could be mocked and dismissed as looking bad, but disappearing entirely without even a corpse returning was inexplicable.
He definitely wasn't the type to flee out of fear of punishment or betray them. Nor was he the type to be defeated so thoroughly that not even a corpse remained.

What was even more baffling was that Moore, who had encouraged him to steal Doikasson's achievements, had also disappeared.
It was already incomprehensible that two maces had gone and failed their mission, but for the capable Moore to vanish as well...

Jin felt like his head might explode trying to figure out what was going on.
It was the first time he'd experienced being unable to grasp any clues, even when using his imagination rather than mere speculation.

At least his own operation to block the smuggling routes from the east was showing results.
Though the enemy seemed to have stockpiled enough supplies in the fortress, as the blockade hadn't shown much effect yet.

To put it bluntly, if no one was listening to the inner story:
Nothing had been working since the war began.

Because of this, Jin could sense it even though his lord's expression remained as stoic as usual.
He was quite displeased with the situation.

So much so that after Moore's disappearance, the mages under his command had been reassigned to Jin. Strictly speaking, Jin was the only one benefiting from this situation, but he felt no joy at all.

'To think there would come a day when I'd welcome that guy.'

Jin slightly shifted his gaze to look at the person sitting beside Dorgon, and though he was glad this person had joined them, he quickly averted his eyes as looking at him still gave him the creeps.

Sitting there was Dorgon's first mace, the vice commander of the Iron Earth, Igril.
With his corpse-like pale face and unkempt short beard, the dark shadows around his eyes made him even more grotesque.
Like seeing a vengeful spirit risen from the grave.

However, Jin's reason for feeling creeped out wasn't simply due to his appearance.

"Load the battering rams with explosives and fire magic, then approach the walls to a certain distance and detonate them..."
"With the enemy using cold magic, approaching the walls is impossible. Rather than wasting siege engines, it would be better to create explosions from a distance to instill fear and erase the cold with heat."
"And then launch stone attacks while the flames rise, you said."
"That's correct."

Dorgon's maces, handpicked by the lord himself, all possessed excellent combat skills, tactical judgment, and ruthless temperaments.
However, even though Jin was known as a schemer, Doikasson as a destroyer, and Moore as a killer—all capable of doing whatever it took to achieve their goals—they still maintained a certain level of human decency.

For instance, they might consider cutting supply lines to starve the enemy or poisoning wells.
But they wouldn't suggest loading catapults with corpses instead of stones, or tying civilians to shields as human barriers—such bizarre ideas were beyond them.
Igril was different.

As if lacking any common sense or human norms, all his planned operations were grotesque.
Even now, as Jin listened to his strategy, he almost let out a mocking laugh internally while checking his lord's reaction.

Using siege engines as bombs, believing in their defensive capabilities. And since they'd be frozen by the cold if they got too close, proposing to detonate them from a distance to create large flames.
Did he even know how much it cost to build a single siege engine... No, that wasn't a consideration for him.

'I agree that our current siege engines can't break through the wall's defenses. But suggesting we use all our siege engines as bombs is too reckless. If anything goes wrong, we lose any chance of bringing down those walls, and this war ends in failure.'

Even if that man was the representative of the maces, his head would roll. The lord was not a merciful person.
And before that, if the enemy succeeded in defense and launched a counterattack, the entire Western army would be in danger.

It was a strategy that would be great if successful, but dangerous if it failed—full of wishful thinking with no rationality.

"Good, I approve."

At Dorgon's decision, Jin inwardly sighed deeply.
He had known it would come to this.

While everyone else fought within the bounds of human common sense, perhaps it was because Igril alone transcended those bounds.
The frightening thing about Igril was that despite proposing all sorts of strange operations, they strangely always succeeded.

Of course, that didn't make him an outstanding strategist by any means.
His operations merely "succeeded" in the literal sense.
A murderous intent that disregarded any damage or losses incurred in the process, focused solely on destroying the enemy.
A madness that cared nothing for his own injuries, concentrating only on killing the enemy.

He would eliminate anyone he designated as an enemy no matter what happened, which was why he was called the Executioner.

The reason why the ambitious Jin maintained his position as second-in-command without trying to climb higher was because of Igril's nature.
It would become quite troublesome if he provoked that man and became marked as an enemy.


For the calculating Jin, it was unclear what benefit could be gained by destroying the North at the cost of losing all their siege engines.
But a retainer's duty was to follow his lord's decisions unconditionally.
If that was the case, to achieve merit here...

"My lord, shall I have my soldiers who are blocking the smuggling routes participate in the siege as well?"
"Do so."

Originally, he had been planning to use the smuggling routes to infiltrate troops into the fortress for an attack.
But without anyone inside the fortress to cooperate with for the plan's success, Jin withdrew his strategy.

"Igril, how are things with the orcs?"

After the operation was decided, Dorgon changed the subject, and Igril immediately answered.

"They fell behind due to food problems, but we've resolved it by having them hunt rats and stray dogs."
"...I'm sure we allocated separate rations for the orcs."

He had been feeling something was off about the orcs in the rear guard.

Although they had captured female orcs as hostages to control them, that was just the beginning.
Dorgon's real desire was for the orcs to follow his orders and eat the devil's fruit to go berserk. He had even taken away their food for that purpose.
But the orcs who came with the rear guard remained rational, not berserk.

"Those stupid creatures set fire to the warehouse where the fruits were stored, and all the fruits burned up."
"..."

Tsk, Dorgon clicked his tongue, finding this the most absurd report he'd heard recently.
Indeed, he shouldn't have expected anything from beasts.
Who would have thought they'd make such a foolish mistake as not valuing their scarce food and burning it?

Recently, there had been issues with magical energy supply, halting the production of devil's fruit. There might be some remaining, but Merci wouldn't want to use them on mere orcs.
After the conflict over the Ice Cave failure, they had decided to act separately.

'There's no helping it.'

Though it differed somewhat from the plan, orcs themselves were powerful combatants.
With hostages captured, those beasts still had to follow orders, that much hadn't changed.

"Where are the female orcs being detained now?"

Originally, the orcs were to be assigned under Dread, the vanguard commander.
But after the orcs who had advanced before the war suffered defeat against the North and retreated, claiming they needed to recover their strength, they were reluctantly assigned under Igril in the rear guard.
Believing Igril could handle the orcs as intended, he had also entrusted him with the female hostages.

"I brought them to the battlefield."
"Why?"
"The orcs stubbornly insisted they would rather face extinction than not confirm the safety of the hostages. For effective control, I brought the hostages along as well."

The Igril that Dorgon knew wasn't this accommodating.
If orcs had demanded to confirm the safety of their captured kin while threatening extinction, Igril would be the type to cut off a hostage's hand as proof.
There must be another reason why he brought the female orcs all the way to the battlefield.

When Dorgon demanded an explanation with his eyes, Igril immediately answered.

"Since they follow us reluctantly, they might side with the North if the battle turns unfavorable. With the fruit plan failing, we need a definitive way to control the increasingly defiant orcs."
"I see. You want to keep the hostages nearby to make examples of them if the orcs rebel."
"Correct."

In a way, the orc hostages were like drums. When struck, they would make sounds to boost the morale of the soldiers.
Jin bit his lip and slightly furrowed his brow before relaxing it, but Dorgon, pleased with Igril's approach, continued to entrust this matter to him.

"It will take time to prepare according to Igril's plan. This will be an all-out offensive, so relay the operation details to the Golden Tower as well."
"Understood."
"There have been several missteps, but as always, only results matter. We will capture the North with this battle."

***

While the Western army was preparing a powerful all-out offensive against Winter Cannon with the intention of ending the war entirely,
A small movement was occurring on the Northern side.

"...What did you just say?"

Since there was no battle at the moment, he had some time.
Friend... wasn't quite the right word, but he was a comrade fighting alongside him, a man he respected in his own way.
After hearing what happened in the Ice Cave, Aran realized he owed Eris a debt.
For defeating the demon, his nemesis, in his stead and for protecting the North, Grace's land.

Actually, all of the above were just excuses.
Aran had come to visit out of a genuine desire to check on him face-to-face, and was surprised by what he heard.

"So you're saying the orcs are actually on our side."
"I understand. I also understand how it came to be. But to think you considered recruiting orcs, you really are..."
"Never mind that. I want you to step in for me this time. Can you help? I'll give you some really delicious jam as payment. It's my wife's favorite, you know."

Luke grinned as he spoke to Aran.

"Since you fought them during the Great War, the orcs should know your name and title. If you, a hero, approach them, I think they'll listen."

Though he hadn't heard the detailed plan yet, Aran nodded, thinking this interesting man had prepared something ingenious again.

"Alright, what do you need me to do?"

Ch.196 - Chapter 196. Fulfill the Contract (1)
Today marks the fourth day since my return from the Ice Cave and being confined to bed.

The failure to occupy Bern Boru, the failed terrorist attack at the Ice Cave. Besides the major battles from the novel, there have been no results from the siege, and the vanguard has been repelled.
After the war began, the Western Army, which had accomplished nothing, now seemed to be preparing something drastic, as an ominous silence continued.

I already have a rough idea of what plan they're hatching, but like with the Ice Cave incident, the broad strokes might be the same while the details differ.
It's reasonable to assume that the butterfly effect will now apply to all their actions.

There was something concerning about the remaining three battles.

'Perhaps the fourth battle won't happen at all.'

In Episode 4, the fourth of the five battles was related to the betrayal of the Deepsnow family.

The Deepsnow family's betrayal had already been dealt with in the past before Aran joined us.
However, remnants still remained, hiding by taking advantage of the difficulty in rooting them out during the ongoing war.

Dorgon knew about this because he had been in contact with Ligrit since before the war, and once again sent in a spy to incite the Deepsnow remnants.
These remnants, fearing they might be purged by Grace after the war if their conspiracy was discovered, became preemptively frightened. They committed the atrocity of secretly opening Wintercannon's side gate in collusion with Dorgon.
This led to the fourth battle.

I glanced at the bracelet on my wrist, given to me as a get-well gift.
Not some pseudo-scientific germanium bracelet or supernatural charm for good luck, but a real magical artifact.
Wearing it helps regulate the flow of mana in the body, aiding in mana recovery.
For me right now, it's like a physical therapy device.

Even in a world where mages and mana actually exist, artifacts are fundamentally expensive.
Just like how supercars are expensive in modern society despite having car engines.

So who exactly could casually give me an artifact as a "get-well gift"?
The list of candidates wouldn't even fill one hand, and if I think of someone wealthy around me...

'How did it come to this?'

I was just trying to prevent a noble young master steeped in inferiority from going astray.
And somehow, I ended up with a genius archer, millionaire, and wealthy, caring friend by my side.

Of course, since it's a family item, it's not a complete gift but rather a loan until I recover.
Even as the second son of the family head, Ligrit couldn't freely give away family items to others, so this must have been approved by the family head.
In other words, I'm considered someone trustworthy enough to be handed Deepsnow family items.

'I wonder if they have any magic swords, being one of the two greatest noble families in the North alongside Nosrain? Preferably one that conducts mana well.'

Anyway, here Ligrit is my friend, and since Deepsnow isn't betraying us, their followers won't turn their backs on the North or collude with Dorgon.
The fourth battle won't even meet its preconditions.

Currently, the side gate is being used as a smuggling route, and since they've taken control of it, they could attack the side gate differently than in the novel, so we should remain vigilant.
But without inside collaborators, the fourth battle, even if it happens, will be much easier to prevent than in the novel.

'Arthur has also tightened discipline among the nobles.'

Even though I prevented Ligrit's betrayal, the possibility of other noble traitors I don't know about isn't zero, so I casually suggested to Arthur that we should be careful just in case.
Having experienced rebellions by other great nobles in the past, Arthur has completely reined in the nobles.

As the Knight Commander by hereditary succession and the head of a prestigious family himself, Arthur ranks among the top five in the Northern power hierarchy, and no noble wants to cross him.
He personally took steps to prevent information leaks and spy infiltration during war preparations.

The butterfly effect doesn't always work in a negative way.
Thanks to this, we've essentially eliminated one battle, leaving only two.

Thinking about it that way made me feel somewhat lighter.
However, the third battle—the orc problem—remained the key issue to resolve.

While lying in bed spending every minute in contemplation, the page began to turn as someone I hadn't expected, though it wasn't surprising, came to visit.

"Luke, how are you feeling?"
"I'm recovering quickly, thanks to your concern."

My visitor was the Grand Duchess of the North, Grace.
Even though the Western attacks had quieted down, a leader's duties are never light, yet she made time to visit me.

Seeing my genuinely bright face, Grace's expression relaxed with relief.
She sat in the chair beside my bed, guided by Ilaine, and looked at me.

"I owe you a belated thank you. I heard everything about what happened in the Ice Cave from Sir Ilaine and Eris. You really went through a lot."
"It's nothing. I'm just glad we were able to stop a dangerous enemy before they could run wild."

As I suspected, Grace felt guilty about my injury from the last mission.
We're still at war, and I can't let the leader's mental state be affected because of me.
I tried to comfort her so she wouldn't feel too responsible, since I would have gone anyway even if she had tried to stop me.

Ilaine, having spent time with Grace, also sensed her mood.
She knew it wasn't Grace's fault that Doikason and Moore had appeared there, so she didn't blame her at all.
In fact, Ilaine, with her strong sense of responsibility, considered it fortunate that she had been able to defeat enemies targeting the North.

However, I'm not heroic enough to coolly pass up this excellent opportunity where the Grand Duchess of the North feels indebted to both of us.
Time to be a bit mercenary.

"Then, as a reward, could you perhaps support the cost of our wedding after the war?"
"Of course! I'll cover all your wedding expenses from my personal funds, so don't worry about anything and have a grand ceremony. No, I'll host it myself!"

Hooray, wedding expenses secured!
I've never been married in my previous world either, so I don't know exactly how much it costs.
But I've often heard on the news that it's incredibly expensive.

Our bride-to-be has been the Guard Captain for eight years and lives frugally, so she has money.
But I don't.
I've been in the Guard for less than a year, and I've been a knight for even less time. I'm probably the poorest knight in the North.

So I had some concerns about wedding costs.
But those just disappeared.
Whew, risking my life in battle to earn wedding funds. Is this why adults say marriage takes more than just feelings?
I respect all married couples in the world.

Grace also seemed more at ease now that she could provide material compensation rather than just being generous.
If she can't do anything, she feels sorry, but by paying a price, it becomes a situation where a ruler rewards a subject who has rendered service, which eases her burden.

Moreover, I've somehow built connections with impressive figures like the Knight Commander, great nobles, the Master of the Snow Tower, and the Hero, and I was worried about how to host these distinguished guests.
If the Grand Duchess hosts it, I won't have to worry about the ceremony.

Grace is comfortable, and so am I. Ilaine has been comfortably by my side all along, using the visit as an excuse.
After the initial awkwardness disappeared and we returned to our usual friendly atmosphere, we chatted briefly before Grace changed her expression and spoke first.

"From your condition, it seems your mana is still recovering. How much has returned?"
"A little less than half of my usual amount. The cold energy is recovering quickly thanks to the Ice Blast potion from the Snow Tower, but the heat energy needs to recover naturally."
"Hmm... I'm not asking because I have a task for you, but out of curiosity. When do you think you'll return to battle?"

I understand why Grace, who has entrusted me with important responsibilities one after another, would ask this.
Because...

"As you've probably heard, the enemy's rear guard has arrived, and all of the Western Army's forces have gathered in front of Wintercannon. A major offensive is expected soon. Probably... the biggest battle of this war."
"..."
"Therefore, we plan to deploy all available means for defense. The Snow Tower has already extended its defense systems to the walls, and thanks to your efforts, we don't need to worry about internal threats, so we can concentrate all our strength on defense."

Although we've won several local battles, we can't say we have a significant advantage.
If we count the enemies we've defeated so far, it's three key officers, several hundred of their subordinates, and a vanguard of 1,000.
There might be more enemies defeated during the siege, but since they led with siege weapons, human casualties wouldn't be high.

In other words, we've picked off the prime targets, but in terms of the Western Army as a whole, with its tens of thousands of troops, it's debatable whether we've inflicted significant damage.
The problem is that the Western Army still has many prime targets left, and the biggest pieces, Dorgon and Mercy, remain unharmed.

In this situation, if they push in with their full force, the flow of battle could reverse, so we must stop the enemy's next general offensive.
In a situation where every soldier is crucial, it was necessary to confirm the status of someone like me who, though limited, could fight even against a hero.
The Grand Duchess's visit to me, busy as she is, had strategic reasons beyond human concern.

'I want to help as much as my heart desires.'

Beyond will, this is a matter of ability.
With only half my mana, I can't perform as I usually do. Rather than raising allies' expectations only to cause errors in their calculations...

"I don't think I can fight directly as usual yet."
"I thought as much."
"However."
"?"
"Given the situation, I don't want to just lie here and watch. Even if I can't fight, I'd like to help with strategic aspects."

This would be the proper answer.
I've been aware since I first came to this world that my strongest weapon isn't heat and cold energy, but knowledge.
And right now, I'm lacking in mana, not in mental capacity.
In fact, not fighting allows me to concentrate more on thinking.

"What an admirable attitude, Sir Luke! You truly are a model Northern knight. Lend me your wisdom by my side."

Grace was delighted by my words.
Since she treated me as an advisor... I'll properly play the role of advisor this time.

I had already discussed my proposal with Ilaine before presenting it to Grace, and she agreed with me.
As a knight with a strong sense of responsibility, Ilaine was touched by my desire to help somehow.
She would have stopped me if I had tried to go to the battlefield recklessly, but she thought it was a good attitude to contribute to the operation from a safe place.

And so I came to participate in the third battle as Grace's advisor.

***

"So the job you want me to do instead of you is to be a messenger?"
"That's right. You know how important messengers are in war, don't you? There's a saying that you can miss the enemy general, but not the messenger. And that a swift messenger is more dangerous than a trap at your feet."
"I've never heard those sayings, but I do know the importance of messengers."

Aran said that much and then frowned as if troubled.

"I need to infiltrate the enemy camp, find the orcs without anyone knowing, approach them, and get them to join our operation, listening to and persuading them if they have any complaints."
"You understand perfectly."
"I'm just curious, but if I refused to help, how were you planning to do this alone?"
"Good question. Looking at it this way, how could I possibly do this? It seems overwhelming."

Aran gave a hollow laugh as if dumbfounded, but he had already offered to help.
A hero can't go back on his word. Beyond his position as a hero, his character wouldn't allow it.
Moreover...

"You were planning to go after Dorgon's head with just four people if we hadn't stopped you. So you must have infiltration skills, right?"
"..."

This is Aran, who stormed the Demon King's castle with seven people.
Even in the main story of <Brave Lord>, he carried out all sorts of operations with just four people. Plus, having learned infiltration techniques directly from Rowe, Aran's infiltration skills are considerable.
What might be nearly impossible for me is quite doable for Aran.

"Sigh, alright. I accept."

With this, I've secured a messenger faster than any owl or hawk.

The first button of the plan has been fastened.

Ch.197 - Chapter 197. Fulfill the Contract (2)
Scratch, scratch.
Only the sound of a pen moving filled the quiet room.
As I was deeply focused on writing, Elaine, who was beside me, asked.

"By the way, can orcs read human writing?"
"I don't know."
"Then why are you putting in so much effort...?"
"You never know. Orcs may be barbaric, but they're not beasts. There might be at least one orc who can read human writing."
"Hmm."
"Even if they can't read it, it doesn't matter. The act of sending a carefully crafted, lengthy letter is what's important. Even if they don't read it, they can feel the sincerity contained within."

It was a theory I'd heard from a friend in my previous life who was obsessed with celebrities.
The letters were incredibly long, with messy handwriting and full of emoticons and symbols—I found them difficult to read even when holding them close to my face.
But my friend would be delighted, saying that the very act of writing such handwritten letters showed the celebrity's love for fans and gave them meaning.

That's why I'm now writing a handwritten letter, even paying attention to my handwriting, something I'd never normally do.
Of course, I didn't include emoticons or symbols. I also avoided cute handwriting.
Since handwritten letters can't be freely written and erased like on a computer, I've already gone through five sheets of paper.

'Even if I've secured a high-value proxy with the "Hero" brand, I can't just stay uninvolved.'

Aran's position is literally that of my proxy.
Whatever happens, from the orcs' perspective, they made a contract with me, so to draw them in decisively, I need to show my sincerity as much as possible.
Given that I'm not going out there myself, this tug-of-war is clearly disadvantageous for us. To eliminate even the slightest chance of failure, I need to prepare everything I possibly can.

Moreover, while Aran is a righteous and reliable hero to us, from the orcs' perspective, he's a fearsome opponent they once fought against as enemies.
Feeling anxious, I asked Aran if he had killed many orcs during the Great War. Fortunately, Aran said he mainly fought demons and didn't fight orcs that much.
Though he did fight in the war, considering orc customs, they believe defeat by a stronger opponent is entirely the fault of the weaker party, so they'll likely overlook minor damages.

Suddenly guessing why Elaine had asked such a question earlier, I looked at her with a slight smile.

"Have you been bored watching me silently writing this letter?"

Though still lacking in magical power, my body had fully recovered thanks to the nature mage's treatment, and I had returned to work.
However, for this battle, I would be participating not as a knight but as the Northern Duke's strategic advisor, so my workplace was assigned to Grace's office within the Winter Palace.

And since Elaine was Grace's guard captain, even with my changed role, I was still positioned by Elaine's side.
Grace, who had been constantly overworked since the war, went to take a nap for a brief rest while the enemy wasn't moving.

Somehow, that left just the two of us in the Northern Duke's office.
Even so, we refrained from any romantic activities in our superior's space, but it was inevitable that the atmosphere felt more relaxed than usual.
There was something subtly enjoyable about being with a secretary in the boss's office when the boss wasn't around.
...That comparison sounds strange somehow. Let me rephrase.

Anyway, while I was busy preparing for the operation, Elaine was just sitting quietly, so I wondered if she might be bored and casually asked.

"I'm not bored at all. Your focused face is so handsome that I enjoy just looking at you."
"!"

In my previous life, saying someone's face alone was entertaining was a common joke made about male celebrities on variety shows.
I never expected to hear it in real life. And directed at me, no less.

My face flushed with embarrassment and for another reason, so I covered it with my hands.
Perhaps because Elaine had been nursing me since I was injured and we'd been constantly together lately, her affection had built up.

Come to think of it, we've been constantly at war lately, so we haven't had time for sweet moments.
No skinship either.
Maybe that's why this pure flirtation after so long felt so powerful.

"I'm glad to hear that."

I awkwardly smiled as I calmed my heart.
Though the corners of my mouth kept twitching with happiness, I had work to do.
I needed to finish this letter so Aran could depart and begin the operation.

So I tried to focus and continue writing the letter, but then—

"Just..."
"?"

Elaine seemed to have something more to say and paused.

"I feel a little jealous."
"Jealous?"
"I've never received a letter from you..."
"!!"

Seeing Elaine's dejected expression, my heart suddenly sank.

While Elaine is very practical and frugal by nature, she's also a woman in love who enjoys romantic gestures.

Particularly, Elaine likes small, sweet things like being hugged from behind while sitting on the sofa, or having me come to meet her after work.
She had been watching me write this letter with such care, and suddenly wished she could receive a heartfelt letter from me too.

Since we've been living together, we could simply speak when we had something to say, or express affection physically, so there was no need to exchange letters.
We've even reached the point where we can understand each other's thoughts just by looking into each other's eyes.

But a love letter, where one's beloved puts their feelings into written words, is romantic in itself.
Even in the modern era where electronic messages are common, there's a reason handwritten letters still hold such high value.

'Moreover.'

This letter I'm writing now is my first one.
As my lover and wife-to-be, Elaine feels a little sad that my first letter is going to someone else.
After all, isn't it natural for lovers to want all of their partner's firsts to be with them?

No wonder she suddenly started using formal speech when she usually finds it awkward.
She wasn't engaging in romantic activities in Grace's absence; she was cutely expressing her discontent.
She must have noticed that I easily fall for her formal speech aegyo.

'Hmm...'

But I couldn't bring myself to tear up this letter on the spot, as I'd already written more than half of it, and I doubted I could write something better again.
Though I was truly sorry to her, I decided to continue writing this letter.

Scratch, scratch.
The sound of the pen moving filled the room again, and Elaine maintained her silence.
After completing the letter, I put down my pen and called to Elaine.

"Elaine, I've finished. Could you read it and tell me how it feels?"

Elaine had been looking down, but at my call, she obediently rose from her seat and approached me.
I handed her the carefully crafted letter. Elaine took it and read it, then—

"!!"

With wide eyes, she sharply turned her head toward me.
Feeling somehow embarrassed by her gaze, I avoided eye contact and looked only at the desk.
There lay... the half-written letter I had intended to send to the orcs.

"Luke, this is..."
"H-how do you like it?"

Elaine read the letter several times.
Though it was probably just a short letter of about three lines, she went over those three lines multiple times, and then—

"It's... a moving masterpiece. It makes my heart melt with happiness."
"Really?"

Elaine smiled shyly and read my first letter once more.
Seeing how much she liked it, I'm glad I wrote it.

But Elaine, apparently planning to read it many more times, returned to her seat with the letter in hand.
I had hoped she would share more of her thoughts on my first letter and give me a response, but—
She seemed to want to savor the moment, so I decided to hear from her later and focused back on my work.

Perhaps energized by Elaine, I quickly finished the letter to the orcs.
Satisfied with the content, I folded the paper, placed it in an envelope, and sealed it.
Now I needed to deliver this to Aran and explain the operation details, when—

Swoosh.

"?"

A letter was gently placed on my desk.
It wasn't an unfamiliar letter. It was the one I had given to Elaine earlier.

Wondering why she was returning the letter, I looked at Elaine, who had turned her head away with a bright red face.

'Could it be?'

I picked up the letter and checked, but there was no reply beneath what I had written.
So I turned it over and—

"!!"

Seeing the short sentence written there, my face flushed with heat again, and I covered it with both hands this time.

"......"
"......"

We've been dating for several months.
We've kissed and even gone beyond that.
We're engaged to be married.

Yet here we were, like teenagers just starting to have feelings for each other, too embarrassed to make eye contact over a single letter.
But how could I contain this feeling?

[To the most precious love in this world.

Thank you for always being by my side.
Because of you, every day is so precious and happy for me.
Let's continue to love each other more today than yesterday.

From the person who placed a ring on your finger.]

And on the back:

[To my husband.

I will love you even more tomorrow than today.

Your wife.]

'Aaaaaahhh!'

So she waited until I finished my letter to show me this!
If I had seen this earlier, I would have torn up that orc letter immediately and written a long letter to Elaine instead.

Since reading that short sentence, the corners of my mouth refused to turn down.
If I could, I'd open a window and shout, "Everyone in the neighborhood! My wife is sooo cute!!" I'd even like to gather people in the square and hold a public reading of the letter.
I respect my self-control for holding back.

Actually, when I was writing it, I thought I would die from embarrassment.
Surprisingly, once I decided it was sincere feelings for Elaine, the words came quickly, but thinking something in your head and writing it by hand are different.
Actually writing each character carefully by hand made my embarrassment explode.

But rewriting on a new sheet would be too obvious, so I put a lot of effort into getting it right the first time.

'Ha, I'm going to die trying not to laugh.'

It was the same for Elaine.
She must have spent a long time thinking about how to respond to the first letter she received from me, finally coming up with that one-line reply.
I probably didn't notice because I was focused on work, but she must have concentrated intensely on writing that one line, pen in hand, eyes wide open.

How do I know?
As the guard captain's adjutant, I've seen many official documents processed by Elaine.
Her handwriting on the letter showed ten times more effort than usual.
Just imagining her doing that made me grin with how cute it was.

"Um, Elaine."
"W-why are you calling me?"
"Should we write letters to each other occasionally from now on?"
"Should... we?"
"But let's write them secretly and leave them for each other. This is... not easy to do openly."

Elaine nodded in agreement.
And so, a small new event was born in our relationship.

But now my body was too heated up from the letter exchange. How should I cool down?
I knew the best way to release heat, but that was absolutely impossible here. I was wondering if there was some other wholesome method when—

Creeeeak.
The door opened and a man entered.

"Excuse me. I heard Luke was here."

The familiar voice belonged to a handsome man wearing a black uniform with a holy sword at his waist.
Seeing him, I wasn't sure whether to think 'Some hero he is...' for breaking this heated atmosphere, or 'As expected of a hero!' for neatly resolving an unmanageable situation.

Regardless, Aran approached me, apparently wanting to know if the letter was ready.
Coincidentally, there was another letter on the desk besides the one he was looking for, and I absolutely didn't want another man to see it, so I quickly handed him his letter.

"Here you go. Just finished it."
"Thanks for your hard work. By the way, where's Grace?"

As he took the letter and asked about Grace, who wasn't in her office—

"She's away right now, so maybe leave her a letter."

I gave him what I thought was excellent advice as his senior.
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Time is running out.
Although novel knowledge is said to predict future events, it's only a reference.
Even I don't know exactly which day, hour, or minute they'll attack. I'm a possessor, not a prophet.

'This silence feels like the calm before the storm, giving me an ominous feeling.'

They've experienced several failures now.
If anyone other than Dorgon were in command, they'd be furious and would gather all available resources for a decisive blow in the next attack.
That's probably why the Western Army hasn't launched a major offensive despite the rear guard arriving days ago.
To conserve strength and prepare.

Whatever they're preparing, it's undoubtedly dangerous.
Perhaps like in the Ice Cave incident, they might compensate for power losses elsewhere, making this more difficult than in the original novel.
Considering that this world won't have a fourth battle because Deep Snow won't betray us, there's a possibility that two storylines might merge, as happened before.

Not a chance.
This time, we'll reverse the situation by adapting the fourth battle from the novel and creating a traitor from within.

"So, let's go!"
"......"

As I enthusiastically announced the start of the operation, pointing my index finger toward the front lines, Aran looked at me with a somewhat complicated expression and spoke instead of moving.

"You seem excited."

Of course I'm excited.
The hero is doing my job for me, so I get to take it easy during this battle.

Although Grace formally appointed me as a tactical advisor, the field command will be handled by commanders far more skilled and experienced than me.
I have no intention of infringing on their authority or position. On the contrary, I have complete faith that the Northern soldiers will handle things well.

Grace wouldn't expect more from me anyway, so my actual job is to conceptualize the big picture of the operation.

'The third battle is simply larger in scale, but unlike other battles, there's nothing particularly special about its tactics.'

In Episode 4, the third battle was a pure clash of strength between the Western Army's offensive power and the Northern defense. If anything, I'm the one making things more complicated now.
Even that doesn't require starting from scratch; I just need to make minor adjustments to what's already been prepared, so once the first step is taken, the rest will fall into place.
And since that guy will be the one completing it, there's less mental burden on me.

But I can't just reveal these secrets to Aran.

"I'm not excited."
"Then?"
"I'm just trying to stay energetic despite the difficulties because we need to end this war quickly. You understand that feeling, right?"

Aran remained silent for a moment before nodding.
Judging by his expression, he seems to have misunderstood as I'd hoped.

I wanted Aran to approach this not simply as doing someone else's job, but with genuine dedication.
The fundamental reason people love heroes so much is that they possess a mysterious power to always create positive outcomes.
A miraculous destiny that overcomes any adversity or obstacle rather than stopping before it. A happy ending maker.

I chose Aran as my messenger not just for his excellent abilities, but because he's this world's genuine hero.
If Aran puts his heart into ensuring this mission's success... who knows, maybe his power of destiny will apply here too, and things might turn out even better than I expect.

So when I mentioned sacrifice and enthusiasm—things a hero would appreciate—Aran readily accepted it.
How kind of him.
This will make Aran more invested in this mission.

'I do feel a bit guilty for exploiting his good nature.'

I'll have to compensate for that debt once this war is over.
Though I'm not sure what I can offer him. I don't have much money, nor do I possess any rare artifacts.
The only special thing I have is knowledge of the novel, and I can't give that to Aran, which is troublesome.

For a moment, I recalled the proposal I'd heard from Nia and Eris before, but I shook my head.
No matter how I think about it, that's not right.

"Before you go, one last thing. Do you remember everything I told you?"
"I've memorized it repeatedly, so don't worry."
"Good, have a safe journey."

I playfully waved my hand, and Aran nodded once in response.

***

Even battlefields have nights, and people sleep at night.
When sleeping, people lose consciousness and become defenseless, making this the time when humans are most vulnerable.
That's why night is also a time of active conspiracy and espionage.

However, since it's common knowledge that people are vulnerable at night, it's also when vigilance is at its highest.
Guards, resentful of staying awake while others sleep, channel their frustration into their eyes, searching for suspicious individuals in hopes of at least earning a reward.
The moment they spot even a suspicious mouse, they unleash their sleep-deprived rage mercilessly.
For spies, night can be more nerve-wracking than day.

Ironically, top-class spies often operate during the day rather than at night.
A spy who moves at night could truly be considered world-class.

The Iron Land has very strict military discipline due to the customs established by Dorgon, the Grand Duke and Legion Commander.
Thus, even in the middle of the night, the guard was staring intently into the darkness when—
Prick.

"Hmm?"

Feeling something strange, the guard scratched his neck and looked around. But everything remained quiet as before.
The north is too cold for mosquitoes or other flying insects outdoors. Perhaps it was just the cold making his skin ache?

Unable to determine the cause, he simply shrugged it off. After all, nothing had happened.
Thus, he remained unaware that he had momentarily fainted while standing.

Bzzt.
Withdrawing the tiny electrical current that was barely visible to the naked eye, Aran penetrated the Western Army's surveillance network using the same method and entered their camp.

'Phew, this is always difficult.'

His greatest infiltration technique, created with Low in the past.
It uses a very fine electrical current to paralyze the target's nerves, causing temporary unconsciousness. The target neither remembers nor realizes they fainted.

While effective, it requires extreme precision and sophisticated manipulation, demanding great concentration.
That's why he didn't use this technique often, and recently had only used it when tracking his former comrade, the Saint Luna.

'I wonder if Luke knew I had this kind of technique when he asked me.'

Shaking his head, he dismissed the thought as too far-fetched.
Even though Luke's wisdom was exceptional, this was a technique even Grace didn't know about, so Luke couldn't possibly know.

But initially, Aran had used his ability to detect human heartbeats through electrical signals directly on Luke to verify his sincerity.
If Luke had deduced that Aran could manipulate people's bodies using similar electrical methods...
Considering his proficiency with elemental abilities, it might be possible.

Strangely, even thoughts that seemed absurd somehow felt possible when applied to Luke.
This feeling was something Aran had never experienced with his former comrades, who were much stronger and more talented.
Oddly, when Luke was involved, any scenario became believable.

"......"

Trust, huh?
Wasn't that the emotion that had been severely damaged when his former comrades betrayed him?

It made sense with Nia, Yui, and Eris, with whom he'd built relationships through their journey together, or with Grace, who had long been someone he could rely on.
But to develop trust in someone he'd just met recently and hadn't known for long was surprising even to himself.

Come to think of it, at some point he'd started following Luke's strategies without questioning them.
Thanks to that, they'd achieved consecutive victories starting with the battle against the vanguard.
Luke was truly keeping his promise, bringing Aran one step closer to Dorgon.

'...I'll confirm it one last time with this mission.'

It was a kind of dilemma.
Recently, Aran had been harboring a certain wish.
He'd been wavering without making a decision, but somehow felt this mission might provide the answer.

'This is it.'

Having infiltrated the Western Army's camp using electricity and stealth techniques, Aran was tempted to head toward the center where Dorgon would be, but he restrained himself and moved toward the outskirts instead.
If there were orcs in the Western Army, they would be there.
His intuition was correct.

But something seemed off.

'According to Luke, they plan to use the orcs as troops, but...'

All the orcs were chained and imprisoned, with soldiers stationed around to guard them.

Not only that, but magic had been cast on the prison, presumably to contain the powerful orcs.
Having traveled with the archmage Merci and faced all kinds of black magic while fighting demons, Aran immediately recognized it as a curse.

'...?'

Keeping cannon fodder troops imprisoned was understandable, if disgusting.
But weakening them with such powerful curses made no sense.
In such a state, they'd barely be able to move on the battlefield. Wouldn't that negate the advantages of using orcs?

'If efficiency-minded Dorgon wanted to use orcs, I'd expect him to maximize their abilities by making them go berserk rather than weakening them to follow orders.'

Though it made no sense, Aran's mission was to meet with the orcs and seek their cooperation.
Freeing them from prison would likely make negotiations easier.

Having made his decision, Aran immediately approached a guard near the prison using his abilities.

"?!"

Bzzt.
Before the guard could shout, Aran instantly incapacitated him with an electric shock.
Then, moving at high speed before other guards noticed, he systematically subdued them one by one with electricity-charged hands.

It took less than a minute to clear the area around the prison.
The last guard seemed quite strong, but not enough to stop a hero's ambush.
Even knights couldn't easily block Aran's stealth attacks.

"Phew."

After knocking out the last remaining soldier, Aran approached the prison bars.
More orcs were imprisoned than he expected, all looking emaciated and haggard, likely due to the curse.
But then.

"...?"

Looking into the prison, Aran noticed another strange thing.

'Why are they all females?'

He knew what Glaka, the orc representative he was supposed to deliver the letter to, looked like from Luke's description.
But no matter where he looked, there wasn't a single male orc in the prison.
All he could see were withered female orcs and children.

Concerned that things might not be going according to Luke's plan, Aran decided to gather information first by calling to a nearby orc.

The orc turned at Aran's voice, but.
Due to his dark clothing that concealed his entire body for stealth, and perhaps due to increased wariness toward the humans who had imprisoned them, the orc neither answered nor approached, just glared from where it stood.
Aran raised his hands to show he meant no harm and asked:

"I'm a messenger who has come to fulfill the promise between the North and the orcs. I wish to secretly meet with Glaka, the chieftain of the Black Rock tribe. Is he here?"

However, the orc merely blinked in surprise at the chieftain's name, as if such a promise was news to them.
As confusion began to rise in Aran's mind at this strange reaction—

"Did you just say... the North?"

A young orc approached bravely despite trembling.

"And you are?"
"I am Dzara. Daughter of Chief Glaka."
"...!"
"I heard about it from my father. Human, have you come to rescue us?"

At that moment, Aran realized.
He had asked about the content of the promise between the North and the orcs, but Luke hadn't answered.
Was this it?
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Though it was already late at night, I was still awake, waiting for Aran to return from his mission.
It wouldn't be right for me to sleep comfortably while someone I dispatched was working hard on my behalf, and besides, I was too eager to hear the results to fall asleep.

Since I had sent Aran, I had absolute faith that things would work out well. If you can't trust the Hero, who can you trust?

'With Aran's skills, he should have infiltrated and met with the Orc by now.'

If there was one thing that concerned me...
I deliberately didn't tell Aran what the contract with the Orc entailed.

This wasn't unnecessarily strict confidentiality; there was a reason behind it.
It had to do with Aran's personality.

Aran carried the pain of being betrayed by comrades he had trusted.
But it's important not to misunderstand—that doesn't mean he completely cut off all emotions from his heart.

"Brave Lord" is a novel about a betrayed protagonist who meets new, good people, heals his heart, and regains strength through love and friendship.
In other words, though Aran may act cold on the outside, he's still someone who cares deeply about others.

What would happen if I told someone like him why the Orcs were on this battlefield?
Even if he pretended not to care on the outside, he would most likely try to save the Orc's family.
Making some plausible excuse about saving victims of Dorgon's tyranny.
It's obvious. After all, he is the Hero.

Of course, it would be extremely convenient if Aran helped with the hostage rescue.
But I couldn't involve Aran in rescuing Orc hostages whose location was unknown, possibly somewhere in the West.
That guy needs to go to the capital as soon as this war ends to defeat the final boss. Once he defeats Dorgon, his agreement with the North will be fulfilled.
From the beginning, this contract was between the North and the Orcs, so it's only right that the North resolves it.

'If Glaka or the Orc chieftain reveals the hostage situation to Aran, everything will fall apart.'

My handwritten letter was a device prepared for this very purpose.

During the duel, Glaka had been hesitant to mention the hostages until the end. It's not exactly a pleasant topic, so that's understandable.

If Aran arrives with my handwritten letter to guarantee the contract, Glaka will assume he already knows about the situation.
He'll probably be relieved that he doesn't have to bring up such an uncomfortable topic.
And Aran, who's perceptive about everything except romance, will handle any awkward questions skillfully.

"Ah, thinking about it now, this makes for a good excuse. If he asks me to become his comrade, I can decline by mentioning my promise to the Orcs."

Having such a reliable shield suddenly made me feel at ease.

***

"...I see. I understand."

Aran had heard the whole story from Dzara, the daughter of the Black Rock Orc chieftain.

The Orcs were forced to follow orders because their families were being held hostage, and the reason the hostages were kept near the dangerous battlefield was to control the Orcs by threatening them directly.
They were being intimidated with the threat that if they lost this war, all their families would die.

Fortunately, during a brief conversation, Glaka had told his daughter Dzara that a knight from the North had promised to rescue them, so they should hold on.
Following her father's instructions, Dzara had kept the secret while comforting her fellow tribespeople in prison, but the prolonged confinement had taken a severe mental toll on everyone.

Crack.
Aran gritted his teeth slightly.
Anger welled up inside him at Dorgon's vile scheme of using families as hostages.
How low could he sink?

He was also angry at himself.
If it hadn't been for Luke's request, he would have simply regarded the Orcs as enemies, just as during the Great War, and would have cut them down without mercy if they met on the battlefield.
Then he would have unwittingly played into Dorgon's scheme and shed innocent blood with his own hands.

'It's you again, Luke.'

The Northerners should have harbored even stronger hostility toward the Orcs than he did as an outsider.
Yet Luke had promised Glaka that he would save his family, setting aside old grudges.

He had wondered why Luke was so concerned about the negotiations with the Orcs falling through, even going so far as to write a letter.
Now he understood.
Luke had been worried that his sincerity might not reach them. If the negotiations failed, the Orcs would suffer the tragedy of losing their families.

He genuinely cared about their desperate situation.
How many people would go to such lengths for a different race that was once their enemy?
Aran felt a small touch of admiration for Luke's compassion.

"Human, can we leave this place now?"

Dzara asked with clear but sunken eyes that held both hope and anxiety.

Personally, he didn't have particularly fond feelings toward Orcs. After all, they had invaded the North alongside demons during the Great War.
But was it their pitiful circumstances, being dragged into an unwanted war for the sake of their families? Or was it the appeal of those trembling eyes trying to appear brave?
While those reasons played a part...

He had a firm belief that Luke had good reasons for wanting to embrace these Orcs.
Unlike Lucius or Dorgon, Luke's schemes were always different.

Always for everyone's benefit, not just his own.
Inspired by that noble conviction, Aran made his decision.
Even though he wasn't the savior this Orc girl had been waiting for...

"Yes, I've come to rescue you on the orders of the Northern knight who made a promise to your father. Don't worry. I'll free you from this place and return you to your family."

For this moment at least, he would set aside revenge and grudges.
He decided to fully support Luke's plan to save the Orcs.

After reassuring Dzara, Aran pondered for a moment.
With his power, he could immediately break the cursed prison and free the imprisoned Orcs.
But this was deep in enemy territory. Even at night, any commotion would draw thousands of soldiers, and they would be quickly surrounded and annihilated.
This mission was originally just to deliver a message, so he couldn't expect reinforcements... reinforcements?

'The Orc warriors were probably not imprisoned since Luke planned to use them as soldiers, as he predicted.'

Then they must be somewhere in this camp. And armed, too.

Crack!
Aran broke the curse engraved on the prison and returned to Dzara.

"Dzara, there's something I need you to do to help with the escape. Can I ask for your assistance?"
"What is it?"

***

Though Orcs are a different species from humans, they are still living beings and need sleep. However, an Orc's sleep pattern differs slightly from a human's.
Unlike humans who instinctively become drowsy when night falls, Orcs feel sleepy when their bodies accumulate fatigue, regardless of the time.

That's why Glaka, the chieftain of the Black Rock Orcs, had been awake for two days straight.
With no battles, there was no reason for fatigue to build up. Without fatigue, there was no drowsiness.
So what was he doing wide awake in the middle of the night?

"Hmm..."

He couldn't calm his unsettled feelings.
Where was this anxiety coming from?

It was obvious.
The reality that his family was nearby but he couldn't freely visit them, that he couldn't reach out to those imprisoned behind bars—it kept twisting his insides.
Damn these humans. Bringing his tribe to a dangerous battlefield?

"Sigh..."

He had lost count of how many times he'd sighed, trying to calm the rage that threatened to explode at any moment.
But unless the fundamental problem was solved, another sigh would follow.

The fundamental solution.
Yes, rescuing his captured tribespeople.

When he faced them, he wanted nothing more than to rescue his people and leave immediately, but Glaka barely maintained his composure.
His daughter Dzara and the other tribespeople he'd finally reunited with were weakened.

No matter how strong Orc warriors might be, the human army numbered over ten thousand.
Even if they attacked the prison and escaped, they would be quickly surrounded and annihilated if pursued.
If they died that way, it would be worse than not escaping at all.

That's why he'd been like this for days, his heart heavy with frustration.
And increasingly, one human kept coming to mind.

'When will you fulfill your contract with us, human?'

Among the cunning and cowardly humans, there was one male human who was generous and spirited enough to be somewhat likable.
Luke.

He had honorably subjugated them through a duel following Orc tradition, and after hearing their situation, promised to rescue their tribe.
Glaka believed in that promise.
Because an honest human who followed the logic of strength wouldn't lie.

Luke had proposed that they work together to drive out the vicious humans of the West, maintain peace in the North, and rescue the Orc tribespeople.
The Orcs, following their tradition and seeking to save their people, had agreed to join hands with the humans.
So they had endured once more.

He understood that the rescue would take time, especially since even they hadn't known where their people were imprisoned until recently.
But seeing their weakened tribespeople, impatience and anxiety began to stir among the Orc warriors.

The hot-tempered ones suggested rescuing their people immediately, setting fire to the camp, and fleeing.
Some voiced suspicions that the Northerners had deceived them.
Even those who still had faith complained about how long they had to wait.

As the temporary chieftain, Glaka calmed their complaints and suggested waiting a bit longer.
But in truth, like the other warriors, he too wanted to rescue his people quickly, had doubts about the Northerners, and was frustrated about how long they had to remain in this situation.

Swish.
Glaka suddenly raised his arm to look at the mark drawn on it.
It was the symbol of the blood oath, evidence of the contract the Orcs had made with the humans.

This contract, sealed with blood, carried absolute binding force—violation meant death.
The fact that the mark remained meant the human on the other side was still alive, and since he wouldn't want to die either, he would surely keep the contract.

But at this rate, the warriors' patience might soon explode, leading them to take drastic action.
The human must know they had come this far, but was he even thinking about rescuing their people? As another sigh was about to escape—

"Who goes there!"

A warrior's keen senses detected a presence different from his tribespeople.
Glaka immediately grabbed the axe beside him and aimed it at the tent entrance.
Then...

Swish.
A human entered, parting the tent flap.
It wasn't strange for a human to visit him in a human camp, but...
Glaka's eyes widened when he saw the human's face.

"!!"

It was a familiar face.
But not a human from the West.
Not Luke, with whom he had made the contract.
A face he hadn't seen in a very long time, but one that had left an indelible impression—the human Hero from the Great War, when they had fought alongside demons.

Why was the human Hero here?
There was no time to ponder the reason. The human Hero had been an enemy in the past.

Whoosh!
Glaka leaped from his position and raised his axe to strike at Aran.

"?!"

Aran raised both hands to show he meant no resistance. He was holding something in each hand.
When Glaka saw what was in Aran's left hand, his eyes widened even further. He stopped his attack, landed on the ground, and asked:

"Human Hero, where did you get that?"

In Aran's left hand was a small rabbit's foot.
It was dirty and quite damaged, but it held immense significance for Glaka.
Because it was a charm he had given to his beloved daughter.

"Dzara."
"!"
"So you are Glaka. Your daughter gave me this charm. She said you would believe me if I showed it to you."
"..."

The fact that he knew his daughter's name suggested it was true.
But due to recent distrust, could it be that the Hero had killed his daughter and taken the rabbit's foot...?

Aran then extended the letter in his right hand.

"And this is a letter from Luke, who made the contract with you. He's been injured in battle, so I've come in his place."
"!"

At the mention of Luke's name, Glaka hesitated and then lowered his axe.
It was clear, at least, that the human Hero was not an enemy.
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Glaka took the items from Aran's hands, tucking her daughter's rabbit foot into her bosom and immediately opening the letter to read it.

Aran had wondered if an orc could read human writing. Could Luke possibly know orc script as well?
Somehow, it seemed like something he could do. After all, there wasn't anything that man couldn't do.

After focusing intently on the letter for a while, Glaka finally finished reading and put it down.
But when no response came even after finishing the letter, Aran spoke up first.

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

Glaka remained silent despite Aran's question.

Is she wavering?
As Luke's concerns about the orc's conflict seemed to be coming true, Aran was about to press for an answer when—

"Let me be clear. We do not know how to read human writing."
"?!"

Aran was dumbfounded.
While she had worried about orcs not knowing human script, so that was understandable.
But then why had Glaka spent so long looking at the letter? If she had mentioned this fact from the beginning, Aran could have read the contents for her.

"But I can tell this writing was done with great care. Despite having so much content, there isn't a single smudge."

So that was it.
Even someone who knows nothing about art can distinguish between music and noise when they hear sound.
Perhaps because she couldn't read the letters, the orc could instead recognize the sincerity put into the letter.
Aran had noticed that Luke wrote the letter to show his sincerity to the orcs, but if he had anticipated even this, it would truly be remarkable insight.

"If you want to know what it says, I can read it to you."
"No need. I know without reading it."

Glaka took a deep breath, let out a heavy sigh, and spoke again.

"It says: 'Now let's defeat the humans in the west according to our contract. Afterward, we will fulfill your demands.' Something like that?"

Aran had received the letter sealed, so she didn't know what was written in it, but she was about to nod, thinking that Luke would have written something like that.

'No, if it's Luke...'

With a sudden flash of insight, instead of nodding, she gave a different answer.

"He also added a sincere apology for the delay in the rescue. But he promised that your people would definitely be saved and asked you to trust him."

Glaka remained silent after hearing Aran's words, but soon nodded.
That gesture indicated understanding and acceptance regardless of race.
It seemed Luke's sincerity had been conveyed.

"I'm curious about something. Did you humans know that our captured kin were here?"
"No, we had no idea. I only encountered you by chance while looking for you. So if you suspected that we knew and did nothing, I hope you'll reconsider."
"...I see. Thank you. That resolves one of my doubts."

Despite saying this, Glaka avoided making eye contact with Aran.
Suspicion, once it arises, spreads faster and wider than a stain.
And it's also harder to erase than a stain.

Even if they learned that their kin were here...
The North urgently needs victory in the war, while the orcs are more concerned about their kin's safety than the outcome of the war, so their priorities differ.

From the orcs' perspective, even if the North helps with the hostage rescue, it would be after this war ends.
Would the North actively help them if their kin suffered harm in the meantime?
And helping the North would naturally mean betraying the West. What if that brought harm to their kin? It was doubtful whether the North would care about that.

'Even so, Luke sending me here couldn't have intended things to go this far.'

Meeting Dzara had been pure coincidence.
So while meeting Glaka might have been Luke's intention, everything from now on would be entirely her own spontaneous judgment.

She didn't know what strategy Luke might have planned with the orcs. Perhaps her actions now might ruin his prior plans.
But the reason she was seeking the orcs' cooperation was to strike a blow against Dorgon, and for that, she needed to gain Glaka's trust completely.

Aran decided to move forward without hesitation.
Even if variables arose, she believed Luke would surely handle them well.
For some reason, she was certain that if Luke were here instead of her, he would have taken the same actions.

Therefore, Aran decided to create the best possible outcome she could.

"Chief Glaka."
"...?"
"If you cooperate with my plan, we can save your people. Right now."
"!"

Glaka's eyes widened at Aran's declaration.

"Is that true?"
"Yes. I promise on my name."

It was a promise made by none other than the human hero, with her hand placed on her chest.
The hero's reputation was well-known even among orcs, and the orcs, who revered strength, acknowledged the human hero despite being enemies.

Above all, the expression the hero wore...
It resembled the expression that human Luke had when making promises to them in the past. That expression that had moved the orcs' hearts.

'......'

In truth, the claim about not being able to read human writing was a lie.

Orcs were originally a race from the north.
Even though they weren't on friendly terms, living close to humans meant that human culture occasionally flowed in.
Through this process, someone of a chief's standing could read at least the very basics of human script.

Glaka in particular had a thirst for knowledge and was more familiar with human writing than other orcs.
Even so, his decoding level was only that of a human infant, but human Luke had been considerate enough to write simply, allowing Glaka to understand about 10% of the letter.
Among those words, he recognized "sorry" and "definitely" written several times.
If that was the case...

"I will trust you, human hero."

Glaka decided to take the human's extended hand once more.
This might be the opportunity they had been waiting for all along.

***

Flap!
The tent flap was pulled back wide, and three orcs entered in succession.
Jenora of the Vine Marsh, Mas of the Shadow Step, and Boom of the Iron Fist.
All were orc tribal chiefs.

Though it was late at night, they had rushed over at Glaka's call, and were surprised to find the human hero actually inside the tent.

"Kruk, Glaka. Is it true? That the human hero has agreed to save our kin?"

Mas, the most hot-blooded and aggressive of the chiefs, thrust his face forward and asked.

"Yes. This is the reinforcement human Luke sent to keep his promise to us."
"Reinforcement... kruk, just one?"
"Mas, the opportunity you've been longing for has arrived. Are you dissatisfied?"

Flinching at Glaka's subtle pressure, Mas quietly took his seat.
As Jenora and Boom also sat down, Glaka began speaking.

"As you've heard, the human hero here has agreed to help us. Tonight, we will rescue our kin and head to the northern human fortress."

The first to raise a question was Jenora, who was also a shaman.

"Our kin's, prison, has powerful, curses on it. Soldiers, are also, guarding it."
"You don't need to worry about that."

All four orcs turned their attention to Aran as she spoke.

"I actually discovered the prison where your people are being held on my way here. I've dealt with the guards and destroyed the curses."
"!"
"It's true. The human hero met my daughter Dzara, and they've already made plans to respond from that side."
"Ooh, good."

Jenora nodded, and even Mas twitched his eyebrow, seemingly impressed by Aran's advance work.

"Now I'd like to explain my plan, if that's alright?"
"Go ahead, human hero. We're not familiar with tactics. We'll leave it to you."

Glaka handed command over to Aran. The other chiefs had no objections.
Even Mas remained quiet, apparently having acknowledged Aran after what he'd just heard.

"As Chief Glaka just said, I met your imprisoned kin and made escape plans with them. But since I took down guards in the process, they might notice something's wrong, so we need to move quickly."
"Kruruk, if it's about the guards, there's no immediate concern."

Mas interrupted during the explanation.

"There's no guard change at night. They probably won't notice until morning."

Visibly more agile than the other orcs, he was the tribe's best hunter and tracker.
He had secretly gathered information about the prison guards, looking for an opportunity to rescue their kin.

"Thank you, that makes things even easier."

Aran thanked Mas for the valuable information and continued her explanation.

"If we attempt an escape head-on, the enemy forces will concentrate their attack on us and we'll be annihilated. That's why you haven't been able to escape until now, right?"
"That's correct."
"So we need to cause a disturbance. A huge commotion that will draw all their attention."
"We had the same idea. But the question is how to create such a disturbance. If we're not careful, the commotion could make things more dangerous."
"I have an idea about that. It's the core of my plan."

As Glaka said, they had previously come up with a plan similar to Aran's.
However, they couldn't even attempt it because of the disturbance issue. Now that Aran claimed she could solve that part, everyone's interest was piqued.

"Attacking the barracks where the soldiers are would have minimal effect due to their numbers, so that's out. The food storage would be effective, but Dorgon wouldn't leave it poorly defended, so it would be heavily guarded."
"Kruk! Right. Going to the food storage would be suicide. It's too dangerous."
"While looking for you, I briefly surveyed the enemy camp. I found a good spot that's highly visible but relatively less guarded."
"Where is that?"

Aran answered in a serious tone.

"We'll destroy their siege weapons."
"!!"

Mas immediately objected.

"Kruk, that's dangerous. It's less guarded than the food storage, but still heavily defended. Human hero, even you would die needlessly."
"I don't plan to infiltrate from the front. With my abilities, I can directly teleport to the top of the large siege weapons, which actually makes it easier."
"How will you destroy them?"
"My ability is lightning-based, so I have plenty of firepower. During the siege, I noticed they have wooden weapons like siege ladders—if I set those on fire, it will cause a major commotion."
"Krur..."
"If a huge target like a siege weapon catches fire, their attention will be focused there. During that time, we can escape with your people. I'll stall for time and then escape too. Don't worry, I'm confident in my speed."

Aran spoke casually, but the orcs fell into serious contemplation.

They had witnessed the hero's strength firsthand in the past. Given her confidence, the plan seemed feasible.
However, it still seemed too dangerous, with too much burden placed on her.
If the human hero died while trying to help their kin escape, it would be tantamount to betraying the northern humans.

Though savage, violent, and slow-witted, orcs weren't evil enough to abandon comrades.
Yet if they supported the hero at the siege weapons, it would make it difficult to help their kin escape.

That's when Jenora spoke up.

"Human hero, you don't, need to, stall for time."
"?"
"Kekekeke. You need, a big fire, right? Good. I think, I can help, with that plan."

Jenora laughed sinisterly, making Aran tilt her head in confusion, but Jenora continued to laugh as if greatly amused by something.
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KWAAANG!

The sound suddenly echoed through the night while everyone was asleep.
Was it an earthquake? Had a star fallen from the sky?
Neither.
It was an explosion. The terrible sound of something large bursting.

So what exactly had exploded in the dead of night?
The Northern Army guarding the walls and the Western Army on patrol all jerked their heads up in alarm.
It didn't take long to find the cause.

The Western Army's pride, their siege weapon,
was burning fiercely like a massive bonfire.

What on earth had happened?
Since it wasn't something they could address at their level, they ran to report to their respective commanders.
The enormous flames that began burning that night
would become a signal fire that greatly shook this war.

***

Whoosh!
Aran felt goosebumps rise as he watched the massive flames.

'That was really dangerous. Winter Cannon's walls could have been in serious peril.'

The information Zenora provided was incredible.
He was thankful he had come to the enemy camp in advance.

The reason the Western Army hadn't attempted a siege after the arrival of reinforcements wasn't simply to gather strength.
They were planning to capture Winter Cannon in their next siege. And for this, they had been making certain preparations.
They were modifying their siege weapons, apart from long-range ones like catapults, into massive mobile bombs.

Technicians had been working to increase the weapons' speed.
Mages had plastered all sorts of fire magic onto the weapons.

Moreover, Igril, a close aide to Dorgon who planned this operation, had also enlisted the abilities of Zenora, an orc shaman, to ensure success.
Zenora was reluctant to participate in actions that would harm the North due to his contract, but he had no choice but to join to avoid Igril's suspicion.

Somehow, during the process, he was able to understand the magic circles engraved on the weapons.
Coincidentally, having suffered greatly from fire magic during his past duel with Sophia, he had since been fascinated by the power of fire spells and had studied them diligently.

In this situation, Aran proposed a method to destroy the siege weapons while planning the orc tribe's escape operation.
Thanks to different coincidences miraculously coming together in one place.

"Kekekeke! It burns well, burns very well."

Whether intoxicated by his own magic, or delighted by revenge against the West that had tormented them,
or perhaps excited about landing a blow against the West who had arrogantly treated his tribespeople as hostages—though he had no family like Glaka, having devoted his life to magic, he was still a tribal chief—

Zenora danced with his staff, swaying his shoulders as he watched the huge flames.
Boom, the Iron Fist tribal chief, grabbed him roughly by the scruff of his neck with his large hands and dragged him away from his comical behavior.

"Human warrior, we'll proceed as planned. We're counting on you."
"Leave it to me."

After sending the orcs toward the prison, Aran used his ability to climb atop the burning siege weapon and looked down at the surroundings.

The Western Army had awakened from the unexpected commotion in the middle of the night.
The sound of them hastily arming themselves and rushing this way could be heard through the crackling of the fire.

Shing.
Like a judge standing above a fiery hell, facing the demons rushing in,
Aran drew his sword and waited for them to come.

Tonight would be quite long, but...

'This is a familiar situation.'

If there was one thing he regretted,
it was that he felt lonely without comrades by his side tonight.

***

Meanwhile, those most shocked and confused by the current situation were none other than the Western Army.

The guards shouted until their throats were raw, alerting their comrades about the raid.
At the news that enemies had set fire to their camp and caused explosions, soldiers hurriedly armed themselves without even having time to shake off their drowsiness.
Mages and knights also grabbed their weapons and came outside with minimal equipment.
The camp was literally covered in chaos. It was pandemonium.

It was understandable that the mighty Western Army, known as the Iron Earth, would be so flustered.
Surely their guards were watching vigilantly in all directions, making it impossible for even a mouse to infiltrate, let alone a person.
Attacking this place with tens of thousands of troops would be suicide.

Above all, this camp had a barrier maintained all day by the Golden Tower... Ah, recently the barrier had been withdrawn due to the conflict between two of the Seven Heroes.
Anyway, no one had worried about the Northern Army launching a surprise attack on this camp because it seemed like an absurd strategy.
But that absurd thing had happened.

Still, they wouldn't have earned the name "Iron" if they fell apart over a single night raid.

"Everyone to your positions!"
"The enemy could attack. Guard the gates in each direction of the camp!"
"This unit, bring water to put out the fire. Third unit, clear the surroundings to prevent the fire from spreading!"
"An explosion of this magnitude wasn't caused by magic from afar, but from inside. There might be a culprit—capture anyone suspicious and cut off their limbs first!"

Commanders who had awakened quickly controlled their soldiers and responded.
Following their commands, the soldiers put aside their confusion and moved in unison.

Dorgon's First Mace, Igril, quietly observed the scene.
The Second Mace, Jin, approached him and asked:

"What are you doing just standing there? If the siege weapons are damaged, not only will we suffer from this raid, but our next operation will be seriously hindered!"

Though Jin didn't particularly want to speak with him, in a situation like this, it couldn't be helped.
Just as mages had been assigned under Jin's command after Muer's disappearance, the weapon units were under Igril's command in Doikason's absence.

Moreover, Igril had made those weapons the core of the next siege plan.
Jin questioned him because it seemed strange that he was delegating the response to others while taking no action himself.

Swish.
As Igril turned his head to look at him, Jin inwardly flinched at his strangely calm and indifferent eyes.
But Igril asked him back in a chilling voice:

"Don't you find it strange too?"
"W-what do you mean?"
"Targeting the siege weapons in a raid is one thing. But the explosion is unusually large. As if someone knew about the fire magic circles in the weapons and deliberately set them off."
"!"

Of course, one could think there might be mages among them, but...
Jin prided himself as the most intelligent among Dorgon's aides. He understood what Igril was implying.

"You mean there's a traitor?"
"Who could it be?"

The range of people who knew about the fire magic circles wasn't very wide.
Army leadership, mages, technicians, weapon unit members.
Among them, the most likely traitor would be...

"It would be someone who stands to gain the most from this chaos. Someone who has something to gain, or wants to curry favor with the enemy."
"Then the orc army."

Igril decisively concluded after hearing Jin's opinion and began moving somewhere with his weapon in hand.

Though Igril's conclusion seemed somewhat abrupt, Jin also believed it was highly possible.
Those creatures were forced to follow orders with their kin held hostage, and they were stupid and dull enough to pull such a useless stunt.

Although there was no evidence or confirmation that orcs were the culprits...
There was no way to stop that madman who would spill blood once things went wrong. Jin decided to let Igril move on his own while he focused on extinguishing the fire.
After all, whether orcs were the culprits and losing the weapons ruining the next operation were completely separate issues.

***

Glaka and the orc warriors used the commotion very well.
It was thanks to following Aran's advice.

The orcs had planned to move forward by eliminating all Western Army soldiers blocking their way.
To fully vent their resentment for the oppression they had suffered.
But Aran said that forcing their way through would take considerable time, and if they were surrounded by the Western Army along the way, they might not even reach the prison. He suggested another method.

Even though the siege weapon had exploded, the enemy wouldn't immediately notice the orcs' betrayal.
Until the hostages were rescued and the betrayal revealed, orcs were still allies in their eyes.
So they should pretend to be catching intruders and protecting the camp, allowing them to pass even when encountering Western Army soldiers.

The Western Army would be too busy dealing with the fire to have the leisure to question orcs.
In fact, they needed all the help they could get, so it would be good if orcs actively moved to catch intruders.
Adding a little spice to this:

"Warriors of the orcs, the time of blood and battle has come! Hunt down the intruders! Hang their necks!"
"Wooooo!"

The warriors responded with a roar to Glaka's command.
To human eyes, they would look like they were obsessed with battle.

They reached near the prison without raising any suspicion, and as Aran had said, the area was indeed clear.
While the other side was in chaos due to the flames and commotion, this outskirt area was secluded and quiet even amid the pandemonium.

The orc warriors rushed forward upon seeing their families.

"Dzara!"
"Father!"

Glaka was no exception.
Seeing his daughter's face, which had grown even thinner, he felt tears welling up in a manner unbecoming of a warrior, but he held them back and said:

"Everyone step back. I'm going to break this down now."

At Glaka's nod, Boom, the Iron Fist tribal chief who was the strongest among the orcs, and his Iron Fist orcs took position with hammers and clubs.
KWANG!
With a thunderous sound, they blew away the prison bars.

As the bars separating them disappeared, the orcs trapped inside flew out like birds released from a cage and fell into their families' arms.
Whoosh!
The warriors, finally embracing their beloved families and feeling their warmth, relaxed their hardened faces as if putting down a heavy burden.

Glaka too lifted his daughter in his arms, sharing a brief moment of reunion joy, then called out to his kin:

"It's not over yet! We must escape from here and reach the human fortress. Don't let your guard down. Warriors, take up your weapons!"

At his words, the warriors picked up their weapons and prepared to fight again.
The swift Dark Step tribe and the strong Iron Fist tribe would clear the path, while the Vine Swamp tribe would support them with magic.
The Black Rock tribe, skilled with weapons, would protect their kin while retreating. They were about to move when:

"Father! We can also wield weapons."

Female orcs who still had strength among those imprisoned picked up spears and swords, joining the battle formation.

"Where did you get those?"
"The human warrior gave them to us from the guards."

From creating the distraction to this—they owed him a debt.
Come to think of it, the hostages' shackles had also been removed. That must have been the human warrior's doing too.

And he was grateful to the human Luke for keeping his promise by sending such a warrior.
To repay that kindness, they needed to escape safely from here and fight alongside him against the enemy.

"Be careful. You're injured. If it gets difficult, leave it to the warriors."
"We are warriors too when we hold weapons."

Seeing his daughter, who had grown more resilient through harsh experiences despite her emaciated body, Glaka felt both bitter and proud.
After stroking her head once, he ordered them to move.

"Hey, orcs! Haven't you found the intruders yet? Always just consuming food... Huh? What's that?"
"Re-rebellion! The orcs have betrayed us, and the hostages are free!"

Now there was nothing to hide, nothing to hold back.
The orcs advanced toward the nearest gate, ruthlessly cutting down the Western Army soldiers blocking their way.
The Western Army was trampled like weeds under their intense and swift advance.
As the gate came into view, it seemed they might actually escape, but then—

Swish!

"!"

Mas, who was clearing the path at the front, suddenly spotted something and slowed down, drawing his dagger.

CLANG!
He barely blocked a fierce sword strike flying from the front.
But the blow was so sharp that it slightly cut his shoulder.

"Grrrr."

As Mas, the vanguard, stopped, the other orcs also halted.
They saw the face of the one blocking their path.

And it was a face known to all orcs.
How could they not know him? This was the very villain who had kidnapped their females as hostages and controlled the warriors like toy soldiers—the source of all their troubles and their sworn enemy.
It was Igril.

"Trying to escape? No. Now that it's come to this, since you're so large, I'll fill you with plague and poison to make you into living bombs."

The orcs took battle positions as Igril approached with his long sword, making chilling remarks.
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Screech.

"Ahhh! The ladder truck is falling over. Get out of the way!"

Crash!
The wooden middle section must have burned, making the body unstable, as the ladder truck collapsed with an ominous sound.
Fortunately, there were no casualties thanks to everyone narrowly avoiding it, but as the ladder truck fell, it crushed a couple of tents, causing the flames to spread.

Aran caught his breath as he watched the Western Army frantically moving to suppress the additional flames.

'Hiding my abilities is exhausting.'

His ability, "Divine Punishment," was the power to control lightning-attribute mana.
In this world, magic exists, so techniques that manipulate natural elements like fire or water aren't particularly rare.
However, abilities that directly control the elements themselves, rather than through magic, are rare. And there's only one person with lightning abilities.
If his Divine Punishment were to be discovered here, the identity of the intruder would become clear.

There's no better way to attract the Western Army's attention than this.
In truth, this plan is extremely reckless and full of danger.
If his companions had been here, Nia and Yui would have been shocked, and even the indifferent Eris would have tried to stop him.

He had caused a major disturbance in a camp with over ten thousand soldiers.
It was like disturbing a beehive, with angry ants pouring out of their nest all at once.
No matter how much of a hero Aran was, no matter how many Demon Lords and high-ranking demons he had defeated, if he tried to face such numbers alone, he'd be torn apart until not even his bones remained.
That's why he had gone so far as to steal a soldier's clothes to disguise himself and avoid attention.

But the real danger Aran was wary of was something else entirely.

This place wasn't just filled with ordinary soldiers.
There were knights, mages, and many outstanding warriors renowned in the West.
Above all, there were the Seven Heroes of the Kingdom.

The warrior of the Seven Heroes, the Grand Lord of the West, Commander of the Iron Earth Legion.
If Dorgon Ulfair were to personally move to quell the disturbance in his camp, even Aran wouldn't escape unscathed.

Despite knowing his danger better than anyone, the reason Aran could carry out such a reckless plan was... as ridiculous as it sounds, because he trusted his former comrade.

'Even with this chaos, Dorgon won't come.'

Dorgon is excellent as a commander, warrior, and strategist. But he has one habit:
He greatly dislikes variables and adventures, preferring control and stability.
His enjoyment of scheming and his mercilessness in crushing enemies stem from this disposition.

Dorgon is quite safety-first and self-preserving.
Since their hero party days, he has avoided rushing into battlefields prepared by enemies, only fighting comfortably when he can control everything on battlefields of his own preparation.
The only exception was when Lucius gave orders.

And this would still be the case now.

If Dorgon truly intended to win this war by any means necessary, he should have personally appeared at the Battle of Bern Fortress.
Even if he had succeeded in destroying the fortress, we would have suffered serious damage facing him, one of the Seven Heroes.

But Dorgon didn't appear at Bern Fortress, not knowing what the enemy might have done.
And he won't come here tonight either.

If he were to appear, the orcs' escape would fail, and Aran himself could suffer great damage.
But Dorgon would be reluctant to come out, not knowing what other strategies might be waiting in a place where the enemy has set fires and launched a night raid.

'Hmph, knowing your enemy and preparing strategies accordingly. Sounds like someone I know.'

The usual Aran wouldn't have devised this kind of strategy.
Remembering what kind of person his former comrade was and trusting him to form a plan—the very thought was distasteful.

But the reason he was now devising and executing such a plan wasn't just because it was the most effective way to rescue the orcs.

'Even so, if Dorgon knew I was here, I don't know how he'd move. So I need to be careful with using my abilities.'

He couldn't act like Luke, as if he knew everything.
Though he trusted Dorgon enough to devise this plan, he couldn't completely trust him.
After all, he was the betrayer who had stabbed him in the back.

After that, Aran continued to move busily, using the flames to destroy weapons and subtly interfering with firefighting efforts.
With visibility reddened by fire and loud noises constantly ringing in their ears, the Western Army had no time to pay attention to a man in ordinary soldier's clothing.
If knights or mages were nearby, he would simply avoid them.

Come to think of it, he wouldn't normally have disguised himself like this either.
Aran found his own changes rather fascinating.

'By now, the orcs should have rescued the hostages and started their escape.'

When he had observed the Western Army's response from atop the weapon earlier.
As expected of Dorgon's legion, even in chaotic situations, the flow of the units remained orderly.
And among them, there was a concerning movement.

Thinking that the enemy might attack from outside in response to the internal sabotage.
Some of the Western Army's forces were heading toward the camp's gate.

The orcs weren't many in number, and they would have to fight while protecting hostages, making it even harder to display their usual fighting prowess.
They needed support.

'Luke mentioned those called Dorgon's Iron Flails.'

The leader of the vanguard, the giant warrior who fought at Bern Fortress.
If someone like them was here and had gone toward the orcs.
The orcs could be in danger.

***

Orcs are basically larger and stronger than humans.
They have considerable endurance and abundant stamina.
From a racial perspective, orcs could be considered stronger than humans.

Then why did orcs lose to humans during the Great War, and why did they have to live as obedient slaves of the West?
The reason isn't hard to find.
Even recently, they lost a one-on-one duel to a human and had to make a contract subjugating the entire race to the North.

Of course, that human, unlike others they had met, seriously considered the orcs' circumstances.
It was subjugation in name only, more like a cooperative agreement to protect each other without harming one another, so they had no complaints.

Anyway, the reason orcs, despite their robust strength, were pushed back by humans was only one:
The numerical difference was too great.

This isn't simply about numbers.
Humans as a whole may be weaker than orcs.
But among countless humans, there are outstanding strong ones, and they possess power greater than orcs.
The problem is that there are so many humans that there are many with such power.

"Kheuk!"

Mas, the chieftain of the Shadow Step orcs, flew far back and rolled on the ground several times.
His shoulder was soaked in blood, with a large wound that could have severed his arm.
He had just barely avoided it by using all his strength to dodge, causing him to lose balance.

As one of the four chieftains was brutally thrown to the ground by the enemy, the other orcs naturally tensed.

Calmly receiving the fierce gazes of the orcs.
Igril, Dorgon's first Iron Flail, the Executioner, shook the blood off his sword.
Not because he disliked his sword being dirtied with orc blood.
Simply because blood and fat on the blade made it annoying to cut enemies.

"Grr..."

Glaka let out a low groan as he looked at Igril standing like a gatekeeper blocking the way.

He had sensed this human was strong when they first met.
Much stronger than the Northern human, Luke, if he had to be honest.

But since he had lost to Luke after a close fight, it meant this human's strength was greater than his own.
That someone was stronger than Glaka, the greatest orc warrior... meant there was no warrior among the current orcs who could face this human, Igril.

A brave orc warrior faces any strong opponent without fear and fights proudly.
In fact, the stronger the opponent, the more fulfilling the fight.

But while Glaka could fight even a hero, he was reluctant to fight Igril.
Because he was too strong? No.
The human Igril... was, how to put it, eerie.
Though his appearance was clearly human, those eyes reminded him of that being from the past.
The chilling feeling when facing a demon.
How could a human have such eyes?

Still, he couldn't back down.
Now that Igril had spotted them, he would keep pursuing. If they could just defeat him, they could escape through the exit beyond!

"Kruk! We fight."

At Glaka's brief command, the orcs once again ignited their fighting spirit.
Igril looked at the orcs with languid eyes, then adjusted his grip on his greatsword.

"Here I come!"

As Igril moved his feet and disappeared from view, the orcs quickly guarded in all directions.
Especially Boom, the Iron Fist chieftain who was breaking through the front with Mas, grabbed his club with both hands and took his characteristic batting stance, firing a pressure wave forward.

Kwaaaaaaa!
The pressure wave Boom created was fierce and strong enough to blow away everything in front of him.
But, swoosh.

"!"

Swoosh-swoosh-swoosh-swoosh!
Igril easily cut through Boom's pressure wave, then quickly charged forward and slashed at Boom's massive body in rapid succession.

Thud!
Whether from pain or not, Boom lost strength and fell to his knees, and Igril raised his sword to pierce the falling Boom's neck.
In this critical moment.
Kwang!
An earth golem created by Zenora's magic tackled Igril from the side.

Immediately changing his stance to block the golem's fist, Igril smoothly twisted the handle of his sword.
Crack-crack-crack-crack!
Literally grinding, he shattered the golem's arm into pieces.

"Huhuhuh! As long as there's earth, the golem's regeneration is always possible."

As Zenora mocked Igril while regenerating the golem's arm.
Crack-crack-crack-crack-crack!

"?!"

Igril infused his sword with mana and cut the golem into pieces at an even faster speed.
Finding the totem that served as the heart inside the torn golem's body, he quickly pierced and destroyed it.
Rumble.

Having lost its totem, the golem stopped regenerating and collapsed. Zenora was dumbfounded by the terrifying speed, but had no time to be surprised.
Whoosh!
After defeating the golem, Igril launched himself toward Zenora, the caster.

"Eek!"

The golem was too late.
Zenora hurriedly unwrapped the prayer beads around her hand to summon a banshee, but.
Igril was faster.

"Huk!"

Just as she unwrapped the beads, Igril was already right in front of her, swinging his sword at her neck.
Clang!
Thanks to Glaka quickly intervening and blocking with his shield, Zenora was safe.

Screech.
While struggling in a power contest with Igril's sword, Glaka was inwardly surprised.
He had guessed Igril was strong, but to knock down two chieftains in an instant and nearly defeat Zenora as well.
He was no ordinary warrior.

There was no time to be surprised for long.
Whoosh!
After being blocked by the shield, Igril withdrew his sword without hesitation, then spun his body and launched a series of sword strikes at Glaka.
Glaka used his left-hand shield to block them, but Igril's attacks were far faster and more numerous than his shield movements.

Slash!
Finally, his leg was cut.

"Kruk!"

Glaka staggered greatly and bent his knee.
Igril, who had somehow approached his side, raised his sword high like an executioner pronouncing a death sentence, then brought it down, but.

"No!"

Clang!
A spear fiercely intervened, parrying Igril's sword.
But Glaka, despite having his life saved, was alarmed rather than relieved and shouted:

"Dzara, get away!"

"!"

Having failed to kill Glaka, Igril approached the young orc, Dzara, who seemed easier to kill, and swung his sword at her back.
As Glaka reached out with a desperate face, about to witness his daughter's death.

Crackle-crackle-crackle!
A stream of electricity flew from somewhere and engulfed Igril.

Boom!
The electric current mercilessly pushed Igril back from where he stood.
Even as Igril blocked the electricity with his sword, he was pushed far back, scraping the ground.

"This... even I'm a bit surprised."

As the electricity disappeared, Igril readjusted his grip on his sword and looked at the man who had appeared before him.
Aran, who had saved Dzara, patted her head to reassure her, then entrusted her to Glaka before facing Igril.

"Hero Aran, if I kill you and hang your head, it will lower the enemy's morale."

Igril, having identified Aran as prey, took his stance while looking at him.
Aran also raised his sword against the gloomy killing intent emanating from Igril.
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The midnight fire turned the Western Army's camp upside down.
Dorgon too awoke from his sleep.

He came out wearing only his coat and received reports about the fire situation.

"All camp gates have been sealed with troops."
"Patrol teams are searching the camp interior. So far, no suspicious individuals have been found in the eastern sector. The western sector is still being searched."
"Firefighting operations are proceeding under Commander Jin's command. Quick response has prevented the fire from spreading further, and we're extinguishing the fire that broke out in the armory."

After hearing all the reports, Dorgon asked his subordinate.

"Where is the Vice Commander now?"
"He disappeared earlier, but didn't say where he was going."

In such an emergency situation, for someone of the Vice Commander's rank to leave without a word, especially when an explosion occurred in the armory under his charge, was a dereliction of duty.
But Dorgon didn't make an issue of it.

Igril had a free and wild personality like a lone beast, but he had never once neglected his duties.
His absence didn't mean he was ignoring the firefighting effort.
It meant he had found the culprit.

"The fire is large, and we might lose soldiers if they continue firefighting. Tell Jin to stop the operation and go to the Golden Tower camp to request assistance."
"Yes!"

With that, Dorgon decided to leave the matter of finding the perpetrator to Igril.
So far, there hadn't been a problem that Igril couldn't solve.

However, having experienced several failures due to the incompetence of subordinates he had previously deemed capable, he wasn't blindly trusting Igril.
Upon hearing about the explosion in the armory, Dorgon, like Igril, suspected the possibility of an insider, but he took it one step further.

If internal traitors had conspired together, they would have acted during deployment, not now.
Striking then would have completely ruined this operation.

Yet they acted now, in the midst of operation preparations?
This meant there was external involvement, and now was the only time they could receive outside help.
In other words, even if the perpetrator was an insider, the origin of this incident was an outsider.

So which outsider could have bypassed the surveillance system he had created and entered this place?
As far as he knew, there was only one person.

'Aran...'

He had specialized in surprise attacks even during the Great War and had occasionally learned infiltration techniques from Low.
Therefore, no matter how systematic the defense, a Hero could infiltrate if determined.

Despite knowing this, the reason he hadn't taken measures was because, given Aran's behavioral patterns, if he infiltrated this camp, it would surely be to assassinate him.
If Aran wanted to walk into the tiger's mouth himself, Dorgon would welcome it.
He had preparations in place to kill him.

But if it wasn't Aran, he couldn't think of any other skilled person bold enough to infiltrate this place and commit such acts.
What if Aran had changed his approach for some unknown reason and infiltrated with a different purpose to carry out sabotage?

But why would he specifically target the armory?
If his intention was to weaken their strategy, he would argue that striking directly at the enemy's head—himself—would be better.

"..."

After pondering briefly, Dorgon gave additional instructions to his subordinate.

"When requesting help from the Golden Tower camp, deliver this message to Merci."

***

Clang!
While exchanging sword blows with Igril, Aran clicked his tongue in difficulty.

'He's quite skilled.'

To think Dorgon had such a person among his subordinates.
Despite wielding a long sword, he handled it with whip-like flexibility and speed, showing exceptional swordsmanship.
Objectively assessing, his pure sword skill surpassed Yui's and was marginally better than Captain Ilaine's.

What made him particularly dangerous was...

Swish!
Aran dodged Igril's sharp thrust and counterattacked using his ability.
Clang!
Igril withdrew his sword to block it, then swung his sword widely, targeting Aran.

Aran landed on the ground, stepping back, and was about to continue his attack when...

"!"

Igril leaped like a bat and swung his long sword wildly.
Kakakakak!
Under that fierce barrage, Aran was forced to retreat again and reposition himself.

"Whew."

It had been a while since he'd fought an opponent of this caliber.
Not quite at the level of his old comrades, but just below them.

His swordsmanship was impressive enough, but the killing intent emanating from his sword and eyes was terrifying.
Eyes that regarded tearing human flesh as no different from breaking twigs.
Eyes like Lucius's rather than Dorgon's.

His Hero's intuition warned him.
This man was the type of enemy one should never underestimate.

The problem was that Aran didn't have time for a leisurely fight against a formidable opponent.

With Igril blocking the way, the exit was sealed.
Meanwhile, enemy patrols would be searching the camp for the culprit, and the firefighting operations were progressing smoothly.
He needed to break through this man quickly and help the Orcs escape the camp. He couldn't afford to be delayed even for a second.

"It's futile, Hero. I'll only block you. You've harmed the Orc chieftain, so if I just stop you, they won't be able to escape from here."

Not just skilled in swordsmanship but also in strategy, Igril had accurately assessed the current situation and Aran's intentions.

'This is troublesome.'

It was somewhat embarrassing to admit, but while Aran excelled in combat sense against individuals, he was less adept at strategic fighting with planned operations.
His experience from the Great War allowed him to formulate basic tactics, but he regrettably lacked the talent for commanding troops in a constantly changing battlefield like this.

In such situations, he had relied on commanders like Dorgon, Lucius, and Grace.
But now they weren't by his side, and he had to manage on his own.

So... to overcome this obstacle, he would learn from them in his memories.
Not just combat, but war.
Not the stance of a Hero who fights alone at the forefront, but that of a commander who leads everyone.

Fortunately, he had worked with good examples during operations.
Luke, who, like himself, commanded troops as an elemental ability user.

'I'm here in your place, so I'm sorry, but I need to borrow your strength again.'

Moreover, he had experience.
Hadn't he learned and practiced how to utilize a team during mock battles with the Royal Guard?
The principle was the same, just with different people and in greater numbers!
Drawing on those memories...

"Chieftain Glaka."

At Aran's call, Glaka turned to look at him.

"Just once, if I open a path, can you break through the gate with all your might?"
"It won't be easy. There are humans guarding the gate."
"You don't need to focus on defeating them all. Your goal is to escape from here, right? Not to take down as many Western Army soldiers as possible."
"Hmm... that's right."
"So focus all your strength on charging forward with minimal defense."

After a brief silence at Aran's words, Glaka expressed doubt.

"If we do as you say, there's a way to escape. But the enemy will pursue us as soon as we pass through the gate. That's dangerous."

The reason the Orcs had tried to defeat the Western Army soldiers on their way was because of pursuit.

If even a small pursuit team caught up, it would quickly snowball.
Since this escape operation was improvised without promised reinforcements, they would have to reach the castle on their own. Fighting pursuit teams along the way would result in many casualties among their kin.

To Glaka's concern, Aran responded firmly.

"You don't need to worry about that."
"...?"
"You just focus on escaping. Leave what comes after to us."

Glaka was curious about what Aran had in mind, but time was running short.
Even as they spoke, the noose was tightening around them, so Aran pressed for an answer.

"Alright. Human Hero, I'll trust you."
"Good. Then you'll have only one chance, so be ready for a swift move."

As Aran finished speaking and took his stance, Glaka also rose firmly, gripping his axe and shield tightly.

Thanks to Aran keeping Igril occupied, he had managed emergency treatment for his leg.
Even so, it was just cloth torn and wrapped around, so blood was still seeping through, but an Orc warrior doesn't yield even with severed limbs.

After giving instructions to Glaka, Aran exhaled and...

"Huff."

Crackle.
Without hiding it, he enveloped his body in electricity.
The amount of electricity surrounding his body increased, eventually covering his entire form and coalescing into the shape of wings.

Sensing that some extraordinary technique was coming, Igril also took his stance and asked.

"Weren't you trying not to be discovered? Using such a technique will give you away."
"I know that much."

The name of this technique was Celestial Wing.
It was Aran's most powerful enhancement and charge technique.
Wherever the massive electric wings passed, everything was destroyed, with enough power to shatter even an iceberg created by Luke, the Ice Knight, at full strength.
Even if one tried to block it, they would be electrocuted and scorched.
It was literally a finishing move impossible to defend against or evade.

As Igril mockingly warned, using this would immediately alert Dorgon to Aran's presence.
But Aran didn't care as he raised his sword and took his stance.

"I'll warn you now. If all you have is that sword, run away. You'll die."
"...I think you're right."

Whoosh.
Seeing the alarming amount of electricity in the wings, Igril relaxed his stance, apparently unwilling to face it head-on.

Kwagagagaga!
Though Aran had given a formal warning, he hadn't really intended to give time to escape as he began his charge.

The fierce electricity of Celestial Wing tore through not just the front but in all directions.
The Western Army soldiers guarding the gate were horrified to see a massive ball of electricity charging at them after the fireball earlier, and frantically threw themselves in all directions.

Kwaaang!
Aran's Celestial Wing reached its target, blasting away the Western Army camp's gate with a single strike.

"Uwoooooh!"

Simultaneously, the Orcs desperately ran along the path Aran had cleared.
The injured Boom and Mas were carried by Iron Fist Orcs with sturdy builds, with Glaka taking the vanguard.

"The Orcs are escaping! Catch them!"

The Western Army soldiers who had scattered to avoid the Celestial Wing now regrouped upon seeing the Orcs' escape and rushed to stop them.

"Xenora!"
"Huhuhu!"

Though she couldn't activate it earlier due to Igril's rapid approach, Xenora had already prepared her prayer beads.
Having completed her spell preparations, she activated them toward the approaching soldiers.

[Kyaaaaaaah!]

Banshees that emerged from the prayer beads flew in all directions.

Following Xenora's command, the banshees grabbed nearby humans and screamed.
At the ear-splitting shrieks, soldiers lost consciousness or collapsed with their eardrums actually bursting.

Swoosh.
Just then, Igril, who had apparently dodged the Celestial Wing by throwing himself aside as soon as he relaxed his stance, stealthily approached to kill Xenora.

"Hnngh!"

Clang!
Glaka, who had been wary of Igril all along, moved quickly and blocked Igril's surprise attack by a hair's breadth.
Igril didn't stop there and unleashed his characteristic high-speed swordsmanship.

"Kraaaah!"

It was impossible to block all of those attacks anyway.
Glaka, disregarding the wounds to his body, charged forward with his shield raised only to protect his head.
He thrust his heavy axe toward where the sword strikes were coming from.

Igril stopped his attack and raised his sword to block Glaka's axe, but...
Kwaaang!

"?!"

Swoosh.
The force behind the axe was substantial, sending him flying farther than expected.
Thus, Igril was unexpectedly removed from the battlefield.

"Hurry out!"

Aran had cleared the path, the banshees were blocking the soldiers' approach, and the most dangerous Igril was gone.
Glaka urged his kin, and the Orcs, putting all their strength into their legs, ran with everything they had until...

Whoosh.
They finally succeeded in escaping the camp.

"Ch-chase them!"

The Western Army, despite suffering from the banshees, shouted loudly upon seeing the Orcs escape.
Just then, patrol teams who had been searching for the culprit inside the camp after hearing the banshees' screams, along with nearby Western Army soldiers, arrived at the scene.
Igril, who had been sent flying by Glaka's axe, also returned.

The pursuit began.
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Following Aran's plan, they successfully managed to escape from the camp with the hostages.

But this wasn't the end—they now faced the second phase.
They needed to reach Winter Cannon while evading the Western Army that was pursuing them like predators.

"Kruk, the banshees are at their limit."

To make matters worse, the banshees that had been effective against ordinary soldiers were now being eliminated one by one as knights and mages joined the pursuit.
With no other choice, Zenora withdrew her spell.

With the banshees gone, the soldiers pursued more confidently.
At this rate, they wouldn't even make it to Winter Cannon—they'd be caught and annihilated right outside the camp.

"Human hero, you said we wouldn't need to worry about pursuit."
"Yes, just keep focusing on running away."

When Glaka sensed the powerful killing intent approaching from behind and asked, Aran answered calmly.

Glaka couldn't understand why Aran had been so confident all this time, what plan he had devised.
But when he saw Aran encouraging the orcs to run while he himself moved to the back of the procession, Glaka's eyebrow twitched.

'Could it be?'

Moving to the most dangerous position at the rear meant he intended to fight the enemy.
Was the hero's plan to hold off the enemy alone while the orcs escaped, buying them time?
Had he deliberately told them to run with all their might so they wouldn't stay behind?

"Kruk."

Certainly, the orcs' priority was the safety of their kin. And to save their kin, reaching Winter Cannon was the top priority.
Even if they wanted to fight alongside the hero, three of the four tribal chiefs were injured, and Zenora from Vine Swamp was a shaman, not a warrior—she couldn't flee quickly after buying time.

Meanwhile, Hero Aran possessed tremendous power and could move quickly with his electrical abilities.
Though it was questionable whether he could handle those numbers, he had expressed confidence, so perhaps it was possible.

So thinking only of their kin's safety, leaving him behind would be the right choice, but...

With a snap, Glaka gripped his axe firmly, stopped in place, and shouted to the orc warriors:

"Brave orc warriors! Will we leave our kin's salvation solely in human hands? Let us fight alongside the hero like true warriors who do not fear death!"

At Glaka's call, warriors who had been uncomfortable with leaving Aran to handle the rear guard or who were itching to take revenge on the Westerners stopped as if they'd been waiting for this.
They turned around, weapons in hand, forming a final defensive line to block the Western Army's pursuit. Just then...

"Aran went to all this trouble to create an opportunity, so stop being presumptuous and just run away."
"?"

Suddenly, a seductive woman's voice reached their ears.
But by the time they turned their heads, she had already passed the orcs. Not just one, but two more figures rushed past the orcs toward Aran.
And then...

Swoosh! Swoosh!
Slash-slash-slash-slash!
Kwagagagaga!

A night-sky colored beam, storm-like sword strikes, and a blood-red scythe.
Three different types of attacks spread out in front, engulfing the Western Army's pursuit team.
What on earth...

Among them, what surprised Glaka most was the demonic energy he sensed from the red scythe.

Why was a demon here? The other two were definitely human.
Moreover, weren't demons enemies of the human hero?
Yet it appeared as though the demon was helping the human hero.

While Glaka and the orcs were blinking in confusion...

"Father!"

Glaka's daughter Dzara called out to him.
She too seemed to have intended to stay and fight, holding a spear, but now gestured to him.

"Let's go!"

At Dzara's urging, Glaka hesitated for a moment, looking back and forth.

Then with a thud, he began running toward Winter Cannon with his kin again.
As Glaka ran, the orc warriors followed one by one. Thanks to this, all the orcs withdrew from the battlefield.

***

Seeing the orcs retreat safely, Aran breathed a sigh of relief while addressing those beside him.

"Thanks for coming."

The first to respond to Aran's gratitude was Yui with a sulky face.

"You said it was a quiet messenger mission! Do you know how surprised I was when I saw the explosion?"

Eris, the most temperamental of the group, didn't stay quiet either.

"Good grief, I forgot what kind of person you are for a moment. Always acting calm while causing chaos. Like a true hero, problems arise wherever you go."

Even the gentle Nia had her eyebrows slightly lowered now.

"I understand your feelings, but couldn't you have at least discussed it with us before acting? We all came this far because we wanted to help you."

Despite receiving complaints from the two women and one demon, Aran smiled slightly.

He had guessed that his companions, upon seeing the large fire in the enemy camp, would immediately realize it was his doing and come to help.
That's why he deliberately used a large technique like Heavenly Wing to signal his position.
It wasn't just enemies who would come running at the sight of divine lightning.

Yes, this was his strategy.
More precisely, these people were Aran's strategy... his "reliable companions."

Since war is not fought alone but together, Aran abandoned his stubborn notion that he had to defeat Igril and safely evacuate the orcs by himself.
Instead, he trusted his companions with the rest and made a somewhat reckless choice as an individual.
Look how splendidly it succeeded.

"Eris, I need your weapon!"
"This is getting addictive. Did you think I'd just lend it to you?"

Despite grumbling, Eris activated her blood magic, showering blades of blood upon the Western Army.
The accelerated Yui grabbed her own weapon in her right hand and one of Eris's blood swords in her left, using dual-wielding to cut down the remaining enemies.
The joint technique they had practiced since the mock battle now flowed naturally.

"Aran, amplification ready."
"Got it."

At Nia's signal, Aran shot electricity at a small star-like sphere floating in the air.
The star twinkled and then scattered electrical currents in all directions.

By now, Aran's group had completely seized control of the battlefield, and despite their overwhelming numerical advantage, the Western Army's advance had halted before their powerful force.

Watching the scene from a distance, Igril analyzed the situation with sharp eyes.

It seemed the orcs had escaped.
Who would have thought the hero would intervene to save the orcs?

He had heard about what kind of person the hero was, but he didn't expect him to be such a meddlesome fool as to rescue a different species that was once an enemy.
Indeed, the saying that fools are harder to deal with than clever enemies was true.

'Well, I've taken measures on the orc side, so it doesn't matter if we lose them.'

Should I do it now?
No. Doing it now would feel good but wouldn't yield much strategic advantage.
Let's wait until the orcs enter the fortress.

After all, tragedy that strikes when one thinks it's all over is the most painful.
When a force like the orcs arrives, their side will likely send out important figures to greet them, so I might be able to target them too.
For now, rather than the orcs...

"This is troublesome. I don't think I can kill them by myself."

If it were just Aran, he could capture him by sacrificing some soldiers, but Aran's female companions had joined the battle.
They seemed quite skilled, which was very annoying. He wanted to kill them here and now, but lacked the firepower to deal with them, when...

"Oh my, really?"
"?"

A young woman's voice reached his ear, and someone gently descended beside Igril.

"Were you thinking about catching those things? Me too."
"You are..."
"Hmm, I quite like the look in your eyes. What do you say? Want to hunt with me?"

Igril nodded without hesitation at the woman's proposal.

***

Kwagwagwagwang!
Once again, Nia's amplification sphere and Aran's electricity combined to block the Western Army's advance.
This time, even knight-level fighters had joined, but...

"Haap!"

Yui's swordsmanship had improved from training with Ilaine.
After exchanging blows with the opposing knight for just a few moments, she read his style and quickly exploited the opening.

"You little girl!"

When the knight swung his sword horizontally in a wide arc, Yui lowered her body extremely low and...
Thwack!
Tackled his shin.

"What!"

Surprised by this tactic uncommon in knight duels, he staggered, causing his sword to waver.

"Finish it!"

Yui rose and precisely stabbed at the joint in his heavy armor.
With that sharp attack, the knight collapsed not just at the knee but his entire body.

With even the knight who had stepped forward boldly now fallen, the soldiers' hesitation grew.

"Ugh."

The desire to capture the hero and his companions for a generous reward had already faded.
Rather, they had to fight because of orders, but they wavered, wondering if they really had to charge at those monster-like opponents or if different orders might come.

Aran also noticed these signs and felt the timing to withdraw approaching.

'The orcs should have reached near Winter Cannon by now.'

Grace was a wise commander, and Luke was by her side.
Both would have witnessed the flames on the siege weapons, and even though it wasn't a pre-agreed operation, they were smarter than him and could quickly assess and respond to the situation.

So he didn't need to worry about that side...

'Dorgon... he's really not coming, is he?'

It was because he believed Dorgon wouldn't come that he carried out this operation, but...
When he decided to use Heavenly Wing, he secretly hoped Dorgon would come.
With his companions now, they could fight him, and if they defeated him here, they could end this war without dragging it out.

But that wish seemed to be his alone.
There was nothing to be done about it, and no reason to feel disappointed, so he was about to withdraw when...

'Come to think of it, Merci was here too.'

Dorgon wasn't the only former companion participating in this war.
Merci de Imperio was also participating as an ally, leading the Golden Tower mages.

She too was on this battlefield and would have seen the explosion and fire of the weapons.

'...She never participated in fights that didn't interest her.'

While Dorgon only appeared on battlefields he could safely control...
Merci only appeared on battlefields that piqued her interest. In fact, she joined the hero's party largely out of intellectual curiosity to study demons with great power.
So if she wasn't appearing here... did that mean she had no interest in his survival?

Suddenly, he wondered what he had meant to his former companions.
Luna had said he was a man she wanted to embrace.
Sira had said he was a mirror reflecting her ugly past.
Rowe had said he was an annoying light that shook him.
Then to Dorgon and Merci...

'No.'

Aran shook his head to clear his thoughts.
If Merci didn't appear, that was actually better.

Among the former hero's party, if asked who was the strongest, it would be Aran, the leader and hero, but...
That was only because his holy sword was effective against demons and he had combat instincts strong in one-on-one fights.
In terms of actual firepower and versatility, the greatest was the archmage Merci.

She could handle all kinds of magic, combine various spells at will, and above all, she possessed vast magical power and mana sight that could visually perceive magical energy.
Without Merci, the hero's party wouldn't have been able to resolve half the crises they faced.

She had been such a powerful ally, but...
Now she had become the worst enemy.

Since she was here, they would eventually have to confront and fight her.
But he had expended energy infiltrating the Western Army's camp and rescuing the orcs.
Against Merci, he would need to fight at full strength, so he wanted to face her when he was in perfect condition.

It seems things rarely go as planned in this world.
Just as Aran was about to tell his companions to retreat...

"Thank you for waiting for me instead of running away."
"!"

The moment he heard a voice as familiar as his companions', Aran felt his throat tighten.

"Then I'll have to accept your invitation."

Looking up, he saw a magician who looked like she had stepped out of a fairy tale, floating gently in the sky.
With a cruel and eerie smile that would never appear in any fairy tale.

"Merci."

She had appeared before Aran's group.
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The appearance of Mercy, one of the Seven Heroes and the master of the Golden Tower, the strongest magic tower, filled Aran's group with tension.

This was their second encounter, having previously met when exterminating demons appearing in the northern outskirts. Yet he still couldn't get used to that strange girl's appearance.
It wasn't simply because she had an unfamiliar face.
Disgust welled up in him at the ugliness of his former comrade who had stolen a poor girl's body out of greed to explore magic eternally.

So Aran, who had been about to retreat, gripped his sword firmly instead.
Though things had changed from the original plan, this operation had already deviated from the plan long ago anyway.
This time, he would settle things with her once and for all.

Mercy, still floating in the air, glanced at Aran.

"Every time I see you, I'm filled with anger about losing my precious robe... but you're not my target right now, so I'll postpone this until next time."
"I'm not your target?"
"Yes, Dorgon gave me a tip and seems to hope I'll get rid of you too. But I'm not that dedicated to customer service."

After saying this, Mercy turned her gaze to Aran's side, her magic eyes glowing as she smiled.

"My~ You're even more beautiful in person. You must be the high-ranking demon attached to Aran. This flow... blood magic? Then you're of the same lineage as the Blood Duke? A survivor exists!"

Her demeanor was as friendly as if meeting an old hometown friend, but Eris, receiving that gaze, frowned with displeasure.

This wasn't truly a friendly greeting.
As a demon who had lived in a society of survival of the fittest, she recognized the emotion in Mercy's eyes.
Those were the eyes of a predator looking at prey.

In that moment, she recalled the two mages they had encountered in the Ice Cave.
Beings who were originally human but had transcended humanity by injecting magical energy and grafting demon flesh.

Come to think of it, during their previous encounter in the northern outskirts, though she hadn't met her directly, the mastermind controlling the demons was said to be Aran's former mage companion.
If that was the case, then this woman before them...

"So it was you? The arrogant mage who played tricks on our kind."
"Why are you acting like you've deduced some great truth? It's obvious without even thinking about it."
"Why you!"

As Eris bared her teeth in anger, Mercy casually flicked her finger and replied.

"Sorry, but it's been so long since I've had a fresh demon, and I'm terribly excited and in a hurry right now. We'll have plenty of conversation during the experiments, so let's go together now."

As soon as she finished speaking, dozens of thorny vines appeared in midair.
Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh.
They poured down, targeting Eris.
The group's eyes widened at the creepy and chilling sight.

Recognizing this as nature magic, the Thorn Hell, Aran immediately shouted to his companions.

"Cutting the vines is useless; they'll regenerate! I'll destroy the magic circle, so don't cut them—defend and dodge!"

Crack-sizzle!
After giving his instructions, Aran immediately used his ability to leap into the air and destroyed the magic circle of the Thorn Hell with his sword.
He tried to continue his attack toward Mercy, but—

"I said we'll deal with you next time."

Whooooosh!
Mercy created a massive whirlwind around her.
The whirlwind crossed the void and instantly engulfed Aran's body.

"Aran!"
"I'll save him."

Nia, also a magic eye user, activated her magic eyes to find a weakness in the magical whirlwind Mercy had created and fired a beam at that spot.
As Nia created a hole in the whirlwind, Aran responded from within.
The whirlwind quickly shattered.

"Oh my?"

Aware of Aran's escape, Mercy, who had somehow descended to the ground, watched the scene with interest.

"That girl... could she be like me?"

She hadn't noticed during their brief previous encounter.
If it was true...

"Another treasure!"

Mercy's eyes sparkled like a child receiving a birthday present.

Dorgon knew well that Mercy wouldn't get involved unless something interested her.
So while requesting mage support for evolution work from the Golden Tower faction, he had separately tipped off Mercy.

She needed demons for experiments with her lord, but due to some accident, there was currently a disruption in magical energy supply.
So he had lured her with the story of the high-ranking demon accompanying Aran.
If Aran was the one who had infiltrated their base, they could capture the high-ranking demon through him.

Just as Dorgon knew Mercy, she knew him as well.
This was an obvious ploy. Since he found it difficult to deal with Aran himself, he wanted her to eliminate him instead.
Another case of excessive self-preservation, it seemed.

But as Dorgon had predicted, Mercy, desperate for magical energy supply, had to check it out despite seeing through the obvious scheme.
And at the place she had gone with half-belief, not only was there indeed a fresh, juicy demon full of magical energy as Dorgon had said.
There was even a magic eye user!
She was so delighted she could give Dorgon a kiss of gratitude.

'Especially the magic eye—I thought research would be impossible since I can't pluck out my own eyes.'

This opened a new path for research.
Determined to capture these two test subjects, Mercy gripped her staff tightly and struck the ground with all her might to activate her next spell.

Boom-boom-boom-boom!
A large magic circle formed on the ground, and the earth began to shake violently.

"This is! Yui, don't fight! Nia and Eris, destroy the areas where the ground is rising! Don't worry about the floor."

Once again, Aran recognized Mercy's magic and warned loudly.

This was magic that twisted the terrain and raised the ground, trapping those within its range like a hand closing around them.
If caught in it, layers of earth and rock would pile up, so they needed to destroy the walls in advance to deplete its power.

"Chatter, chatter, why are you so annoyingly talkative?"

Though she had no intention of fighting Aran, he knew her magic, and letting him continue talking would be troublesome.
Mercy clicked her tongue irritably and targeted Aran while the others were busy breaking through the "Earth's Grasp."

During the hero party days, if Aran's title was "Hero of National Salvation," Row's was "Red Wolf," and Dorgon's was "War Machine,"
Mercy's title was none other than "Master of Magic."

True to that name, once she acquired knowledge, she could handle any existing magic.
Which meant she knew magic to counter Aran.

'The way to catch that hero is surprisingly simple.'

Mercy raised her staff high.
Whoosh!
Despite the lack of water in the terrain, an enormous amount of water gushed out like a waterfall from the magic circle, taking the form of a giant serpent.

"Now, eat."

At Mercy's command, the water serpent lunged forward, charging toward Aran.
Aran dodged far to the side, but the water serpent immediately changed direction to pursue him.
And so began a game of tag with a terrifyingly large pursuer.
Crash-crash-crash!

'Hehe, how pitiful. That personality remains the same?'

Aran's ability, Divine Punishment, was of the lightning attribute.
With powerful destructive force and the added effect of electric shock, it was a formidable ability against solids. But it didn't have a good compatibility with liquids.

That's not to say that someone of hero caliber would be defeated by one large water serpent.
What Aran was truly concerned about was something else.

'If I use my ability on the water serpent and all that water becomes electrified, I'm worried I might turn and hit my companions.'

The way to counter Aran is not to target his ability.
It's to target the person himself.

But this wouldn't keep Aran occupied forever.
After a short while, that hero would find some ingenious way to destroy the water serpent.
While Aran was busy with this distraction, she needed to capture either the magic eye user or the demon first.

But then.
Swoosh!
A red spear of blood flew toward Mercy.
Bang!
Mercy defended by raising her staff in front.

"You've already broken the Earth's Grasp... ah, the magic eye."

That's right. With magic eyes, one could discover the core of magic, allowing even large-scale spells to be quickly destroyed.
Even she, the Master of Magic, was careless as this was her first time fighting a magic eye user.

'Ahaha, this is the first time a fight has become interesting.'

She had always thought enjoying battle was a hobby only for barbarians.
Was it because she had met another magic eye user?
For the first time, Mercy wanted to fight an opponent.

What should she try first?
Should she fire about ten different elemental spells?
Or deliver one massive blow?
No, if that child also possessed magic eyes, her magical capacity would be considerable, so she should make her face new spells continuously.

More excited than when fighting demons, Mercy was about to cast spells in rapid succession using both hands separately when—

"Haah!"
"?!"

Swish!
A shrill voice rang in her ear. A girl charged forward as if flying, wielding a longsword in her right hand and a red sword in her left.

There was one more person she hadn't paid attention to because she wasn't interested.
A sword? How boring.
Frowning at the girl who was rudely interrupting when she was in a good mood, Mercy flicked her finger, causing rocks to fall from the air, saying swordsmen should play with this instead, but—

Slash!
The girl quickly swung her sword, cutting through the rocks in a single stroke.
Well, being Aran's companion, she did have some skill.

If left alone, that girl would soon reach her position, and while such an attack would be nothing to her previous robe, her new one lacked physical defense, so she might suffer a fatal wound.
Yet Mercy still looked indifferent. Because—

"I thought you were competent, but are you just going to watch?"
"?"

Having gotten close enough, Yui also heard Mercy's murmur. Wondering what it meant, she prepared to deliver a strike toward her, but—

"Huh!"

Swish!
Suddenly sensing a faint presence from the side, Yui twisted her body in midair to take a defensive stance.

Clang!
It was a close call.
She had nearly had her neck pierced by that high-speed thrust.

Igril, having failed his surprise attack, twitched his eyebrow in disappointment as he landed on the ground.

"I was waiting for an opportunity. Since I promised you not to kill the demon, and it seems the mage is also off-limits now."
"You're quick-witted. I like you even more. How about it? After this is over, would you like to work as a servant under me instead of Dorgon?"
"I must decline. Your subordinates seem to have too much free time."
"Well, fine. I don't need an insolent person who uses me as bait anyway."

The two exchanged trivial banter without any tension, then took their positions.
Seeing this, Yui naturally tensed up.

She possessed the qualities of a sword saint and had exceptional battle instincts.
Those instincts immediately recognized Igril's danger.
That man is strong.

Igril also fixed his target on Yui.
While Mercy had evaluated him as competent, he too had his weaknesses.
Subduing an opponent without killing them was Igril's only vulnerable area.

"Let's end this quickly. It'll get annoying if Aran comes."
"I agree. Having faced him... he's an opponent I cannot defeat with my skills."

Igril, who had faced the Sky Wing, calmly acknowledged his opponent's strength.

"But if he didn't have that ability, I could win."

Swish.
He pointed his longsword at Yui.
Against Igril's stance, Yui also took her position with her dual swords.

"Now, let's start right away. Let our magic eyes work hard. If you're inadequate, I'll just take your eyes."

Ting-ting-ting!
Six magic circles instantly formed above Mercy's head.

"These eyes aren't for you. And my name is Nia, not 'magic eyes.'"

Grip.
Nia, with her magic eyes activated, gripped her staff even tighter and drew a starlight magic circle in the air.

"Hey, human mage. You'd better give it your all. We especially dislike humans who hurt Aran, particularly women."

Eris also activated her blood magic and took a battle stance.
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CLANG!
The sharp metallic sound reverberated violently in my ears.
The noise was so loud and overwhelming that it was enough to give me a headache, but I had no time to furrow my brow or let my mind wander.

One moment, just one moment of opportunity given to him, and he would strike. He was a terrifying opponent who naturally exuded danger.
In terms of raw strength, he wasn't as powerful as Sira, the Dark Elf of the Seven Heroes whom I first fought alongside my master.
But the chilling cruelty I sensed from his longsword exceeded even hers.
And excluding her, his strength was the greatest I had encountered thus far.

CLANG!
I parried forcefully, trying to catch my breath and leap backward to create distance.
SWOOSH!
But Igril allowed no respite, immediately thrusting his sword and charging forward.

I blocked it with the sword in my right hand while swinging the Blood Sword in my left hand at his head.
SWISH!
Igril immediately abandoned his attack and threw himself aside to dodge.

I swallowed the saliva that had gathered in my mouth from intense concentration, gulping down my tension along with it.
I had expected his movements to be slow due to the child-height longsword he wielded, but he was incredibly fast—so much that I wanted to learn how he did it.

Still, if I continued a little longer, I might adapt to his swordsmanship.
Then... I might even be able to acquire that technique.

The improvisation skills I learned from Ilaine were proving immensely helpful.
I never would have thought of using dual swords before. After all, Aran, whom I admired, was a one-handed swordsman, and I had trained daily imagining I was him.

But the dual swords I happened to pick up during mock battles with the guards felt strangely familiar and even more comfortable.
Rather than just using my right hand as I had been doing, using my left hand as well made fighting more versatile and expanded my available techniques.
I wondered why others didn't use dual swords.
When I mentioned this, Eris said, "So you can move your right and left hands differently. I don't use swords, but I can tell you're a strange one."

Swish.
As Igril attempted another attack, I readied my stance, expecting another barrage of high-speed swordsmanship.

CLAAANG!

"?!"

The heavy blow leveraging the longsword's weight sent me staggering backward.
So he wasn't limited to just high-speed techniques?
Taking advantage of my broken stance, Igril leaped up and tried to bring his sword down on my body.

Thud.
I planted my right sword into the ground as an axis, spinning my body around it to prevent falling while simultaneously—

WHIRR!
—throwing the Blood Sword at Igril.
To block the Blood Sword flying like a merciless saw blade, Igril had to halt his attack and assume a defensive stance.

CLANG!
The impact pushed him backward as well.
Meanwhile, I had already drawn another Blood Sword that Eris had scattered earlier.

'That was close. Right, don't think conventionally. I need to assume he can do anything with that sword.'

This man simply uses a longer sword than most.
With it, he employs high-speed techniques, heavy strikes, and perhaps even dual-wielding like me.

Don't limit your thinking. Expand it as wide as this battlefield.
And I must believe that I too can do anything with my swords.
I felt the two swords in my hands become even lighter.

Igril, too, was inwardly acknowledging Yui's skill as they crossed blades.

'She's skilled.'

He wasn't underestimating her just because she appeared to be a young girl.
By that logic, the Golden Tower Master looked even younger. Though her actual age was different, he wasn't interested in that detail.

'She's still an uncut gem, but her talent is the greatest I've seen. Once that talent is fully honed...'

Igril wasn't one for empty flattery.
So he could state with certainty: when this girl fully mastered her talent, she would become stronger than even the Grand Duke.

He had to kill her here and now.
To eliminate a sprout that could become a future threat to his lord?
No, not for such a sentimental reason.

'The sight of a young, beautiful girl, a brilliant sword prodigy, reduced to pitiful pieces—that would be excellent for instilling fear.'

In Igril's mind, only methods to annihilate the North mattered.

***

While Yui and Igril clashed swords,
another type of battle was unfolding nearby.

WHOOSH!
Fire, water, lightning, wind—four elemental magic pillars, much smaller than those shot at Aran but diverse, surged forward in column formations.
FWOOSH.
A soft purple magic circle blocked the path of the four elemental pillars.

"Your mana vision is impressive. And what's that magic? It's my first time seeing it—is it from an independent school?"

Merci's curiosity about Nia grew stronger, but Nia didn't answer.
It wasn't that she was ignoring her.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
As flame magic explosions occurred in succession, Nia tried to deploy an aurora barrier to neutralize the aftermath.

"Nnnngh!"

The magic was so powerful that it was overwhelming.

'So this is the Grand Magician of the Golden Tower...!'

A name every magician has heard at least once.
Nia too had once sincerely respected and admired her.
When she heard the truth about Merci from Aran, she was so shocked that she couldn't sleep for three days.
And knowing that she would someday have to fight Merci as an enemy, she practiced magic even more diligently than before.

Of course, this was Aran's journey, and she would be in a supporting role.
But she wanted to be his strength and support so that the heartbroken hero wouldn't suffer alone anymore.
She hoped the hero who fought for everyone and saved the kingdom wouldn't meet a miserable end, dying in battle or becoming disabled.

To ensure that, she needed to grow at least to the level where she could fight the Grand Magician from the story.
Although all she possessed was starlight magic...
This mysterious magic inherited from her master was meant to illuminate the path forward, like starlight brightening the dark night sky.
She wanted to be the star that illuminated the hero's path.

"Haah!"

Nia created three amplification spheres in front of her.
When she shot a beam at them, the light split into multiple rays upon contact with the spheres, striking Merci's... magic barriers.

CRASH!
The beams precisely hit the core parts identified by mana vision, shattering Merci's magic barriers like glass.

"Wow."

But Merci wasn't disappointed at all; rather, she admired Nia's skillful use of mana vision.

Snap.
With a snap of her fingers, a massive magic circle immediately formed.

"You use mana vision well. You couldn't have learned it from anyone... are you a genius like me?"

RUMBLE.
As Merci gestured again, countless black clouds flowed out from within the magic circle.
Seeing this, Nia squinted her eyes and gripped her staff.

"With that level of talent, I'm tempted to take you as a disciple... hmm, what a shame. This body is too young for a switch, and I don't care for busty forms. You'd be better as a research subject."

WHOOSH.
CRASH!
The black clouds poured down to the ground.

Seeing this eerie sight, Nia realized her aurora barrier couldn't counteract it and tried to destroy the magic circle itself.
The reason she squinted at the black clouds:
For some reason, she couldn't see the weakness of this magic with her mana vision.

Could it be... since Merci is also a mana vision user, she knows how to block mana vision?
Just then, someone grabbed Nia by the scruff of her neck and leaped high.
It was Eris, spreading her demonic wings.

"It's dark attribute magic. First time I've seen a human use it."
"?!"
"You can see the flow of mana, right? I don't know what that feels like, but it won't work on dark magic. It's not simple elemental magic. Especially that—it's the Sky Devourer, a supreme dark magic that consumes everything."

Hearing Eris's words, Nia understood why she couldn't see a weakness.
Just as countless dots in the same place appear as a single surface, that thing was just one massive lump of mana.
Like water that immediately repairs itself when you poke a hole in it.

Then she should destroy the magic circle that created it.
But Merci wasn't so amateurish. She had already shrouded the magic circle in darkness.

"Do you know how to break it?"
"Well, dark attribute magic is exclusive to demons, but I only use my clan's unique blood magic."

This wasn't Eris's typical sarcasm but a genuine admission of ignorance.
As she just said, dark attribute magic is demons' magic.
Having never faced it in battle against humans, she naturally doesn't know how to counter it.

By the way, a human using demon magic means...
She knows the true identity of the Seven Heroes from Aran, but to obtain that magic, Merci must have tortured countless demons.

Although mana vision doesn't work on dark magic, having a high-ranking demon in their party was a great help.

SWISH.
Blood Magic, Blood Barrier.
The dark magic was blocked by the red net Eris created.
If dark magic is merely demons' magic, blood magic is the unique ability of noble high-ranking demons. The sources of their powers are different.

But even if one ability is superior in its characteristics, the output depends on who uses it.
Even a basic spell like Mana Bullet can range from breaking a twig to blowing away a house depending on the caster.
And the one using dark magic now is none other than the Grand Magician.

Although Eris is a high-ranking demon stronger than most humans, she's been gradually losing power since the Demon King's death.
Moreover, she expended a lot in the Ice Cave recently... her current power was even less than Nia's.

She was blocking it with her ability's advantage, but Eris knew she couldn't hold out for long and urged Nia to do something quickly.
Nia racked her brain for a solution and suddenly had a good idea.

'Recall that memory, Nia. The mana flow of demons and humans is different. So if I do this...'

After completing her calculations, Nia's eyes flew open.
FLASH!
She gathered light at the tip of her staff, preparing a spell.

"Eris! Can you fly with me one more time?"

Hearing Nia's voice, which suggested she'd found a solution, Eris immediately withdrew her blood magic and flew up with her.
But Merci wasn't betting everything on just the Sky Devourer.

"Dark Wings? She can even summon those. Impressive."

Eris gave a wry smile at the familiar sight of horrifying monsters with beast faces, claws, and bat wings attached to human bodies flying toward them.

"I don't know what you're planning, but you're busy, right? Leave this to me and focus on your task."

After confirming Nia's nod, Eris held her with one hand while flying and used blood magic with the other.
Blood Magic, Blood Shower.
Countless red needles flew and hit the monsters, taking down three, but the remaining five continued to approach.

CRUNCH.
Blood Magic, Blood Downpour.
Another shower of red needles fell, and between them—
THWACK!
—occasional red lightning bolts pierced through the monsters' defenses.

More Dark Wings emerged from the Sky Devourer and pursued Eris, continuing the aerial battle.
Eris kept firing blood magic to shoot them down.

"I'm ready!"

Soon, Nia signaled.
Eris lifted her up and extended her toward the Sky Devourer.

Swish.
Nia aimed her staff at the Sky Devourer.
Then—

"?!"

RUMBLE.
Another type of cloud gathered above the Sky Devourer.
Even the Dark Wings, magical creatures, instinctively looked up at it.

CRASH!
Starlight Magic, Nebula.
The purple cloud fell even more violently than the Sky Devourer, devouring everything.

SCREECH!
The Dark Wings writhed and sank into the cloud, never to reappear. The Sky Devourer also gradually collapsed as if being eroded.

Watching this, Eris asked with a bewildered face:

"What exactly did you do?"
"Remember when I assisted your blood magic during our mock battle? I recalled that sensation and used mana vision to identify the differences between demon and human magic, then reversed it to find a way to erase the opponent's magic."
"...Haha."

Not understanding what she meant, Eris just laughed.
Yui and this girl... such remarkable humans.
How did Aran manage to gather such exceptional companions?
Or rather, is this why they became Aran's companions?

'Compared to them, I...'

Once, she could handle a member of the hero's party alone without difficulty.
Now, she was struggling even in a 2-on-1 situation, which momentarily filled her with self-doubt.
But Eris immediately shook her head. The battle was far from over; they had merely blocked the dark magic.
Sentimentality during battle—how foolish.

True to her thoughts, Merci, watching her magic being consumed by Nia's from afar, showed no panic but continued to admire.

"Ah, I should have pursued Aran sooner. Then that talented body would have been mine. With skills like that, I could even overlook my preferences."

Initially interested only in obtaining mana vision, now she was interested in the magician herself.

Change of plans.
Capture the demon for mana extraction experiments, brainwash the magician and make her a disciple.
Then, at the right time, take over her body and absorb everything she has.

To do that, she first needed to render her incapable of resistance, so she was considering how to educate her when—

"You still haven't fixed that habit of leaving your back wide open when you're not interested in something."
"?!"

She whirled around at the voice in her ear.
There, electricity flashed brilliantly.

"Hmph, I don't need to fix it. I have..."

Oh no.
She had forgotten because the fit was so familiar.
Her real artifact had been destroyed by Aran before.
Unlike the previous one, her new robe couldn't block physical attacks.

Though the robe's defense neutralized Aran's electricity—
SLASH!
Even with the electricity dispelled, the holy sword's steel cut through the robe's defense and sliced Merci's waist.
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When Nia activated her starlight magic, the nebula devoured the dark magic. In that moment when all of Mercy's attention was focused there,
Aran, who had overcome the water serpent, struck with lightning speed and slashed Mercy's waist.

"Gaaah!"

Despite her painful groan, thanks to her robe's effect of neutralizing electricity, Mercy's body wasn't paralyzed. She used magic to create a gust of wind to push Aran away, preventing further attacks.

However, Aran's single strike was powerful enough on its own.
Blood gushed from the deep wound in her waist. Feeling her consciousness fading from pain and blood loss, Mercy asked Aran:

"How... did you shake it off...? I took special... measures to deal with you."
"That's right. When I tried to destroy the core to eliminate the magic, the core moved through the water in my body."
"Hehe... if you get swallowed by the water, that's the end... Even you can't use your power underwater."
"True, during the Great War, you lifted the entire body of water, which helped us exterminate the underwater demons."

When she looked at him with eyes that seemed to ask "So how did you counter it?" since she had no strength to speak, Aran showed her his sword. Looking at the blade, Mercy seemed to realize something and let out a hollow laugh.

"Haha... impossible. You knew how to use... your ability like that?"
"You wouldn't know, of course. I just learned it myself."
"What...?"

Mercy's eyes widened in disbelief.

"Don't misunderstand. I didn't learn it thanks to you. It was thanks to someone else, not you."
"...Someone else?"

Aran glanced at his sword blade, which still retained a reddish glow.

He had aimed at the core and boldly penetrated the serpent's body.
But the core fled from head to tail, riding the rapid current.
Seeing this, Aran figured out Mercy's intention.

Being an electricity attribute user didn't mean he was completely useless underwater.
Using electricity underwater would harm himself too, but by using his ability twice—once to electrify and once to neutralize the shock in his body—he could endure.
Of course, this method consumed a lot of power and strained his body.
Even if she couldn't inflict major damage, Mercy's strategy was likely to weaken him somehow.

But with his comrades fighting outside, he was determined to destroy the core and get out, even if it meant taking some damage.
At that moment, a memory flashed in Aran's mind.

'When I was teaching Luke how to use attribute magic, Luke said electricity contains heat.'

Aran already knew this fact. Demons struck by lightning would turn black.
He hadn't particularly focused on heat before. He never needed to use fire abilities, and electricity was much more powerful than heat anyway.

Still, to teach Luke about heat, he thought he should have some knowledge himself, so he practiced a bit.
Though not as skilled with heat as Luke, he at least learned how to extract heat from electricity and channel it into his sword.

This memory suddenly came to him because it was the key to overcoming this situation.

In the water vortex, Aran infused his sword with heat alone.
He made the heat more intense, stronger, hotter, and sharper until the blade turned red.

-Only one chance!

He shot the heat from his sword toward the water serpent's core, just as he would fire electricity.
The heat rapidly expanded, instantly evaporating all the water in its path at extremely high temperatures.
The core, trapped at the tail with nowhere to escape, was struck by the heat and destroyed.

As soon as the core was destroyed, the water serpent immediately collapsed.
After escaping, Aran saw Nia and Eris engaged in aerial combat with dark magic and was about to support them.
But upon seeing Nia's starlight magic, he changed direction and successfully ambushed Mercy when her attention was completely diverted there.

So when Aran said it wasn't thanks to Mercy, he wasn't trying to provoke her.
It was actually thanks to... Luke, not Mercy, that he had learned this method.

However, since Mercy didn't know Luke, she could only look puzzled, unable to even guess.
And Aran had no intention of telling her about Luke, so he cut the conversation short and tried to end the fight.

Looking back, it was incredible luck.

The reason Aran had chosen Mercy as his fifth revenge target was because she was as formidable an enemy as Lucius.
While Lucius was difficult due to his high position as a prince, Mercy was the most challenging in terms of ability.

But thanks to his comrades' remarkable performance, he had seized this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to quickly defeat Mercy.
Even a great sorceress couldn't do much with such a fatal wound. He needed to finish her off before she could escape.

"..."

Aran pointed his sword at Mercy and asked his former comrade with sorrowful eyes:

"Why did you betray us?"

To Luna, to Sira, to Row.
It was the question he always asked before executing his former comrades.
The hero's melancholy wish to hear their true feelings in their final moments.

No matter how twisted their relationship had become, making them enemies, the time they spent together, their memories, their feelings—these things couldn't simply be erased.
Mercy stared at Aran's question for a moment before smirking.

"I told you before. I want to study magic forever. But human life is short. Just a tiny fraction of the long history of magic."
"You're already known as the Great Sorceress who knows all the magic of the tower. Even that wasn't enough for you?"
"Didn't you see the magic your comrade just used? There's still magic in this world that I don't know. Like that, new magic might appear after I die. I simply can't bear that, and for that, I need immortality."
"...Even if that immortality means stealing others' lives?"

Mercy didn't stop smiling even as Aran gritted his teeth.

"Hehehe, that's even better. Living another life is also knowledge, isn't it?"

Aran knew about her thirst for knowledge.
Wise Mercy had been a great help on their journey, and Aran, who had been an ordinary country man until he awakened as a hero, had learned much from her.

The reason Aran could handle attribute abilities to this extent was partly due to the Great Sorceress's teachings.
In a sense, Mercy had been like a teacher to Aran.

Although her appearance had completely changed,
her smile and way of speaking were exactly the same as before, evoking nostalgia.

But that didn't mean Aran would spare her out of sentiment.

"You're a monster."
"I admit it. That's also why I betrayed you. Even if I had kept it secret and let you live, you would have investigated this matter and tried to judge me as soon as my appearance changed. Wasn't it better to strike first?"
"..."

Wrong.
She shouldn't have harmed people for her own greed.

Aran shook his head to clear away any lingering affection and tightened his grip on his sword.
Now that he understood her intentions, it was time to pass judgment on her on behalf of the girl whose body she had taken, just as he had expected.
But then.

"You don't think I engaged in this conversation because of my feelings for you, do you?"
"?"
"Have you forgotten? What we divided among ourselves after betraying you."

No, he hadn't forgotten.
This distance was close enough to cut Mercy's throat before she could transform.

Slash!
As soon as Mercy's skin began to writhe and her body started to expand abnormally, Aran immediately channeled electricity into his sword and finished her.

Mercy's head fell to the ground as she was transforming from the delicate girl's form into a hideous monster with black skin and protrusions all over.
Until now, all the other comrades had died when their heads were cut off. Mercy's expansion also stopped the moment her head was severed.
Having completed his revenge against her, Aran let out a low sigh and was about to go help Yui, who was still fighting Igril, when—

"?"

A strange sensation tingled his nerves.
With trembling eyes that couldn't believe it, he turned his head to look at Mercy's headless body.

[By the way, I called for a guard, but what are you doing and where? I really shouldn't expect anything from humans.]
"!"
[I really hate transforming into this form. Oh, what a waste.]

He had definitely cut off her head.
The severed head on the ground remained silent like a corpse, not moving its lips at all.
Yet Mercy's voice—not the voice of her transformed body, but the voice Aran knew—was clearly audible.
Even more chilling was that the voice wasn't coming from the head on the ground...

[Why are you so surprised? I can change bodies, right? Then of course I would have a separate main body, wouldn't I?]
"!!"

Beheading wasn't enough.
Aran quickly charged not just his sword but his entire arm with electricity, trying with all his might to destroy Mercy's body completely.
Unfortunately, he was a few seconds too late.

SPLASH!
Mercy's torso burst open, and something emerged from within.
It was like an octopus, but with many more tentacles than an octopus would have.

The writhing tentacles spread in all directions.
When one of them lashed out at him, Aran raised his sword to block it, but—

"Ughh!"

CRASH!
The weight behind the tentacle was substantial.
Aran, pushed back relentlessly, twisted his sword to cut the tentacle. Only then could he stop.

After cutting the tentacle, Aran looked back at where Mercy had been.

"What is this?"

SPLASH!
Eris and Nia, who had been blocking dark magic and coming this way, also spotted the massive tentacles targeting them and moved to defend themselves.
Nia's beam penetrated and destroyed a tentacle, while Eris swung her blood scythe to cut another.

Having shaken off the tentacles, the two successfully joined Aran.

"I'm sorry. I thought I had finished her, but there was a separate main body inside. Unlike the others, she wasn't originally in a human body."
"What? So she wasn't just transplanting her mind, but was inside the body like a parasite?"
"...It seems so."

All three grimaced at the revelation of Mercy's secret.
Meanwhile, Mercy's tentacles extended elsewhere.

"Whoa! What is this?"
"..."

Yui and Igril, who had been exchanging sword blows, also noticed tentacles rushing toward them.
Yui, recognizing it as an enemy attack, nimbly dodged and cut the tentacle.
In contrast, Igril remained still even as the tentacle approached his face. Instead of knocking him away, the tentacle wrapped around his body.

Yui landed on top of the tentacle he had cut and ran along it.
Other tentacles targeted Yui as he ran across the body, but—

Slash!
Crackle.

Aran and Eris intervened to save Yui.
Gathered in one place, Aran's group quickly checked each other's condition, expressing relief at their safety with smiles and nods.
Then they took their stances and focused on Mercy.

"So it was you, as I thought."

When the tentacles released Igril, he spoke to them.

[I was thinking of crushing you to death, but I've given you a chance. You still have some use left. So do your part.]
"I should repay your kindness for sparing me."

Igril stood calmly before the monster, seemingly unfazed that the girl had transformed into a grotesque tentacled creature.
And then—

Splash!
A liquid, either ink or blood, spurted like a fountain from the top of the tentacled monster.
From there, a form resembling a human upper body emerged.

[Phew... that's better.]

From face to body, she was sleek and glossy, with long hair.
The curves of her chest were those of an elegant woman.
Yet despite being completely naked, she didn't appear beautiful in the slightest.
Because—

Her black skin and yellow pupils didn't seem human at all.
Moreover, below her upper body, massive tentacles continued to writhe in all directions.
She looked like a mermaid from fairy tales, except her lower half was an octopus instead of a fish.
And the tentacles weren't just frightening in appearance.

"Aran..."
"Yeah, I saw it."

Despite Aran's group each cutting one, dozens of tentacle bundles remained intact and healthy beneath Mercy's body.

"Those tentacles have remarkable regenerative abilities."

But if powerful regeneration and massive size were all she had, Aran wouldn't have been this tense.
His gaze was fixed not on the tentacles but above them... on Mercy's right hand, next to her body that had a familiar silhouette despite the completely different skin.

[Come to think of it, this is the first time I'm actually using my main body. Since it's come to this, shall I try it out? This too can become new knowledge. Try not to die too quickly so I can obtain many specimens!]

Rumble.
With her tentacles thrashing violently below and a soldier positioned in front of her, Mercy waved her magic wand, declaring the arrival of calamity.

Ch.208 - Chapter 208. Reliable Comrades (5)
Aran had fought two of his former comrades so far.
From what he heard, his old allies had betrayed him and divided the seven sins that had been sealed beneath the Demon King's castle.
They gained immense power and demonic forms from those sins.

Saint Luna had obtained the sin of lust.
Her demonic form was that of a succubus with a lewd, vulgar, yet enchanting body.
Aside from the horns on her head, long fingernails and toenails, and a tail, her appearance wasn't much different from a human—just purple skin and nakedness.

The archer Sira had obtained the sin of pride.
Since she had already been corrupted by demonic energy during the World Tree's corruption and transformed into a dark elf, her demonic form didn't change much.
However, her back became hunched like a hunchback, her once-beautiful face became wrinkled and crumpled, and her tongue grew long like a snake's. She looked like a mix between an elf and a goblin.

As for the thief Row, who had obtained the sin of greed, even Aran hadn't seen him, but according to Luke who defeated him,
he had taken the form of a werewolf.

Though the three forms differed from one another, they had one thing in common:
They stood on two legs and wielded two arms. They had heads, chests, and bellies. Their sizes weren't much different from their original forms.
But now...

Crash!
Aran dodged the tentacle Merci brought down, immediately thrust his sword into it, and electrified it with a strong current.
The massive tentacle became paralyzed and stopped moving. Aran deliberately chose not to cut it.

This was his own strategy for dealing with tentacles.
If he cut them, fresh new tentacles would regenerate immediately, but if he only paralyzed them, he could leave them frozen in place.

Despite having paralyzed four tentacles already, he still couldn't get used to their appearance.
In fact, the more he looked at them, the more disgusted he felt.

'Merci... what on earth have you done to your body?'

He knew that his still-living former comrades also possessed terrible sins and demonic forms, so he thought he wouldn't be surprised by whatever appearance they took.
But he never imagined something like this.

As someone who had faced and fought hundreds, even thousands of demons during the Great War, he could say with certainty:
Among all the demons he had seen, none were as revolting as this one. Even a parasite hosting worms inside its body would be preferable.

It wasn't just about the appearance.
The fact that this was a transformed human body was unbelievable, and he didn't want to believe it.
Moreover, Aran noticed that the female silhouette above the mass of tentacles was merely a puppet created to cast magic, and that the mass of tentacles was Merci's true body.
This was because the movements of the female silhouette were unnaturally monotonous for a living being.

This form must be the embodiment of Merci's greed and obsession for immortality. That's why it was more creepy and hideous than any other form.
What sin had she taken to become like this?
More importantly, was this truly a form changed by sin, or was it a horrific hybrid that Merci created by mixing her magic with the sin to easily parasitize other bodies?

Either way, one thing was certain:
This spine-chilling monster should never exist.

Beyond the horrific appearance of his former comrade, if Merci were to unleash this form on the battlefield, the North would suffer a terrible calamity.
And the Western Army would also... suffer silencing or comparable pain to maintain secrecy.
That would dramatically increase casualties, so she had to be eliminated here and now.

After paralyzing the fifth tentacle, Aran glanced to the side.

Eris could control blood, and since these tentacles were part of a living organism and had blood,
she also participated in paralyzing the tentacles using blood.

Yui was engaged in battle with Igril, whom she hadn't finished fighting earlier, preventing him from taking other actions.

Nia's role was the most important.
She was single-handedly countering the magic Merci was casting.

Aran knew the skills of the great mage Merci better than anyone, and he also knew Nia's magical abilities better than anyone else.
To be frank, while Nia was an exceptional mage, she wasn't quite at Merci's level.
He was worried that she was taking on too great a burden, but Eris said there was no need for concern. And indeed, she was right.

Nia's magic eye could now see not only the flow of human magic but also that of demons.
As a result, her starlight magic had become even more powerful. Nia intercepted or defended against all the magic Merci cast.

'Nia, Yui... and myself too. We've all gained so many changes since coming to the North.'

At first, he had come to the North following Row's trail.
Having finished off Row, he had no reason to stay and was planning to leave for the West.
Looking back now, he was truly glad he had relented and agreed to stay.

'The more I think about it, the more grateful I am for my comrades.'

He didn't need to search his memories deeply to know where the changes in Nia and Yui had originated.
It was the same person who had introduced the mage of the Snow Flower Tower to Nia and the captain of the guard to Yui.

Thanks to that, Aran was able to conduct the battle much more skillfully than he had anticipated.
But Merci's demonic form was also more dangerous than he had imagined.

[Ah, I see. Do you think such tricks will work?]

Snap.
Merci raised her staff high.
Dark clouds gathered above, and seeing this, Aran felt an instinctive sense of caution and called out to his companions.

"Nia, Eris! We can't get hit by that. Spread your barriers wide!"

At Aran's instruction, Nia and Eris each deployed defensive barriers toward the sky using starlight magic and blood magic.

"Yui, quickly take cover below!"

He called to Yui while shooting electricity to hold off Igril.
Yui ran without hesitation at Aran's words. Igril, interrupted in his fight with her, also glanced at the sky and ran somewhere.

Aran also completed his retreat under the barrier his comrades had deployed, and at that moment...
Swoooosh!

A downpour fell from the sky.
No one thought this was just an ordinary shower.
Merci certainly wasn't trying to solve a drought in the snow fields or summoning rain because she was thirsty.
And Aran's group quickly realized the nature of the rain.

Hissssss.
The tentacles hit by the raindrops were pierced with holes, soon becoming like Swiss cheese.
Seeing this, Nia shuddered and strengthened her barrier even more.

Splash!
Merci struck the weakened tentacles with other tentacles, breaking them off. New tentacles immediately grew from the stumps.

"To think she would spray acid rain..."

Perhaps she didn't use magic to cut them because she thought Nia would block it.
Even so, to pour acid rain on her own body was insane.
Wait, what about Merci and that swordsman?

[Ugh... Demonic bodies may be disgusting, but they're certainly convenient. The regenerative ability is excellent.]

Merci had apparently taken the acid rain directly without any defense, as her body was in shambles.
But she quickly recovered with monstrous regenerative abilities.
Among many other options, did she do this insane act partly to test her body's regenerative powers?

[Human, are you dead?]
"No, it was close, but I survived."

Igril answered, lifting one tentacle from beneath Merci's main body.
He seemed to have detected the danger of the acid rain and used it as a distraction.

[I can't tell if you're competent or incompetent. Stop playing house with that little girl and go after Aran. Can't you even judge who should be killed first?]
"..."

Despite Merci's scolding, Igril made no particular response and simply shifted his target from Yui to Aran as instructed.
With the acid rain stopped, Aran could now go outside, but before that, he spoke to his companions.

"We've gotten stronger, but our opponents are stronger than anyone we've fought before. Merci's magic alone is dangerous, but add to that tentacles with regeneration and speed, plus a swordsman full of killing intent. If we fight recklessly, we'll struggle or get seriously injured."
"..."
"Everyone remembers our mock battles, right? Let's use what we learned then."

At Aran's suggestion, everyone nodded, giving leadership to him, who had been both their leader and the captain during the mock battles.
Aran immediately spoke to his companions.

"Paralyzing the tentacles can stop them temporarily, but as we just saw, Merci will use area attacks. So we shouldn't completely immobilize the tentacles."
"Then what do we do? There are too many to ignore, and they regenerate if we cut them."
"Eris, I have a favor to ask you."

Aran explained the strategy to Eris, and after hearing it, she made an interested face.

"Alright, I can do that much."

After assigning Eris her role, Aran then gave Yui and Nia their respective roles.

"Okay."
"Leave it to me!"

The strength of Aran's group lay in their tight-knit relationship connected by heart.
Although they lacked the strength and numbers of his former comrades, this bond allowed them to exert power that didn't fall short of the Seven Heroes.
Just like now.

"Let's go!"

When Aran spotted Igril beginning to charge toward them, he shouted, and his companions initiated the plan.

Aran took the vanguard.
Using his ability to generate electricity, he advanced like lightning and clashed swords with Igril.

"Even after seeing that form, do you still believe the Seven Heroes are as noble as the rumors say?"
"I never believed that. The Grand Duke himself is evil, so his companions must be similar."
"Then why do you..."
"There's no need to overthink it."

Clang!

"Because I'm just like them."

As Igril introduced himself as a villain and took his stance, Aran recognized this man as an enemy to be defeated, just like Merci.

***

Though she had wanted to avoid playing into Dorgon's schemes, now that she had revealed this form, she had no choice but to kill Aran.
However, he was too strong, and she might lose control of her power and destroy a valuable test subject.
She needed to secure the demon and magic eye safely beforehand.

Finding Aran annoying, she left him to Igril.
Merci returned to her own objective.

First, she swung her tentacles to deal with the barbarian swordswoman who was buzzing around like a fly, despite being of no interest.
Unlike Aran, she had no special abilities—just a pure swordsman. She could simply crush her with the mass of her tentacles.
To ensure her death, she even coated the tentacles with demonic energy as she brought them down.

[?!]

Crash!
The tentacle aimed at the swordswoman landed beside her, not on her head.
Had she aimed wrong? That couldn't be.

She swung again.
Crash!
This time, the tentacle bent strangely and hit another tentacle instead.

[Come to think of it, I just felt something strange in the tentacle...]

Thinking they might be playing some trick again, she checked the sensations in her tentacles to discard the useless ones.
But all tentacles were following her commands normally.
Then why had she failed to attack twice?

If she couldn't understand the reason, she just needed to prepare more samples.
Whoosh!
Merci swung three tentacles at once.

Each tentacle was massive and heavy enough to push back the hero Aran in a direct confrontation. They attacked from the left, right, and above.
She thought she could finally crush the swordswoman like a lump of sand, but then—

Slice!
Hearing an ominous cutting sound and feeling the sensation in her tentacles cut off, Merci laughed mockingly despite having no mouth.

[As expected of a barbarian, cutting the tentacles is pointless since they'll just regenerate...!?]

The cut tentacles weren't regenerating.
More precisely, something seemed to be covering the cross-section of the tentacles, preventing the regeneration of new tissue.

[I thought it strange that Aran's companion had such ordinary abilities. You were hiding something invisible!]

Whatever trick this was, she still had two tentacles left on the left and right, so she clapped them together forcefully like hands crushing an insect.

[There it is again. That strange sensation.]

She felt the odd sensation of the connection between the tentacles and her main body being severed.
Having lost sensation, Merci looked at the area with the eyes of the puppet she had created on her body.

[What's that?]

The two tentacles had made contact, but instead of clapping together, they were tied in a ridiculous knot.
The moment she visually confirmed this, sensation returned, and she could clearly feel the entangled tentacles.

Merci's exceptional mind quickly figured out the cause.

[That demon!]

Was she controlling the tentacles through blood when they got close, then abandoning them when they were no longer useful?
Repeating this to cleverly defend against the tentacles while preventing Merci from eliminating them completely?

Demons with powerful abilities often don't need to hone their techniques and tend to use their powers simply, but this was quite a technical application.

[Hmph! The tentacles are just a supplementary ability anyway. This is my specialty.]

The puppet on the upper body raised its staff.
A magic circle formed at its tip, and just as she was about to cast a dark magic spell that would give them trouble—

Whoosh! Whoosh!
Beams of light shot in a straight line from a distance, hitting not the magic circle but the staff precisely, forcibly canceling the magic.

"As I thought, you can't use major magic while using tentacles. So we should aim for when the flow shifts to the staff."

What had been reliable and useful when it was her exclusive ability now felt extremely annoying when facing it as an enemy.
Merci, feeling dizzy, tried to attack Eris with magic and Nia with tentacles, but then—

[Wait, what about the barbarian?]

At that moment—

"Haaaa!"

Yui, who had jumped high by stepping on a tentacle, flew toward Merci.
It was the same situation as before, but now Merci didn't have Igril by her side.

However, Merci had no reason to panic at the sight of Yui.

[Foolish human. Do you think I'm helpless without tentacles and a staff?]

The puppet on the upper body extended its left hand. Demonic energy flowed from it, creating a magic circle.

[This is a demonic magic circle. Devour the darkness and be destroyed!]

Though different from her plan, what mattered was the result, as Dorgon would say.
It was actually satisfying to crush the cocky barbarian, but then—

Crack!

[!!!]

Merci was startled as the magic circle made of demonic energy shattered like glass.
She had confirmed earlier that this was a demon's trick and that this human had no abilities.
So what was that just now...?

Suddenly, Merci looked at Yui with the puppet's eyes and was shocked by what she saw in her hands.

[The holy sword?!]

Aran's sword was in her hand.
Merci knew the sword's ability well.
Purification.
That power, which repels impurity, exerts absolute advantage against demons, and Merci was no longer human.

Slash!
Yui's strike landed as she touched down on Merci's body.
After splitting the puppet's body, Yui swung the holy sword toward the massive tentacle monster she was standing on.
It was time for demon hunting.

Ch.209 - 209. To Protect the North (1)
Swish-swish-swish-SLASH!
Merci's main body, transformed into a mass of tentacles, was the size of three or four houses combined.
With plenty of footing available, Yui mercilessly swung her sword at the squishy surface beneath her feet.

[GYAAAAH! You insolent brat, get off me this instant!]

As Merci violently writhed to shake Yui off, Yui instead drove her sword deeper into the mass of tentacles and held on tight.
This caused Merci even more excruciating pain, sending her into convulsions.

An ordinary sword wouldn't have caused this much agony.
When her tentacles were first cut, she had experimented on her own body by exposing it to acid rain.
This body had dulled pain receptors. Being cut by a sword didn't hurt, and only after being repeatedly battered by something like acid rain did she finally feel pain.
Despite its bizarre appearance, it was an extremely powerful body.

In truth, this form was crude, being the product of her first demon research.
Because of that, even Merci herself was horrified by the unexpectedly hideous result and nearly destroyed the Golden Tower entirely, almost exposing the truth about the Seven Heroes.
But with the greatest patience of her life, she managed to switch to the body she had prepared, fortunately achieving her original goal.
What a relief it was to transform from a horrific tentacle monster into the body of a young, cute girl.

Since then, it was a form she never wanted to bring out again, one she had even turned away from in her memories.
Perhaps because it wasn't simply a demonic form received from sin, but one modified through all sorts of magic and drugs.
Having abandoned human form entirely in favor of pure functionality, its performance differed from that of the other Seven Heroes.

So even if she allowed attacks, she thought she could simply ignore a sword wielded by a single human and continue her assault.
She never expected that having a non-human, demonic form would become her weakness like this.
Having observed the holy sword from the sidelines, she knew its power, but experiencing it directly was more painful than she had imagined.

[I told you to get off!]

SWOOOSH!
Merci made new tentacles sprout from her body and used them to lunge at Yui.
Though thinner than the ones below, these sharp tentacles targeted Yui, forcing her to pause her attack and assume a defensive stance.

Swish-swish-swish-SLASH!
Dual swords would be convenient, but a sword wielded with one hand was lighter and allowed for faster swordsmanship.
After cutting away all the tentacle strands, Yui resumed her attack on Merci's main body.

Meanwhile, Eris was attacking other tentacles by controlling and then discarding large ones, and Nia, no longer needing to counter magic now that Yui had destroyed the doll, had joined the attack as well.

Damn it, not only were their abilities annoying, but their teamwork was impeccable.
That demon and mage were focused on attacking while still countering attacks aimed at their allies, maintaining solid defensive coordination.
Didn't Lucius say they were hastily assembled companions? How could their combat synergy be this good? Even her old comrades couldn't do this.

...Well, they didn't need to. Each of them was individually stronger than these opponents.
But why was she suddenly curious about how things might have been if her former comrades had fought together with this kind of coordination?

[No, no matter how hungry I am for knowledge... this isn't the knowledge I want!]

SLASH!
A new doll emerged from Merci's body. But Yui, recognizing it was about to use magic, quickly destroyed it.

[Heh, how foolish.]
"!"

While Yui was moving to destroy the doll, Merci... grabbed her staff with a thin tentacle.

[Yes, I've been too greedy. I've been holding back, trying to capture you all as intact specimens, and only ended up hurting myself. Regrettably, I'll have to give up on one of you.]

As she activated her magic, black lightning rained down furiously from the sky.
Dark magic—Black Calamity.

[I can't decide whether to give up on the high-ranking demon or the one with magical eyes, so I'll take whoever survives. Do your best to stay alive! If you don't want to become test subjects, then hurry up and die!]

Nia, who had previously neutralized the black clouds with her Celestial Radiance, couldn't use the same method now.
The reason was simple.
There were too many lightning bolts.

"Tch!"

Yui leaped toward the staff to stop the magic, but...

[Getting cocky because I've been holding back? Do you think the name of the Seven Heroes is a joke, little girl?]

Squelch.
Yui's foot sank into the floor and became embedded in Merci's body.

[This body was created through my experiments. I can create new tentacles, so don't you think I can also remove existing parts?]
"Eek!"

Yui stabbed her holy sword into where her foot was trapped, but Merci, now enraged, attacked Yui with tentacles and magic despite the pain from the holy sword.
Like cutting out a tumor, she was willing to sacrifice parts of her own body to destroy Yui.

With her foot immobilized, Yui couldn't assume a proper swordsmanship stance.
Facing magic and tentacles attacking from all directions, Yui resolved to endure by drawing strength from Aran's sword in her hand.

Rumble.
Just then, another thunderous sound came from the sky.
CRASH!

This time, golden lightning—not black—struck down, destroying the tentacles and magic targeting Yui.
Seeing this, Yui smiled brightly.
That technique was Lightning Strike, her master's specialty.

"Alright, my turn!"

THWACK.
Yui once again drove her sword deep into Merci's body.
But this time, she didn't stop at just stabbing.

It was an application of swordsmanship and magical power that the Guard Captain had shown her during their mock battle.
Concentrating magical power into the sword, but instead of releasing it as a blade wave...
She released it as an explosion.

BOOM!
The holy sword's blade glowed with magical power and caused an explosion in Merci's upper body.
As flesh was destroyed and a hole formed, Yui's foot was freed, and she quickly jumped down. While attacking from up there was effective, she risked being caught again.

Though the explosion was powerful enough to create a hole, Yui remained unharmed.
It was thanks to the holy sword.
The sword's purification ability precisely destroyed only Merci's demonic body, causing no harm to Yui, who was human.

Seeing that Yui had escaped safely, Aran turned his attention back to the front.
He had sensed his companion's danger through his connection with the holy sword and helped with a lightning strike, but the enemy before him required his full attention.

However, something had been bothering Aran about his opponent's face, so he asked Igril:

"You were going on about being a villain too, but you don't seem too pleased with the current situation. I don't see the same killing intent in your expression as before."

Igril responded to Aran's question with a nonchalant attitude:

"Well... that's right."
"It is?"

Surprised by the affirmative answer, Aran raised an eyebrow.

"I enjoy slaughter, not fighting. You can't be killed by my skills, so I'm not feeling any satisfaction."
"...?"
"Earlier, stopping you meant the orc would come closer to death, so there was some fulfillment in that. But now it feels like I'm just swinging my sword at the air. I thought I could kill your companion, but... that monster will probably kill me too if I don't follow orders. So I'm fighting reluctantly."

Though Igril spoke calmly, Aran felt a chill from his words.

"Do you find slaughter enjoyable?"
"If you divide the world into 'enjoyable' and 'not enjoyable,' it falls on the enjoyable side. That's why I'm even more displeased with the current situation. I didn't know the Golden Tower Master had something like that, which is why I went along. If she had that, she should have brought it out when attacking the castle, not here. It's like using a butcher's knife to kill a chicken—it's frustrating."
"Because it could kill more people on the battlefield?"
"Obviously. She's not a stupid woman, so I don't understand why she can't calculate this much and is instead wasting time on nonsense. And I'm caught up in it, wasting my time too."

Aran saw emotion on Igril's face for the first time, suggesting his words were genuine.

"Then what are you aiming for by standing here? At this rate, you'll both lose."
"No. That monster will make the right choice when cornered."
"The right choice?"
"To stop wasting time and just kill all of you. It should happen soon. Her magic is getting stronger."

The conversation ended there as Igril raised his sword again.
But instead of pointing it at Aran...
SLASH.

"?!"
"Oh my... I've lost. Now the Tower Master will have to fight you too."

Igril wounded his own side and collapsed.
Aran was dumbfounded. What kind of bizarre act was this?

He knew Igril's action was an act. Anyone, not just Aran who had been fighting him, could tell it was fake.
Otherwise, why would someone harm themselves and collapse in front of an enemy?

He understood why Igril had done this.

'He wants me to attack Merci too, so that when cornered, she'll try to kill us all instead of capturing us.'

Then he would join in the slaughter.
The right move would be to take advantage of Igril's act and finish him off, but...

'...This man, I've had an uneasy feeling about him since I first saw him. Now I understand.'

He resembled them.
Taking paths others wouldn't consider to achieve his goals, using any means necessary for results, and eyes that showed no interest in anything else.
He resembled Lucius.
He resembled Luke.

But resemblance isn't sameness.
Luke used those traits for the peace of the North and its people.
Igril used them for slaughter.
As for Lucius... Aran wasn't sure yet.

So was this man truly defenseless as he appeared?
Aran's instinct warned him.
If he approached to finish off the collapsed man, he would face an unexpected counterattack.
Therefore...

"It won't go as you planned."

CRACKLE.
Aran created an electrical prison around Igril as a precaution and headed toward Merci.

After he left, Igril got up and smacked his lips.

"As expected of a warrior who survived the Great War. Not easily fooled."

Then, out of Aran's sight, he spat out something he had been holding in his mouth.
It was the same suspicious drug that Dorgon had distributed to his mace wielders.
A drug that supposedly granted powerful strength when consumed at the last moment.

"I'll save this for next time."

***

As Merci began her full-scale attack, the three women struggled.
Her power was incomparable to before. Had she really been holding back to avoid damaging them?

Nia fired beams frantically to intercept the countless black lightning bolts falling from the sky. Sweat poured down her forehead.
Eris repeatedly controlled the tentacles with her blood to prevent them from rampaging, but there were too many with diverse movements. The strain caused a headache that made it difficult for her to keep one eye open.
Yui tried to continue her attacks, but Merci used her senses to sprout sharp, thorny tentacles wherever Yui approached. Even with the holy sword, attacking was difficult.

Merci at full power was like a one-person army.
Tentacles as troops, magic as firepower, plus the intelligence to skillfully control them all.
It was questionable whether she was truly of the same caliber as the Seven Heroes they had faced before.

As their strength gradually drained and fear of defeat welled up in their chests,
their faces grimaced and their limbs slowly weakened. But then...

When calamity descends upon the land and the seeds of despair begin to sprout,
there is one who appears with light to plant the flag of hope.

CRASH!
Wings made of electricity flashed, and Aran, flying from afar, collided head-on with Merci.

[Aran...!]
"Merci, I've come to settle this."
[Damn it, so that guy couldn't even buy time. Well, fine. I was planning to kill you too, so I'll finish you all at once.]

The tentacles swung the staff, and magic circles filled with black lightning concentrated on Aran, but...

"Have you forgotten what my element is?"

RUMBLE!
The sky roared, and the black lightning was torn apart by golden lightning.

"I'll handle Merci's magic. Everyone, let's go!"
"Yes!"

Empowered by Aran's arrival, the women gripped their weapons tightly and stood up again.
Their appearance was truly that of heroes and their companions facing a monstrous calamity.

Ch.210 - Chapter 210. To Protect the North (2)
'Merci's attack methods are largely divided into two.'

Demonic tentacle clusters and magic.
Both are dangerous, but if I had to rank them.

'The tentacle clusters look horrifically disgusting. They're not that threatening. I can handle them well enough.'

Of course, they're dangerous—large in size with tremendous regenerative abilities and numerous in quantity.
However, despite their size, they're not particularly sturdy, so they cut easily and aren't very aggressive.
Look at this now.

"Yui!"
"Got it!"

Aran and Yui immediately exchanged swords upon joining forces.
Instead of the thick-bladed, ornate holy sword, Yui now wielded Aran's slender but lightweight blade, increasing her already impressive attack speed.
Slash-slash-slash-slash!
She cut down all nearby tentacles, then leaped powerfully to clear the tentacles around her companions as easily as weeding a garden.

As Merci tried to regenerate the tentacles, their cross-sections began to writhe.

"Not happening."

Bulge, bulge.
Boom!
A magic circle formed in front of Eris's hand, and when she clenched her fist, the severed tentacle ends bubbled like boiling water before erupting in a red explosion.
She had burst their blood.

"While controlling these tentacles, I've tasted enough of your blood. I'm familiar with demon blood. At this distance, remote manipulation is possible."

Yui cuts, and Eris prevents regeneration.
With this strategy, they could seal Merci's tentacles.

It wasn't a perfect countermeasure.
The tentacles numbered in the dozens if not hundreds.
Plus, their sizes, positions, and movements varied wildly, making it realistically impossible for just the two of them to handle everything.

But if their struggle could buy even one second of time, or block even a single tentacle, that was precious enough.

"Nia, amplify!"
"Already set up!"

Merci's other weapon, her specialty, and truly dangerous ability.
As Merci's staff flashed and formed a magic circle, Aran shot electricity from his hand.
When that electricity hit the "little star" Nia had created, the star unleashed countless electric bolts that tore apart the magic circle before it could activate.

Merci then waved her staff through the air, instantly creating various magic circles.

"Aran, ignore them and charge!"
"Got it."

Rumble, rumble.
Seven magic circles simultaneously bombarded Aran, but Nia's starlight magic, the nebula cloud, enveloped Aran's head and neutralized Merci's spells.

As they advanced in pairs, countering all of Merci's attack methods, Merci clicked her tongue despite not having one.

[How incredibly annoying.]

She knew Aran's strength better than anyone, so his power was no surprise.

But his companions were exceeding her calculations the more she observed them.
Having fought them in both human and demon forms until now, she had calculated that she could overwhelm them if she used her full power.
Indeed, she had been pushing them back until Aran joined the battle.

That's right.
The moment Aran joined the battle, all three women's abilities jumped another level beyond what she had calculated.
Their already impressive teamwork became even more synchronized. Like a magic circle where all pieces and circuits fit perfectly together.
And that magic circle exerted considerable power.
Watching Aran and his companions resist her attacks and close in from all sides, Merci felt admiration as a scholar.

[But you seem to have forgotten. My name is Merci de Imperio. Master of the Golden Tower and ruler of magic. The one and only great sorceress!]

Whoosh!
Perhaps to use magic more skillfully, another doll emerged from the tentacle cluster.
This time, though the doll had black skin, it wasn't a simple silhouette like before.
It had distinct features as if it were Merci herself, with emotions visible in its facial expressions.
Emotions of hostility and anger.

[What do you gain by killing us? It's just self-gratification for a ghost who couldn't properly die. Do you think I'll lose to such petty self-indulgence? I have a noble and progressive goal to explore all the magic in this world!]

Whoosh!
A massive fiery gale rushed toward Aran to blow him away.
Aran stopped his charge, stood in place, and looked back at Nia.

Zing.
Nia shot a small beam of light in front of Aran, showing him exactly where and how to cut.
As he swung his sword along the line traced by the beam.
Whoosh.
The gale shattered like mist and disappeared.

In response, Merci struck her staff down, and this time a hole opened above Nia's head, pouring out all sorts of grotesque monsters and insects.

"This is too disgusting to even call magic."

Nia frowned and struck her staff down as well.
A golden magic circle formed around her and emitted light as it rose upward.
The pillar of light ascended like sunshine dispelling darkness, erasing all manner of impurities as it reached beyond the hole.

[Kekeke, that's right.]

Though the attack failed, Merci's real purpose was to divert Nia's attention elsewhere.
The most dangerous aspect of Aran and his companions was the synergy they created by connecting their individual abilities.
If so, the first priority was to break that connection to weaken their total fighting power.

As planned, Aran was now alone, and Nia couldn't support him immediately due to her magic casting time.
Now was the opportunity!

Splash!
Merci attacked using water, Aran's weakness, creating water currents.
Though he had shown the knack for countering water using electrical heat, his ability wasn't heat or flame, so it wouldn't be easy.

Sure enough, when Aran saw the four streams of water, he hesitated before choosing to jump high to avoid them.
Anticipating this, Merci hurled burning rocks at Aran's expected evasion point.

Slash.
As Aran cut the rock with his electricity-infused sword.

[Got you!]
"!"

Boom-boom-boom!
This was the moment she had been waiting for.
The moment when Aran, having avoided the water, decided to defend against the next attack.

Dark magic, Black Hole.
A black hole formed right in front of Aran, exerting powerful gravitational force that sucked in everything around it.

"Urgh!"

Already floating in midair with nothing to hold onto, Aran tried his best to escape using his abilities, but Merci was serious too.

[Yes, struggle all you want. The more you struggle, the higher my chances of winning.]

She was right.
Thanks to his desperate resistance, Aran's body wasn't sucked into the hole, but the hole was truly sucking in "everything."
Air, electricity, even Aran's strength.

'There is one way. This magic is clearly dark magic. If I throw the holy sword in there, it could destroy the spell, but...'

He couldn't discard the sword yet.
Dorgon and Lucius would have gained demonic power just like Merci, and the holy sword's power as an anti-demon artifact would be a great help when fighting them.
But if he got sucked into that black hole leading who knows where, he could lose his life, or at best, end up in some strange place.

Aran hesitated while gripping his sword.
Then he gripped it even tighter.

It wasn't material greed over the holy sword's rarity.
Perhaps it was stubbornness, but he didn't want to make the same choice as them—abandoning something for his own sake.
He wouldn't let go of anything in his grasp. Not companions, not friends, not possessions.
He wouldn't abandon even the smallest thing by his side.

"Haaaaaah!"

Instead of discarding the holy sword, Aran concentrated his power into it.
As he did so, Merci refused to yield and added more power to her magic. The black hole opened its maw wider to suck Aran in, but.
Aran instead raised his holy sword, pointing its tip toward Merci.

"Yes, as you said, it started as self-satisfaction. I was angry about being betrayed by you all, and wanted to return this pain. I decided to fight, satisfied if I could just get revenge, regardless of what else happened."

He even used his sky wings to resist the black hole's pull, but soon one wing was devoured by the black hole and disappeared.
Still, Aran gripped his sword with both hands without wavering.

"Perhaps even now, my desire to defeat you comes from selfish motives. Even if there are other purposes as well, the biggest one is the selfishness of revenge. But..."

Just then, someone flew toward Merci with a powerful battle cry.
It was Yui, holding blood swords in both hands.

She should have been dealing with the tentacles.
When Merci turned to look, she saw Eris below, creating a swamp of blood and restraining the tentacles alone with all sorts of blood weapons.
Blood flowed from every orifice on her face, making her look precarious even for a demon, but Eris still managed to throw several swords to support Nia.

"Haaaah!"
[Hmph.]

As Yui charged with floating blood swords around her, Merci created more dolls.
Her staff was maintaining the black hole holding Aran, so she couldn't use it elsewhere.

[These are demon magics.]

The dolls waved their hands like an orchestra following a conductor, firing all kinds of demonic magic.
Seeing this, Yui smirked.

"For a great sorceress, your attacks are too monotonous. You're just firing various magics."
[What?]
"Show some more creativity. Like me!"

Whoosh!
Yui threw both blood swords in her hands at the incoming magic.
The blood swords flew in an arc, intercepting and bursting the magic. Immediately grabbing another sword, Yui threw it to burst another spell.

Boom-boom-boom.
Yui generously grabbed and threw blood swords around her, and each time, Merci's magic targeting her was shot down in midair.

[Insolent girl. So full of yourself...]

She saw through the plan.
Trying to attack the doll holding the staff to save Aran, are you?
Then I'll just trap you as soon as you land, like before.
Then I'll fire tentacles from behind your head, and no matter how great a swordswoman you are, it'll be hard to respond.

Since this barbarian had no value as an experimental subject anyway, she could kill her without a shred of mercy.

"Trying to trap my feet? Not a chance."
[?!]

Having used up all her blood swords, Yui placed her hand on her own sword at her waist.
She closed her eyes and took a breath.

"Hup!"

She opened her eyes wide and executed a sword draw.
And then.

Boom!
The blade contained dense magical power compressed within the scabbard, enhanced further by demon blood.
It was released with the fierce sword draw.

Yui's specialty was sword-drawing techniques.
She had incorporated the technique she used earlier to free her feet into her specialty, creating a new technique she named "One-Hit Kill."

True to its grandiose name, its power was considerable.
With the explosion, the entire upper section of the tentacle cluster was blown away.

[This...]

Only one of Merci's dolls remained.
It survived thanks to a defensive spell cast to prevent the staff from being blown away in the explosion.

[Oh no.]

Saying she used her staff for a defensive spell meant...

Crackle-crackle-crackle!
Electricity sparked, and Aran fell like lightning onto Merci's doll.

[Urrrgh!]

Though Merci groaned from the high-voltage electrocution, she aimed her staff at Aran who approached her, but.

"...But. At least now, I'm not standing here solely for revenge. I stand here as the proxy of Northern Knight Luke, to cut you down, Merci, to protect the North from threats."
[Luke...?]

Merci tilted her head at the unfamiliar name.
Slash!
Aran's swift sword cut off her arm, and he caught the falling staff.

"Yui!"
"Yes!"

Aran immediately grabbed Yui's arm and escaped, signaling below.

"Nia, now!"
"Ready!"

At Aran's signal, Nia aimed her staff at Merci.
Multiple golden magic circles overlapped and began to rotate.

"You used dark magic invisible even to magical sight? This is the opposite."
[!]
"Magic that can be seen with magical sight but cannot be blocked. Starlight magic, Meteor Shower!"

Merci's doll recognized the magic Nia was about to use.
She clutched her severed arm and controlled tentacles to crush Nia before it could be fired, but.

"Cough! Haa... I told you, right? I dislike women who hurt Aran like you do."
[You... mere experimental subject!]
"I'll keep interfering until the end. Demons specialize in tormenting others."

Even that failed due to Eris's interference.
Meanwhile, the fully charged magic circle.

Boom-boom-boom-boom!
Fired countless beams that struck the center of the tentacle cluster.
Like a real meteor shower, the beams flew freely and destroyed their target.
Each shot was so powerful that Merci's main body was helplessly ravaged.

...A knight watching this scene from afar muttered to himself:

"It's like watching a Gatling gun."

Why did he suddenly recall a video of a Gatling gun mercilessly firing at a target until it was literally ground to powder?
More importantly, in novels, they usually finish with an elegant beam of light going "boom." But this terrifying attack...

And so the tentacle cluster was literally torn apart by the relentless bombardment of light.
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KWAGWAGWAGWAGWA!
Nia's ultimate trump card.
The stellar magic, Meteor Shower, bombarded Merci's massive body relentlessly, destroying it completely.
Literally reducing it to dust.

While the tentacles, which served as legs, writhed in an attempt to counterattack as the main body was under concentrated fire.
SLASH! SLASH!
Aran and Yui, who had landed on the ground, joined Eris and cut down all the tentacles.

As expected, Merci, distracted by the attacks on her body, had no energy left to regenerate her tentacles.
Moreover, with Aran using electricity and Eris using blood to sear the cut surfaces to prevent regeneration.
And so, Merci gradually came to a halt.

[KRAAAAAAAH!]

Once a great magician respected and praised by people for her intelligence and beauty.
Watching her struggle and die as a grotesque monster gave rise to complicated feelings, but.
Aran didn't look away and continued to watch.

Was it out of compassion or pity for a former comrade?
No.
If that monster survived the bombardment, he would have to finish it with his own hands.
If by some chance it survived and escaped from here, Merci would return as an even greater calamity.

A moment later, Nia's magic stopped, perhaps because her magical power was depleted.
Fortunately, Merci wasn't unscathed after all that bombardment; her entire body was destroyed and in ruins... but she was still alive.

"Yui, I'll leave it to you."
"Yes."

Aran entrusted Nia and Eris to Yui, then approached Merci with his sword in hand.
What remained of Merci after her tentacles were cut and her body destroyed was.

"As I thought."

A black-skinned woman with her right arm severed, lying with her back against a piece of cut tentacle.
With a face that Aran knew well.

"So this wasn't a doll but your true form. In fact, the tentacles were just your limbs, and you were hiding in the center of the tentacles all along? You came out at the end because you couldn't use powerful magic as a doll."
[.....]
"But even in this form, you don't look human."

At Aran's words, Merci tore her mouth open and exhaled.

[Would a human have skin like this?]
"Well, maybe if you stayed in the sun too long?"
[Hehe, your jokes have improved, Aran. You used to be so boring, but now you can even make jokes like that.]

Merci giggled, then lifted her head to look at Aran and said.

[What? I have nothing to say to you. Just kill me quickly and be done with it. Sad farewells aren't my style. And we're not even that close.]
"Right, that's just like you."

They had already said what needed to be said.
They had sorted out their feelings for each other.
But Aran had one last thing he wanted to tell her.

"You're definitely strong. I could never have defeated you alone."
[...That's obvious.]
"But do you know why you lost so miserably?"
[?]

As Merci looked at him genuinely puzzled.

"You were alone, but I had comrades by my side."
[.....]

Hearing Aran's words, Merci remained silent with a hardened expression, as if recalling some memory.

[Do you know what sin I possess?]
"I thought it was greed, but since Low took greed, I'm not sure."
[Hehehe, it's similar to his. The sin I took is gluttony. I want to devour all the knowledge in the world. If that's the case, everyone else at this table is just a nuisance to me.]
"....."
[So I just lose.]
"I see."

After hearing Merci's answer, Aran raised his sword.

"Farewell, Merci."

Instead of saying goodbye, Merci closed her eyes.
SLASH!

Aran's sword sliced through her neck and pierced her heart.
Having killed her true form with the holy sword Raybelt, Merci's demonic energy was purified and she crumbled to dust.

Only after confirming Merci's complete silence did Aran finally feel the strength leaving his body.

It had been such a long night.
From helping the orcs escape to unexpectedly fighting one of his former comrades.
What had started as an intelligence mission had turned into something he never anticipated.
Probably even Luke, who had planned this operation, wouldn't have known.

That's why the losses on their side were also unexpected.
Perhaps due to the aftereffects of the Demon King's death, Eris, who had been looking unwell lately, was exhausted from fighting the tentacles.
Nia had also depleted her magical power after continuously blocking Merci's magic and delivering the final blow with a new spell.
Yui had suffered the least damage, but as a vanguard, she naturally expended more energy in basic combat.

The same was true for Aran himself.
From the infiltration onwards, he had used his abilities continuously throughout the night, and had exerted himself fully in the tug-of-war with Merci to keep her focus fixed during the final black hole.
Thanks to that, they were able to land a decisive blow on her.

'As a result, we liberated the orcs and destroyed the enemy's siege weapon in the process. We also defeated Merci, so we succeeded in weakening their forces.'

But there was still one more formidable force on their side.
One of the Seven Heroes, Dorgon Ulfair.
To defeat him, Aran and his comrades would need their strength, but...

'Will we be able to recover our strength by the time we face Dorgon?'

That was what worried him.
While Merci's firepower was far greater than Dorgon's, what made Dorgon truly terrifying was his impenetrable defense and stamina that never seemed to falter.
To overcome that, they would need to be at full strength, just as they had been against Merci.

'This is still a battlefield. We need to return quickly...'

Come to think of it, they were closer to the Western Army's camp than to Wintercannon.
While the Western forces couldn't approach earlier due to Merci's magic, now they could come rushing in, so he needed to hurry and evacuate his comrades.

"!"

Crackle.
Spotting something, Aran dashed forward with all his might.

"Inexperience is inevitable. How clumsy."
"?!"

Startled by the man's voice near her ear, Yui instinctively swung her sword.
CLANG!
Aran also arrived just in time, and together they barely managed to block Igril's surprise attack.

'So that sudden self-inflicted wound was part of a plan to create an opening for assassination?'

Even so, something felt off.
Igril had deliberately stayed out of the battle because he wanted Merci to fight seriously, and had sent himself instead.
But if he was going to join the fight, why ambush them now after Merci's death?
Was he using one of the Seven Heroes as bait?

CLANG! CLANG!
Igril continued his attack.
Unlike him, who had conserved his energy by withdrawing early from the battle, Aran and Yui, exhausted from the fierce fight, struggled to block his sharp sword strikes.

However, with the two of them working together, Igril seemed to realize this would drag on, so he pushed back their swords and retreated.

"I would have liked to kill you if possible, but that seems beyond me now."
"....."
"But you're both clearly weakened, so I can still carry out my orders."
"Orders...?"

DASH!
Aran expressed his doubt, but Igril, seemingly uninterested in answering, charged again.
But his direction wasn't toward Aran and Yui...

"Oh no!"

He was heading toward Aran's comrades.
Aran and Yui, startled, also rushed in that direction.

KEEEEENG.

"An impressive technique. I'll make good use of it."
"!"

Igril infused his blade with magical power.
Recognizing the familiar motion, Yui's eyes widened.

BOOM!
When Igril struck the ground with his sword, the earth exploded, destroying even the soil beneath the snow, sending dust flying everywhere.

Though the widespread dust obscured their vision, Aran had a technique to detect opponents using electrical signals.
Having used much of his ability during the fight with Merci, he spread a thin layer of electricity widely to detect Igril.

"Found you."

As soon as he spotted Igril, he charged and swung his sword at him.
Igril, sensing Aran's approach from the wind, seemed to have noticed and responded.

CLANG!

"?"

The sound of clashing metal was somehow strange.
And that wasn't the only thing that was off.
Before Aran's eyes, a long sword spun through the air like a flagpole caught in the wind.
He had struck Igril's sword, and Igril had let go of it.

'That can't be right.'

Having crossed swords with him twice, Aran knew his skill well. He had even conserved his strength and detected Aran's approach to respond, yet he lost his sword?

It must have been intentional.
If so, what "orders" was he trying to fulfill by deliberately discarding his weapon?
Could it be...

'Is he trying to kill Nia and Eris?!'

That had to be it.
Igril was Dorgon's subordinate, and if Dorgon had given him a secret mission, it must be to assassinate Aran's comrades.
Hadn't he expressed his intention to kill Yui? He had a dangerous mental state that favored slaughter.

'I can't let that happen!'

Aran poured all his remaining strength into running at full speed to reach his comrades before the man could.

"Eek!"
"Nia, Eris, hold tight."

SWOOSH.
Embracing them both in his arms, he instantly fled from the spot.
After running to a distance where Igril couldn't easily follow due to his depleted abilities, Aran stopped and watched warily for Igril to emerge from the dust.

"He's not chasing us?"

As Nia pointed out, Igril didn't emerge from the dust.
Had he really dropped his sword and was hiding because of it?
Why wasn't he pursuing them?

Or was targeting the two a diversion, and he was actually after Yui?
Aran put the two down and was about to head back into the dust when.

WHOOSH!
Igril emerged from the dust in a different direction.

Fortunately, he wasn't holding Yui in his hands.
But Aran's gaze was fixed on what he was holding. In his hands was neither a sword nor Yui, but something else... a magician's staff.
It was a staff Aran recognized. Its owner was none other than.

"Merci's staff?"

It was what he had acquired after cutting off Merci's arm during the battle to block her magic.
He couldn't keep holding it, so he had put it down next to his comrades.
Saving the two had been the priority, so he hadn't been able to retrieve it, but why had Igril taken that staff?
Was that staff the purpose of raising the dust?

Aran knew the performance of Merci's staff as an artifact.
Like his holy sword, it didn't have any special abilities. It only increased magical efficiency and amplified it.
The remarkable thing was its owner, Merci, not the staff itself.
So why would Igril, who wasn't even a magician, take her staff? And to do so while discarding his own sword?

Though he didn't understand the reason, he had already perceived that this man harbored unsettling intentions.
He gripped his sword tighter, intending to reclaim the staff from him.

"Let's stop here. I've lost my sword, so I can't kill you, but judging by the lack of electricity on your sword, you seem to have exhausted your power too."

Aran firmly rejected Igril's offer of a truce.

"Even with my abilities depleted, I have the advantage as long as I hold my sword. Plus, Yui is on our side. I have no reason to spare you."
"...You're mistaken. It's not you who's sparing me, but I who's sparing you."
"What?"

At that moment, Nia called out in an urgent voice.

"Aran, over there!"

At Nia's call, Aran turned his head.

"!!"

He was startled, then bit his lip and narrowed his eyes sharply.
His face was a mix of trouble, anger, and dismay.

Because in the direction Nia was pointing, numerous Western Army troops were approaching.
And at their forefront stood none other than.

"Dorgon...!"

The Great Lord of the West, one of the Seven Heroes, the warrior of the Hero Party, the war machine.
Dorgon Ulfair was walking toward them, fully armed.

This was bad.
In their current state, they couldn't defeat Dorgon even if they were resurrected.
Forget about the possibility of winning; they couldn't even put up a fight.

He considered accepting Igril's offer and retreating quickly.
But with Dorgon approaching, he was suspicious that the lifeline thrown by Igril might hide a trap.
As he was rapidly thinking about the best course of action amidst the confusion.

"Master, over there too!"

This time, Yui called out to him.
Wondering what else was coming, Aran quickly turned his head.

"!!"

Aran's eyes widened once more.
But this time, opposite emotions bloomed on his face.
Hope, relief, gratitude.

Because the identity of those coming from the direction Yui pointed to was.

The Grand Duke of the North, the Sword Saint, humanity's strongest knight, the Winter Lion.
Grace Northrain was approaching with the warriors of the North.

Ch.212 - Chapter 212. A Night of Crossing Thoughts (1)
Thump, thump.
Clank, clank.
The sound of footsteps on snow and armor moving reached my ears clearly.

However, this wasn't because the atmosphere of the field was quiet and peaceful.
It was the opposite.
Like how everything falls silent the night before a storm. It felt as if the power was being compressed and held back without wasting any strength, preparing to unleash an even more powerful wind.
And there were two such storms.

The forces led by Dorgon Ulfair, the Great Lord of the West, were clearly elite at a glance.
Knights, battle mages, and every soldier in heavy armor.
It wasn't simply about pursuit or defeating an enemy; there was a sense of murderous intent and obsession to definitively kill someone.

'Considering that Dorgon, who never takes the field unless it's a battlefield of his choosing, has personally brought troops...'

He must have watched Mercy's battle from afar.
Although she was defeated, she had fought against one of the Seven Heroes, so her opponent wouldn't be unscathed either. He didn't want to miss this golden opportunity.
Would there also be a desire for revenge for his fallen comrade...?
Somehow, I felt a bitterness that there probably wouldn't be. If it were Dorgon, he would focus more on the calculation of being able to kill an enemy rather than mourning Mercy's death.

But it seemed Dorgon's wishes wouldn't be fulfilled.
If there was someone who came to kill, there was also someone who came to protect.

The forces led by Grace Northrain, the Grand Duchess of the North, were equally formidable.
The Northern Knights led by Knight Commander Arthur, the Northern Grand Duchess's Guard led by Guard Captain Elaine, and even the mages from the Snow Flower Tower.
Though fewer in number, they were the North's strongest fighting force. Hadn't they annihilated the Western army's vanguard in a single battle last time?
Above all.

Humanity's strongest knight, who had stepped back from the front lines to command the war, had now personally entered the battlefield.
Her strength... was absolutely not inferior to any of the Seven Heroes.
Everyone knew. If Grace hadn't been in the position of a lord who needed to protect the North, she too would have joined the hero's party and significantly shortened the duration of the Great War.

"Hmm..."

Igril, who had been silently watching Grace and the Northern army approaching, finally spoke.

"This means neither side will back down, resulting in a mutual retreat. Well, the outcome is the same, so it doesn't matter. We're facing opposite directions, let's switch."
"..."
"Think carefully. I may not be able to kill you, but that doesn't mean I can't kill those women lying beside you."

This time, Igril was right.
If only the Northern army were here, I might have tried to capture him somehow, but Dorgon was also present. Or conversely, if only Dorgon were here, it would have been dangerous, but thanks to the Northern army's presence, I was safe.
In any case, if I were to clash with Igril here, both armies behind us would immediately unleash their storms and collide.
That would lead straight to all-out war.

'The North and Grace are strong, but if a full-scale war breaks out, the casualties will be high.'

I put aside any dreamy notions of ending the war here.
Right now, I had exhausted all my strength and was nothing more than a burden. Dorgon would certainly target that weakness, and if he charged, I couldn't counter.
I would only end up holding Grace back.

The fact that she was approaching while displaying such military might suggested that she hadn't come out of the fortress intending to settle things here.
Although I still felt uneasy about letting the man before me go, I couldn't put everyone at risk because of it.

With a glance, Aran signaled to Yui and began to slowly circle around while supporting Nia and Eris.
Both had exhausted their strength to the limit and moved slowly. If they had fought, as Igril said, one of them would have been seriously injured.

Yui, who was the most unharmed, kept her sword pointed and remained vigilant during the movement.
But Igril, as if knowing he couldn't attack anyway, paid no attention and circled widely in sync with Aran's group's pace.

As Aran's group and Igril switched positions to face their respective sides,
both armies arrived at the scene.

Swish.
Rustle.
As Dorgon raised his arm, the Western army stopped in orderly formation.

Tap.
Clack.
As Grace halted her step, the Northern army also stopped in unison.

Thus, the two armies faced each other at a distance just close enough to exchange words.
Seeing Aran's group, Grace gestured to the side.

Patter, patter!
Several soldiers from the guard ran over to protect them and brought them back.
Aran asked for treatment for his companions but refused support for himself, walking up to stand beside Grace.
Seeing Aran tired from the traces of battle, concern and relief flashed in Grace's eyes, but she quickly composed herself and spoke with a solemn attitude.

"You've been through a lot. I watched your battle from the wall. Leave the rest to us and go rest."
"No. I need to stay here for now."
"...Because of Dorgon?"
"Yes, Dorgon is suspicious and hates uncertainty. If I show composure even after fighting Mercy, he'll be preoccupied calculating his approach toward me."
"Hmm."

Grace seemed to find Aran's reasoning valid and allowed him to stay.
However, since deep fatigue was evident in his voice, she agreed on the condition that he would just stand quietly without taking action.

Igril also returned to his side and reported to Dorgon.

"The Golden Tower Master was defeated by the Hero and his companions."
"I saw. What about the damage on the Hero's side?"
"No casualties. Apart from the mage and the demon among his companions being exhausted to the point of barely standing, they sustained no injuries."
"...And the Hero?"
"Similarly exhausted from the battle with the Golden Tower Master, but he seems to have enough strength left to kill me with his bare hands if we fought."

Dorgon listened to Igril's report and let out an uncomfortable groan.

"This is the first time you've had such poor results in a task you undertook."
"But I completed the secret mission you ordered. Here..."

As Igril held out Mercy's staff, Dorgon looked at it briefly before saying:

"For now, keep it in your possession. I'll check it when we return."
"Understood."

Igril put away the staff and slipped between the ranks of his allies.

After his meaningful exchange with Igril, Dorgon turned his gaze forward again.
There, Grace and Aran stood side by side, wary of his side.
Dorgon stepped forward and shouted loudly:

"Grand Duchess of the North! I am Dorgon Ulfair, Great Lord of the West. You must remember this face."

Though he used no magic or ability, Dorgon's shout resonated as if it could be heard all the way to the fortress walls. Grace also stepped forward to answer:

"How dare you address me informally in your first greeting. The Royal Guard Captain has grown quite bold. I thought only your filthy greed had flourished."
"Enough with the mockery. I have come by royal decree to suppress the North, which has raised the banner of rebellion. However, you all performed great service in stopping the demons during the Great War. If you lay down your weapons and surrender now, I will ensure you receive a fair trial."

Grace snorted at Dorgon's words.

"If you wanted to make an offer, you should have done so on the first day. Those who attacked without warning now suddenly talk of a fair trial? Your intentions are so transparent I can't even pretend to be fooled by such lies."
"..."
"After failing to subdue us by force, you try to intimidate us, then make up reasons to lead us to the gallows. I suppose... Aran for killing your people, me for helping him. Is that the kind of reasoning you'll use?"
"Are you admitting that your crimes are severe enough to warrant execution?"
"Ah, so that was your real intention. How cunning. The sound of your scheming is so loud I want to stomp it out."

Grace and Dorgon glared at each other, neither backing down in their battle of nerves.
During this, Dorgon struck the ground with his hammer, making a thud.
Crack!
The ground, hardened by the cold winter wind, cracked from what seemed like a light hammer strike.

"If we fight here, you'll be at a disadvantage. Are you still willing to try?"

Clatter!
Dorgon's threat served as a signal for the Western army to aim their weapons.
In response, the Northern army also aimed their weapons, ready to counter any attack, but Grace herself answered calmly without the slightest agitation:

"We of the North are not barbaric enough to initiate combat, but we are warriors who do not shy away from battle. If you charge, we'll bury all your heads in this snow. But!"

Shing.
Grace drew her treasured sword, the Water King's Blade.
And the target she pointed it at was not Dorgon and the Western army... but the traces of the battle between Aran and Mercy.

"Right now, I am here. I, the Grand Duchess of the North, called humanity's strongest knight! If you wish to fight me, you'll have to bring out everything you have, down to the very bottom."

At her warning, Dorgon's expression hardened.
With the incident involving Row, and with Aran on their side, Grace knew that the Seven Heroes possessed demonic power.
In other words, the meaning behind her words was a threat that if Dorgon fought her, he would have to reveal his secret in front of everyone.

Yet he couldn't avoid using his demonic power either.
Grace was not an opponent he could fight while holding back, even as one of the Seven Heroes.
No matter how much stronger Dorgon had become with demonic power compared to before, he would still need to use his full strength to kill her.

After countering threat with threat, Dorgon was silent for a moment, then:

"Though I wish to carry out the royal decree immediately, we too must reorganize our camp tonight, so I will reluctantly withdraw."

He put away his hammer, canceling combat preparations.
It was clearly a retreat, and while Grace smirked, she too had only intended to rescue Aran rather than fight Dorgon, so she was about to back down as well when:

"Since the leaders of both sides are gathered, I'd like to make one proposal."
"A proposal?"
"Instead of dragging this out tediously, why don't we set a day for the decisive battle and determine the victor by committing our full strength then?"

Seeing Dorgon's proposal, which was obviously full of ulterior motives, Grace also fell silent for a moment, scrutinizing him.

"I assume you're not making the unreasonable proposal for us to come out. Tell me the time."
"Three days from now, at dawn."

So that's his plan.
Aran is currently exhausted from his battle with Mercy. He'll probably need to focus on recovery for several days.
Is he trying to exclude the Hero from the battle?
Glancing at Aran, she saw his troubled expression.
Even if he is the Hero, recovery within three days would be impossible.

'But it's not entirely unfavorable for us.'

Just as Aran is out of commission on our side, they're missing Mercy.
Moreover, Aran destroyed their siege weapons, so the Western army actually suffered more damage in tonight's battle.
But that's precisely why we need to be careful.
Dorgon wouldn't have proposed such a tight deadline of three days without knowing this fact.
So here:

"Three days is too short for preparations for a decisive battle. I propose five days as a compromise."
"You seem to misunderstand something."
"Hmm?"

Dorgon spoke with a resolute face:

"Since you call yourselves warriors rather than barbarians, we respect that honor by announcing our attack. Whether you respond or not, we will commence our attack three days from now."
"I should have known. Some proposal this is."

Grace frowned, but Dorgon didn't even bother to reply.
From the beginning, he hadn't proposed a decisive battle as a warrior. It was merely psychological warfare.
And... she had fallen for it.

'He discovered that Aran needs time to recover.'

As expected of the former Hero party's strategist.
He's not to be taken lightly.

"Come if you dare. The only place waiting for you is a cold hell."

Despite Grace's fierce warning, Dorgon withdrew his army without flinching.
Watching their retreating backs, Aran said:

"He's probably serious about attacking in three days."
"You think so?"
"Yes, Dorgon cares about appearances. Since he made the declaration in front of his soldiers, he'll want to keep it."
"At least we can anticipate the enemy's attack... By the way, I'm sorry. My mistake gave it away."
"No, it was revealed before that."
"?"

Dorgon, too, has spent a long time with Aran.
It was a deception used because there were no visible injuries, but he had indeed expended a lot of energy fighting Mercy.
The calculating Dorgon's suggestion of three days wasn't a bluff to confirm Aran's condition, but came from certainty.

"Even if we had been given five days, I don't think I could recover within that time."

As sweat that Aran had been holding back finally trickled down his forehead, showing his exhaustion, Grace sighed with concern.

"Just by defeating one of the Seven Heroes, you've contributed the most in this war. Leave Dorgon to us and focus solely on recovery. We'll definitely capture him and bring him before you."
"No."

Aran rejected Grace's words and:

"I'll do what I can in the meantime."

Seeing Aran's face smiling as if he had something in mind,
Grace was suddenly reminded of a familiar man's face.
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It was truly a long night.
Was it because my fatigue had reached its peak?
Was it because I experienced an unexpectedly major incident?
It must be because I experienced an unexpectedly major incident, and my fatigue had reached its peak.

Upon returning to Winter Cannon after the negotiation-that-wasn't with Dorgon's side, Aran felt a comfort similar to coming home.

"Ah, the human hero has arrived!"

On the way back, Grace had told him that the orcs had safely arrived at the castle.
Seeing Glaka and Dzara, father and daughter, welcoming him in one piece filled him with intense satisfaction and relief.
The other orcs were also safe, and Mas and Boom, who were injured by Igril, had already been transported to the infirmary.

The orcs, having finally reached safety, were in the midst of sharing the longing they couldn't express earlier when they spotted Aran, approached him, and expressed their gratitude.
Even through the drowsiness that came as the fatigue and tension of battle subsided, Aran heard the orcs saying they would worship him, serve him as their racial savior for generations to come.
While he appreciated their kind words, there was one thing he needed to correct.

The true contributor to this affair was someone else. He was merely an agent carrying out that person's will.
So he was about to tell the orcs that there was someone else they should regard as a hero.

"Everyone, show warrior's respect before Aran, the hero of our tribe, and Luke, the knight who is a friend of our tribe!"
"...?"

At Glaka's words, the orc warriors simultaneously removed their upper garments and knelt down.
It seemed to be an orc custom, but more importantly, what Glaka had just said...

"Hey, you've been through a lot."
"!"

Hearing a familiar voice beside him, Aran turned his head to find Luke standing there, wearing fur clothing instead of his usual armor.

"I heard everything from Tribal Chief Glaka. Wow~ I sent you as a messenger, and as expected of a hero, I had no idea you'd go this far. This is truly high praise."
"..."
"And defeating Merci on top of that is really... You have no idea how shocked I was when I saw that octopus monster."

Luke's voice lacked his characteristic gentle laugh and his usual calm, slightly playful tone.
His eyes were wide open, and his voice was very excited.
Seeing his genuinely impressed attitude, Aran smirked and said:

"Yeah, I went through a lot because of you."
"Huh?"

Luke blinked at Aran's mischievous response.

'Is he making a joke?'

Aran was a very serious and innocent person.
He had been that way before his betrayal, and remained so after healing his emotional wounds.
He was so innocent and serious that he didn't like teasing others, fearing they might take it seriously and get hurt.
For such an Aran to blame someone else, even jokingly?

For Luke, it was an incredibly curious sight. It was a new side of him that he'd never seen even in the novel.
But it wasn't bad. Rather, it was nice to see.
Because Aran's expression while teasing him was so comfortable, like he was dealing with a friend.

'Come to think of it, this protagonist didn't have any male friends in the novel, did he?'

The genre of "Brave Lord" was strictly speaking a harem story.
What's a common characteristic of harem stories? Isn't it a genre where the gender ratio of main characters is completely skewed? This is true for both male-oriented works and female-oriented reverse harems.

Especially in "Brave Lord," with so many emotional storylines between Aran and various heroines, and between Aran and his former comrades, it was awkward to insert a same-sex friend character in the friendship position among the heroines.
After all, even the heroines dealt with both love and friendship until the middle part.
Because of that, the only regular male characters were the three from the Seven Heroes who appeared as enemies.

Yet here was someone who had lived a completely different life in a different world, standing alongside the protagonist and exchanging jokes like friends.
How strange the world can be.

"By the way, what's this about being a friend of the orc tribe?"
"It's exactly what it sounds like. When I welcomed them, they suddenly prostrated themselves and said they would pledge loyalty to the North since I kept my promise. I found that kind of thing burdensome, so I just said let's be friends."
"...The orcs' loyalty would be a great help to the North."
"Tsk, tsk, you don't understand. Loyalty, you see, only appears strong and cohesive, but it's actually very easy to break. Perhaps I might get drunk on the power dynamic and mistreat the orcs, causing a rift that would later become quite troublesome."
"..."
"I find such complicated balancing acts tiring, and I don't know how to be a master. Rather than anxiously trying to do everything right, a comfortable friendship is much better. Friends can fight, buy each other a meal, and make up, right?"

Hearing Luke's words, Aran chuckled once more.

Indeed, this man was different.
Normally, one would accept the orcs' loyalty and use them as reliable subordinates, but he deliberately gave up that advantage to choose the position of a friend.
Yet because of this, he earned even more loyalty from the orcs.

As the orcs showed respect to him and Luke, Aran saw the emotions in their eyes.
While they looked at him with gratitude for saving them and admiration for his strength,
The emotions in their eyes toward Luke were unreadable. That's how deep their affection and trust were.
In other words, if he was a hero to the orcs, then Luke was a friend of the orcs' hero.

Just look at that scene.
When Luke approached them saying to stand up, Glaka, unlike how he treated Aran, conversed with Luke comfortably with a smiling face. Luke also acted casually as if talking to another human, despite his companion being an orc.
It was a relationship that made Aran newly envious.

A friend, huh.
He had lived his whole life as a hero, with only comrades by his side.
Wouldn't something like that be nice too?

"By the way, what exactly happened over there? His Excellency and Dorgon seemed to be having some conversation."
"Ah, about that."

Luke hadn't participated in the earlier sortie, so he hadn't heard what conversation took place.
Since it was important enough that he should know too, Aran decided to explain.

"Luke, I fulfilled your request in your place this time."
"And?"
"As a friend, may I also ask you for a favor?"

When he cautiously broached the subject, Luke stared at him for a moment, then:

"I agreed to give you jam as payment for fulfilling my request. What will you give me?"
"It's probably something you need."
"What I need isn't an object but a person."
"Something necessary to protect that person."

Luke chuckled and said, "You're not giving me a single hint."

"Let's hear it then."

***

When Dorgon returned to his camp, Jin immediately approached and reported.

"All fires have been extinguished, and the scene is being cleaned up and organized. Four-tenths of the siege weapons are intact, and there is no damage to supplies other than the weapons. As for casualties..."

After Jin finished his report, Dorgon told him to wait for a moment and then spoke to Igril.

"All the damage from tonight's events is related to your mission."
"..."
"I hear the orcs escaped. All the hostages that were imprisoned... Aran probably infiltrated with the purpose of rescuing the orcs, and deliberately destroyed the siege weapons to create a disturbance while extracting them."

Even Dorgon, Aran's former comrade, couldn't understand why Aran would go to such lengths to rescue orcs.
But right now, the surface-level information about Aran's operation was more important than why he did it.

"Both the orcs and the siege weapons were under your jurisdiction. Especially the siege weapons, which were being turned into bombs according to your strategy when the incident occurred, causing massive damage to our army instead. How do you intend to take responsibility for this?"

At Dorgon's low, heavy voice, Jin felt as if his own back was trembling.
His lord was very strict about rewards and punishments, and showed no mercy to subordinates who failed, even if they were his close aide, the Iron Mace.

Even Jin thought that the mistakes Igril made tonight were fatal.
Two military assets—orcs and siege weapons—disappeared in a single night. The orcs joined the enemy, and the siege weapons damaged friendly forces, going beyond mere disappearance to cause a backlash.

And he failed to recover the orcs or capture the hero who was behind the operation.
Moreover, the Golden Tower Master Merci, who went out with Igril, died fighting the hero.
Jin was curious about what exactly happened outside while he was staying behind to contain the fires.
He had seen some kind of giant monster rampaging from a distance.

Although Igril was the head of the Iron Maces and Dorgon cherished him, even he couldn't possibly let this incident slide.
While Jin was holding his breath, waiting to see how Dorgon would respond:

"I have nothing to say about the siege weapons. It was my oversight. By trying to be thorough and bringing in the orc shaman, I ended up exposing information."

Igril admitted his fault cleanly, without excuses or hesitation.
But Dorgon was definitely not the type to appreciate a subordinate's honesty and show leniency.
Of course, subordinates who made excuses or stalled received harsher punishments, but he didn't value mental virtues like sincerity or honesty.

If one wanted to sway Dorgon's heart even slightly, one needed to present a clear alternative rather than reflect on one's mistakes.
Igril must know this well too. Jin, listening to their conversation from the side, noticed one significant part in Igril's words just now.

"...It sounds like you have something to say about the orcs."

As expected, his lord had noticed it too.
At Dorgon's observation, Igril immediately responded.

"Unlike machines that move as controlled, living beings have the troublesome thing called emotions, making them impossible to control absolutely. Though they follow orders because of the hostages, the orcs harbor resentment inside and will constantly look for opportunities to remove their leashes and escape."
"And?"
"I've taken measures to ensure that if they remove their leashes, their necks will be cut."

Igril told Dorgon what measures he had taken with the orcs, and Jin, who heard it by being present, was inwardly shocked.
He knew Igril was a vicious man, but to do such a thing to hostages...
This man... sometimes Jin wondered if he was even human, but it was astonishing how he actually did things others would only imagine.

Still, right now, that shocking idea was effective.
Unlike Jin, Dorgon seemed satisfied with his measures, and the atmosphere relaxed slightly.

"Then although we've lost the orcs, those hostages still have use."
"Yes, their taking the hostages into the castle has actually created another opportunity for us."

Dorgon didn't inquire further about the orcs.
However, the conversation wasn't over yet.

"Our forces have been reduced due to the destruction of siege weapons and the defection of orcs. In particular, the remaining siege weapons have partially damaged functions, or the destruction of the attached flame magic circles makes it difficult to carry out operations. It's essentially a failure. How will you prepare for the battle three days from now in this situation?"

In response to Dorgon's question, Igril bent down to pick something up and placed it on the table.

"This is...?"

It was something Jin recognized.
The Golden Tower Master's staff. Did Igril, who was by her side when she died, collect it?
But why bring it out suddenly?

"You previously instructed me to recover this if anything happened to the Golden Tower Master, but I received no other orders or instructions. Didn't you plan to use this in the next battle, my lord?"

Both the battle three days from now that his lord mentioned and the secret order that Igril claimed to have received—
Jin felt somewhat left out, as these were all things he knew nothing about.

But sometimes, it's better not to know than to know.
Seeing Merci's staff that Igril presented, Dorgon's eyes lit up, and he said:

"Both of you, follow me."

He rose from his seat and went outside.
As Jin followed him along with Igril, the place Dorgon headed to was... the camp of the Golden Tower, which was in chaos due to Merci's death.
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Baroque, the Elder and Vice-Master of the Golden Tower, cleared his throat uncomfortably.
What kind of bolt from the blue was this in the middle of the night? No, a literal lightning bolt would be far better. At least lightning could be blocked with magic.

While the Golden Tower used a different camp from the Western Army, they too had been awakened and were on standby, concerned that the commotion in the middle of the night might be an attack from the Northern Army.
Then a messenger from the Western Army came requesting cooperation in suppressing the fire.

At first, the Tower Master had insisted that they should handle their own affairs, but for some reason, she suddenly changed her mind and actively stepped forward.
Upon arriving at the Western Army's camp, the Tower Master herself left the firefighting operations to them, saying she had other business to attend to, and disappeared.

The Tower Master's behavior was certainly strange.
But since she had always acted on her own without explanation, and with her changed appearance and many secrets, they had simply accepted it as her way.
However, after the work was done, the news of her death came out of nowhere, greatly shocking Baroque and the other Golden Tower Elders.

'Why did the Tower Master, who never cared about the Hero, suddenly fight him and die? And what was that giant magical beast at the place where the Tower Master was fighting? It's all full of questions.'

No matter how thirsty for knowledge magicians always were, now was not the time for that.

From the beginning, the Golden Tower had no reason or intention to participate in this war.
Magic Towers, like the Church, were autonomous powers with their own systems and territories, which even the royal family couldn't control at will.
Nor did the Golden Tower have any grudge against the North. Whether the North spread false rumors or the Hero was there, they had dismissed it as none of their business.

Yet because of the Tower Master, they were forced to participate in someone else's war.
They didn't even know why the Tower Master joined this pointless war. Perhaps she had done it as a favor, being one of the Seven Heroes like the Prince and the Western Grand Duke.

In any case, the Golden Tower magicians were already short on time for their research, and being dragged to the battlefield to waste time was building up their discontent.
The Tower Master, unparalleled in magical talent but terrible as a leader, either didn't know or didn't care and left it unaddressed.
Vice-Master Baroque, who was the actual administrator in place of Merci who was always absent for her "secret research," had been managing the discontent by suggesting they collect the magic of the Snow Tower as spoils of war.
But while their greedy Tower Master was unique, magicians typically had no interest in anything outside their own school.

'Then it's decided. There's nothing more to consider.'

Baroque reached his conclusion.
With the Tower Master gone, what reason did they have to remain in this war?
They should retreat immediately.
They even had a convenient excuse in the need to handle the vacancy and funeral arrangements following the Tower Master's death.

The Golden Tower hadn't played a major role in this war anyway.
The Western Army had their own magicians. The Tower's role was merely to provide magical support during siege battles, and even then, following the Tower Master's policy, they hadn't attacked aggressively.

...Come to think of it, it was absurd.
What purpose did the Tower Master have in getting involved in this war?
She was known for having many secrets, but recently, the Tower Master had been acting extremely strange.

'She'd been like that since returning from the Hero's party... At first, I thought it was grief over losing her comrade, the Hero.'

That definitely wasn't it.
The Tower Master wasn't a sentimental person, and from what he could see, she didn't seem particularly concerned about the Hero's death.
Damn it, then why did she go to fight the Hero and end up dead?

Was it just a feeling? Or a magician's intuition?
Baroque was also the Vice-Master of the Golden Tower. He might not be a once-in-a-millennium genius like Merci, but he was still one of the top ten greatest magicians in the kingdom.
From his perspective, the giant magical beast that appeared on the battlefield seemed to be the Tower Master, based on the circumstances.
He had a feeling there was a close connection between the Tower Master's recent strange behavior and that hideous form.
If that was the case, then he and the Golden Tower...

"Hmm, I almost got lost in thought again."

This thirst for knowledge is a chronic disease of magicians.
The Tower Master's secrets would naturally be revealed once they returned to the Golden Tower and sorted through her room.

What was important now was to return quickly while the camp was in disarray.
Grand Duke Dorgon was a suspicious person, and if they delayed, troublesome issues would surely arise.
So when Baroque rose from his seat to gather the Elders and proceed with the retreat—

"So you were here, Vice-Master."
"!"

A deep, authoritative voice parted the tent flap and entered.
Behind him were a man with a sharp, gloomy impression and another with an intelligent yet cunning look.
It didn't take long to recognize them as the Western Grand Duke Dorgon and his subordinates.

Oh no, he thought he was acting quickly, but the other side was even quicker. He hadn't expected them to come looking for him before the night was over.
Though feeling awkward, Baroque couldn't show it outwardly as he greeted Dorgon.

"Welcome, Grand Duke. Please understand that I cannot properly receive you at this late hour and in such a chaotic situation."

Baroque responded politely while subtly mocking him, but Dorgon paid no attention and took a seat.
Why had the Grand Duke barged in in the middle of the night? Had he anticipated their attempt to withdraw from the war and come to prevent it?
As Baroque swallowed nervously waiting for his words, Dorgon abruptly held something out to him.

"What is this...?"

The Tower Master's staff? Why did the Grand Duke have it? This couldn't possibly be a warm gesture of condolence, delivering the deceased's belongings.
Baroque blinked, trying to understand Dorgon's intentions.

"Merci wouldn't have shared her secrets with others. So I'll have to ask one by one, and I hope you'll understand and answer carefully."
"What do you mean?"
"Did Merci bring any urns or storage from the Golden Tower? Or did she have a place she frequently visited alone in secret?"

Baroque scrutinized Dorgon's expression with sharp eyes.

The answer was "yes."
When setting up the camp, the Golden Tower magicians had wanted to create an underground chamber using magic.
It was due to the magicians' characteristic curiosity, wanting to continue their research even during wartime.
But the Tower Master had forbidden it, saying she needed the underground space for this war.
At the Golden Tower, Arch-Magician Merci wielded absolute power, and no one dared to question her. Merci had a personality devoid of mercy.
This was another reason why the magicians were discontented with this war.

Yet after saying that, she had placed protective barriers so no one could know what was inside.
However, Baroque, who had assisted Merci for a long time, had a general idea.
She was conducting the same secret experiments here that she had done at the Golden Tower, and the underground space was for that purpose.

'That seems to be what the Grand Duke is referring to.'

If so, how did the Grand Duke guess the Tower Master's secret experiments, and why was he trying to find out about them?
Beyond a magician's curiosity, he felt this wasn't something to answer carelessly but required careful consideration.

"I don't know what you're talking about. The Tower Master was a person with many secrets."

So he decided to distance himself for now, but—

"That's a lie."
"?!"

The sharp-featured man with a gloomy aura sitting beside Dorgon glared at Baroque and pointed out.

"You know exactly what we're talking about, and you're testing us."
"Is that so."

Baroque was genuinely surprised by Igril's words.
Who was this man? How could he read his thoughts so accurately?
He had no sword, so was he a magician? But even if he was, mind reading was a form of hypnotic magic, and there was no sign of magic being cast just now...

"Hmm."

Thump.
Dorgon lightly stomped his foot.
From that point, a transparent veil spread out, enveloping Baroque's tent.

"I was planning to find out through interrogation, but if you're going to lie from the start, I have no choice."
"!"

Sensing a strange killing intent in Dorgon's voice, Baroque immediately pulled out a wand from his sleeve pocket.
Unlike other magicians, his wand was small and thin like a teacher's pointer, making it easy to carry and respond to sudden attacks.

Not knowing exactly what Dorgon had just initiated, he first tried to cast a spell to take control of the space, but—

"The magic?!"

He could feel the flow of magical power within his body, and it was transmitted to the wand.
But the magic didn't come out. It was as if a door was blocked, preventing it from leaving.

Neither the gloomy-looking man nor the intelligent-looking man beside him showed any sign of doing anything. There was only the transparent veil that Dorgon had spread.
The Seven Heroes were all said to possess special abilities. Was this the ability of the warrior Dorgon?

'I thought the Hero Party warrior's ability was indomitable hardness?'

Oh no.
Was the known ability a deception, and there was actually something more?
More importantly, if he couldn't use magic... gasp.

"From now on, I'll have to find out through torture. Try to endure well, old man."

Rising from his seat, Dorgon said this as he gradually approached Baroque.

"Now, the first question. Have you heard animal sounds near Merci, or has she requested large quantities of food, or have there been any recent disappearances from the Golden Tower... no, that's not right. Have there been any cases of magicians suddenly being sent on long-term external assignments, or people who were nearby leaving their posts?"

***

A while later, Dorgon emerged and headed toward Merci's tent as instructed.
The second Iron Mace, Jin, cautiously asked him.

"My lord, what if Elder Baroque reveals this matter and causes the Golden Tower to turn against us?"

Despite Jin's concern, Dorgon answered with a calm face, seemingly not worried at all.

"That will absolutely never happen."

At such a resolute answer, Jin guessed the basis for his confidence.

'The medicine he gave him at the end. There must be something to it.'

After finishing the torture, Dorgon had poured something into the limp Baroque's mouth, claiming it would help him recover.
Baroque had then stirred briefly before truly recovering, his eyes filled with shock and dismay.
It didn't seem like an ordinary recovery potion. What exactly had he been given?

But why?
Watching Baroque consume the medicine Dorgon gave him reminded Jin of a certain medicine his lord had distributed to him and the other Iron Maces.
He had said it would be a trump card in the final moment.

Since it came from his lord, it couldn't be a simple recovery or stimulant, but it wouldn't be a suicide explosive either.
He had guessed it might be something that extremely enhanced strength, but since there had been no occasion to use it, he didn't know exactly.

'It's probably not something my lord made, and the dead Golden Tower Master and my lord were comrades, the Tower Master's strange appearance, the secret space my lord is looking for.'

Many Western Army soldiers had seen the Seven Hero and Golden Tower Master Merci transform into a giant monster, causing an uproar.
This was because Merci's form was truly that of a 'demon.'

Regarding this, his lord had officially announced to the troops:
The monstrous form was the result of a transformation magic that the Golden Tower Master had been secretly researching for a long time, and she had merely imitated the strongest creature she had ever seen, which happened to be a demon.

But while not as perceptive as Igril, Jin was also quite intuitive.
And his intuition... felt extremely suspicious about this series of events.
The lord going out of his way to explain to quell rumors? That was unprecedented.

Jin pushed the medicine he kept in his bosom deeper inside, then arrived at Merci's tent.

"This is it. Let's go in."

And the moment he followed Dorgon and saw what was in the underground of Merci's tent.
Plop.
He took out the medicine he had tucked away deep inside and threw it away.
The sight reminded him of something a cook had given him during the Great War when supplies were cut off and they had starved for four days straight, making him feel nauseous.
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Grace immediately called a meeting with the senior officials after returning with Aran.
Even though Aran looked exhausted to the point of collapse, he still insisted on attending the meeting, and Grace didn't stop him.
After all, he was the only one who knew exactly what had happened during this eventful night.

Fortunately, everyone was already on combat standby, so they rushed to the Winter Palace at Grace's summons.
The military council consisted of the usual members, but tonight there was one special guest.

"Kruk."

Of the four Orc tribal chiefs, two were absent due to injuries requiring treatment, and one was extremely introverted. So Glaka, who came alone to represent the Orc race, seemed uncomfortable in this setting but maintained his dignity.
As the most leadership-oriented and sociable of the Orc chieftains, with a calm personality, he didn't lose his composure.

Orcs have a culture of respecting the strong.
When the Orc group approached Wintercannon, I stepped forward to explain to the alarmed Northern Army that the Orcs were our allies.
It was too urgent to explain everything, so I simply said that Aran had converted the Orcs to our side, and then explained that they had actually been our insiders since the last expedition.
Thanks to that, the Northerners accepted Glaka's presence. It also helped that Glaka was acting favorably toward me.

'Come to think of it, I'm different from usual too.'

Normally, my position during meetings was behind Grace, next to the captain of the guard.
Rather than being a meeting participant, I was more like a guard standing like a folding screen, occasionally interrupting with "Wait!" – an intruder, a hidden advisor, like Columbus breaking the egg.

But now, from the start, I was given my own place, and that place happened to be closest to Grace.
I'm currently in an advisor position, so they're respecting my status.
We weren't standing side by side anymore, but instead, Elaine, who could now look directly at me from her position behind Grace, was giving me honey-sweet glances that said, 'I'm so proud of my husband.'
In a different situation, I might have responded with a slightly proud look, but... right now I was internally breaking into a cold sweat.

'This is a problem.'

Thanks to Aran's outstanding performance that far exceeded my calculations, the massive obstacle named Merci was gone. However, that same exceptional performance also created some difficulties.

I'm someone who read web novels instead of studying The Art of War, and even in this world, I focused more on swordsmanship and attribute training than tactical studies.
The only reason I've been able to act as an advisor so far is because I have fragments of vast knowledge and a bit of talent for putting them together like puzzle pieces.
In other words, I'm a pseudo-advisor.

My original plan was to liberate the Orcs while damaging the Western Army's internal structure, thereby ruining the third battle that would have occurred in the novel.
During that time, my body would recover enough to return to the frontlines, allowing me to naturally step down from my advisory position and return to the field – perfect.

But Aran resolved the Orc issue in just one night and dealt a significant blow by destroying the Western Army's siege weapons. With their weapons damaged, their next battle would naturally be hindered.
My plan, which would have taken several days, was executed in one go. This hero is truly incredibly competent.

Anyway, this means I have nothing left to do.
But even though it's a contract position, it feels awkward to quit without doing anything after being hired as an advisor.
They say you should prepare for your next job before retiring, but I'm not recovered enough to return to the guard yet.

'For now, I should just go with the flow and respond appropriately without drawing attention.'

To be honest, I'm quite confused right now.
Even though the boundaries between episodes supposedly disappeared that evening, it's strange that Merci, the main villain of Episode 5, died first while Dorgon is still fine.
What happens to the events of Episode 5 then?
Will the Ellen Church storyline disappear completely? What about the final heroine who appears there?

Still, there must be something I can do with my knowledge, so I focused on gathering information.

The meeting began with Aran.
He explained everything that happened at the Western Army camp, including how he ended up fighting Merci, sharing all his experiences.

'Ah, so that's what happened.'

So Merci targeted Eris because of the previous incident where all her experimental demons were killed. In "Brave Lord," she also became obsessed with Nia's magic eye.
I'm surprised that Nia's starlight magic has already reached that level. Meeting Sophia and receiving early education on the magic eye has clearly had an effect.

Just as I was thinking that things were flowing somewhat according to the novel, Grace took over the conversation.
She said she had agreed with Dorgon to settle things at dawn three days later, which shocked me and the other Northern Army officials.

"The enemy won't keep that promise. It's a trick."
"No, Aran, who knows Dorgon best, is certain. He will truly try to settle things at dawn three days from now."

I agree with Grace and Aran.
Dorgon is very concerned with appearances, so if he made this promise publicly, he will definitely keep it.

But the opposing opinion is also valid. It's definitely a trick.

'To be precise, he truly intends to settle things at dawn three days later, but he'll definitely do something before then.'

The problem is that I really don't know what Dorgon will do this time.
Based on the circumstances, thanks to Aran's achievements, the Northern episode has now moved to the fifth and final battle.

In "Brave Lord," the fifth battle of Episode 4 was an all-out war.
With all his schemes failed, Dorgon gathered all his forces for a final strike, while the Northern Army, having weakened the enemy and obtained the Crystal Sword, also went out to attack.
In this battle, Dorgon's remaining iron maces were defeated by Aran's companions and Grace, and Dorgon himself was defeated by Aran, resulting in the North's victory in Episode 4.

'But in the novel, they didn't agree on a date and time like this. They just fought head-on.'

Moreover, the three-day timeframe is suspicious – Dorgon must have seen Aran's condition, so this is clearly targeting the hero.
He intends to finish things before the hero recovers.

But here's the thing.
Aran destroyed their siege weapons, and the Orcs have defected – what gives Dorgon the confidence to set a three-day deadline?
I know Dorgon's personality well. The fact that he set three days means he's confident he can win, not just because Aran is out of commission.
What means does he have left?

I couldn't think of anything no matter how hard I tried, so I was quietly searching through my novel knowledge in my head, using the sound of people talking as ASMR.
Meanwhile, the topic of the meeting had moved on.

"To think the Golden Tower Lord transformed into that monster. Is that the demonic power the hero spoke of?"
"If so, doesn't that mean the Grand Duke could transform like that too? Could the reason he suggested three days be to attack in that form when the hero is absent?"
"But if the Grand Duke values appearances so much, would he transform into a monster? No matter how much he wants to rule with an iron fist, the West experienced the most fierce battles during the Great War and wouldn't accept demons."

The officials debated among themselves, but I let it wash over me as I continued my mental reading.
Fortunately, Dorgon's demon form, while larger, isn't that gigantic. Merci's demon form was uniquely strange.

That's when Aran mentioned something that perked up my ears.

"Come to think of it, there's one thing I didn't mention earlier."
"?"
"After defeating Merci, one of Dorgon's subordinates took her staff. I don't know why, but there must be a suspicious purpose."
"!!"

Genuinely surprised by Aran's words, I closed my mental book.
Merci's staff! That's it.
A possibility had just occurred to me.

"Luke, did you think of something?"

Grace, who must have been watching me, immediately asked.

But I couldn't answer right away. I needed to organize my thoughts.
Not even noticing Aran's gaze on me, I racked my brain and finally:

'Now I understand everything. Why Dorgon had the confidence to suggest three days, why Merci participated in this war unlike in the novel, and even what Lucius, the mastermind behind all this, wants from this war.'

Merci's staff has one more function besides enhancing and amplifying magical power, one that Aran doesn't know about.
He couldn't know. This is a function she added recently.

The hidden ability of Merci's staff is... demon control.

It's not like controlling demons as a species, like the Demon King. If that were the case, she would have been this world's final boss.
The demons Merci's staff can control are only those she has marked in advance.
For example, she couldn't control Eris.

'At this point, one might naturally wonder:'

Since all of Merci's demons were eliminated last time, isn't this function useless now?
No.
There's one more type that can be controlled with that staff.
How else could Merci have sent Doikason and Moor, who had lost their minds in battle, to the Ice Cave?

That's right.
Besides demons, Merci's staff can also control humans who have been marked and infused with demon blood, flesh, and magical energy.
She has been conducting experiments to fuse demonic power with humans.
In other words, Merci has, besides demons, numerous human test subjects... no, humans forcibly demonized, "chimeras," and with the staff, she can manipulate all of them like puppets.
These chimeras appeared as major enemies for Aran in Episodes 5 and 6 of "Brave Lord."

'So Merci's purpose in participating in this war was to field-test the chimeras.'

The Golden Tower's participation was probably a decoy.
Since Merci moving alone would be too conspicuous, she wrapped the chimeras in the Golden Tower's name like packaging. Plus, it strengthened their forces.

Somewhere in the Golden Tower's camp, there are likely chimeras hidden by Merci.
Dorgon took her staff to use them. That's his last resort.

'The chimeras Merci carefully prepared are truly dangerous.'

The demonic fruits given to the Orcs, the experimental subjects, the captured demons, Doikason and Moor – all were subjects of Merci's demon research.
Experiments are conducted to see results.
So what was Merci trying to achieve through these experiments?
That would be the chimeras.

Monsters created with demonic power, soldiers who move faithfully unlike uncontrollable demons or magical beasts, disposable assets that can be mass-produced with just demonic power as the driving force and humans as the shell.
Above all.

Why do you think zombies are synonymous with horror films and central to apocalypse scenarios?
It's because of infection and immortality.
Chimeras, created with demonic power, possess ridiculous regenerative abilities despite being human, and if the magical energy in their bodies is released when they die, what would happen to the surrounding area?
Dorgon didn't bring them out as a last resort for nothing.

'But chimeras, being monsters made with demonic power, have complicated usage despite their convenient performance.'

If chimeras were such great weapons, why weren't they used earlier?
Simple. Because using them would bring condemnation.

With Merci dead and the siege weapons destroyed, there seem to be no options left. But Dorgon won't just put chimeras on the front lines out of nowhere.
He values appearances too much.

How exactly will he use the chimeras?
I can't give a definitive answer since the war has already diverged significantly from the novel's plot.
But one thing does come to mind.

'The third battle was canceled, and the fifth battle will take place three days later.'

Although the war has diverged significantly from the novel's plot, the overall flow still seems similar.
So the method Dorgon will use is probably...

'The same method used in the fourth battle – using smuggling routes to launch a surprise attack inside the castle.'

It seems it's not yet time for me to step down from my role as an advisor.
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I felt like the protagonist of a detective manga. Even though I was neither a detective nor a protagonist, but a reader and a possessor.

Dorgon would use chimeras, and they would smuggle them in through a secret route.
They'd throw the fortress into chaos with that, then brazenly show up three days later at dawn to fight.
As promised.

In the novel, during the fourth battle, remnants of the traitor Dipsnow family collaborated with the Western Army to open a side gate.
But in this world, Dipsnow hasn't betrayed anyone, and on the contrary, they're being very cooperative with Grace. Naturally, their subordinate families and retainers are also cooperating with the war effort, following their lord's will.
The enemy has no insider to exploit.

Let's assume they discovered the smuggling route and side gate while researching ways to attack Winter Cannon.
But how do they plan to deploy chimeras inside the fortress?
I don't know that much. A detective isn't a fortune teller.

Still, just figuring out the enemy's attack method was a significant achievement.

'Ah, I wish someone would anesthetize me and give the correct answer instead.'

The thrill of predicting something that wasn't in the novel lasted only a moment, and I sighed at the chronic problem of being a possessor.
At least it helped me regain my composure.

Since turning my head would be too obvious, I just slightly shifted my gaze.
Grace, seated at the head position, was looking at me with eyes full of trust saying, 'Our advisor can speak freely.'
Behind her, Elaine was sending me a trusting gaze that said, 'My husband can say whatever he wants.'

'...Who are you?'

I couldn't tell exactly what Aran, sitting across from me, was thinking, but somehow his look felt similar to Grace's.
They look so alike that someone might mistake them for a married couple. Yet the real married couple is over here.
Haven't had the wedding ceremony yet? Well, we've registered our marriage with the Northern Grand Duke, so we are indeed a couple.

'Then I'll just say it.'

With the Northern Grand Duke, the Hero, and most importantly, my wife trusting me, I should stop going in circles like before and charge straight ahead.
Besides, my current position isn't a knight or guard but an advisor. Advisors have a professional buff that allows them to push through somewhat far-fetched ideas as "exceptional foresight."
Just like how everyone believed Zhuge Liang when he randomly claimed the southeast wind would blow at the Battle of Red Cliffs and gambled on it.
So, taking a deep breath...

"Your Grace, I have something to report."
"What is it?"

Grace immediately responded to my call, slightly raising the corner of her mouth.
That expression, as if she'd been waiting for this, was familiar to me now, so I got right to it.

"Do you remember the fruit we collected from the orcs last time and what happened in the Ice Cave?"

As their story came up, Glaka also blinked and looked in my direction.
Now all eyes in the conference room were on me. In this state, the person with the strongest voice in this meeting spoke:

"Are you referring to the phenomenon of artificially enhancing creatures using magi?"

As expected of the Northern Grand Duke. She gets it immediately.
I didn't throw that topic to her for nothing.

"If they were experimenting with demons and magi, then the subject of that experiment must be Merci."
"That makes sense. There's no intellectual like her, and considering what she said when she appeared during the demon subjugation in the outskirts."
"Exactly. Fortunately, since Sir Hero defeated Merci, they can no longer continue the experiments. But even if the experiments have stopped, the test subjects must still remain."
"That means..."
"Yes, the scene Sir Hero witnessed of someone taking the staff. It's possible they intend to use Merci's test subjects."
"Indeed."

As I finished speaking, exclamations of "Ohhh" echoed through the conference room.
The first button seems well fastened. Let's smoothly fasten the second one too.

"I have a question for Sir Hero."
"What is it?"

Aran caught the ball thrown his way without showing any confusion in his expression.
I could understand his familiarity with this back-and-forth with Grace, but I was slightly surprised at how well Aran handled it too. But that's not important right now.

"They say all mages have strong curiosity, but what about Merci? During your travels, did she ever get distracted trying to discover something, or stay up all night focused on something while camping? Anything like that?"

To my question, Aran answered immediately without needing to recall the past.

"Yes, her thirst for knowledge was probably the strongest among any mage I know. Ah, in a bad way. It was so extreme that even her old colleagues gossiped about it."

I already knew the answer when I asked. But it was a necessary procedure.
I needed Aran to provide supplementary explanations that would be awkward for me to say. Thank you.
By the way, the mage with the strongest curiosity that Aran knew was actually Nia, but that was TMI unnecessary for this meeting, so I omitted it.

"Then it's highly likely they brought those test subjects to this war."
"...Come to think of it, Merci hasn't been at the forefront of this war. She was secretly preparing test subjects in the back, intending to use them as biological weapons?"

This is what's great about working with capable people.
When buttoning up clothes, people make the mistake of misaligning buttons about one in ten times.
This usually happens when the first button is misplaced, but if the second button is also properly fastened, there are rarely mistakes afterward.
And the fact that Grace has reached the existence of chimeras means the second button has been successfully fastened.
After that, well...

"The three-day timeframe must be for finding those test subjects and devising strategies to utilize them."
"They probably won't deploy them openly on the battlefield. If they had operated such things publicly, the truth about the Seven Heroes would have been revealed long ago. They must be planning a different strategy."
"Given the circumstances, they must have injected demonic power, so each one must be very powerful."
"There won't be many of them. They must have been saving them until now because they're limited."

It's extremely convenient when they say what I was going to say.
Even while I'm resting, they're fastening the third button by themselves.

"Terrible and cruel things. Are the test subjects innocent people? How could they as fellow humans... No, from their horrific appearance, they've already ceased to be human."
"Orc chieftain, Glaka was your name, right? You actually consumed one of their experimental products during your duel with Sir Luke. Do you remember how it felt?"
"I've never forgotten that terrible thing. I'll tell you."

The meeting proceeded smoothly even without my input, giving me more time to think.
Now that I've alerted them about the chimeras, next I need to warn about the attack through the side gate.
But this puzzle isn't complete yet. I'm missing the piece that explains 'how' they will attack the side gate.

'Unlike me, if real war experts haven't thought of the side gate, it must mean there's little opportunity to target it.'

Even the possibility of targeting the side gate is just that—a possibility.
Winter Cannon's defenses are so solid that there's no other place that comes to mind, so the location that triggered the fourth battle in the novel seems most likely.

...Wait, the trigger of the fourth battle in the novel?
Maybe it's because I thought of the Battle of Red Cliffs earlier.
I don't know if it's brilliant, but I've had an interesting thought.

"Everyone, if no one has any ideas, may I make a suggestion?"
"?"

Fortunately, Rainel, the head of the Dipsnow family, was present at this meeting.
Rigrit, the second son of the Dipsnow family, was also here as a guard and Elaine's direct subordinate.
Isaac, the defense captain and eldest son of the Dipsnow family, wasn't part of my plan, but his presence would be helpful.
I was tense about whether they would approve, so I took another deep breath.

After I finished explaining my strategy:

"Indeed, the Ice Knight! What an amazing strategy!"
"My, are you a genius, Sir?"
"Truly ingenious. It would be remarkable if it succeeds."

Surprisingly, the response was very positive.
Grace laughed heartily, and Aran blinked in amazement.
The reactions from those directly involved weren't bad either.

"Hmm, my position might be a bit awkward, but I can trust Sir Luke. If anyone else had suggested this, I would have refused."
"I'll do it! I'll do it! Leave it to me!"
"...I'll follow orders, that's all."

Rainel was mentally troubled but approved the strategy, thinking it was good.
Rigrit was eager not to miss this golden opportunity to achieve merit.
Isaac, though he had no connection with me, was described as a loyal soldier in the original work and decided to follow Grace's will.

"Good. Then we'll proceed with this battle according to Sir Luke's strategy!"

With Grace's declaration, the Northern Army's policy was decided.
After giving the order, she smiled at me and nodded.
I bowed my head in humility in response to her nod acknowledging the advisor's skill.

As I raised my head, my eyes met Elaine's, and hers were practically dripping with honey.
Ah, I know what that signal means.
After the meeting, she'll definitely hug me and pat my head a lot. She'll also kiss my cheeks a lot.

I think I prefer my wife's praise over that of the Northern Grand Duke and senior officials.
I don't feel like being humble there at all; I just want to show off and receive more praise.
Alright, I've decided. Since we're at war and can't ask for too much, let's go for a kiss today.

***

During Dorgon's second iron mace attack, Jin thought for the first time about wanting to quit his job midway.
Should he fake a headache and rest, even though he wasn't really sick? No chance.

The fact that his lord showed 'that' to him meant he shared the secret and became an accomplice. If he tried to back out now, he would certainly not be spared.
Simply dying would be better. Perhaps he would end up just like those things...

'Damn it! Human and demon chimeras? They've been secretly doing such insane things all this time? Then the North was right, the Seven Heroes are crazy!'

It was the first time he wanted to quit a job midway, and the first time he regretted rising to this position.
The thought of having to safeguard this secret and participate in such madness made him nauseous.
The most disgusting fact was that his lord, like the Golden Tower Master, was also such a monster. What happened to the illustrious Hero Party to turn them into such monsters?

'Shit...'

Jin still had some conscience.
He was by no means a good person. He had poisoned nobles through intrigue, assassinated loyal subjects, and mercilessly carried out evil schemes and cruel killings to eliminate enemies.
If the world were divided into good and evil, he would undoubtedly be evil.

But as mentioned, Jin had a conscience.
The reason he had committed evil deeds was all for the prosperity of the West. Even if it was selfish, he wanted the land where he lived to be abundant.
And he wanted to occupy a high position there to live a wealthy and noble life.

But what was this?
He had followed Dorgon, believing his charisma, cold-bloodedness, and competence would create such a West, but he turned out to be the same as the demons that had devastated the West in the past.
Had everything he'd done so far been not for the Westerners but for a demon bastard?

Upon learning Dorgon was a demon, Jin's mind became complicated.
Why was this demon attacking the North? To erase human forces one by one? Next the East, South, and finally the West?
Perhaps the humans of the West would become those chimeras? Did Doikason and Moore know about this?
Igril seemed not to know about the chimeras based on his reaction, and this madman didn't seem to care particularly.

'The demon bastard's order to me is to devise a plan to deploy those chimeras into Winter Cannon.'

The demon bastard plans to attack the fortress head-on three days later as scheduled.
The madman will command the chimeras, using the dead Golden Tower Master's staff to control them. Damn, it really seems like the demon bastard will turn all Westerners into those monsters.

There is one method that comes to mind.
The operation to use the smuggling route to deploy forces through the side gate, which was planned but abandoned before.
By reviving that plan and inserting chimeras instead of soldiers, they could inflict damage on the enemy.

But Jin didn't feel like telling Dorgon about this.
He couldn't figure out how to get the chimeras into the side gate, and he wasn't convinced that the demon bastard winning this war was truly the right path for himself and the West.

He also considered the radical approach of gathering soldiers for a rebellion.
But a demon bastard who had deceived even him wouldn't fall for such a thing. Instead, he would just get the soldiers killed for trying to incite them.

Damn... there's no other way.
He needed to save his own life first, so he planned to bow to the demon bastard for now while looking for an opportunity.

"Captain! I have an urgent report!"
"What is it?"

With his nerves already on edge, an urgent report?
Thinking it might be about the damage from the previous night raid, his irritation surged.

"A, a spy has come from the North!"
"A spy?"

They couldn't plant spies in the North because of their tight security, so what nonsense was this? Does this person want to die?
But the following words were shocking enough to blow away Jin's headache.

"A spy sent by the Dipsnow family, a great noble of the North, has come to us with a proposal. They say they will help us from the inside if we promise to preserve their family and guarantee the position of Northern Grand Duke."
"What?!"
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Dorgon's Iron Maces go beyond being a mere private organization. As befitting the Grand Duke's close aides and vassals, each holds a significant position in the west—limited to the military sector, that is.

Among them, the Second Iron Mace, Jin, is responsible for espionage and reconnaissance.
Becoming a rat at night and a bird during the day, he investigates so thoroughly that he even understands the ecology of flora and fauna near the battlefield. It would be no exaggeration to say that all intelligence in the Western Army comes from him.
Moreover, due to the hero's infiltration and the massive damage it caused, the nerves of Jin's intelligence unit were on unprecedented high alert.
During this time, suspicious movements near their camp were caught in their surveillance net.

"......"

But what emerged was completely different from what they had expected—neither an enemy scout nor a lost animal.

"So, you're from House Deepsnow?"
"Yes, that's correct!"

Deepsnow—as the head of the intelligence unit, Jin had naturally heard the name before.
A venerable major noble house alongside the Northern Archduke House of Northrain, though ranked second and never achieving archduke status.
The head of the family is Lionel Deepsnow, said to be a key minister who has assisted the Archduke House since his predecessor's time.

'Hmm, of all houses, it had to be Deepsnow.'

The name Deepsnow was familiar to Jin for another reason as well.
Before the war, the Western Army had planned an operation to create an insider within the North, though it was ultimately scrapped. No matter how sturdy one's armor, even worn while sleeping, it cannot prevent death from disease arising from within.

And among several candidates, House Deepsnow had been selected.
With their inferiority complex and jealousy at not attaining archduke status, and with enough standing to have many followers, rebellion would be easier. They would also make the perfect puppet for cleanup after everything was done.

But when they tried to plant a spy to investigate whether Deepsnow would cooperate with their intentions and if they were worth exploiting...
After the failure at the Snow Flower Tower, security in the North became ironclad, making approach difficult.
And since Deepsnow wasn't approaching them first either, they regretfully decided to abandon the operation.

'Deepsnow approaching us at this point, as we prepare for the decisive battle. Coincidence?'

Jin felt both intrigued at the potential resolution of a problem and suspicious of the remarkably convenient timing.
But he was a man who had risen to head of intelligence through ability alone. If he was curious about something, he could simply interrogate to find out.

"To summarize your proposal... you'll open a side gate at Wintercannon for us to launch a surprise attack on the castle. Your side will prepare in advance to clear a path to the Winter Palace, the Northern Archduke's residence. Is that it?"
"Yes. If you launch a surprise attack and engage in battle, the Northern Army will rally around the Archduke. Besides, if the Sword Saint moves, the surprise attack might fail. But if you assassinate the Northern Archduke, our house can handle the aftermath."
"And in return for your cooperation, you want the position of the next Northern Archduke and the preservation of your house—essentially asking us to ensure your safety afterward?"
"To be more specific, we ask for another chance to serve as loyal subjects of the kingdom. We will sacrifice the current Archduke Grace, her house, her close aides, and her vassals. If you show mercy and grant us the territory, we will pay tribute to the royal family and the West without charge for the next fifteen years."
"So what you desire is the North itself."
"I have a personal letter from our lord. Here..."

Jin read the letter from Lord Lionel that the spy handed over.
The content wasn't important since he'd just heard it, but Jin focused on other aspects.

'The writing style is respectful but not servile. Noble arrogance, the ambition of a second-in-command, opportunistic tendencies... The attitude suggests a proposal for negotiation rather than surrender to us...'

Yet there was a hint of desperation.
Fear that if the Western Army wins, they too would be swept away; if the Northern Army wins, Northrain's rule would strengthen, and they would never have another chance.

Though reluctant to admit it, the current war was in the Northern Army's favor, but there was a basis for betting on the Western side's victory.
The monster that the tower master had transformed into—they didn't know its horrific truth and merely considered it a summon called forth by the Western Army.
Tsk, their ignorance is enviable. If that demon bastard hadn't explained about the Chimeras to him, he too would have lived with mere suspicions.

'The world isn't so simple that I'd dismiss my suspicions based on just one letter and a single spy.'

The letter passes muster, and so does the attitude of this young man who came as a spy.
Jin had been trying to read his true intentions, but there was no sign of agitation or anxiety in his expression. The strange ambition and expectation in his eyes suggested someone greedy rather than wise.
Above all, despite being in the heart of enemy territory, he showed no concern about dying—meaning he had no fear of his lies being exposed.
The operation plan was also well-prepared, simple enough to avoid complications while precisely targeting the core objective.
If the acting was this perfect, it would be courteous to be deceived.
Yes, it was too perfect.

But why did this very perfection inspire a strange trust?
Setting aside other aspects, the side gate was the sticking point.
It was curious that they brought up exactly what the Western side had been contemplating—how to utilize the side gate.
For them to anticipate and prepare for the Western Army's plan to target the side gate, without knowing about the Chimeras, wasn't just improbable—it was impossible.

'A truly miraculous coincidence?'

After continuing his deliberation for a moment, Jin reached a conclusion.

"Follow me. I'll take you to see the Grand Duke."
"Thank you!"

Whether genuine or not, from his position, he had to accept this.
He needed to find out the demon bastard's thoughts—whether he intended to eliminate all the northerners or if he would join hands with this fellow to win the war.
If the former, Jin would need to reconsider his own position; if the latter... perhaps Deepsnow could help prepare against the demon bastard.

***

"So he's a spy sent to us from Deepsnow."
"Yes, my subordinate captured him while scouting near our camp."

Jin immediately brought the Deepsnow man to meet Dorgon, presenting Lionel's personal letter and reporting everything he had heard without omission.
Dorgon listened silently, then set aside the letter after reading it and said:

"The decisive battle is in two days, so if we're to launch a surprise attack, it would be tomorrow night."

Though called a surprise attack, according to the operation plan, it would be an assassination—a small elite force infiltrating to kill the target quickly and discreetly.
Even with insider help, considering the Northern Archduke's sleeping hours, times when the streets are empty, and when darkness would prevent immediate detection of the opened side gate, they would need to move at night rather than during the day.

This was another aspect of the plan's perfection.
Attacking at night to assassinate the Northern Archduke before the dawn battle would cause maximum confusion in the North due to the sudden absence of their commander, preventing rational decision-making.
At that time, only Deepsnow, the noble next in line after the Northern Archduke, could become the temporary leader. This must be what they meant by handling the aftermath after killing Grace.

"Hmm."

Dorgon stroked his chin, seemingly troubled by the radical proposal.
In truth, he probably had more conflicting thoughts than Jin. Dorgon had wanted to somehow get the Chimeras into the castle before the decisive battle.
With this in mind, Dorgon asked the spy to withdraw temporarily and spoke privately with Jin.

The First Iron Mace, Igril, was absent at this late hour.
Whether this was fortunate or unfortunate was unclear, but at least there would be no other interference.

'It's frightening anew. I'm having a private audience with a demon bastard who might do anything to me.'

Since he couldn't bring weapons to a late-night audience with the Grand Duke, all Jin had were a dagger for self-defense and two artifacts, but he was mentally prepared to use them to escape if necessary.
He had always thought Dorgon was unnaturally cold for a human, but now his face didn't look human at all.

"I instructed you to devise a way to get the Chimeras into the castle. Is this your answer?"
"If their proposal is genuine, it's an excellent opportunity. What they want is assassination by a small elite force, and our plan is to create chaos by deploying Chimeras—our interests align."
"What's the possibility of killing the Northern Archduke with just the Chimeras?"
"...I apologize, but I can't give you a definitive answer. I only saw the Chimeras for the first time yesterday, so I don't know their exact capabilities."
"I see."

Dorgon nodded and changed his question.

"What if their proposal is false?"
"May I speak frankly, my lord?"
"Speak."
"They can't possibly know about the Chimeras. Even I only learned about them yesterday. So if they're planning a deception, there's one strange point."
"What strange point?"
"Yes, they're not trying to lure in our entire army but have proposed a small elite force first. From their perspective, even if the operation succeeds, they'd only kill a small number of our troops."
"......"
"If they plotted this to win the war, they should aim to harm as many of our forces as possible. What benefit is there in killing just a few dozen men? The gain is too small compared to the effort invested."

This was why Jin was inclined to believe them.
If they knew about the Chimeras, suspicion of a trap would be greater, but if they didn't, the benefit to the North seemed too small for such elaborate preparations.

"Perhaps..."
"?"
"They might be targeting me."
"!"

Hmm, that makes sense too. If they were using the Northern Archduke as bait to lure in and eliminate the Grand Duke, the possibility of a trap increases dramatically.

'Wait, what should I do then?'

Normally, he would prioritize the Grand Duke's safety and reject or counter-exploit their proposal.
But if this is their plan... couldn't this be an opportunity to kill the demon bastard?

'This is maddening. One problem after another.'

All because the Grand Duke was a demon bastard.
By the way, the Grand Duke is suspicious and cautious despite his seemingly open appearance. He's surprisingly safety-conscious.
If he viewed their proposal as a trap targeting himself, this would probably be scrapped, but...

"Heh, even if it's a trap, it doesn't matter."
"?"

The usually taciturn demon bastard laughed? Has being a demon affected his brain too?
The confusion didn't last long.

"I'll accept their proposal. Bring the messenger back in."
"Are you sure, my lord? It could be a trap targeting you."
"I said it doesn't matter. The one leading the Chimeras into the castle won't be me but the vice commander. Besides, if it is a trap, we can simply release the Chimeras right there."

Dorgon smiled cruelly, even raising the corners of his mouth.

"Aran, an expert in fighting greater demons, is currently outside our forces. If we can just get the Chimeras inside the castle, that alone secures our victory."

***

When Aran returned from his mission last time.
Uncharacteristically complaining about how difficult it had been, he asked me to grant him a favor in return.
It happened just yesterday, so I hadn't forgotten. I was curious about what the hero could offer me, so I agreed to hear him out.

But what is this situation?
I was standing opposite Aran in the Winter Palace's training ground. With a sword in hand.

Aran, who had collapsed right after yesterday's meeting and slept for a whole day, finally woke up in the evening.
As soon as he woke up and finished his meal, he sought me out, brought me here, and then...

"Let's begin."

Begin what?

Ch.218 - Chapter 218. Masquerade (3)
Snap.
As Aran took a stance with his sword, I raised my hand.

"Wait a moment."
"?"

Aran tilted his head in confusion, but honestly, I was the one who should be confused right now.
I'm not some clueless idiot. I could guess why Aran had brought me here, at this time, dressed like this, to this place.
It must be for training.
What I didn't understand wasn't the act of training itself, but his purpose in training me.

The time for training to become stronger had already passed. The decisive battle was just two days away.
Two days sounds like a lot, but in terms of time, it's not even 48 hours. Plus, while the promised battle day is in two days, the fighting actually starts tomorrow evening.
Calculating it that way, there's really not much time left until the end of Episode 4.

Even athletes enter condition management mode before the Olympics. This isn't some midterm exam—how much could last-minute training help?
I might just end up depleting my stamina. It hasn't even been a week since that chaos in the Ice Cave.

So I decided to hear his explanation first.
In fact, Aran had been through an even bigger ordeal than me yesterday, and there was talk that he might not be able to participate in the next battle.
He had faced one of the Seven Heroes, Mercy, who was said to be even stronger than Aran in terms of firepower, so that made sense.

But his sense of responsibility was on par with Elaine's, and with his added sense of duty as a hero, he pushed himself even harder than she did.
The Aran I knew would desperately try to recover even a single second more to fight Dorgon on the decisive day.
The fact that he was refusing rest and using his energy here to train me meant he clearly had something in mind.
So I needed to understand what that was before going along with it.

"Ah, I see."

When I stopped him, Aran lowered his sword as if he'd just realized something.

"You've always been quicker to learn through knowledge than through direct physical experience like me. I wasn't thinking clearly—I'm not used to teaching others."
"What were you planning to teach me?"
"How to face one of the Seven Heroes."
"?!"

Wait, did I hear that correctly?
There was nothing to mishear, and no background noise either.
I heard him right.

They're called the Seven Heroes, but excluding Aran who was elevated for symbolic reasons, there were actually six.
Of those, Aran had defeated two on his way here, and we caught and Aran executed another who had crept into the Snow Tower.
Of the remaining three, one was far away in the royal capital, and Aran defeated one yesterday.
So the Seven Hero Aran was referring to must be...

"You're going to teach me how to fight Dorgon?"
"That's right."

Is he in his right mind? Why would I need to know that?
No thanks, please don't, go away.
Stop forcing this on me!

"You fought and defeated Row before. I believe in you, but... Dorgon is different from Row. He'll be stronger."

I know that already.
Among the Seven Heroes, Mercy has the strongest firepower, Row is the fastest, and Dorgon is the toughest.
Plus, I know how dangerous his abilities are.
That's exactly why I don't want to fight him.

"I sincerely apologize for making this request, relying on your goodwill."
"You do seem sincere."
"I'm aware I'm putting too much pressure on you."
"At least you know that."
"If I weren't in this condition, I would face him myself. But having depleted my strength fighting Mercy, I would only get defeated by that bastard and cause harm to our allies. If I must entrust this to someone else... it can only be you."
"It's fine, there are many people stronger than me. Besides, you're not listening to me."
"Huh? Sorry. What did you say?"

This guy...
He's not the type to rudely ignore others, so he must have been so absorbed in his emotions that he temporarily couldn't hear.

'It is something to get emotional about.'

How would someone feel entrusting their revenge to another? Especially when the target is right in front of them, but they have to rely on someone else because of their own inadequacy.
I don't know exactly how that feels, but it certainly can't be pleasant.

"I'd like to tell you to continue... but first, let me ask one thing: why me specifically?"

This might not be something a subordinate should say, but as someone who has possessed this body:
In the upcoming battle, the Northern Archduke Grace will be taking the lead, and she would be much more advantageous against Dorgon than I would be.

In "Brave Lord," Grace fought against the first Iron Mace, Igril, but originally she had volunteered to fight Dorgon.
She only yielded because of Aran's personal revenge and the strategic role of using the Crystal Sword against the main army.
Now Aran can't participate, Elaine has the Crystal Sword, and there are many other ways to deal with the main army. Wouldn't it be better for Grace, our strongest fighter, to face Dorgon?

I was looking for a sensible and rational answer, but hearing Aran's response made me laugh involuntarily.

"Because you're someone who would stand against and defeat even the Seven Heroes to protect the North."

I suddenly wondered what image of me existed in his head.
When Aran arrived here, he saw me running around preparing for war, and what he's heard about me is that I'm always rushing about to protect the North.
But it's not entirely wrong, so it's awkward to deny it.

Tsk, fine. It would be a waste not to accept tips from the hero.
Either way, I'll have to face Dorgon without Aran. Maybe listening to him will give me some good ideas.

'My secret to fighting strong opponents has always been informational advantage.'

I decided to go along with it, not because I was moved by Aran's words and suddenly wanted to fight Dorgon, but to find clues that might help me if I had to face him.
Seeing is believing, after all.
It's obviously helpful to physically experience what you know intellectually.

"First, you need to understand Dorgon's ability called 'Domain.'"

I listened carefully, comparing what Aran said with what I already knew.
Dorgon wasn't like Aran or me with elemental magic, nor like Sir Arthur and the knights who learned magic as a supplementary skill, nor like Grace or Elaine who purely used magic to enhance their techniques.
Like Row, he possessed his own unique skill, called "Domain."

"Domain, as the name suggests, makes the surrounding space his territory. Within it, Dorgon can establish one rule."

For example, "Magic is forbidden in here," "Flying is impossible in here," "You will feel hunger in here," and so on.
It sounds like an overpowered ability, and it is indeed powerful.
But it's not omnipotent. The rules within the Domain apply equally to him, the Domain's range is only about the size of a room, and there's one more limitation.

But abilities always vary in effectiveness depending on who uses them—a universal law that applies not only in fantasy worlds but also in modern times.
And Dorgon is one of the Seven Heroes, a warrior who served as the vanguard of the hero party.
Moreover, as the Grand Duke of the West and leader of the army, how would he use an ability like Domain?

"Last time, you analyzed our mock battle and compiled it into a book for us. Your tactics and information were a great help when I fought Mercy. I wish I could prepare something similar for you, but I don't have a talent for writing."

Crackle.
As Aran waved his finger, a thin streak of lightning struck from the sky, drawing a circle around where we stood.
With the circle formed, Aran raised his sword and took his stance again.

"Don't worry, I won't try to teach you through direct combat like before. I'll explain everything as thoroughly as possible."

I still wasn't completely convinced why I specifically had to undergo this seemingly crude training, but...

'Judging by his attitude, I probably can't get out of this.'

This time, I also raised my sword and took a stance.

"From now on, I'll show you how to counter Dorgon's Domain with elemental magic."
"Just asking, but when you say elemental, you're not actually going to use electricity, right?"
"Oh, so we can use abilities too?"
"Huh? No, that was a joke, just a joke."
"Haha, I was joking too. Here I come!"

Though it was an unexpected elemental magic tutorial that I never intended to take...
Working with the hero leaves no room for complaints.
I actually found a crucial clue for countering Dorgon from this training!

The problem is... I have something of a penalty that's not really a penalty.
Finding a way to compensate for that will be my task from now on.

***

Only one day remains until the promised decisive battle between Grace and Dorgon.
But it wasn't 24 hours left. In terms of time... 20 hours until the battle, and...

"Dorgon took the bait."
"Indeed. They've agreed to send a special unit to respond to the surprise attack through the side gate an hour after midnight tomorrow."
"Did they say who's coming with the special unit?"
"As Lord Luke requested, I tried to find out casually, but they wouldn't say. They said it was top secret."

According to Commander Gunter, in cases of covert operations like this, they usually communicate in advance who's coming for quick identification.
Dorgon would know this basic protocol, so why isn't he saying? Because he can't.
Troops that can't be identified can only mean one thing: Chimeras.
With this, we've successfully completed the first phase of our operation—luring the Chimeras to our chosen battlefield.

"Thank you for your hard work."
"Ahem, it was a difficult request, but I agreed because it was you."
"I was fine! Thanks to this, I got to see one of the Seven Heroes up close. Wow, it was thrilling!"

I had asked the Deepsnow family to stage a false betrayal.
It was ironic even to me to ask people who had actually betrayed us in the novel to pretend to betray us, but since the fourth battle in the story was triggered by the Deepsnow family's betrayal, I decided to artificially create the fourth battle using that.

To help Rainel, who was struggling with how to fake a betrayal, I paired him with Rigrit, who had once been on the path to betrayal, and together they created a perfect script.
I immersed Rigrit in the role by describing how the character from the novel would act and speak, almost like hypnosis. Having lived behind a mask of being a good child until he met me, he showed talent as an actor.
Finally, Isaac, who was guarding the wall, naturally created a gap allowing one person to exit and enter.
Rigrit took on the spy mission himself, made contact with Dorgon, and successfully deceived them with the prepared script and his acting skills.

'Dorgon won't come himself; it'll probably be one of his surviving Iron Maces. Likely the schemer Jin or the executioner Igril.'

Igril appeared in the latter half of "Brave Lord" and was occasionally mentioned before finally playing a role in the fifth and final battle, so he wasn't very prominent. What little presence he had was as a power gauge who died fighting Grace.
So I don't know much about what type of enemy he is, but as the first Iron Mace with the ominous title "Executioner," he's more likely to come.

'If Dorgon doesn't come himself, it shouldn't be too difficult.'

As I was pondering how to surround and annihilate them before the Chimeras could run wild, Rigrit continued.

"By the way, someone from their side was trying to approach our family discreetly."
"?"
"The name was short and easy to remember. Jin, Dorgon's second Iron Mace. He said he wanted to establish a good relationship with the Deepsnow family separately."

What is he talking about?
Something smells fishy here.

Ch.219 - Chapter 219. The Fourth Battle, Manipulated (1)
On the eve of the decisive battle between the West and the North—no, it's already past midnight, so it's now the day itself. In seven hours, the final battle that will determine the outcome of this war will begin.

Under the dark sky, where thick clouds obscured the late-night moon, someone was moving.

Igril, the First Iron Mace of Dorgon, had left the Western army's camp and was hurrying somewhere.

'An internal traitor will cooperate, they say. Quite an opportune chance. Perhaps too opportune.'

As the Grand Duke had said, whether it was a trap or not, even Igril couldn't deny it was a good opportunity.
So Igril took on this mission and headed for Winter Cannon. He didn't want to give up the chance to kill the Northern Grand Duchess to someone else, and the thrill of being able to hold a knife to her throat—someone he normally couldn't face—was exhilarating.

Moreover, he wasn't alone.
Around Igril were creatures crawling like spiders on all fours, drooling and making strange noises while staring ahead with wide eyes, and deformed beings that walked on two legs like humans but had four arms above.
Simply put, it was a 'march of monsters.' Anyone who witnessed this sight would have cried out that demons had returned.
Indeed, these creatures evoked memories of the demons that had once terrorized the humans of the kingdom.

But unlike demons that indiscriminately devoured and killed humans upon sight, these creatures caused no harm to Igril, the human walking prominently among them.
On the contrary, they gathered around Igril as their center, like servants attending to their master.

...To be precise, what they revered as their master wasn't the human Igril.
It was the staff in his right hand.

With a swift motion, Igril raised his staff and, following the command he input, one of the monsters obediently approached and prostrated itself on the ground, allowing him to step on its head.
Yet the monster showed no anger, not even making a sound, and simply returned to formation following the staff's command.
Then Igril spoke.

"What a shame. If I had this during the Great War, it would have been more fun. No, back then it belonged to the Golden Tower Master, not me. If it had existed then, perhaps the war would have ended faster and been less entertaining."

Whether regretful or indifferent, Igril, who had been muttering to himself, suddenly pointed his staff to the side.
At this action, the person walking beside him flinched, but when nothing happened, Igril withdrew his staff and addressed him.

"It seems I cannot control you. Even the Golden Tower Master couldn't secure the Grand Duke's blood?"
"......"

Despite the insolent remark about attempting to control him, Baroque, the Vice Master of the Golden Tower, merely frowned without responding.
After Mercy's death, when he was planning to withdraw, Dorgon had invaded his tent with his close aides.
When asked about Mercy's legacy, Baroque tried to resist, but Dorgon subdued and brutally tortured him.

But the real problem came after the torture.
Dorgon promised to heal Baroque's battered body and poured something into his mouth. The moment it entered his body through his throat, Baroque was horrified.
Not because his injured body recovered instantly. It was the unpleasant, viscous feeling of blood flowing inside him.
Tower Master Mercy had transformed into a grotesque monster. Could Dorgon, one of the Seven Heroes like her, possibly be...?!

'Ugh!'

Though he suddenly realized a terrifying and dreadful truth, Baroque could do nothing.
While not well-versed in knowledge about demons, his scholarly wisdom as the Vice Master of the Golden Tower warned him.
If he made any misstep and fell out of Dorgon's favor, the sticky blood inside him would turn to poison.

Because of this, he had to suppress the dissent of other elders who advocated withdrawal after the Tower Master's death and decide to continue the war.
And now he was forced to participate in this night raid under Dorgon's orders.
He was the only capable magician who could shield their approach to the side gate while knowing about the Chimeras without exposing them.

Igril, no longer interested in Baroque who endured humiliation until his lips bled, used his magic as a veil and arrived at the side gate.
The side gate was less guarded than other castle gates. This was originally Jin's target location, reportedly a smuggling route for Northern army supplies.

Indeed, it was so.
The gate was narrow, just wide enough for a single carriage to pass through. Probably kept locked most of the time and only used when urgent messengers needed to be dispatched.
However, it was more than sufficient for the Chimeras to pass through.

"It's time."

Though the side gate was small and lacked dedicated guards or much lighting unlike other gates, there were still soldiers patrolling the walls.
Even with Baroque's magical veil concealing them in the dark night, lingering too long would arouse suspicion.
So they arrived precisely at the appointed time and waited for the Duke of Deepsnow, when...

Creeeeak.
A sound broke the quiet night as the firmly closed side gate slowly opened.
But Igril didn't enter yet. He needed to see whether Deepsnow or Northern troops would emerge.
The messenger who appeared from the side gate to greet Igril was...

"Welcome. We've been waiting. I am Rigrit of House Deepsnow, sent to escort you."

A young man in armor greeted Igril and his group respectfully while keeping his voice low. Beside him stood a mage who appeared to be his collaborator.
As Igril examined him carefully, Rigrit smiled amiably and spoke again.

"There's no need for suspicion. I see you're someone I haven't met before. I secretly visited the Grand Duke as my house's messenger. If you're still doubtful, I can describe the appearance of the vassal who was with him."
"Go ahead."

Rigrit described Jin's appearance in detail.
Unlike the other Iron Maces, Jin had kept a low profile, so the only Northerner who had seen his face up close was House Deepsnow's messenger.
Igril nodded, acknowledging that the young man before him was indeed that messenger, and replied.

"How do I reach the Northern Grand Duchess?"
"I'm here to guide you. Let's go."
"No, explain the route. I need to know it myself."
"Haha, I see."

Though troubled by Igril's request, Rigrit explained the path to the Winter Palace.
After mentally mapping the route, Igril finally raised his staff to command the Chimeras to advance.

"The path is secured, I assume?"
"I checked again on my way here and used my house's influence to clear even the walls. You'll be safe until you complete your mission and return."
"Very well. Lead the way."

Rigrit nodded and began guiding them.
Igril followed behind him, with the Chimeras following Igril through the side gate.
Baroque also entered, feeling ominous about what would unfold inside but having no choice. After all, for his liberation, Dorgon's swift victory was now his best hope.

As House Deepsnow had promised, the interior was quiet.
Even considering it was late at night when commoners were asleep, it was eerily silent without even patrolling soldiers.
Thanks to this, the Chimeras could roam the streets without issue. Had a drunken citizen who couldn't contain their desires despite the war happened to see a Chimera, there would have been an uproar.

"We're almost there. That building ahead is the Winter Palace. Currently, the exterior is under my house's control, so enter, go to the Northern Grand Duchess's chamber on the third floor, right side, complete the assassination, and return here. Oh, and inside the palace, there are members of the Duchess's guard we couldn't remove, so you'll need to subdue them quickly. They're strong."
"Understood. Well then."

As Rigrit finished his guidance, Igril raised his staff.
Whoosh!
Instead of commanding the Chimeras, he swung it directly at Rigrit's head.

Startled by this club-like use of the staff, Rigrit quickly dodged and asked with wide eyes:

"What are you doing?!"
"Thanks for guiding us this far. From now on, it's our operation time."
"This was a promise made by the Grand Duke himself. Or are the Westerners such dishonorable barbarians that they casually betray promises?"
"It was the Grand Duke's promise, not mine. Besides..."

Despite the other's angry retort, Igril looked around with a languid gaze.

"You've betrayed us too. Were you planning to lure us into the palace and strike there? Then it's most appropriate to interfere at this point."
"!"

Rigrit was even more surprised than when he'd been attacked.

"...How long have you known?"
"Since you didn't react to seeing the Chimeras."
"Oh my, I tried to appear nonchalant, but that gave me away."
"There are other reasons. I don't sense human scent around here. You evacuated people beforehand to keep them out of the conflict, I presume."

Human scent? Could someone actually detect such subtle traces in the cold Northern air? This human seems more unsettling than the monsters beside him.
Rigrit gave a hollow laugh, then:

"You may be perceptive, but you lost the moment your attempt to hit me from behind with your staff failed. I mentioned the guards were strong and needed to be subdued quickly? I am Rigrit of that guard!"
"Hmm."

So it was a trap after all. No matter.
With the first plan invalidated, Igril was about to raise his staff to order the Chimeras to massacre when:

"You're taking all the glory for yourself. Even though the opening move is mine."

The mage who had been accompanying Rigrit struck the ground with his staff.
Then.
Whoosh!

"?!"

A massive flame erupted from the roadside, engulfing Igril and the Chimeras.
And it wasn't an ordinary flame. It was a blue flame that even Baroque, the Golden Vice Tower Master, had never seen before.

"What is this?"

While Baroque, surprised by this unfamiliar fire magic, was analyzing it out of professional curiosity, Igril sighed indifferently and commanded the Chimeras:

"Setting fire to the castle works in our favor. Since you won't die even if you burn, tear off burning materials from the houses and throw them to spread the flames."

As he waved his staff, the Chimeras rushed in all directions.
But the moment they touched the houses with blue flames:

"KIEEEEEE!"

They collapsed, writhing in agony.

Though not their creator, Igril knew that these creatures were made by infusing human bodies with demonic magi, making their physical capabilities far exceed human limits.
How strong were they? Each one couldn't be handled by Western heavy infantry and required at least a knight to face.
Yet these powerful monster soldiers were suffering so terribly from mere contact with fire?

"...Strange."

This wasn't a simple trap. It was a dangerous, well-prepared trap.
With that chilling intuition, Igril readjusted his grip on his staff.

***

Blue flames of Parma erupted in the city district—the signal to begin the operation.
The blue flames, which burned only magical power and magi without consuming anything else, successfully contained the Chimeras.

"It has begun."

Rigrit wouldn't have made a mistake. It seems their commander is quite perceptive.

'Aran also mentioned that Igril seemed dangerous.'

I don't know much about him since he had a minor role in the novel, but if Aran says so, it must be true.
We lured in fewer than planned, but it doesn't matter. The operation succeeded the moment we got the Chimeras onto our stage.

"Let's see about dealing with these troublesome enemies."

We made thorough preparations to capture the Chimeras.
To prevent these monsters from harming even one Northern citizen, to ensure that innocent souls who had fallen to demons and become monsters wouldn't accumulate more sins, to allow their souls to find salvation as humans.
Everyone drew their swords.

Ch.220 - Chapter 220. The Fourth Battle, Manipulated (2)
While formulating a strategy to deal with the Western Army's chimeras, Grace asked Sophia.

"Sophia, your unique magic, the Flames of Parma, can only burn magical power and magical energy, right?"
"Yes, that's why we can seal the chimeras even in the city. It won't harm our side, but it will inflict fatal burns on those creatures whose bodies are made of magical energy."
"I see."
"However, it requires a high level of concentration, so while it's active, I'll be out of combat. ...Grand Duke, I notice you're not calling me a provisional elder anymore?"
"Ah, you've been specially promoted for your war contributions. The Tower Master agreed too. Congratulations, everyone, a quick round of applause."

Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap.
Though it was a somewhat hasty promotion, everyone offered sincere congratulations, and Sophia shrugged as if she had expected it all along.
Ligrit, full of ambition, was particularly enthusiastic in his congratulations.
He too had accomplished much in battle and would play a crucial role in this operation, so once it was over, rewards would surely pour in.

"Using the Flames of Parma to contain the chimeras is excellent, but if the flames burn magical power and energy, we can't launch ranged attacks from our side. We can't deploy mages."
"Excellent point, Commander. We'll have to engage in close combat. Since they're humans modified with demonic power, we should measure their physical abilities by demonic standards."
"The knights will have to step up. Leave it to us. We'll sweep them all away."
"But excessive force deployment is forbidden. These creatures are just one unknown monster unit, and if we commit too many forces, we might create a gap in the decisive battle at dawn."
"Hmm, as Your Excellency says. That could be their intention as well."

Whoosh.
Grace turned her head toward me.
Since it was about time, I was already prepared.

"If they're bringing out forces they've been hiding, perhaps we should bring out new forces of our own?"
"?"
"As it happens, we have warriors here who are physically stronger than humans even without magical power, and who specialize in close combat."
"Ah, perhaps...?"

Starting with Grace, everyone's gaze turned toward the giant warrior sitting at the end of the conference room.
Realizing they were referring to him, the warrior grinned, revealing his tusks.
His eyes were filled with fighting spirit, as if he had been waiting a very long time for the day to fight the Western Army and their leader, Igril.

***

"WAAARRR! Warriors, it's time for bloody revenge! Kill them, crush them, smash them to pieces!"

At Glaka's battle cry, the orc warriors charged forward, each wielding crude weapons.

Come to think of it, this is the first time I've seen orcs fighting.
The first time I met them, the entire orc tribe was weakened by starvation, and we settled matters with a 4-on-4 duel with their tribal chiefs.
The second time I saw them was when they were escaping from the Western Army's camp.

In the novel, orcs appeared as one of the enemy's main forces. They were described as violent, strong, and fierce—all combat-related traits.
Of course, back then they were enhanced and berserk from the demon fruit, so I expected them to be weaker now.

'But that's not the case.'

Even without the demon fruit, the orcs were sufficiently enhanced and in a berserk state.
Under the banner of rage and revenge.

"UWOOOARR!"
"Smash demons!"
"Protect new home!"

The orcs swung their weapons and charged bodily at the bizarre monsters running toward them, showing no fear at all.
The chimeras, transformed by demonic power, were extremely powerful like monsters from a zombie game, but the original monsters—the orcs—were no less formidable.

'Even after just two days of hearty meals to restore their strength and our equipment support...'

They say a craftsman doesn't blame his tools, but even the best tools need a master's hand to function properly.
The orcs' terrifying combat prowess sent chills down my spine despite them being on our side.
It was clearly the right decision to make them allies rather than enemies.

Thanks to the orcs, we got off to a great start, but unfortunately, this wouldn't be enough to settle things.
The chimeras had a tremendous advantage over the orcs.

"Kruk, I definitely cut it..."
"Warriors, heart and head. Make sure to crush them both!"

The ability of the Mains that I had seen with Doikason and Moor in the Ice Cave—these chimeras possessed incredible regenerative powers.
And since they were modified from the beginning to be war machines, their regeneration wasn't just "good"—it was terrifying.
Minor bodily damage was quickly repaired, and even if their heads were destroyed, they would only pause momentarily before regenerating and rising again.

"KYAAAAA!"
"Warriors! Beware of regenerated arms. They become stronger!"
"UWOARR! Then we fight stronger too!"

Although resurrection consumed the magical energy in their bodies...
Unlike knights, mages, or even demons, these creatures had no other use for their power and dedicated all of it to regeneration, making their bodies even more tenacious.

Literally like zombies, the only way to kill these constantly reviving creatures was to completely destroy both their heads and hearts.
Although we had shared this information with the orcs before the battle...
In the midst of combat against these terrifying chimeras, there was no time to confirm whether both the head and heart had been properly destroyed. Not when another chimera was charging at you from the side.

So while we managed to eliminate about 20% of the chimeras in the initial surge, the numbers didn't decrease beyond that.
Moreover, unlike emotional humans, these creatures weren't swayed by the battlefield atmosphere, didn't tire, and fought even more violently.

Above all, they weren't just bestial chimeras on their side.

"The orcs' strength is impressive, but they lack tactics in battle. Don't let them fight individually—form them into formations."

Dorgon's first iron mace, Igril.
I don't know much about him due to limited information, but considering he's the vice commander of the Steel Earth and was Grace's opponent in the novel, he must be quite capable.
Aran specifically warned that he was dangerous.

Unlike what I knew, Igril didn't engage in combat directly with a longsword, but he seemed quite versed in tactics.
Under his command—or rather, control—the chimeras didn't fight chaotically like beasts but moved according to tactics. Yet they weren't orderly like soldiers either; they made good use of the chimeras' inherent violence and ferocity.
Watching this scene, it seemed the chimeras had grown stronger just as the orcs had compared to the novel.
No wonder Dorgon made him his first confidant and the vice commander of that massive legion.

'As Aran warned, we'll have to eliminate him.'

There was one more dangerous figure.

"I've analyzed the magic. A strange fire that burns magical power. Even if I summon water, that too is magic so it can't extinguish it... But it's a useless illusion if it doesn't touch you. The enemy probably can't maintain this level of magic for long."
"So we just need to endure?"

That person had even less prominence than Igril, so even I was unsure who he was, but his short staff helped me remember.
He was the vice master of the Golden Tower. What was his name again... something with Ba or Bu... Bike? Burst? He was such a minor character who appeared in just one episode that I can't remember.

In my memory, this person wasn't a protagonist, but he wasn't an antagonist either—he held a neutral position.
The vice master of the Golden Tower appeared in Episode 5 after Aran defeated Merci.
Shocked by Merci's terrible true identity, he acknowledged Aran was right and took responsibility for cleaning up the Golden Tower incident, tacitly approving of Aran's actions.

So while neutral in terms of good and evil, he was closer to an ally when it came to sides.
Surely he must know Merci's true identity by now, so why is he cooperating with Dorgon and participating in the chimera operation?
He wasn't even close to the arrogant Merci and the Golden Tower, and in the novel, he prioritized self-preservation, so it would make more sense for him to withdraw immediately after Merci's death.
Is there some circumstance I'm missing? It's oddly concerning.

Enough wondering about the circumstances of a middle-aged mage whose name I can barely remember.
Looking at the battle situation, the orcs' initial assault seems to have reached its limit, and it's time to move to the next phase.

Snap!
I gave the signal to proceed to the next stage, and Sophia partially lifted the Flames of Parma to open a path.

"Warriors, retreat!"
"Kruk."

The orcs showed reluctance, their bodies heated from fighting freely after so long, but they began to withdraw to follow the plan. That's when—

"Stop, orcs. Take three more steps and you'll regret it."

As the orcs were trying to disengage from battle, Igril called out to them instead.
Glaka and the other orc warriors halted their retreat and looked in his direction.

"?"

Igril stood in place holding something. It didn't look like a weapon... an artifact?
I also watched intently, curious about his intentions.
And then I heard something shocking.

"Your rescued kin—there are magic circles installed inside their bodies."
"What?!"
"How foolish. Did you really think I would let hostages escape so easily? Of course, keeping them captive would have been ideal, but I also prepared contingencies in case you rebelled and freed them."

What is he saying?
Magic circles installed inside the orc hostages?
Is he bluffing? Or is it true?

"Activate this, and they'll explode instantly. The radius isn't very wide... but enough to kill two or three beasts."
"You bastard!"
"I told you not to take three more steps. You have two left."
"Kruk!"

The orcs glared at Igril with bloodshot eyes, but he continued calmly.

"I'll let you move. Use those swords and axes to attack the Northerners, not me. Destroy this house, tear up the roads. Then I'll destroy this artifact before your eyes."

This is a disaster.
There was nothing about orc hostages in the novel. There, the orcs were corrupted and used as war expendables until they were annihilated in the third battle, after which orcs never appeared again.
So I didn't know about the hostages' condition.

That's why when the orcs reached Wintercannon while Aran was fighting Merci...
I was concerned that Dorgon might have fed the demon fruit to the hostages as well as the warriors for magical energy experiments, so I planned a thorough examination.
But they were having emotional reunions with their families right before my eyes, and with the decisive battle scheduled in three days, there was no spare manpower, so I left it alone.

'Igril...'

To be backstabbed like this by a minor character who was quickly dismissed in the novel, rather than by Dorgon or Merci.
I truly never expected it.

'No, is he in the same position as me?'

Now I understand why Aran specifically warned to be careful of him.
Just as the North has me, Ilaine, and Ligrit... that guy in the West is in a similar position.
Being an unexpected minor character made him all the more dangerous as a hidden dagger.

That's not to say I felt any kinship or brotherhood with him.
I admit I was caught off guard by a minor character, but such a cruel method? As a human being, regardless of being a minor character, I find it repulsive.

However, Igril's strategy was effective.
The only weakness of the powerful orc warriors was their families. When they heard that magic was inside their families' bodies, their eyes shook violently.
Swish.
They began looking in our direction. The emotion in their eyes was turmoil.
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The operation was halted and the atmosphere grew tense after Igril's shocking revelation.
But thinking rationally, this doesn't suddenly turn the tide.

Though Igril likely made his proposal without knowing, the Orc warriors absolutely cannot attack us. The moment they attack Northerners, they would die for violating their blood oath.
That's why the Orcs aren't acting rashly despite Igril's threats.

Besides, we don't even know if Igril's threat is real.
In the worst case, it's true, but if we're lucky, it could just be a bluff to overcome the situation.
...But this is probably real.

'That guy isn't a skilled actor like Ligrit. He's serious.'

Perhaps my experience as a staff officer helps me discern this.
Even from a distance, I can feel an icy coldness and intense killing intent emanating from Igril.
As thick as when he confronted Row at the Snow Flower Tower.

Usually, the purpose of a hostage situation is not "murder" but "negotiation."
Hostages are precious to the victims, but from the perpetrator's perspective, they're also valuable assets who need to stay alive until demands are met.
So in movies, we often see bold developments where people exploit the criminal's weaknesses, confident in the hostage's survival.
But we can't do that now.

'That guy would really kill them.'

I've never personally encountered a psychopath in my life.
But despite my lack of experience, I can tell. That's the kind of person he is.

"Tch."

So I shouldn't be complacent thinking a hostage situation won't reverse the war.
In any case, with Igril's move, the Orcs can neither attack him, nor betray us, nor do anything else.
The moment Igril kills the hostages, the trust between us and the Orcs will be shattered.
Of course, even if the hostages die, the blood oath remains, so the Orcs still can't harm us. But that's not what I want.
After seeing the recent battle, I'm even more eager. Where else could I find such reliable allies?

"I gave you the chance to move on the condition of destroying the North. Yet you remain still. Is that a refusal? I thought family came first for you."

Igril shook the artifact in his hand, urging them.
Glaka ground his teeth and let out an uncomfortable groan.
If he could, he'd tear off that arrogant hand to snatch the artifact and rip the bastard apart with his bare hands. But frustratingly, the distance between Glaka and Igril was more than two steps.

As the ominous tension grew between them.

"Glaka!"
"?"

This time, I called out to Glaka from my side.
When I called—the one who had always shown Orcs new paths of hope—Glaka turned his head with hope in his eyes.

"Just attack us."
"??"

Glaka's eyes widened at my incomprehensible instruction.
But all I could do for him was to look him straight in the eyes and give a slight smile.

Glaka remained dazed for a moment, then, though he couldn't read the meaning in my eyes, he seemed to guess something and firmly closed his mouth.

"Warriors, attack!"
"?!"

The Orc warriors were all taken aback, not expecting him to actually order betrayal.
Yet despite knowing they would die for violating the contract if they attacked Northerners, when Glaka charged first with his weapon, the Orc warriors, though bewildered, trusted their chieftain and charged.

By Grace's order, I have command of this operation.
My position is still that of a tactical staff officer, and as the one who devised the plan, I'm responsible for seeing it through.
So officially, though I'm just a knight-in-training and the captain's adjutant—hardly a high position—
As a commander directly appointed by the Grand Duke of the North, no one here has the authority to refuse my command.

Using that authority, I stopped the knights who were trying to intercept the Orcs' betrayal, ordering them not to move an inch.
Then, watching the Orcs charging fiercely toward us as if to kill, I asked the person beside me:

"Xenora, is the Banshee ready?"
"Kekeke. Preparation, already, complete."
"Please do it. Our people will all die at this rate."

The four Orc tribes each have their unique characteristics, which can be seen in their tribal chiefs.
Since the situation is urgent, I'll skip the detailed explanation and summarize. Not all Orcs who love fighting and worship strength are axe-wielding warriors.
Glaka's and Boom's tribes are indeed warriors, and Mas's tribe of hunters is also classified as warriors.
But Xenora's tribe is the only one that isn't warriors.

The specialty of these Vine Swamp Orcs is shamanism, which, though different in principle, also uses mana as its driving force.
Parma's Flame burns both magical energy and mana. And the first victim of that magic was the Orc shaman Xenora right here.

Therefore, the Vine Swamp tribe didn't participate in the attack on the Chimeras, and their power was being saved in the rear for the next move.
Now we're going to use it here.

The reason I see Igril as an extra like myself, but feel no kinship with him:
We both prioritize benefits and don't hesitate to use others in the process.
But he chooses cruel and easy methods, fixating on immediate gains without seeing the bigger picture, while I pursue maximum benefit even if it's difficult, so I have more chips to play with.

[Kieeeeee!]

When Glaka entered the appropriate range, Xenora activated the Banshee.
The shamans of the Vine Swamp supported their chief's spell, and the spreading Banshees attached themselves to the Orc warriors, knocking them all unconscious.

"Please make the intensity as weak as possible. Just enough to immobilize them."
"No need, to say, of course."

With this, Igril's plan to use the Orcs was thwarted.
There was no change in his expression, but I could tell Igril regretted the failure.
The Orcs had betrayed the North as he instructed, but they were subdued by force.

But I don't intend to feel superior to him.
Xenora, who stopped the Orc warriors, is also an Orc, and Igril's hostages include members of the Vine Swamp tribe. He'll probably try to threaten the Vine Swamp tribe next.
Not a chance. I won't even give him time for that.

"It's different from what we planned. But we have no choice. Knights, begin the attack!"
"Charge!"

The original plan was to release Parma's Flame, let the Chimeras chase the fleeing Orcs to a wider area,
And then concentrate our forces there to surround and annihilate them.

But I just realized from the hostage situation.
Igril isn't an opponent who will move according to our expectations like the Iron Flail vanguard. He'll likely do something unexpected.
If so, we have no choice but to trap them where they are and finish them off.

'In this operation, I've been given a total of four forces.'

Not many troops were allocated due to the dawn battle.
But it was enough. Moreover, these four were elite forces I personally selected.

The first, the Orcs, raised our morale by eliminating 20% of the Chimeras in the initial phase, but they temporarily withdrew due to Igril's move.
Still, we gained important information that there's something dangerous inside the hostages.

The second force was the Northern Knights.
Though not all of them, just a portion, each Northern Knight is an elite who far surpasses the strength of an ordinary soldier.

"Everyone, recall the tactics for fighting greater demons that Hero Gong taught us. Also, they know tactical movements. Don't fight recklessly, form connections and attack."

The deputy commander of the knights led them in my place.
He's far better than me at field combat, and I'm not familiar with knight formations, so I deliberately left it to him.
I also introduced Aran, a specialist in greater demon combat, to the deputy commander and knights for knowledge transfer, and had them observe the Chimeras' fighting methods from a distance.
In other words,
There's no better force for dealing with Chimeras.

The Chimeras have already been tempered by fighting the Orcs.
It might not seem like much that only 20% died, but I literally only counted the dead. Are the remaining 80% completely unharmed just because they didn't die?
No matter how much the Chimeras don't feel pain due to their demonic bodies and minds, can regenerate wounds, and gain powerful killing intent and strength.

I know from my direct experience in the Ice Cave. These things were ultimately made from human bodies.
Just as curry tastes like curry regardless of what ingredients you put in it, sadly, Chimeras are ultimately human as long as they're based on human bodies. And human bodies break when they reach their limits.

"Kyaaaaa!"

The Chimeras bared their vicious claws and teeth as they entered battle again.

"First, weaken their skin. Front line, release sword energy."

At the deputy commander's order, the knights raised their swords in unison and released sword energy.
Large sword energies flew quickly to intercept the Chimeras, and those hit fell backward.

Bubble, bubble.
Their bodies writhed as if boiling, then regenerated instantly and stood up again.
But the knights continued undeterred.

"Next is magic. Those who can use fire magic, step forward."

The knights who used sword energy stepped back, and those preparing magic came forward and released fire spells.
For knights, magic is merely a supplementary skill, so it's not as powerful as that of mages.
But they can produce enough firepower to burn one person.

Boom!
The fireballs flew and hit the Chimeras' bodies precisely. The Chimeras momentarily faltered from the firepower, but soon writhed their bodies, regenerated, and advanced again.

Indeed, their tenacity is incredible.
I take back my zombie comparison. Zombies die when cut or burned. These things regenerate even when cut or burned, making them several times more terrifying than zombies.
If they're like this against Orcs and knights, how could ordinary soldiers possibly deal with them?
It's horrifying just to imagine.

'That's why we need to eliminate them more thoroughly.'

The knights and Chimeras began to engage.
First, they swiftly beheaded the front line with mana-infused swords, and those behind immediately stepped forward to stab and destroy the hearts.
The Chimeras' bodies, already damaged from sword energy and magic, easily crumbled under the knights' attacks.
It was perfect two-person teamwork.

'The reason Chimeras became objects of fear when they first appeared in the novel was precisely because of their regeneration and persistence.'

Think about it.
How terrifying would it be if a monster you thought you killed regenerated and came charging at you?

But like any movie, especially horror movies, what if you were spoiled about when, what ghost, and where it would appear before watching?
Some people would still be startled, but would they be as surprised as if they didn't know? They could prepare mentally, close their eyes, or cover their ears in anticipation.
They'd probably watch the horror movie with a much calmer mind, and those with tolerance for horror might even find it boring.

I always feel that information is a powerful weapon and strength. And that doesn't just apply to those who are possessed.
I'm just an ordinary person with a lot of information. Even though I have talent for mana, it's not top-tier talent like Nia, Sophia, or Mercy.
Yet as an ordinary person with information, I gained the strength to fight Dorgon's Iron Flail.
If true powerhouses like knights get buffed with the power of information?

Slash! Chop!

"Good, keep pushing slowly without rushing. These things regenerate, so check your footing properly."

The Chimeras' eerie appearance, sharp claws, and tenacious regeneration were the same as in the novel.
But the humans' response was the opposite. They prepared and fought with full knowledge of the Chimeras' strength and regeneration.
The Northern Knights faced these terrifying Chimeras without fear and handled them well.
Just as tigers and wolves are no longer symbols of fear as they were a thousand years ago, but mere zoo exhibits.

'Igril will probably make his next move soon.'

Since the Chimeras aren't performing as expected, they'll need to explore other means to overcome this situation.
Due to the noise of battle, their voices can't reach the Orcs. The knights' response is perfect, so controlling with the staff won't break through with tactics.

Nevertheless, I kept my eye on Igril.
Because we're fighting on the road instead of surrounding and annihilating them in the square, he's free from threats while the Chimeras fight at the front.
That gives him time to think. Someone like him quickly comes up with brilliant ideas when given even a moment's respite.
And it seems he has.

"If the front doesn't work, we'll have to target the rear. Deputy Tower Master, use magic to block the enemy so the Chimeras can retreat."
"......"

Though the Deputy Tower Master looked displeased at receiving orders, he began preparing magic.
Dorgon's first Iron Flail controlling the Deputy of the Golden Tower? Something must have happened.

But he's not the only one with time to think.
I'm also confident in my improvisation.
I have four forces at my disposal, and so far I've deployed two.
Now it's time to bring in the third force.

"Please handle that one."
"Hmm, I think it's time for that too."

Whoosh!
Responding to my call, he immediately soared high into the air.
Then, diving down, he intercepted and neutralized all the magic the Deputy Tower Master had cast.

Surprised that his magic was repeatedly neutralized, the Deputy Tower Master looked up at the sky. His eyes widened.

"You...?!"
"Heh, first time since the old academy. Not the most pleasant reunion."

The Snow Flower Tower Master.
The pinnacle of ice magic.
Dariel Xenon has entered the battle.
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Boom boom boom BANG!
As the Golden Tower Vice-Master waved his staff, glowing magical bullets flew through the air like fireflies, swift and bright.
Crackle-freeze.
Dariel's cold wind froze the magic itself.

Whoosh!
This time, Dariel swung his large staff like a spear. The cold air swirling around him flew roughly yet smoothly to attack the Vice-Master.
The Vice-Master countered the surrounding waves of cold with fire magic, but surprisingly, Dariel's frost didn't easily yield even against flames.

Even at a glance, the Vice-Master was a mage of considerable skill.
While he excelled in all areas, his casting speed was faster than anyone I'd ever seen.
Considering that the mages I'd observed before were Nia and Sophia, both possessors of magical cores, his exceptional talent was evident.
However.

My third asset, Dariel, the Snowflower Tower Master.
Master of a magic tower and one of the five most powerful figures in the North, strictly speaking not a subject but an "ally" of the Northern Grand Duke—even I hadn't expected this heavyweight to join us.

When planning the operation, I had originally hoped to receive support from two or three elder-level mages.
Naturally, I could often get Sophia's support because we were personally close and belonged to the same unit. But a Snowflower Tower Elder would outrank me.
For a mere knight to command up to three such elders—I was extremely cautious about even bringing it up.

"I'll go myself."
"Pardon?"
"Heh heh, you need a skilled mage, don't you? Then it's better if I go personally."

The Tower Master himself volunteered to join my side.
I was delighted since having Dariel himself would be far better than expected, but I hesitated slightly, wondering if such a heavyweight wouldn't be needed for the decisive battle.

"The dawn battle will be between armies. What's needed there isn't one powerful individual but many mages. If I join your side, two mages can participate in the main battle instead—a net gain, wouldn't you say?"
"Y-yes, that's true."
"I'd be under the Grand Duke's command in the main battle anyway. I'm just a mage with slightly better firepower than others. And my firepower can be replaced by two elders. Heh heh heh."

Truly the insight befitting the leader of the Snowflower Tower, a magic tower specializing in warfare.
With him putting it that way, I had no reason to refuse.
And with Dariel joining this operation, the situation improved beyond measure.

'Incredible.'

If the Golden Tower Vice-Master was among the top ten mages in the kingdom, Snowflower Tower Master Dariel was among the top five.
While the Golden Tower is said to be the kingdom's finest magic tower, that's because they possess the most spells, house several major schools, and especially because their master, Mercy, is on another level entirely.
In terms of practical combat, the Snowflower Tower, which has developed battle magic in the frozen lands, is superior. Moreover, unlike close combat, magical combat power doesn't diminish with age.
In other words, Dariel was overwhelming the Vice-Master.

'That's another point in our favor. Now, what will they do next?'

Leaving the Vice-Master to Dariel, I focused on Igril.
Mercy's staff controlling the chimeras, even manipulating the Golden Tower Vice-Master at will—without question, that man is the enemy's brain on this battlefield.
We can take time to kill all the chimeras, and as for why the Vice-Master obeys Dorgon, we can freeze him and investigate later.
Therefore, my top priority is eliminating Igril, Dorgon's first hammer.

As his trick with the orcs just showed, this man is an enemy who can escape even my designs.
He's especially dangerous because he's an unknown adversary about whom even I, with my novel knowledge, have little information.
So he must be eliminated by any means necessary.

'Mercy wouldn't have told him all the functions that staff can perform... but if he figures it out, things could get very troublesome.'

Someone evil enough to conceive of planting magical circuits like bombs inside orcs might be able to imagine the possibilities and try them even without prior information.

'I'd prefer to handle this myself, but...'

Despite appearances, I'm a combat strategist who fights directly on the field with a sword. I have the skills for it.
But right now, I was just observing from a distance.

It wasn't that my body was still aching. I had no injuries, and I'd recovered from fatigue by eating and sleeping well.
My biggest concern had been magical power, but thanks to the Ice Blast I consumed earlier, my cold magic had been strengthened, and I could replenish it by breathing the northern cold air. Plus, Grace had given me an incredible gift (not a second purple potion).

However, I'm not a top-tier powerhouse like Aran or Grace.
I'm literally just prepared enough for one battle, not in perfect condition, so I don't have the luxury of fighting consecutive battles.
And the opponent I need to use this power against...
Let's think about that later. It's getting complicated.

Anyway, since I'm truly focusing on my role as a "strategist" in this battle, I'm keeping my body still while working my mind harder.

'I could strike at Igril now, but...'

I still have a fourth asset.
I could send "her" to attack Igril and confuse his mind enough to prevent him from making other moves.

'Not yet. I need to wait until I can deliver a decisive blow.'

If I bring her out too, I'll be showing all my cards.
But this alone won't end the fight decisively.
This much I know: Igril's combat ability, befitting Dorgon's first hammer, is considerable. No wonder Grace was assigned to face him in the novel.

I didn't want to make this comparison as it sounds like self-praise, but...
That Igril is like me in that he strikes at unexpected points, but with far greater power than I possess.
Against such an enemy, revealing your hand first is dangerous. If it were me, I'd immediately use that knowledge to make my next move.

So I held back those requesting to sortie and concentrated on observing his every small movement.
The next card needs to be played by him, not me.

Come on, show your hand. I'll take all your stakes.
Oh, but don't think I'm always one step behind you. While you've been analyzing and spacing out, I've already made another move.

***

"Hmm."

While chimeras were being slashed by knights' blades yet still swinging their claws at the front, and Baroque was engaged in magical combat with the Snowflower Tower Master at the back.
Igril stood still, observing the battlefield with his staff in hand.

'I sensed something was off about that blue flame.'

The orcs earlier, and now these knights' response—impeccably clean.
Even he would be surprised facing monsters that keep regenerating and rising despite being killed. More than that, chimeras are hideous in appearance, and normal people would naturally be startled.
Yet they were responding without the slightest emotional disturbance, which was clearly suspicious.

'...They knew.'

He didn't know how they knew about the chimeras. But they definitely knew beforehand.
There had been no leaks from the Western Army... Was it the Golden Tower Master? Or the hero?
Regardless, finding the source of the leak wasn't important right now.

'If they knew we would use chimeras and prepared appropriate countermeasures, further combat is pointless.'

So what to do?
There were two options.
First, retreat... no, that wouldn't work. They wouldn't let him go, and if the betrayal had been a trap, the side door would already be sealed.
Moreover, the Grand Duke had ordered that the chimeras' existence remain confidential and that they be hidden in a deep place where no one could find them after the Northern Grand Duke's assassination. Where would he return with them?

Inevitably, he had to choose the second option.
The second option was...

Swish.
Igril raised his staff.

'The Grand Duke will regret this, but winning the war is what matters.'

He wasn't sure how far he could control the chimeras with this staff, since the previous owner had died without explaining anything.
But knowing the Golden Tower Master's personality, this should work.

"Grrrrrr!"

As Igril channeled magic into the staff, the chimeras all trembled as if electrocuted.

"Kyaaa!"

Their pupils darkened, and their bodies became even more grotesque.
The magical energy inside them went berserk, corrupting the human parts and making them more demonic.
This would make their bodies unstable and shorten their usable lifespan, but...

"They're a bit more useful now."

The berserk chimeras leaked magical energy and violently attacked the knights. The knights immediately formed ranks and focused on defense against the convulsing chimeras.
Having bought time, Igril turned his attention to...

'The orcs.'

Given the situation, Igril's second option was "destruction."
The chimeras were just a side project. The main event was the battle at dawn.
If so, the best course was to destroy as much as possible, and if that failed, to drag out the fight and keep the enemy occupied.
For that, the orcs with their destructive tendencies needed to rampage. Ideally, he would use the magic planted in the hostages to threaten and make them betray the others, but...

'Simply making them go berserk should be enough with this.'

He didn't quite understand something.
He understood the orcs' resentment toward them. But why were they helping the North?
Based on the circumstances, the hero must have saved their families, and that hero was siding with the North. A kind of repayment of debt.

But what if the families they were indebted to disappeared in an explosion before their eyes?
Of course, they wouldn't betray the North, but they would go berserk trying to kill their enemies. Orcs were stupid, foolish beasts after all.
By guiding that properly, he could use the orcs' rampage to cause damage.

So his reason for approaching the orcs wasn't to intimidate them again.

'Whether they obey or not, the orcs were planned for disposal after this war anyway.'

If they were going to be disposed of anyway, they should be used thoroughly until the end.
Igril took out an artifact and held it in his hand.

Glaka and the other orc warriors were still on their knees, suffering from the banshee.
Tsk, pathetic creatures. Neither passing out nor enduring, just whimpering in that ambiguous state.
But that was good. If their minds were frayed from the ghost's attack, the shock would hit them harder.

"Hey, orcs."

At Igril's call, the orcs turned their gaze toward him despite their suffering.
Showing the artifact conspicuously to the orcs, Igril said:

"Seeing you pathetically prostrate like this, you're no longer useful. Then there's no reason to wait any longer."
"?!"

The orcs, realizing what Igril was about to do, jumped up with wide eyes to stop him.

"Blame your own powerlessness for showing such a pathetic display before the enemy."

Igril provoked the orcs until the end as he infused magic into the artifact. Then...

"No!"

Boom.
The artifact emitted light and exploded.
An explosion? Was something wrong? The orcs looked at Igril's expression with hope.

"!"

When Igril showed no surprise and gazed coldly, the orcs realized what the explosion meant and despaired.

How could it end so emptily?
They had endured humiliation to protect their families, waited, searched for hope, and fought. They had believed they could finally defeat their true enemy and return to happiness.
To lose them without even seeing it, without even feeling the reality of the loss...

"Grrrr."

Bestial groans escaped the orcs' mouths, and their eyes were about to lose reason to rage when...

"Phew, fortunately I wasn't too late."
"?"

Someone interrupted, panting as if they had rushed over.
It was a human woman's voice.

"Orc friends, don't worry. Your families are all safe."
"?!"

At the words of Nia, the mage from Aran's group, the orcs stared at her with dumbfounded faces.
Igril also frowned, wondering what this meant. A lie to control the orcs' anger? Or was it true...?

As if to answer that question, Nia looked at Igril and said:

"My starlight magic, Nebula, can devour and erase an opponent's magic."
"!"
"There's a side effect of having to live without magic for a while... but I've erased all the magic inside the orcs' bodies."

Come to think of it, that woman had devoured the Tower Master's magic with strange clouds during their fight.
If that's the case...

"Grrrr."

The orcs growled while glaring at Igril.
But unlike before, it wasn't from excitement. It was controlled anger, fury maintained while keeping their reason.
The banshee's curse had also stopped. The shamans must have stopped their magic after hearing the story.

"I see. You deliberately cast weak curses and waited for this situation all along."

Swish.
Igril looked up.
A man had been standing in a high place observing the battlefield—judging by the circumstances, he seemed to be the commander. It appeared the North had another troublesome figure besides the hero.

Shing.
Igril finally drew his sword.
No choice.
With no other options, it seemed he would have to cut his way through himself.
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"Huu......"

I sighed deeply in relief when I saw Nia arrive.
Thankfully, she wasn't too late.

My fourth and final asset was Aran's party. To be precise, it was Nia and Yui, those two.
Aran and Eris were in no condition to fight immediately due to the aftereffects of their battle with Merci, but Nia and Yui could still fight.
Of course, both of them, like me, could only fight once. Nia because she had consumed a mana potion, and Yui because she had a little strength left.
So I decided to use their power here instead of saving them for the final battle.

Aran's party was more effective in small-scale, localized conflicts like this one that ended quickly, rather than in large-scale wars that dragged on for extended periods.
Besides, as the Snow Tower Lord Dariel said, what's needed for the final battle is more soldiers rather than a single powerful individual. It makes sense to deploy Aran's party here.

Nia and Yui didn't object to following my command.
We had been close since coming to the North, and Aran had personally requested it.
Also... by now, they fully considered me a reserve team member. They both seemed more comfortable fighting under my command than under Grace's.

Anyway, thanks to making Aran's party my fourth asset, we overcame a major crisis.
When Igril took the orcs hostage, I initially had Zenora hold them with her banshee, but I was at a loss about what to do next.
Igril would surely try to use the orcs again, and in the worst case, he might detonate them out of spite if cornered.
I was reluctantly considering freezing them until the battle ended when—

"That magic. I might be able to erase it. I've erased Merci's magic before."
"!"

Right, Nia had learned the starlight magic, Nebula, during the fight with Merci. I had forgotten because it happened much earlier than in the novel.
Nebula, similar to Sophia's Pharma's Flame, has the ability to nullify an opponent's magic.
Its range is much wider than Sophia's, but it has the peculiar property of only consuming magic. If what Igril installed inside the orcs was magic...

"Please hurry!"

I quickly sent Nia to the orcs, and she succeeded in dispelling the magic in time.

"Now, it's time to counterattack."

With this, the orcs completely returned to our side. They took up their weapons, eager to unleash their pent-up rage, and charged at Igril as if they would literally tear him to pieces.
Seeing Igril draw his sword, it seems he has no choice but to fight his way out.
It's slightly concerning that he glared precisely in our direction before drawing his sword, though.

"Mr. Luke, is it my turn now?"
"Yes, I think it's time."

With my approval, Yui, who had been waiting to launch like a fighter jet on a runway, immediately sprang into action.

I heard she had encountered Igril in the previous battle but couldn't settle the score. Now she wanted to finish it.
Calculating coldly, I wasn't confident that Yui, who had barely defeated Muir, the fourth Flail, in the novel after a fierce battle, could win against Igril, the first Flail.
But Yui herself was burning with the desire to fight. And protagonists and their companions always seem to win against the odds.

'All cards have been revealed.'

Unfortunately, war isn't as peaceful as poker. Well, poker can become as brutal as war if the stakes are high enough.
But just as card sharks hide their trump cards up their sleeves or somewhere on their body, war always has at least one hidden move in reserve.

'That method of activating the staff to stimulate the magi inside the chimeras and make them go berserk... the fact that he thought of it means that guy will probably use that too.'

But I know what his trump card is. I even know where he's hiding it.
So after all cards are revealed, what I need to do is...

'Be ready to grab his wrist and smash it with a hammer the moment he pulls out his hidden card.'

Prepare yourself.
No more tricks will work in front of me.

***

Clang! Clang! Clang!
Igril, exchanging blows with the orcs, glanced around.

The situation looked unfavorable, even to someone deeply lost in daydreams.
Barok was panting, seemingly exhausted. The berserk chimeras had blocked the knights' advance, but the Northern knights seemed to have anticipated this possibility and maintained their formation without significant damage.
Moreover, with the recovered orcs rejoining the attack against the chimeras, it was obvious the chimeras would be pushed back.

'The operation has failed.'

Drawing his sword wasn't because he had some clever move in mind. He simply had no other options left but to take up arms.

'Now, what to do.'

Needless to say, he had no intention of fighting honorably to the death. Killing as many as possible would be enjoyable, but dying while swinging at empty air wasn't appealing.
In the current state, even if he fought, he'd only manage to cut down a few more orcs before the end. And killing orcs wasn't fun.
Yet he couldn't continue with the operation either.

'I have no choice but to escape.'

He had considered fleeing earlier but immediately abandoned the idea.
However, that wasn't because escape was impossible... it was because retreating with this group was impossible. Honestly, if he tried to escape alone, he could manage somehow.

But he couldn't escape as things stood now. If nothing else, the orcs were charging at him with murderous intent, their eyes blazing.
Not only that, but the one who foiled his plan was a companion of the hero he had seen before. If she was here, other companions of the hero might be nearby.
They would try to prevent his escape, so to shake them off and flee...

"I should create chaos here."

Whoosh!
After swinging his greatsword widely to break off combat with the orcs, Igril leaped onto a nearby building and raised the staff in his left hand high.

This staff had the function of controlling chimeras when infused with mana.
He had wondered if it could be used to make the chimeras go berserk, so he experimented and found it worked.
Then... would it be possible to make them explode beyond just going berserk?

Simply making humans or monsters explode would only cause surprise, not major disruption.
But chimeras were special monsters carrying magi inside their bodies. If their bodies burst and the magi within spewed out like poison in all directions... hmm.

Suddenly, an uneasy feeling came over him.
Throughout the day, no matter what move he made, the enemy had managed to counter it well. Even the magic circle planted inside the orc hostages had been dealt with, which was honestly surprising.
Because of this, he felt an unnecessary anxiety that even if he caused an explosion here, they might be able to handle it, and this unfamiliar emotion was extremely unpleasant. Igril blinked to dismiss it.

'Well, let's see how they respond.'

If they couldn't handle it, magi would scatter throughout the fortress, greatly hindering the final battle, which would be beneficial even if the original plan failed.
Even if they could handle it, they couldn't instantly eliminate the magi released by dozens of exploding chimeras. He could use that opportunity to escape.
Since he had nothing to lose either way, Igril infused mana into the staff and input the final command to the chimeras.

"!"

The chimeras that received Igril's command all stopped fighting at once and began twisting their bodies grotesquely in place.
The knights and orcs hesitated at this bizarre behavior, which resembled someone desperately trying to catch an insect crawling on their body, but they didn't stand around stupidly and immediately retreated.

Before the battle began, they had heard something from Lord Luke.
When Mein, whom he had fought in the Ice Cave, was cornered, her skin had swelled up red and purple before exploding and releasing magi.
It was the same phenomenon they had been told about.

Seeing this, Igril frowned, thinking they had prepared for this too, while genuinely wondering:
How did they know all of this? And if they knew, who were they?
The first person who came to mind was the hero Aran. But his instinct quickly denied the possibility that it was Aran.

After meeting and confronting him directly,
Hero Aran was indeed strong and excellent as rumored, but this was different in nature.
Aran was the type to overcome obstacles by directly engaging and pushing through, even if he didn't know much, while this was prepared by someone cunning and skilled with traps and tricks.

If not Aran, then the Grand Duchess of the North? She was famous as humanity's strongest knight, but also had a record of overcoming the Great War as an outstanding commander.
Yet Igril's instinct also ruled out the possibility of the Grand Duchess. If she had taken action, she wouldn't have used such complicated methods.
If she had intervened, his life would have been in danger the moment he entered the fortress.

'...No. The answer has been in front of me all along.'

The man presumed to be the enemy commander whom he had seen just before drawing his sword.
Though he had only seen him briefly, Igril remembered his appearance clearly.
A young face with sharp eyes, a calm expression, and a vigorous posture.
Overall, there were no particularly distinctive features, but... there was something different about his aura.

'Come to think of it, all of the Western Army's operations in this war have failed.'

He had heard that all three operations before his arrival—the vanguard, Bern Fortress, and the Ice Cave—had failed.
With three consecutive failures, they should have considered the possibility of an exceptional strategist on the enemy side.

'Working in the shadows behind the reputation of the big names. Impressive skill.'

I acknowledge it.
This was a mistake made by himself, the Grand Lord, and the other Flails. Everyone was so focused on Hero Aran and the Grand Duchess of the North that they failed to notice who was truly dangerous.

Having completed preparations for the chimera explosions, Igril glanced one last time in the direction where that man had been.
He was still standing in the same place, not moving. Though wearing fur clothing, he wasn't in armor and didn't have a sword at his waist. At a glance, he was clearly not a knight but a strategist.

Even though he now knew of his existence, with the final battle just hours away, there wasn't much special preparation he could make.
But with a feeling that he would somehow meet this nameless man again if he survived, Igril swung his staff, and—
Boom! Boom! Boom!
The chimeras, their skin bubbling and boiling, began to explode all at once.

As Igril had expected, the chimeras released magi in all directions as they exploded.
During the Great War, people feared and avoided magi not only because it was the power used by demons.
In reality, high concentrations of magi had the terrible property of contaminating an area like poison. One reason the Western lands were devastated during the Great War was due to magi contamination.

And chimeras were monsters created solely for war.
If they couldn't win with their disgusting regenerative abilities and fierce claws and teeth, then even in defeat, they would damage the area by contaminating it with magi.
Their bodies contained malice even more terrible than magi.

But people get tired even of someone farting in their own room.
How much less would they welcome something as terrible as magi spreading around?

"Now!"

The moment the chimeras exploded, Luke shouted loudly.
At his cry, two people stepped forward.

"Shoot as you normally would. I'll adjust the output with my mana eye!"
"I'm counting on you."

Sophia fired Pharma's Flame at the amplification sphere, Little Star, that Nia had set up.
It seemed like Pharma's Flame, with its property of burning mana and magi, would not be amplified when it hit Little Star, but rather burn away Nia's magic.
But these two were mana eye holders.
Nia delicately manipulated the flow of mana so that the blue flame wouldn't completely burn the magic while still receiving the amplification effect, and Sophia also controlled the flame gently with intense concentration to avoid burdening Nia.
As a result, Pharma's Flame was amplified and spread in all directions.

Whoosh!
A massive pillar of fire burned away the magi released from the chimeras' bodies.

"...Ha."

At this absurd sight, Igril finally let out a hollow laugh.
A sense of defeat. This feeling was a first in his life.
Until now, no matter what variables arose, in any situation, against any opponent, he had always completed his missions by unexpected methods and killed everyone.
But this time, there was absolutely nothing he could do.
It was a complete defeat. So complete that he didn't even feel the desire to try anything else.

"This is bad."

He had planned to escape in the confusion after making the chimeras explode.
But with things turning out like this before the magi could even spread, there would be no chaos at all.
On the contrary, with the chimeras gone, all of the enemy forces would now converge on him. The possibility of escape was nearly zero.

Having discarded Merci's now useless staff, Igril thought for a moment before reaching into his breast pocket.
What he took out was... a certain drug that Dorgon had distributed to his close associates.

"I know I shouldn't take this, but..."

What choice do I have?
Gulp.
I'll escape with all my might before the drug's effects turn my mind into that of a monster.
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"So you were thinking of exploding the chimera to release magi."

Well, I could tell Igril's mind was damaged without even having to speak with him. No sane person would consider traveling with monsters like chimeras.

Besides, even we who fight chimeras to protect our families and homes aren't exactly at ease. To calmly whip them and force them to fight... in simple terms, that's just garbage.

But as I said, that guy is a selfish human who only thinks about himself, so he was too focused on what was right in front of him.
Intimidating the orcs and planning to use the chimera, he forgot something important.
The existence of Sophia, who had landed a hit on the chimera with Parma's flame at the beginning.

The reason I brought Sophia for this operation wasn't for her firepower, but to eliminate the poison when enemies used the chimera's magi as a toxin with Parma's flame.
That's why Sophia wasn't counted as part of our main force.
Even trapping the chimeras with Parma's flame at the beginning was an experiment to confirm how effective it would be against them.

Moreover, Nia had learned how to use magic sight from Sophia, and the two had exchanged knowledge while practicing magic together.
Therefore, I believed in the synergy these two would create and prepared them as a barrier to block the enemy's final move.

'The worst horror in the late episodes of a novel? I acknowledge that.'

Apart from everything else, that tenacious regeneration ability, the ferocity that even knights struggle against, and finally the magi that pollutes the surroundings instead of disappearing cleanly when it dies.
I could clearly feel why it appeared as a major enemy in the latter part of <Brave Road>.

However, why have zombies, which were symbols of horror and apocalypse in movies and comics until just 10 years ago, recently fallen to the level of scarecrows that give only 1 experience point?
Because people have acquired knowledge on how to deal with those terrible monsters. Now zombies are no longer as frightening as they once were.

The same applies to chimeras.
The humans of this world have already experienced a powerful disease called demons, and thus have built a foundation for an immune system.
So if we add knowledge to this, we can respond to chimeras, which are weaker than demons, and fortunately, there's someone here who knows all too well about those terrible monsters.
If the northerners and I join forces... no monster can threaten our families and homes.

'Now only two remain!'

Among them, the Golden Tower Master was overwhelmed by Dariel's firepower.
As for Igril... hmm?

"That madman!"

When the chimera exploded, Igril took something out from his pocket and swallowed it.
A kind of stimulant possessed by Dorgon's maces. Very positively speaking, it's a stimulant, but its contents are magi, a drug that turns normal people into monsters.

I thought he had a twisted mind, but to decide to drink that after seeing what happened to the chimera?
Is he a severe psychopath who doesn't care what happens to his own personality?

Aran is a hundred times right. The First Mace Igril should never be let go.
But I'm not the only one who has no intention of letting him go.

"Haaah!"

Yui, who had approached within reach, swung her sword fiercely toward Igril.
Yui isn't at her best either, having fought giant monsters in recent battles. So she aimed to gain the upper hand with her specialty, high-speed sword drawing, but Igril...

Clang!
He threw away the empty vial and countered with his sword in one hand.
Wobble.
Was Yui's attack too fierce for him to completely offset the impact? His body shook and he fell below the roof.
Seeing this, I shouted to Yui.

"He didn't fail to counter. Don't let your guard down!"
"!"

At my warning, Yui flinched and watched where Igril had fallen.
Sure enough, despite falling from a height, Igril was standing perfectly fine on both legs.
He was frowning as if in pain, but the cause of that pain wasn't from the impact of the fall.

"It gives me strength but makes my head hurt... So this is what magi feels like."

Igril, who had been pressing his head with his left hand, soon raised his eyebrows repeatedly and lifted his sword.

"I don't have much time."

Seeing Igril's combat-ready stance, I gave orders to all troops.

"Orcs, guard the gates. Knights, pursue that man!"

Then I turned my head to the side.

"Zenora, block the path to the walls with the shamans. Rigrit, you've been bored just watching, right? Finally, it's your turn. Climb to a high place and disrupt the enemy's escape route by hitting it with magic-infused arrows."
"Understood!"
"Don't be greedy trying to hit him. You won't be able to anyway."

At this instruction, the enthusiastic Rigrit gave me a look that said she could do it and not to worry at all.

"...Understood."

After seeing my serious gaze, she calmed her excitement and moved.
I was planning to use some tactics if the Golden Tower Master joined the escape, but...

"As for that one..."

It seems I don't need to worry.
Dariel had already moved before me and surrounded the Tower Master with ice mirrors.
I'm not sure what kind of magic it is, but it looks powerful.

The troops who received my orders moved in unison.
Sophia and Nia are at their limit now. Sophia, the North's greatest fire mage, shouldn't be depleted any further for the decisive battle in a few hours, and Nia has truly used up all her power with that amplification.
The forces I have left are the orcs, knights, and individuals like Yui and Rigrit.

On the other side is one Dorgon's Mace who has absorbed magi.
A worthy opponent.

Moreover, this is not an open plain but inside a castle, which restricts movement, and it's our home turf, so we have the geographical advantage.

'I don't know criminal psychology, but the reason that psychopath drank that wasn't to put up a heroic last stand.'

It's also not to complete his mission by attacking Grace at all costs. If that was his intention, he would have made the chimera charge toward the Winter Palace before detonating it.
The only purpose Igril aims to achieve, even at the cost of drinking that, is...
Escape.
The knights seemed to realize this too and quickly approached using magic.
Before that, Yui immediately stuck close to Igril to interfere.

Clang clang clang clang!
Yui's high-speed swordsmanship came in a flurry, but Igril, like with Doikason and Moore, maintained his combat thinking even after drinking the potion and countered Yui's swordsmanship while moving.
Rather, compared to Yui who wasn't at her best, he had become stronger due to the drug's doping effect, making it difficult to catch him easily.

Still, being part of the protagonist's group isn't just for show.
Slash!

"!"
"Hehe! I'm starting to see through your swordsmanship."

Befitting a next-generation sword saint whose genius rivals even Grace, Yui penetrated Igril's defense and finally inflicted a wound.
But...

Hiss...
Igril's skin wriggled on its own, and the wound regenerated.

"It itches... but it's convenient. Chimeras aren't so bad after all. Except for the dizziness."

Igril briefly expressed admiration for his new ability before running again.
Realizing that wounds would regenerate as long as his body wasn't severed, Igril's running became even more daring.
Yui persistently chased after him and continued to deliver sword strikes, but...

"Tch!"

Igril, who didn't care about getting wounded and was escaping with all his might using his enhanced physical abilities, escaped from Yui's range.
Still, no matter how much he regenerates, when a leg is wounded, it doesn't work properly and slows down.
Yui focused her attacks on his legs, which slowed Igril down. Thanks to that...

"Block the path and surround him!"

The northern knights who arrived surrounded Igril in a fan shape.
Judging that he couldn't escape with just a few wounds, Igril raised his sword.
Clang clang clang!

Though he was fleeing alone after the operation failed, he is Dorgon's First Mace.
He possesses skills far superior to ordinary knights, and now he's even enhanced with magi.
Far from being overwhelmed by several knights, he held his ground even while getting wounded, which rather confused the northern knights.

"Ah, that's right. Now I can use magi too."
"!"

Boom!
When Igril, who had infused his blade with purple energy, swung it once widely, a gap momentarily appeared in the encirclement.

Taking advantage of the brief opening in the encirclement, Igril escaped while accepting a large cut on his back.
He tried to flee through a side door, but...

"Kruk, you've come."

The side door was already firmly locked, and giant orc warriors were guarding it.
Igril tried to break through the defense by firing magi again, but...

"It won't work!"

Boom!
Glaka firmly blocked it with his shield and then swung his axe widely at Igril to counterattack.
Whoosh! Whoosh!
Igril dodged Glaka's violent axe swings while looking for an opportunity, but...

"Kuwoooo!"

Immediately, another orc charged from the side and brought down his axe.
Swish.
While dodging that axe swing and readjusting his longsword to strike at Glaka's neck to break their morale...

"Kwaa!"

Another orc shouted so loudly it rang in his ears, disturbing his already dizzy mind, and swung a club.
Crash!
No matter how strong Igril was, he had no way to deal with that group's savagery.

After exchanging blows with the orcs and seeing the knights approaching quickly from the other side, he clicked his tongue in instinctive annoyance.
Tap tap.

He gave up on the side door.
Instead, he decided to climb up the castle wall and jump down outside. It was a crazy idea, but with his body enhanced by magi, it somehow seemed possible.

But that wasn't easy either.
Swish!
Arrows flew from the other side, sniping at him as he headed for the stairs.
He could easily deflect arrows, but a second arrow immediately followed, preventing him from moving forward.
It seems there's a skilled archer over there. The strength of the arrows was also unusual.

Even if he could advance while deflecting arrows, looking up made it clear it wouldn't be easy.

'Shamanic magic?'

Perhaps due to the effect of becoming more sensitive to demonic power, he could see what was on top of the wall.
Though visible, his vision was distorted and rippling, and it wasn't just because his head hurt.
The orc shamans must have prepared something suspicious up there.

Meanwhile, arrows continued to fly, knights and the hero's companion were in pursuit, and orcs at the gate were ready to kill him the moment he approached.
If all else failed, he might consider transforming into a monster like the Golden Tower Master, but unfortunately, this drug doesn't seem to have that effect.

"This won't work."

Igril, who had stopped fighting, looked up at the sky and sighed deeply.
It might seem like he was giving up and surrendering to this predicament, but...

"It's not surrender. Magi is gathering in his body!"

Nia, who possessed magic sight, noticed something suspicious in Igril's body and alerted everyone.
He stopped fleeing and is gathering magi? He's near the side door, by the castle wall.
Could he be trying to blow himself up to destroy part of the wall?

I judged that he wouldn't have the spirit of self-sacrifice, but you never know.
If he considers it not as a sacrifice but as a final act of terrorism for greater slaughter, he might really do it.

"Tch."

Dariel's cold energy is too late. I'm too late as well.
Nia has exhausted her magic, and Parma's flame takes time to prepare.

"Rigrit!"

I called out to him, who could attack fastest from this position, and Rigrit, who had already loaded his bowstring, shot an arrow infused with magic.
With his accurate shooting, he should be able to destroy the man's heart precisely before he could do anything, but...

"?!"

Igril raised his left arm instead of his sword to block Rigrit's icicle arrow, sacrificing his arm.
Despite losing his arm up to the elbow from the power of the icicle arrow, Igril didn't stop what he was trying to do.

"Haaah!"

As Yui, who approached faster than the knights thanks to her light armor, swung her sword, he properly blocked it with the sword in his right hand this time.
But without infusing either magic or magi into his sword, his arm twisted and broke under Yui's attack.

Swish!
As Yui swung her sword for the finishing blow, he dropped his sword and swung his broken right arm.
Slash!
His right arm was severed up to near the shoulder by Yui's sword, but if it was to protect his life, he managed to block it somehow.

Seeing him prepare something even at the cost of losing both arms, it must be an explosion after all.
Yui seemed to guess this too and swung her sword one last time with all her might to stop him somehow.

"Ugh... explosion... is not it... ugh. The death I desire... is not that."
"?!"

Igril spoke to Yui with painful groans, either from the pain of his severed arms or the headache from the drug.
More than that, how has he maintained his sanity despite taking the drug containing magi?

Igril's mysterious words bothered me, but Yui, who had already swung her sword, didn't stop.
Boom!
There was a loud noise from where Igril had been.

It wasn't an explosion.
The reason he gathered magi in his body might have been to secure the necessary jumping power; Igril jumped high from his spot.

It seems he didn't give up on escaping until the very end.
But if it's not an explosion, that's rather fortunate.
The reason I sent shamans to the wall was to prevent him from escaping through the air.
The moment Igril jumped, his left thigh was cut by Yui's sword, altering his direction.

Crackle.
As expected, Igril, who had launched himself toward the wall, directly hit the barrier set up by Zenora and the Vine Swamp tribe.
Now all that remained was for him to be electrocuted and die, but...

"Ah..."

Nia, who was beside me, let out a gasp.
Feeling uneasy at this reaction from the magic sight user, I looked at her.

"He's covered his body with magi. It will destroy his entire body, but... he'll be able to escape the barrier."

As Nia said, Igril was being electrocuted and his entire body was being destroyed, but he gradually escaped the barrier.
Pah!
While enduring the pain of the barrier, he succeeded in escaping.

"What..."

I blinked at the spot where he had escaped, feeling more creepy and chilling madness than from the chimera.
Truly, I was dumbfounded.
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I severed both arms and the left leg, inflicted numerous wounds on the body, and scorched the entire body with high-voltage electricity.
Despite all that, when Igril finally managed to escape from Winter Cannon, I declared the operation over and climbed up the castle wall with somewhat mixed feelings to survey the outside.
Perhaps due to the dark night, nothing was visible below the castle. Glaka approached me and reported.

"There was no one outside the castle. He escaped."
"Could he be hiding in the snow?"
"I checked by scent. He's not there."

That unpleasant smell of burnt human flesh wouldn't disappear so easily. And the orcs, who harbored great hatred toward Igril, wouldn't have conducted a careless search.
That means... he successfully escaped in that condition.

'He couldn't have fled on one leg, so did he fly far away from the beginning?'

Well, he was desperate enough to escape even with his body dismembered and burning.
If I were him, I'd be frustrated too if I managed to escape only to fall right in front and die immediately.

Although it was unsettling that we couldn't confirm Igril's death despite setting such a thorough trap.
I had to admit that we had lost him.

"Is it possible he might regenerate with demonic power and return?"

I shook my head at Sophia's question.

"That's probably impossible."

I know well the properties of the drug Igril took.
It destroys reason while temporarily enhancing physical abilities and enabling the use of demonic energy, even granting demonic abilities like regeneration to strengthen the user.
But it has time limitations and enhancement limits.

Particularly, that regenerative ability can heal wounds but doesn't extend to regrowing lost body parts.
For example, if an arm is cut off, the severed area quickly seals, but a new arm doesn't grow.

The cases of Doikason and Moore whom we fought in the Ice Cave before were different—they were chimera prototypes with additional surgeries like demonic flesh transplants.
Just taking the drug like Igril did wouldn't be enough, if only for lack of demonic energy.
If such regeneration were possible, he wouldn't have simply rammed his head into the barrier; he would have climbed the castle wall, killed the spellcasters, and escaped.

Unless Merci had improved the drug in this world.
But with test subjects being wiped out and resources diverted to the war, research conditions would have been far worse than in the novel.
If she had managed to make chimeras perform exactly as they did in the novel despite these challenges, she wouldn't have devoted her precious time to modifying drugs for someone else's subordinates.

"Then according to Luke, even if he escaped, he's still crippled, right?"
"Yes, based on what I saw..."

Clearly, calculating from the information in my head, Igril merely escaped and should be writhing like a worm on the snow by now.
Soon he'll either go mad from the drug's side effects or his body will shut down from demonic energy depletion and blood loss. After that, he'll quietly die where he lies.

So while we didn't kill him immediately, he'll probably be dead on his own like a fish out of water by the time the final battle ends.

'But I have this feeling that it won't be that simple.'

Just today, he's already defied my expectations twice. If he did it once or twice, he might do it a third time.

'Still, even in that condition, he couldn't prepare something extremely dangerous in just a few hours.'

I decided to stop tormenting myself with these worries for now.
Right now, the opponent behind Igril is a bigger problem than the crippled Igril himself.

Even if the Western Army waiting outside picked him up, Igril won't pose a threat in the upcoming final battle.
He didn't learn any information here, and instead lost an important asset in the chimera. With Dorgon's personality, he wouldn't keep him alive.
Wait, thinking about it, that's actually advantageous for us.

"For now, we should prioritize what we can do immediately. Let's go."
"Father has been waiting for you anyway."

Following Sophia's guidance, I headed to...

"It's my first time meeting you, Vice Tower Master Baroque."

Another survivor, different from Igril.
The Golden Tower's Vice Master, Baroque, had been captured.
He was struggling in battle against Ice Flower Tower Master Dariel when the chimera exploded and Igril fled, leaving him no choice but to surrender as he couldn't face so many opponents alone.

"We don't have much time to spare, so I'll just briefly introduce myself as Luke, a Northern Knight, and get straight to the point. Is that alright with you?"
"Nngh."

Baroque let out an uncomfortable groan but didn't raise any objections.
Confirming his consent, though he couldn't answer properly due to his pride, I immediately asked him:

"Why was the Golden Tower's Vice Master traveling with such horrible monsters? Don't tell me you were also involved in the research of the Golden Tower Master who turned into a demon?"
"N-No! We know nothing about the Tower Master's affairs!"

That was easy.
In the novel, Baroque also despised being associated with demonic research.
Apart from anything else, if rumors spread that someone of his stature as the Golden Tower's Vice Master was involved in forbidden demonic research, his reputation would plummet to rock bottom.
And Baroque was a man who valued appearances and honor—enough to cover up Aran's murder of Merci.

Having provoked what he values, next...

"Then why did you accompany Dorgon's subordinate to secretly attack this place? And at night, no less—a Vice Tower Master, alone, like a rat. Your actions seem quite like a demon's lackey for someone claiming innocence."

Baroque bit his lip and hesitated at my nerve-grating question.
I had sensed something was off from the moment we found him, and it seems there's something extremely important at stake.
Seeing that an answer wouldn't come easily, I smiled and nodded to Dariel beside me.
Dariel grinned and tapped his staff on the ground, causing Baroque's feet to slowly freeze.

"Luke, let me use this intermission to lecture you about my direct cold magic. Listen well."
"A lecture from the Tower Master? I'll certainly pay close attention."
"If you freeze something instantly with intense cold, the body maintains its structure even when frozen. But if you freeze it slowly with mild cold, the skin gets damaged. Like frostbite, for instance."
"Ah, I see."
"!"

Baroque's eyes widened at our somewhat chilling conversation as he looked between us.
But we didn't even spare him a glance.

"Then even after thawing, the toes might fall off."
"Is it painful?"
"Surprisingly, not that painful. But it would be very inconvenient when walking. He would also experience phantom pain."
"Ah, that sounds dangerous indeed."
"I'll talk! I'll talk!"

When Baroque hastily interrupted, we paused our conversation and turned to him.

"Vice Tower Master, do you have something to say?"
"I'll tell you everything... but first, please thaw the ice."

After we safely melted the ice without risking frostbite damage, Baroque sighed in relief and said:

"But I have a condition."
"Let's hear it."
"I was planning to withdraw from this war the moment the Tower Master died. Not just me, but other Golden Tower elders share the same opinion."

Everyone sensed that something significant was about to be revealed as Baroque began with his story rather than stating his condition.

"The Golden Tower is currently being coerced by Grand Duke Dorgon to fight in this war. Please refrain from attacking the Golden Tower in the final battle."
"That would be difficult. You'll be attacking us with magic, and you expect us to just stand there?"
"The Ice Flower Tower Master is right. Vice Master, you need to offer more realistic conditions for us to negotiate."

Baroque groaned softly and then stated a more direct and honest condition.

"Save me and the Golden Tower. Then we'll quietly withdraw from this war."
"No."
"What?"
"Simply withdrawing from the war isn't a fair exchange. What if you just temporarily step back and then return?"
"Do you think I'm playing word games? This was difficult for me to propose!"
"If we spare your life, you should pay an equivalent price."

Rising to the position of Vice Tower Master means being more intelligent than most.
He quickly grasped my intention and asked:

"What do you want?"
"It's simple. The Golden Tower helps us in the North."
"...I'd like to hear how you plan to help us as well."

The negotiation is established.
I asked Baroque to tell us everything that had happened.
Since his life was at stake and he was indeed being threatened by Dorgon, Baroque revealed the entire truth.

While others were shocked by Dorgon's actions as Baroque told his story, I listened calmly and said:

"Solving the Vice Master's problem shouldn't be difficult."
"R-Really?!"

When Baroque's eyes lit up like a patient hearing a doctor's diagnosis:

"Yes, we happen to have a mage skilled in blood magic. What's inside you is probably Dorgon's blood. If I ask her, she'll remove it."
"Then..."
"You won't explode pathetically like those chimeras earlier."
"Ah..."

Baroque genuinely seemed relieved, as if drinking Dorgon's blood and becoming his subordinate had been an enormous stress.
Unexpectedly, I've gained his favor. This will make negotiations easier.

"Once your problem is solved, other matters should proceed smoothly too, right?"
"Of course! I'll help you to the best of my ability."

This guy.
The Golden Tower being threatened? Nonsense. It was just you who was threatened by Dorgon, and that's how things ended up this way.
But it's not entirely wrong. From now on, this man is the Golden Tower. With this, the Golden Tower is ours.

***

The ground is cold. The air is cold.
The body is cold too. Is this death?

"Haah..."

Igril, collapsed on the ground, exhaled what might be his last warm breath.
As calculated, he had flown far from the castle wall and landed. Though the orcs' magic was stronger than expected, burning his eyes completely.

"Kyahak!"

His throat must have burned too, as he coughed up blood when his breath faltered.
Ah, so this is dying. Though it was his first time, the sensation was vividly familiar.

He hated this kind of death.
Though he never dreamed of living long, believing that killers eventually get killed, he at least wanted to die by someone's killing intent, by someone's hand.
Not freezing to death in the winter cold with his strength depleted.
So...

Wriggle, wriggle.
Igril rubbed his body—with only the right leg remaining—against the ground.
He looked like a caterpillar desperately struggling to live, and also like a noble warrior refusing to give up even at death's door.

Both descriptions applied. He wasn't desperately struggling to live, nor had he given up on death.
After exerting his remaining life force to the fullest extent...
Roll, roll.

"!"

Though he couldn't see, he could hear.
Fortunately, he had placed it in a shallow pocket in case he couldn't use his hands. The sound of a rolling bottle meant it hadn't been destroyed by the magical barrier.

Igril turned his body toward the sound and moved his face until he found it.
With no hands to open the cap, he broke the glass with his teeth and put the whole thing in his mouth.

When he first saw the chimeras with the Grand Duke.
Jin, who accompanied them, felt uneasy and secretly discarded his vial of the drug. Igril had picked it up, thinking it might be useful later.

In truth, he wasn't sure if this was the right approach. He knew how to kill, not how to live.
But he had seen chimeras, whose bodies were made of demonic energy, regenerate even after being decapitated. Considering this drug was related to demons...
In this life-or-death situation, it was worth gambling on.

Crunch, crunch.
Gulp, gulp.
Igril concentrated all his remaining strength on his mouth to swallow even one more drop before his breath stopped.
And at that moment:

"!"

He felt his head hurt more than his severed limbs, and the reason he had been barely maintaining finally began to waver significantly.
But it wasn't a feeling of empty disappearance. Rather, it was... an itchy feeling of transformation.
Since all his strength was in his mouth and he couldn't resist anyway, Igril accepted it while thinking:

'This time, I lost.'

He recalled the faces of two men in his mind.
One was the hero Aran, whom he had failed to kill.
And the other was...

The nameless man who had given him his first taste of defeat.
Though they had never exchanged words or crossed swords, for some reason, he wanted to kill him.
Not out of killing intent, but out of a spirit of rivalry.

Ch.226 - Chapter 226. A Warm Cup of Tea
It was a tough night.
But it was also a rewarding one.
The fourth battle of Episode 4 in the novel had come to an end.
Though it was a battle thoroughly manipulated to our advantage, it was still difficult since we were facing a Chimera.

The Orcs and knights who participated in the battle were now resting.
They all wanted to continue fighting until the final battle, but realistically speaking, in their current state, they might end up being a burden to our forces.
No matter how well I had prepared, the damage was minimal thanks to them fighting the Chimera with all their might. Their fatigue was immense.

Yui and Nia, who had exerted themselves again after the battle with Mercy, also needed rest. With this, we could no longer receive help from the three main heroines.

The Snow Tower Lord Dariel had suggested that she could step back, but even after her fight with Vice Lord Baroque, she still had energy left and decided to command the Snow Tower mages during the final battle.

Ligrit and Sophia were still fresh since they hadn't directly participated in combat.
The strength of these two would be crucial in the final battle.

And lastly, what about me?
As the person in charge of this operation, unfortunately, I still couldn't rest.

"I see. I understand. Thank you for your hard work."

Grace, who had gone to sleep early in the afternoon for the final battle at dawn, woke up and listened to my report.
I informed her of everything that happened during the fourth battle, and she was delighted and relieved to hear that the Chimera had been defeated.

"So Dorgon's aide escaped, but was crippled?"
"Yes, and his entire body was burned due to the Orc shaman's barrier."
"Impressive that he managed to escape in such a condition. But his survival chances are slim, right?"
"That's the expectation... but the Orcs who searched outside couldn't find his body, so we can't be certain."
"Well, we've all experienced situations where someone we thought was dead turned out to be alive."

Grace added, "Unlike then, it wouldn't be welcome news this time," and continued.

"Anyway, he's out of commission for now. So we can say that the enemy forces that invaded through the side gate have been completely annihilated."
"That's correct."
"Sigh, to think there really was a Chimera mixing humans and demons. I don't understand what Dorgon is after. He shouldn't have such a grudge against the North."
"..."
"No, since Mercy created it, is she the strange one? Tsk, it's too complicated, so I'll just consider them all strange."

I agree with her statement that all of the Seven Heroes except Aran are strange.
The strangest one is the mastermind behind all this, who ordered the northern invasion and the creation of the Chimeras.
While Mercy and Dorgon each had their own reasons for participating, broadly speaking, they were ultimately that person's pawns.
The answer Grace is seeking probably lies in understanding that far.

'Come to think of it, I don't know exactly either.'

I had watched "Brave Lord" from the prologue to the last episode, but I hadn't seen the ending.
To be precise, I was watching the ending story when I was possessed.

I remember clearly how far I had watched.
In the Royal City arc, Aran defeated the Chimeras and Dark Knights, and finally reached Lucius.
Lucius welcomed Aran and, unlike the other Seven Heroes who fought in human form before transforming into demon form when cornered, he revealed his demon form from the start.
After a tough battle, Aran defeated Lucius. His demon form was dispelled, but with a meaningful smile suggesting there was more to come, a conversation between Lucius and Aran was about to begin.
That's exactly when I was possessed.

'There were hints dropped before that, so I can roughly guess what Lucius's goal might be.'

I know 'what' he's trying to do, but I don't know 'why' he's doing it.
The 'what' was so pointless and insane that I just assumed "it's probably something like world domination" without any grand reason.

Suddenly, I became curious.
Lucius is a prince.
He fought demons during the Great War, and the surrounding lords are vassals of the royal family, so when he becomes king, this world would be his anyway.
Why go through all this trouble?
To say he's just crazy doesn't explain it—crazy people think differently from others, but they still have their own reasons for their madness.

"Oh, right. What happened to the Vice Lord of the Golden Tower?"
"He was forced to cooperate because he drank Dorgon's blood, which put a leash on him. We asked Hero Gong's companion, Miss Eris, to remove the blood from his body, so he's free now."
"That's good. And in return, he agreed to cooperate with us?"
"Since the Golden Tower was dragged into this war because of Mercy, he says there's no reason to sacrifice his people now that she's gone. In fact, he feels indebted to us for liberating him from Dorgon."
"I wonder if I should be glad about his lack of team spirit."
"It's fortunate that it's the Snow Tower in the North, not the Golden Tower."

Grace chuckled, agreeing with me.
I then explained how Baroque had secretly returned to the Golden Tower camp and the secret agreement I had made with him.
After listening with interest, Grace said:

"Then we should adjust our tactics accordingly. Good, I'm looking forward to the final battle. There's nothing more splendid than seeing Dorgon's stoic face contort with despair."

She showed intense hostility and fighting spirit toward Dorgon with a cold smile.
I agree with that sentiment as well.
Since my possession, I've been preparing to achieve an overwhelming victory against the Western Army, but bringing in the Golden Tower wasn't part of the plan.
A mix of coincidence and inevitability made the final battle even more anticipated.
I'm also looking forward to seeing Dorgon's expression when the Golden Tower, which he thought was under his control, stabs him in the back.

'But there's still one variable left.'

Though it's just one, it's the most dangerous and worst variable.
Needless to say, it's the enemy commander and the main villain of this episode, Dorgon.
Originally, he was dangerous but not a variable, but due to Aran's absence to face him, Dorgon's existence became a variable.
It's standard for the protagonist to defeat the boss, but now we have to fight without that protagonist.

'Of course, there's a way to deal with him.'

We captured Low, another villain, without Aran, so there's no reason we can't handle Dorgon.
We have all the necessary materials, and with Aran's cooperation, we've formulated a plan.
The last remaining piece is...

'This is truly the last one. Let's do this right.'

It all depends on me doing my part correctly.

***

Now that I've reported to Grace, I can finally rest.

I've also resigned as her aide. I didn't actually submit a resignation letter to the chairwoman's face; it was more of a department transfer agreed upon in advance... from staff to the front lines again.
I need to fight in this final battle. No, I must fight. Against Dorgon.

"I'm nervous."

I've always fought enemies stronger than my level, but this time it's especially significant. After all, I'm facing one of the Seven Heroes head-on.
I won't be fighting alone, and it won't be a brute force battle, but still.
Who wouldn't be nervous before fighting a giant who's two heads taller than me?
Even when I fought Low, if I had known in advance that he would attack the Snow Tower, I would have tried to pressure him through other means rather than confronting him directly.

'Maybe I should get some sleep too.'

Although I deliberately avoided combat to conserve energy and only commanded, mental fatigue still accumulates.
Due to the nature of my guard duties, I'm used to staying up all night, and even in my previous life, taking short naps while working was routine, so I wasn't sleepy.
But sleep helps not only with fatigue recovery but also with stress relief.

Calculating, I had about one or two hours to spare.
I decided to get some brief sleep to regain mental peace before the final battle, as a mistake due to pre-battle stress could be fatal.

"Huh?"
"Good work, Luke."

Since there wasn't enough time to go to the guard barracks or home, I came to the Guard Captain's office.
There's a sofa here where I can lie down, and true to Elaine's practical and frugal character, the sofa is very soft, perfect for a quick nap.

But Elaine was here.
I thought she would be resting since she also had a role in the final battle with the guards.
Her being in the office meant perhaps...

"Haven't you been sleeping?"
"Thanks to someone, I've become unable to sleep without my husband beside me. It's quite troublesome."
"Still, you should get enough sleep since you'll have to fight hard in the final battle."
"Due to the nature of guard duties, I'm used to staying up all night, so it's nothing. Besides."

Swish.
Elaine handed me a cup of tea with warm steam rising from it. The scent was subtle and sweet, making me feel at ease.
The temperature was just right, not too hot, making it pleasant to drink.
What this meant was...

"How could I sleep comfortably alone while my husband is fighting? I'd just toss and turn, accumulating more fatigue."

She had been waiting for me here while I was fighting. To welcome me back with words of comfort and a cup of tea when I returned.
Although this wasn't our newlywed home, I felt the comfort of being home.
What made me happiest was... my decision to take a nap on the office sofa was spontaneous, yet Elaine had predicted that's what I would do.
An ability to analyze people that surpasses even a possessor's. Indeed, the strongest person in the world is one's wife.
I declare my complete defeat.

I took off my armor, sat on the sofa, and took a sip of the tea Elaine gave me. The scent was good, but the taste was even better.
Elaine sat beside me, quietly watching as I drank the tea, then raised her hand to stroke my disheveled hair.

"Aren't you sleepy yourself?"
"..."

A surprise formal speech is always fatal.
Especially now, with the warm tea, warm atmosphere, and warm touch, it was even more powerful.
The warmth of my new bride was also transmitted from beside me.

"I'm not sleepy either."
"Then shall I guess why you came here to sleep when you're not sleepy?"
"...?"
"If you drink too much, the need to urinate will disturb your sleep."

Elaine took the teacup from my hand and placed it on the table.

"!"

Then she guided my head to rest on her lap.
She was wearing her uniform rather than armor, so I could feel the sensation of her thighs—sturdy yet appropriately soft—against my head.

"Um, this is..."
"Shh."

When I tried to say something, Elaine gently pressed her finger against my lips to quiet me.

"I'd like to talk with you longer too, but we don't have much time. Now, close your eyes."

She softly closed my eyes with her hand.
I didn't resist and obediently followed her instructions.
Elaine gently stroked my hair as I lay on her lap and whispered in a soft voice:

"Wherever you are, whatever you do, I'll always be by your side, so don't worry. If frightening thoughts come to mind, remember my touch, and if fear arises, recall my scent. All traces of me within you will become a charm that protects you."
"..."

It's strange.
In a few hours, I have to fight the strongest and worst enemy of my life.
Yet I feel no tension or worry. Just peace and tranquility.
I also feel confident that I, fighting to protect her, can succeed.

And so, surprisingly, I fell asleep in an instant to Elaine's whispers.
Even after I fell asleep, Elaine continued to comfort me by stroking my hair, cheeks, and lips.
And in my sleep, I smiled.
The most comfortable yet bravest, wonderful smile in the world.

Ch.227 - Chapter 227. The Decisive Battle in the North (1)
As the dark night passed, the bright sun slowly began to rise.
This moment of a new day dawning felt like a majestic sight, as if a new era was beginning.
It makes sense to feel that way, since regardless of which side wins this war today, the kingdom's political landscape will change dramatically.
Yes, this moment has finally arrived.

Boom, boom, boom, boom.
The thunderous drumbeats echoed powerfully, boosting the soldiers' morale, as the Western Army emerged from their camp and formed ranks before the walls of Wintercannon.

At the front, heavily armored infantry formed a defensive line with large shields to block enemy attacks.
Between their formations, battle mages prepared to strike the enemy walls with magic.
Right behind the front line, light infantry waited to swiftly climb ladders as soon as they were set up, while some would provide covering fire against the wall defenders with arrows to support their allies.
Beside the light infantry stood several siege engines that had either survived the fire during the night raid or had been hastily repaired. Though their numbers were far fewer than when they first arrived, each one felt more precious because of it.
Knights, the finest individual fighters, formed ranks near the gate, ready to counterattack immediately if the enemy attempted a sortie.
The powerful ally, the Golden Tower, was positioned beside the legion, with their exceptional mages ready to add magical firepower needed for the siege.

Finally, the commander of the Iron Earth Legion, the Great Lord of the West, one of the Seven Heroes, Dorgon Wolfair, took to the battlefield to command the troops in person.
They truly displayed the steadfast and magnificent presence worthy of the "Army of Iron."

And those who faced them...

On the walls, various troops gathered in one place—mages, soldiers, elite troops, and knights alike.
Yet there was no disorder among them. Rather, the sight of numerous forces properly organized and mixed together in one place was quite impressive.
This was to be expected, as they were comrades and brothers who had always lived together in the north, surrounded by cold and snow. With everyone connected by just one degree of separation, they were essentially all friends.

Moreover, outstanding commanders stepped forward to excellently lead their forces.
Knight Commander Arthur, Snow Tower Master Dariel, Elite Guard Captain Gunter, Wall Defense Captain Isaac, Royal Guard Captain Ilaine, and even House Deepsnow's head Lionel, who had once been a warrior himself, now in armor at the front lines, befitting a great northern noble.
It could truly be said that the stars of the North had all gathered.

And among them, the largest and brightest star was naturally present.
Standing firmly in white armor symbolizing the North, with the Water King's Sword—House Northrain's treasured blade—at her waist, and finally a blue cape signifying her authority, she was:
Humanity's strongest knight, Guardian of the Bitter Cold, Grand Duchess of the North, Sword Saint, Grace Northrain.
With her at the center, the North in battle formation displayed the strength and fighting spirit worthy of "warriors."

'I'm here too.'

Thanks to Ilaine, I had recovered to peak condition with just two hours of sleep and was now at full strength.
Of course, since Ilaine didn't have the ability to restore magical power, my mana was only at 60 percent of my total capacity.
But that didn't matter much. I had prepared ways to replenish the remaining 40 percent—three methods, in fact.

'The battle situation isn't bad either.'

Aran and Zenora must have really wreaked havoc, because even to my eyes, the state of the siege engines looked pathetically sparse.
Seeing the empty spaces where engines should have been, it cruelly reminded me of pattern baldness in the Western Army.

Well, Dorgon himself probably did suffer from baldness. Despite sending the chimera last night, it seemed to have had no effect from what I could see at a distance.
With his final operation having failed and having to charge the walls with his remaining forces, that guy must be in complete turmoil right now.
Yet he can't retreat from here. Beyond a matter of pride... retreating isn't part of the orders Lucius gave him.
Dorgon has only one task here: the complete annihilation of the North.

'I feel bad for all the trouble I've caused, so I'll solve your baldness problem for you.'

You won't have to worry about baldness if you don't have a head.

While I was contemplating how to behead Dorgon, Grace was receiving final situation reports from each unit commander.

"Tower Master, Defense Captain, are the defensive preparations ready?"
"All ice crystal weapons are in good condition. The mages have been deployed at key positions. We'll freeze them all."
"I've confirmed that we have sufficient quantities of arrows and other consumable weapons, and inspection of defensive facilities shows no issues. Reserve forces are also standing by to quickly reinforce wherever needed."

After hearing their answers, Grace immediately turned to the next person.
Elite Guard Captain Gunter and Knight Commander Arthur responded.

"If enemy soldiers attempt to scale the walls, we'll intercept them immediately and prevent them from even setting foot on them. We've also stationed forces at strategic points inside the castle to handle any surprise attacks that might occur."
"All knights, except those who fought the chimera, have been positioned at the gate. We're ready to sortie at any time."
"Good."

After their reports concluded, Royal Guard Captain Ilaine approached next.
Like me—no, even more spirited than me—she appeared to be in perfect condition.

"Deputy Commander Loron and his former subordinates in Team 2 will protect Your Excellency. The other three teams and I are standing by as a guerrilla unit as you ordered."
"Hmm, excellent."

Finally, after delegating the overall command of the nobles' private forces to House Head Lionel, Grace... turned her gaze to me.
Despite my resignation as advisor, the reason she looked at me was...

"When did you say the operation would begin?"
"We plan to start right when the Western Army's front line approaches the walls for the siege."
"Good."

What we desire is not just victory, but complete victory.
For that purpose, we've prepared one more strategy for this decisive battle.
It was like an unexpected stroke of luck for us.

"Now, warriors of the North! The time has come. Today we will defend our homeland from those greedy invaders! Take up your weapons and be strong! I will fight alongside you, and the Winter Lion's blessing shall be with you all!"
"Hurrah!"

The Northern Army roared in response to Grace's encouragement.

***

Meanwhile, unlike the high-spirited Northern Army, the Western Army had solemnly formed ranks and completed their battle preparations.
But their atmosphere was beyond solemn—it was downcast.

No matter how much the Western Army was armed with a strict system of rewards and punishments and near-brainwashing mental training from the upper ranks, these were people, not puppets. They had emotions and thoughts.
Since arriving here, they hadn't achieved a single victory.
Now their siege engines were damaged, and somehow all the commanders except Jin were gone.
And in this situation, a decisive battle against the Northern Army?
Wasn't this pushing too hard? Wouldn't it be better to retreat, regroup, and return? What was the Great Lord thinking?
With such complicated thoughts, their morale was at rock bottom.

Moreover, this atmosphere wasn't limited to just the soldiers.

'This is truly maddening.'

Jin, Dorgon's second Iron Mace, felt like screaming his lungs out and begging someone to explain how this war was actually unfolding.

Since Western victory in this war came first, he had cooperated with that devil's plan and revealed everything about the side gate they had previously established for a surprise attack.
At the same time, he had secretly communicated with the messenger from House Deepsnow to create a personal connection. If that devil schemed something strange, he would need to cooperate with them in an emergency.

But the Northern Army looked perfectly fine even from a distance.
Even the insane plan to detonate the chimera as a last resort seemed to have failed. It was surprising that such a terrifying person could fail.
Moreover, Igril hadn't returned to camp. Since he wasn't the type to fear punishment enough to hide, he was probably dead.

In other words, the devil's plan had failed, and Igril's failure meant that the House Deepsnow connection was a trap from the beginning, designed to interfere with their operation.
The problem came next.

'Is that bastard's goal simply massacre?'

Before the decisive battle, Jin had mustered his courage and suggested a retreat to Dorgon.
His logic was flawless. The legion's morale was at its worst, and their forces had weakened.
To put it bluntly, this decisive battle would be difficult to win. Even if they won, the legion would suffer serious damage. Any commander with sense would definitely retreat from here.

-No, there will be no change in the decision. We fight as planned.

Dorgon's will was firm.
This man—no, this devil—intended to go all the way against the North here, even if the legion was half-destroyed.

'If his goal is simply to spill human blood here...'

Jin glanced sideways at Dorgon, who was surveying the battlefield with sharp eyes.
His eyes could no longer be called those of a vassal looking at his lord.

However, Dorgon had his own concerns.

'The chimera... failed.'

Being sensitive to demonic energy due to the sins he carried, he couldn't sense any demonic energy from the North now.
Igril would have detonated the chimera in his final moments. Whatever method they used, they had eliminated the demonic energy.

'Was it Aran?'

He had thought Aran's strength was depleted after fighting Merci. It seemed the hero had once again performed beyond calculations.
It was regrettable in retrospect. If he had acted just a little earlier, he could have killed Aran before Grace arrived.
That was clearly his own mistake. He acknowledged it.

Not only that, but he could no longer sense his blood that he had planted in Deputy Tower Master Barok's body.
He must be either dead or in a frozen state.

The one fortunate thing was that despite the Deputy Tower Master's disappearance, the Golden Tower had loyally taken to the battlefield.
Without Merci, he had planned to control the Golden Tower through the Deputy Tower Master. It seemed they too wanted to fight to the end given the situation.

'The probability of victory is slim.'

Dorgon was no fool.
He had been the strategist of the hero party in the past, and as a Great Lord and Legion Commander, he had transformed the West from a backward wasteland into a military city.
The reason he had caught his master's eye and become his servant was not only because of his powerful strength but also his cunning intelligence.

Therefore, even by Dorgon's own judgment, the Western Army's chance of victory in this decisive battle was at most 30 percent.
Yet he advanced his soldiers without retreating a single step.
For only one reason.

'My master desires the annihilation of the North to fulfill his wishes.'

Isn't it natural for a servant to carry out his master's orders?
Not out of loyalty as a vassal, nor out of respect for him. Simply fulfilling his duty as a servant.
What is needed for true peace is not justice or morality. Peace comes when everyone obeys under an absolute leader.
There will be no strife or conflict if everyone follows what he commands.

"Advance."

So Dorgon ordered the entire army to advance.
To kill even one more seed of conflict here that would obviously rebel against his master.
To pluck the weeds his master did not intend, to make his master's garden beautiful according to his will.

"Hurrah!"

At Dorgon's command, the Western Army began their advance.
The soldiers rushed toward the walls, the siege engines fired, and the battle mages, hiding behind the heavy infantry's shields, attempted precision strikes by shooting magic at the top of the walls.

Next, the Golden Tower was supposed to provide supporting fire to replace the firepower of the siege engines, but...
BOOM!

"?!"

A series of massive explosions erupted, not from Wintercannon's walls but from within their own ranks.
It wasn't an attack from the Northern Army. Their magic and weapons used cold energy, not explosive firepower like this.
The only force on the battlefield capable of such firepower was...

"The Golden Tower?"

Dorgon looked toward the Golden Tower's position with wide eyes. Even he was shocked.

"Mages of the Golden Tower, attack! Great Lord Dorgon is a demon. As the kingdom's premier magic tower, let us stand on the side of humanity and exterminate this evil demon!"

The Deputy Tower Master Barok, whom he had thought dead because he couldn't sense his blood, who had certainly not been present when he met with the elders earlier, was now leading the Golden Tower mages.
BOOM!
Under his command, the Golden Tower mages turned their staves toward Dorgon's forces.

The war, from its very beginning, had taken an unexpected turn.

Ch.228 - Chapter 228. The Decisive Battle in the North (2)
In my previous life, I wasn't a writer or director, just an ordinary office worker.
But as they say, even a dog at a Confucian school can recite poetry after three years.
Every day during my commute, I read novels and comics, watched dramas and animations at home, and went to movies on holidays.
With all that, I must have gained at least a tiny bit of insight.
From that small perspective, let me say one thing.

'I always thought final battles had excellent combat choreography but surprisingly simple story development.'

Now I understand why.
Throughout the story, the protagonist has already gone through all sorts of hardships to defeat the villain, so the final battle shouldn't be the same.
Once all preparations are complete, the final battle should be a satisfying takedown of the villain.
And that's precisely why directors and writers focus more on presentation than plot development.

Well, the person closest to being both director and writer of this battlefield is none other than me.
Not to brag, but it seems my preparations weren't bad at all.

BOOM!
The mages of the Golden Tower, who had been preparing their magic, attacked the Western Army beside the walls rather than Wintercannon's walls themselves.
That was the signal.

In response, the frost cannons mounted on the walls all fired—not flames, but frost. Other mages from the Snow Flower Tower also raised their staffs and cast spells.
WHOOSH!
A massive blizzard engulfed the Western Army. The battle mages at the front line, who were once mages of the Magic Tower themselves, tried to counter immediately with fire magic.
But the cold was simply too overwhelming.
In an instant, numerous heavily armored infantry and battle mages at the front line were frozen solid.

"Begin second volley!"

At the command of Isaac Deepsnow, Wintercannon's defense captain, waiting soldiers fired arrows, and other powerful weapons were launched alongside the ice weapons.
While the frost attack had targeted the front line, the soldiers and weapons now aimed at the light infantry in the rear.
THWACK! THWACK!
BOOM!
The Western Army, already disoriented by the Golden Tower's surprise attack, was overwhelmed by the Northern Army's consecutive strikes.

"Don't give the enemy time to breathe! A battle doesn't have to be hard-fought to be glorious. An overwhelming victory is truly magnificent!"
"HURRAH!"

As Grace moved along the walls, encouraging and cheering, the soldiers attacked with renewed vigor.
It almost felt like playing a shooting game with numerous enemies appearing in the upper stages.

But as I always say, war is nothing like a game.
Grace, who was encouraging the soldiers while monitoring the battlefield in real-time, suddenly had a gleam in her eyes.

"The enemy is beginning to respond. One group is heading toward the Golden Tower's position."

Moreover, judging by the speed, number, and appearance of the troops heading that way... they were knights.
Both knights and mages are considered core military assets in war. One for their exceptional combat skills and toughness, the other for their powerful firepower and diverse abilities.
If we were to debate which is more important, it would depend on the situation and person.

At that close distance, knights have an absolute advantage. After all, mages are 'scholars,' but knights are 'warriors.'
Those who make fighting their profession have the strength to deal with powerful firepower and diverse abilities.
So if they clash directly, the Golden Tower would be at a disadvantage.

But who would be foolish enough not to anticipate that Dorgon would target them if the Golden Tower struck from behind?
It's all calculated.

"Knights, Royal Guard. Deploy!"

The reason Knight Commander Arthur positioned the Northern knights, a core force, at the gates, and why the Royal Guard—the 100 most elite Northern soldiers—were organized as a mobile unit except for one team...
It was for this very moment.
At Grace's command, one of the gates opened, and the Northern forces marched out, bringing the decisive battle to its second phase.

"Ignore enemies that cling to you! Just advance! Our top priority is to join up with the Golden Tower."

Following Arthur's orders, the knights and Royal Guard charged in a straight line toward the Golden Tower.
Though they aimed for the weakest part of the encirclement, once the Northern forces emerged from the fortress, the Western Army's attention focused there. They rushed in like predators targeting a turtle that had stuck out its head.

"Cover fire!"

As if the Northern forces would just stand by and watch.
When Isaac gave the firing order, arrows flew in unison, raining down on the Western forces targeting the knights and Royal Guard.
And not just covering fire.

"I'm still not used to shooting from horseback. But with this many targets, I should hit something even if I aim carelessly."

Ligrit shot sharp, sturdy icicles, piercing approaching enemies.

"Hmph, the Golden Tower's firepower isn't much. Let me show you what real fire magic looks like."

Sophia, who had conserved her strength during the Chimera battle, launched fireballs that caused chain explosions.

Besides these two, other knights capable of magic and those who could shoot sword energy to intercept enemies...
Our advance was unstoppable.

When I say "our," I'm naturally included since I've returned to the Royal Guard.
However, like other knights, I wasn't intercepting enemies with frost but conserving my strength.

'In this war, both sides have different victory conditions.'

The Western Army's victory condition is, of course, the fall of Wintercannon and the annihilation of the North. Yes, annihilation. Total extermination.
Then what is our victory condition?

'The annihilation of the Western Army? No, that's not it. No matter how much damage we inflict, the Western forces still outnumber us. If we tried to kill them all, Wintercannon might win the war but would be contaminated by mountains of corpses.'

From the beginning, the four battles based on events from the novel weren't all-out wars.
The first, the Battle of Bern Fortress, was a localized conflict. The second, the Ice Cave, was a secret battle of three against two. The third was completely different from the novel where Aran fought Mercy while saving the orc. The fourth, the Chimera, was a small-scale unit battle.
So while we've disrupted all of Dorgon's plans, contrary to expectations, the Western Army's main force hasn't suffered significant damage.
The greatest damage we inflicted was defeating their vanguard.

Therefore, the condition for the North to win this war isn't the annihilation of the Western Army.

'It's to defeat the enemy commander, Dorgon Ulfair.'

War is different from games, but one thing is the same: capture the king, and it's over. Even if it doesn't end completely, the immediate battle certainly concludes.
In "Brave Lord," the moment Aran defeated Dorgon, the fifth battle ended, and the Northern War concluded with the Northern Army's victory.

So in this decisive battle, the Northern Army's policy is to perfectly defend against the Western Army's attacks while eliminating their core, Dorgon. We formulated our strategy based on this policy.
And now, the Northern knights and Royal Guard moving to support the Golden Tower is part of that strategy.

With cover fire from the walls, the knights and the direct team under the Royal Guard captain intercepting approaching enemies, and the most aggressive team—the 3rd squad led by Gi—breaking through...
We managed to break through the Western Army's line blocking our way and safely reached the Golden Tower mages.

The Golden Tower mages, seemingly forewarned, didn't guard against the Northern forces' approach but immediately welcomed us.

"Sub-tower Master Baroque!"

When I called out his name loudly, the now-familiar mage approached.
Having returned in the middle of the night, he had been hiding from Dorgon's eyes while successfully persuading the Golden Tower mages to join our side. Truly capable.

"You've come at the right time. Honestly, I was half-doubting whether you would use us too."
"We couldn't do that. We made a promise."

I'd never abandon them.
Beyond moral conscience, creating connections with the Golden Tower here would be incredibly advantageous for us.
Even without looking too far ahead, perhaps in the upcoming Episode 6—though I'm not sure if it should be called Episode 6 here since Episode 5 disappeared with Mercy's early exit—but anyway.
In that episode set in the royal capital, unlike in the novel, we might receive help from the Golden Tower.

"Are you ready?"
"What preparations would we need? As agreed, we're just providing support."
"Yes, you agreed to provide support. So you must support us reliably. Now that you've turned your back on Dorgon and are in the same boat with us, the Golden Tower's safety depends on our success here."
"Hmm, don't worry. Even if it's for personal grudges, I'll cooperate with you to bring down the Grand Duke."

Despite drawing a line due to his reluctance to participate in this war, his attitude showed he was committed to the deal. I smiled and nodded toward Ilaine and Arthur.
With the negotiation proceeding smoothly, Arthur shouted loudly.

"We now commence the assault operation! While the Golden Tower mages engage the enemy forces, our Northern knights and Royal Guard will strike at the enemy leader, Dorgon!"

Since everyone was already briefed, no one showed surprise at Arthur's words.
But everyone's eyes burned with fighting spirit—a flame of strong determination that could melt even the Northern cold.

"Charge!"

At Arthur's command, the Northern forces spurred their horses again.
This was the North's only and powerful strategy to win the decisive battle: while holding the enemy forces at the walls, strike at Dorgon with the elite few from the Golden Tower and the North.

'I hope the other side isn't late.'

I glanced toward Wintercannon and then followed my comrades, charging toward Dorgon.
Finally, this moment has come.

***

Watching the battle line unfold unfavorably, Jin clicked his tongue irritably. With all the commotion around, no one would hear such a small sound anyway.

'So it's come to this, as expected.'

No, it's even more grim than anticipated.
And what's with the Golden Tower? Why are they attacking our side?

He had some idea. That demon bastard had tortured their sub-tower master and thrown him into the castle with Igril to guide the Chimera.
Perhaps that fact became known, leading to the Golden Tower's betrayal. He didn't know how it was revealed, but there was no other reason for their sudden change of allegiance.

'And still, no retreat order has been given.'

Dorgon wasn't completely disengaged from the war, but all his commands were about where and how to attack.
While somewhat appropriate for the unfavorable situation, they weren't precise instructions.
The Northern Grand Duke and his servants seemed skilled in tactics, immediately responding to our movements and defending against all attacks.

'There's nothing more to see. We've lost this war. But what matters to that demon bastard isn't victory or defeat. It's killing as many humans as possible.'

That's a more serious problem than losing.
After a defeat, you can build strength and seek revenge. But once people die, there's no bringing them back.
If he truly cared for the West, the action he should take now would be...

But frustratingly, the demon bastard wasn't an opponent he could defeat alone. Beyond his demonic powers, that guy was simply strong.
Plus, being cautious, he kept a considerable guard force around him.

As Jin was fidgeting with his spear while watching Dorgon's back...

"Enemy attack!"
"?"

Hearing a commotion beside him, he turned his head.
A unit of troops from the Golden Tower's position was charging straight toward them.
He thought those mages had gone mad, but the group wasn't just mages.

"Northern forces?"

A unit of knights and soldiers was approaching at a ferocious speed.
Ah, earlier the gates had opened, and the enemy had deployed to support the Golden Tower's position. So that was their plan all along.

Having grasped their intention, Jin raised his spear and said to Dorgon:

"My lord, I will stop them."
"Do so."

With Dorgon's approval, Jin immediately led his forces toward the Northern assault unit.
When he first entered the battlefield, he never dreamed he would make such a choice.

'This is the right answer.'

Conviction settled on Jin's face.

Ch.229 - Chapter 229. Northern Decisive Battle (3)
Among the Iron Maces of Dorgon, if asked to name the most outstanding one, it would naturally be the First Iron Mace, Igril.
But if asked to name the most capable one, that would be the Second Iron Mace, Jin.

Unlike Igril, who excelled in combat and slaughter, Jin was talented in internal affairs, negotiations, talent recruitment, security, and various other areas.
Therefore, while Igril was officially the vice commander, Jin handled the actual management of the legion in Dorgon's absence. As a result, many soldiers in the legion followed Jin.
Jin, who had respected and acknowledged Dorgon as his lord until just a few days ago, emulated many of his methods.

Like Dorgon, Jin secretly formed his own faction within the legion by recruiting capable individuals as his subordinates. Some even showed more loyalty to Jin than to Dorgon.
This was also why Jin treated the Fourth Iron Mace, Moor, favorably.
If he could win over another Iron Mace like himself, his web would become stronger, and he would enjoy power as the legion's backbone second only to Dorgon.

This meant that if Jin truly set his mind to it, he could influence the legion's direction.
And he finally decided to use this power that he had never exercised before.

"Now, elites of the West! Follow me!"

When Jin raised his spear and shouted, a considerable number of soldiers broke from their formation and gathered under him.
It was to block the enemy charging toward them, and it was natural that they preferred to join him rather than continue a hopeless siege that would only increase casualties.
After gathering his troops, Jin led the charge toward the Northern army's assault unit.

The Northern army also spotted the Western detachment approaching them and raised their weapons, intending to defeat them and reach Dorgon.

"Oh?"

Ligrit, who recognized the man at the front of the Western army, acknowledged him.

"That's him. The Second Iron Mace of Dorgon, Jin, who called me and said he wanted to establish a good relationship with our family separately."

Meanwhile, Jin also immediately recognized Ligrit in the assault unit and gave a hollow laugh.

"That guy... so that offer was indeed a trap."

Well, it didn't matter anymore, so he wasn't particularly upset.
It wounded his pride that a mere kid had deceived him, but he hadn't suffered any losses because of it.
In fact, he felt satisfied that those disgusting monsters had been annihilated thanks to that trap.

'Wait. Come to think of it, I'm the victim who was deceived. I didn't harm that guy at all. On the contrary, I tried to establish a friendly relationship with him. Then...'

It seemed like even the heavens considered this path correct and were helping him.
The breakthrough seemed to be widening.
Jin grinned and instructed his close aide beside him.

"When we clash with the Northern army, focus solely on defense and don't attack them."
"What? Ah... understood."

The subordinate found Jin's instructions puzzling but nodded. He trusted that such a wise man must have his reasons.
Watching his subordinate relay the orders to the formation, Jin raised his spear.

Clang!
As soon as they made contact with the Northern army, Jin swung his spear, striking an elderly knight at the front.
The old knight, who appeared to be the leader, blocked Jin's first attack without difficulty, but his eyebrows twitched as if something seemed suspicious.
Jin continued to attack him with dazzling spear techniques, but the old knight didn't yield at all, demonstrating solid mounted swordsmanship and defending against all of Jin's attacks.

Thinking it was about time, Jin stopped his spear and naturally addressed his opponent.

"I am Jin, the Second Iron Mace of Great Lord Dorgon and the captain of the intelligence unit of the Western army, the Iron Earth. What is your name?"

The old knight, Arthur, answered Jin's question.

"My name is Arthur Gravain, head of the Gravain family and commander of the Northern Knights."

Knight Commander! He looked dignified from his appearance, and his skills were exceptional, so Jin had suspected it, but it was true.
A figure of this caliber would have the authority to engage in dialogue, which was fortunate. Since both sides were short on time, he intended to get straight to the point without dragging things out.

"Are you Jin, the schemer?"
"?"

Suddenly, a young voice interrupted, addressing him familiarly.
Moreover, how did the Northern army know his nickname within the legion?

Turning his head in confusion, he saw a young, vigorous-looking knight approaching. Beside him was Ligrit, the young archer who had come as an envoy from the Deepsnow family, appearing to be of similar age.

Having this man who had conversed with him before would make negotiations easier, which was good.
But who was this knight accompanying him? Jin's gaze sharpened.

"Who are you? How do you know my nickname?"
"My name is Luke, a Northern knight. More importantly, what's urgent for you right now isn't knowing about me, is it? If you have something to say, let's get to it."

Luke? Indeed, an unfamiliar name.
But there was something peculiar about this guy. The look in his eyes trying to see through him, his somewhat relaxed tone, his posture suggesting he knew something.
Jin's discernment immediately recognized that the man before him was no ordinary Northern knight.

"Since you approached me and are urging me to speak, it seems you have business with me too. Do you have the qualifications for that? I have matters to discuss with the Knight Commander here."

At Jin's words, Luke looked at Arthur. Arthur nodded briefly and answered Jin on his behalf.

"If you have something to discuss with me, speak to this young knight. He has sufficient qualifications and wisdom."
"...?"

A figure as prominent as the Knight Commander vouches for him and yields his position? Jin's curiosity about Luke grew even stronger.
Although there were suspicious aspects, Jin decided to engage in the conversation.
Time was also running short. There had been cases like Hero Aran or Moor who showed exceptional competence at a young age.
No need to overthink it; this man was probably a similar case.

"I'll get straight to the point. What you want is the Great Lord's head, right? I'll cooperate with you."
"!"

Luke's eyes widened at Jin's words.
He had expected an unusual proposal, but not one so direct.

"I won't ask your reason for betrayal. It would make the conversation too long."
"No, I can tell you briefly. It's important for you to know too. ...The Great Lord is a demon."

So he had figured that out.
Well, he must have seen Merci, and according to Baroque, Jin was present when Dorgon inquired about the chimera's location.
A clever person could easily deduce Dorgon's true identity.

"I don't want to see the West ruled by a demon bastard. Therefore, I'd rather cooperate with you to eliminate the demon and reclaim our West. If you're suspicious, ask the archer beside you. I've been preparing to strike the Great Lord from behind since he came to me."

In the novel, Jin was portrayed only as a villain who deployed all sorts of schemes against the North before being killed by Eris in the final battle, so there was no description of his humanity, and I didn't know either.
So this is the kind of person he was. A villain, yes, but a human villain, not a bottomless pit of depravity like the Seven Heroes.
That made him credible.

"What's your price for cooperation?"
"Two things. First, after we deal with the demon together, don't attack us. The West will cease hostilities and withdraw. Second, the North will assist in the chaos that will arise in the West due to the Great Lord's vacancy. In other words, I want the two regions to establish a cooperative relationship."
"Alright, I accept."
"?"

When Luke accepted the proposal without hesitation, it was Jin's turn to blink in surprise.

"That easily? No additional conditions like demanding compensation for the war, requiring the West to become subordinate to the North, or asking for military cooperation in the war against the royal family?"

Jin looked at Arthur with a questioning gaze that seemed to ask, 'Does this man really have the authority to negotiate?'
But Arthur merely turned his gaze away, indicating that Jin should continue talking with Luke.
Then Luke said to Jin:

"Oh, you can provide all those things? Then I'll gladly accept."
"What...?"
"After the chaos you mentioned earlier settles, you'll pay reparations for starting the war. The West doesn't need to become subordinate to the North, but you'll regard us as your elder brother. And while you don't need to directly commit troops in the war against the royal family, you'll at least provide some deterrence. Since you brought these up first, they're all possible, right?"
"Huh."

Jin sighed momentarily, taken aback.
He had been outmaneuvered.
In his haste to conclude negotiations quickly, his doubts about the young knight's authority, and the surprisingly straightforward response, he had shown a vulnerability.
And this guy had shamelessly seized upon it. He was no ordinary cunning fellow.
Jin had intended to use them, but ended up being used instead.

"Hmm... we have our own needs, so I'll accept. We can discuss the details later. With this, our negotiation is concluded."
"Welcome, Jin. Shall we go right away? To reclaim your glorious West from the evil demon."

Jin nodded and called out to his subordinate soldiers.

"Listen, people of the West!"
"?"

When Jin suddenly shouted in the middle of battle, the Western soldiers fighting the Northern assault unit stopped and turned their heads toward him.
Arthur also ordered the Northern forces to cease fighting.

"Do you remember the giant monster you saw the other night? The Great Lord said it was the transformation of Golden Tower Lord Merci, but that's both true and not true!"
"?!"
"She was a real demon, and that form was the true identity of the Golden Tower Lord! And likewise, the Great Lord, her comrade, is also a demon! Think about it, why would the hero who once fought demons to save the West now be fighting against his old comrades?"
"...!"
"We've been stupidly following a demon's orders to fight, and even now, we're shedding precious blood far from home in this remote place for his amusement!"

At Jin's unexpected speech, the soldiers' eyes wavered, showing confused expressions.
What was he talking about? The Great Lord, a demon? But Captain Jin wasn't one to lie or speak nonsense.
Come to think of it, didn't Golden Tower Lord Baroque also call the Great Lord a demon earlier?
If the Seven Heroes' true identities were demons, and the Golden Tower turned against them because they knew this fact... if she was a demon, then the Great Lord, who was also one of the Seven Heroes...?

"That's not all! Vice Commander Igril, who suddenly disappeared! He too discovered this truth and was killed while tracking the Great Lord. That's why he's not here!"
"!!"

Everyone had been wondering why the vice commander had vanished before the decisive battle.
The Great Lord himself had said that the vice commander was moving secretly to block the enemy's retreat, but...
To block the retreat of such a powerful Northern army would require many troops to move, so it was very strange that only the vice commander had moved.

"Trust me just this once! I don't want to see everyone dying here. Let's all survive and return home! Don't die in vain here as that demon wishes!"
"!"

Let's return home. Those words resonated in the soldiers' hearts.
Facing the impenetrable walls of the North, everyone had been growing doubtful about this war.
Many had questioned why the Great Lord was so intent on this campaign against the North.

Thinking about it carefully, they had no real grudge against the North.
For a war supposedly aimed at developing the West by conquering the North, they were only accumulating losses. If they lost here, wouldn't that be the end?

Above all, Captain Jin was bowing his head and pleading with them. The soldiers looked at each other hesitantly, but then...

"I will follow you!"

Suddenly, one soldier raised his spear high, responding to Jin's call.
Like ripples spreading across water, others around him began to voice their support for Jin one after another.
Seeing this, Jin showed a moved expression and said:

"Thank you for believing in me! Brothers, join me! Let's reclaim our glorious West from the demon!"
"Waaaaaah!"
"All troops, advance! Our enemy has always been one: the demon!"

Watching Jin, who had instantly turned the Western army around, Luke smirked from behind.

"Con artist bastard."

Not only did he sell the names of Aran and Igril, who weren't present, to add credibility to his words.
Luke had just seen it. Jin had signaled to his subordinate to act as a plant in the crowd.
He was no ordinary man indeed.

'But as they say, he's our bastard now.'

Anyway, the result was good—the enemy's forces were reduced, and allies were gained.
And they now had someone who could handle the messy aftermath in the West after this war ended.

"Wait, Dorgon. I'm coming for you."

Now, he was truly within reach.

Ch.230 - Chapter 230. Northern Decisive Battle (4)
Dorugon's second betrayal by Chin and his subordinates threw the already chaotic Western Army into complete disarray.

"Let's reclaim our West!"
"Drive out the demon!"

What on earth was happening?
Those who had set out to block the Northern assault team targeting the Grand Duke and the Golden Tower's forces were now turning their backs, joining the enemy, and shouting about fighting for the West.
Drive out the demon? Where exactly was this demon supposed to be...?

In that moment, everyone recalled the enormous monster they had seen the previous night. The Grand Duke had called it transformation magic, but...
Why would one of the 7 Heroes who fought demons transform into a hideous demon, of all things? And why make himself so grotesquely large?
No one knew much about magic, so they had accepted it, but something felt off.
Now with both the Golden Tower Master Baroque and Intelligence Unit Captain Chin betraying the Grand Duke and calling him a demon, doubt began to flourish in the soldiers' hearts.

Moreover, the frontline soldiers were still engaged in siege warfare like miners swinging pickaxes, unaware of the situation here.
Chin had taken many of the rear forces to block the Northern assault team, only to turn against them.
In this chaotic situation, there was no way to respond to their advance, allowing the assault team to approach Dorugon without significant resistance.

Amidst all this, Dorugon gazed steadily at the enemies and muttered:

"So it has come to this."

Dorugon had vaguely suspected that his close aide Chin harbored disloyal tendencies.
When he had shown them the Chimera, Chin had trembled with shock, unlike Igril who remained calm despite his interest.
However, he was somewhat surprised that the intelligent and calculating Chin would commit such a foolish act of betrayal at this moment.

On the surface, they appeared to be at a disadvantage, but that was merely a temporary flow.
Victory was predetermined for his side. How foolish to act without seeing the bigger picture, driven by mere antipathy toward a demon.
In the end, was this the emotional nature of humans? Truly foolish.

As Dorugon slowly surveyed the battlefield, he suddenly recalled a conversation he'd had with his master a few nights ago.

-[I noticed Merci's signal disappeared. Did she die?]
-Yes, she fell to Aran and his companions.
-[That's unfortunate.]
-But she managed to drain Aran's power, so the punishment was certainly...
-[So now there's a disruption in the Chimera supply. Are the ones under my control all that's left? Tsk, and I had even secured a means to supply magical energy as desired. Always causing trouble, aren't you?]
-...
-[Well, it doesn't matter anymore.]
-...?

Not understanding what those last words meant, he tried to discern his master's intentions through the magical device.
But Lucius, as if closing the topic, asked about the war instead.

-[So you've decided to have the decisive battle at dawn that day.]
-I wish to settle things now while Aran is away.
-[Strategically, that's an excellent choice. But... I don't quite like it.]
-May I ask why?

Sensing his master's discomfort through his voice, Dorugon asked cautiously.

-[There's no romance in it. Deciding to fight when the hero is absent? Isn't that too easy?]
-I deeply apologize, but due to past mistakes, our legion's strength is not as abundant as before. Though Aran is absent, they still have powerful warriors like Northern Archduke Grace.
-[...]
-I don't think it will be an easy battle. In this attack, we plan to inflict significant damage on their castle, then pretend to retreat while quickly replenishing our forces before attacking again to capture it...
-[What nonsense is that?]
-Pardon?
-[Defeating villains should always be the hero's role. Without a hero, how could they possibly defeat a villain?]
-...
-[Hehe, it was always like that when we traveled as a hero party. They always struggled when fighting among themselves, but whenever Aran joined, things went well. So the North is bound to lose a decisive battle without their hero. That's the truth.]
-I'll keep that in mind.
-[Ah, come to think of it, that would be interesting too. After defeating Merci, Aran would feel relieved thinking the rest is up to the North, only to see the walls crumble before his eyes. A hero desperately fighting with his remaining strength, only to fall into despair. Isn't that splendid?]

His master had declared that with Aran absent, this war was certain victory. Since he was always right, this war would end with the North's destruction.
And he had a method to ensure it.
After assessing the situation, he found the enemy's defensive facilities were nearly perfect—much better than when he had last visited Wintercannon.

But those defenses ultimately relied on ice crystals.
If the cold of the ice crystals could be neutralized, they would be useless... and he had a way to do that.
Once he entered the frontline, Wintercannon's walls would crumble like sand.

'But first.'

Chin's betrayal was foolish, but it presented a good opportunity.
No matter how capable a subordinate might be, nothing was more troublesome than an uncontrollable human. It was beneficial to eliminate someone now who might cause problems at a more inconvenient time later.
While at it, he would remove everything unnecessary for his master's new world—all foreign elements that couldn't adapt.

"All forces, continue the attack. No matter what, get our troops on top of the walls within an hour."
"Yes, sir!"

After giving instructions to his chief of staff, Dorugon took up his weapon.
The Grand Duke and Legion Commander began to move, ready to change the course of this battlefield.

***

"By the way, I'm curious about something."

Chin, who had somehow attached himself to my side as we advanced toward Dorugon, addressed me.

"How do you plan to defeat the Grand Duke? There's no hero here, and no Northern Archduke either. I briefly assessed the Knight Commander's skills—impressive, but not enough to fight the Grand Duke."
"..."
"If you can't defeat the Grand Duke decisively, we'll be in trouble too. Just so you know, I won't help with that part because I don't want to die."
"After all that talk about not letting a demon take over the West, you're backing out of the most important part? How ungraceful."
"Think what you will. I acted only for my own benefit. If the West becomes a weapon for demons, that's troublesome for me too."

He's quite proud of his selfishness.
That's why I trusted his betrayal, but not enough to show him all our cards.
Selfish people are extremely calculating, and our plan to deal with Dorugon involves unconventional methods.

"We planned to defeat Dorugon without your help anyway, so don't worry. But if you're not fighting Dorugon, what will you do? Stand in the back and cheer with your mace?"
"Heh, unfortunately, I'm not that eccentric. The Grand Duke has powerful guards. That's why I didn't dare strike at him."
"Guards..."
"About twenty in number—not many, but all quite skilled. Not as strong as a Mace like me, but far superior to ordinary soldiers, probably knight-level."
"We have actual knights here."
"You'd be wise not to underestimate them, archer. They're not human."
"Not human? Could they be Chimeras...?"

Rigrit, who had interrupted, looked surprised, but Chin shook his head.

"If they were such horrid creatures, I would have betrayed the Grand Duke long ago. They are technically human, but they were selected from the most capable in the Western Army, then trained, brainwashed, designed, tortured, and stripped of their humanity to become living weapons."
"..."
"Come to think of it, you must have faced Chimeras too. If those were monsters, Dorugon's guards are puppets."

I know what kind of humans his guards are. No, what kind of puppets.

"Why go to such lengths?"
"Isn't it obvious? They're his personal guards—he can't risk them harboring disloyal thoughts."
"...You seem to agree with that approach."
"It's too troublesome for my taste, but I acknowledge its efficiency."

Well, I have no intention of arguing with Chin about this.
What I need to tell him now is:

"So you'll handle those guards?"
"Sharp. That's right."
"No, we'll handle the guards too. I need you for something else."
"Something else?"

As Chin tilted his head in confusion, I pointed to the Western Army engaged in battle at the front.

"If you want to save even one life, go stop the fighting. Why continue this pointless battle when our true enemy has been revealed?"
"Hmm."
"As an insider, you know the legion's situation well. While stopping the fight, eliminate any fanatics who would remain loyal to Dorugon even knowing he's a demon."

After briefly considering my instructions, Chin smiled with interest.

"If we don't have to fight strong opponents like the Grand Duke's guards, that works for us. Alright. Before you change your mind, I'll go stop the war."
"Good, hurry."
"Sending me away even though we offered to fight... you must be confident in victory."
"I told you, we planned to defeat Dorugon without your help from the beginning. But I do have one favor to ask."
"Name it."

I made my request to the boastful Chin.
Though puzzled at first, he nodded, saying it wasn't difficult.
With this, the final piece of the plan was in place.

As Chin left the formation with his subordinates to stop the Western Army at the front, only the Northern assault team remained.
Arthur shouted loudly:

"The Western Grand Duke Dorugon and his guards are ahead! Knights, engage one enemy each as planned, and the rest form a wall to prevent interference!"

Then Ilaine called to the guard:

"Guards, two of you support each Northern knight on either side. And..."

Ilaine glanced at me briefly, then commanded in a firm voice:

"Create space for Lord Luke's battle."

After hearing the plan to attack Dorugon, she had wanted to object but held her tongue.
She knew this method was dangerous for me, but also knew I wouldn't back down if she tried to stop me.
So instead of holding me back with worry, she chose to help me fight at my best.

"Luke."
"Yes."

Still concerned, she called to me.

"Come back victorious."

To her intense gaze and wide eyes:

"Of course."

I responded with eyes full of confidence.
Then I turned my head, fixing my gaze in one direction.
*Shing*

In place of the one that broke during the battle in the Ice Cave...
I drew my 'new sword.'
A sword that could exert maximum power in my hands, imbued with the cold of ice crystals.
I mounted my horse, channeled magic into my feet, and made a great leap.

"Dorugon Ulfair!"

The main villain of Episode 4, the first I had sworn to defeat since coming to this world.
The powerful threat to the North.
The storm I must eliminate for my peaceful fantasy life.

I never imagined I would face him directly myself... but what does it matter whose hands do it? What matters is eliminating him.
And so I swung the Ice Snow Sword—the twin of the crystal sword made by Blacksmith Bill—toward Dorugon.
*KWAAAA!*
Along with the fierce blizzard that arose as I swung my sword.

Ch.231 - Chapter 231. Northern Decisive Battle (5)
I had planned to eliminate Jin and all those foolish traitors who followed him at once.
When the traitors suddenly broke away to the side, Dorgon was puzzled.
Why would they disperse their forces when they needed to concentrate all their power against him?
First they commit the stupid act of betrayal for emotional reasons, and now this. Have they truly lost their minds?

At least it made things easier with fewer enemies to deal with.
It seemed Jin's strategy was to incite the frontline troops and draw them to his side.
Useless. He would kill all the northern forces first, then frame Jin for conspiring with the Golden Tower and the North to commit treason.

That's why he had intended to crush the annoying Northern Army first.

"Dorgon Ulfair!"
"?"

Someone called his name loudly, leaped high into the air.
KWAAAAAAA!
Then descended while pouring cold energy from midair.

A young man's voice, but not Aran. A Northerner, then?
Not Aran, just some Northern knight—a mere youngster not worth his time... but sufficient to soak them all in blood and terror.

'Domain, High Heat.'

First, he would break their symbolic cold energy.
He would show them that mere ice magic could do nothing against him, wounding their pathetic courage.
As a bonus, crushing the man's skull in one blow would fill them with helplessness.
But then.

"?"

KWAAAAAAA!
Despite activating his domain to turn the surroundings into a heat zone, the cold energy didn't melt away.
The large, fierce cold energy enveloped Dorgon directly.

DRDRDRDRDR.
CLANG!
He changed his domain to 'Vibration' just before the cold touched him, breaking the ice that had begun to freeze his body.
Feeling slight dizziness from the sudden vibration, Dorgon glared at his opponent.

The Northerner, who had somehow landed on the ground while Dorgon was freezing, swung his sword horizontally once more.
KWAGAGAGAGA!
Another wave of cold energy struck like a wild beast.

'Domain, High Heat.'

Sensing something strange, he tried high heat again, this time concentrating the firepower on his hammer as he swung it.
CHIIIIIII.

"!"

As the heat-infused hammer rapidly cooled and a bluish energy clung to it, Dorgon surrounded himself with heat and jumped far back to avoid the cold energy.

Impressive cold energy.
Was there such an exceptional cold energy user in the North?
If so, he would have known during the Great War when he visited Winter Cannon. Unless...

'I see.'

His warrior's instinct, honed as one of the Seven Heroes, focused on the sword in the man's hand.
That sword was different. What just happened wasn't ordinary cold energy—it was something done with that sword.

Come to think of it, they had that thing.
The mysterious mineral, ice crystal, which Rowe had once tried to destroy but failed, greatly strengthening the North's forces.
Had they made a sword from it?

'Hm, not a mere youngster after all.'

Someone with the skill and position worthy of being entrusted with such a precious weapon.
The current formation seemed designed to allow a duel between this man and himself, with Northern troops blocking his guards' approach.
Above all, the man's eyes were filled with determination to defeat him as an enemy.
If so, he should respond properly.

'But still.'

Even so, this would only buy a little time.
After all, this man was no hero.

***

I tightened my grip on the sword and inwardly grinned.

'Good, it's working.'

My attacks ineffective? Far from it.
Dorgon had retreated. Afraid of what might happen if he stood still.

'High-quality items really are something. This blue blade is incredibly powerful.'

One good thing about fighting Dorgon was getting to handle one of the most powerful weapons in "Brave Lord."
It felt like a boy who had admired lightsabers in childhood sci-fi movies finally holding one. I couldn't help but marvel at the coolness and sturdiness of the Ice Blade.
This was the first method I had prepared for fighting Dorgon.

Having lost my sword in the Ice Cave, I naturally needed a new one to return to the front lines.
Swords... my first was made by Bill—simple but very sturdy. The second, received when I was knighted, was less sturdy but had better magical conductivity.

I wondered if there might be a sword both sturdy and with good magical conductivity, befitting a knight. Of course, such a fine weapon wouldn't just appear out of nowhere.
Still, I cautiously hinted to the Northern Grand Duke, who possessed many rare items including purple mana potions, about borrowing a fine sword.

"Ah, as it happens, I do have a sword that might suit you. Wait a moment."

As expected of the Northern Grand Duke.
I secretly felt greedy, wondering what excellent sword she would provide.
When I saw the sword she gave me, I was so shocked I nearly cursed out loud.

"You need something like this to fight Dorgon. Besides, you possess ice crystal's cold energy, so your compatibility with this sword should be perfect. Hahaha!"

Grace's face showed no regret as she handed over what might be an even greater treasure than a purple mana potion.
Though I felt greedy, receiving something two levels above what I'd hoped for made me hesitate out of burden.
But as she said, I was going to fight Dorgon. This was no time to pretend to be modest.
I decided to take the Ice Blade.

'Having the Ice Blade doesn't make you invincible. Be cautious but not careless. Even Aran used a holy sword when fighting Dorgon in the novel.'

Fortunately, though this was my first time wielding the Ice Blade—the twin of the Crystal Sword from the novel—I had knowledge.
I knew how Grace had used this sword in the novel, and how Elaine had utilized it by my side.
Moreover, the Ice Blade was even more specialized for cold energy than the Crystal Sword. That's why Grace had given it to me.
Without missing any of these characteristics...

KWAK!
I thrust the Ice Blade into the ground and infused it with mana. Cold energy rose from the earth, spreading an icy path toward Dorgon.
And not just an icy path.
KWAGWAGWAGWAGWA!
Huge icicle crystals shot up like thorns from the middle of the ice path.

KUNG!
Dorgon responded by slamming his hammer into the ground.
KWAAAAAAAA!
The resulting shockwave shattered all the icicles I had created and aimed for me as well.
I tried to throw myself sideways to prepare my next attack, but...

"!"

Dorgon had somehow approached right in front of me and was about to bring his hammer down on me.
But there was no need to panic.
Dorgon's ability 'Domain' could cause changes around him, and if he had used 'Acceleration'...

WHIK!
I moved my accelerated body with all my might to escape the trajectory of Dorgon's hammer.
Even with acceleration, it was a close call. I nearly died right at the start. So this is what facing one of the Seven Heroes head-on feels like.

'It wasn't this intense even with Rowe.'

It's not just the difference in their caliber.
Back then, I had dozens of strong allies who could distract the enemy, fight in my place when I was pushed back, and share both attack and defense.

Now I was alone yet not alone.
Dorgon's guards were being engaged by the knights and the guard unit. Thanks to them, I could focus entirely on Dorgon without worrying about my surroundings.
But at the same time, I was fighting Dorgon one-on-one by myself. There were no allies beside me to fight together.

This was a prerequisite for the plan to defeat Dorgon, so I wasn't complaining.
But even while doing my best despite the chills, I could at least express some regret inwardly, right?

"......"

Dorgon stared at me intently after I dodged his acceleration-enhanced attack, then asked:

"You know how to use Domain. Did Aran tell you about my abilities?"

I did know, and I had heard about them. But there was no need for conversation, so I ignored his question.
Somehow, this made me feel like I'd scored a point.

"That weapon and fighting me alone... are you perhaps the next Northern Grand Duke?"
"What?"

This was so absurd that I answered without thinking.

"I see you're not."

Dorgon seemed to understand something on his own, then raised his hammer and—
SWAAAACK!

"!!"

Domain, Strength?
The hammer flew like a bullet.
Too late to dodge. Then...

"KUUUUUGH!"

KAGAGAGAGAK.
The Ice Blade was made of special steel. No need to worry about it breaking.
I raised my sword to block the hammer head-on. Of course, if I relied on strength alone, my arm would break even if the sword didn't, so I wrapped my body in cold energy like armor to withstand it.

TANG!
I barely blocked the hammer, but—
WHIIK!
Dorgon, who had thrown the hammer and leaped, threw a punch at me.

Feeling no change in my body, he must not have used Domain.
But Dorgon possessed strength greater than Northern warriors even with pure muscle power. A hit from that would give me a concussion.

'Thanks for staying airborne.'

KWAAAAAAAA!
I infused the Ice Blade with mana to create a blizzard.
The blizzard rising from below engulfed Dorgon, and I tried to use this opportunity to create distance, but...

"?!"

Suddenly my body felt heavier.
This is... gravity?
That means Dorgon must also be heavier due to the Domain effect.

KUUNG!
Dorgon landed firmly on the ground without freezing in the blizzard, creating a large vibration and cracks around him.

"KUUUGH!"

We were both affected by gravity, but our innate strength differed.
While I struggled to control my body, Dorgon slowly but steadily approached me.
He stood right in front of me.

Without his hammer, Dorgon was empty-handed, and though I held a sword—
Even bare-handed, his gloved fist looked powerful, and my fine sword was useless if I couldn't lift it.

"This is the end."
"Damn it..."
"You did well, young knight. What's your name?"
"Luke."
"Luke... I see. Exit the stage now."

How meticulous.
Dorgon released the gravity but activated Domain, Ultra-High Heat to prevent me from using the Ice Blade.
The heat was so intense that even he, the Domain's master, frowned. This would not only prevent cold energy use but make my mind hazy from the heat.

"Thank you."

Aran, you truly are a genius of battle. How did everything happen exactly as you said?
Dorgon wants to finish things with his own hands, and when he feels safe, he comes close. Everything as predicted.
So I did as Dorgon wanted and released my grip on the Ice Blade, then...

"!"

CHWAK!
I slashed at his arm as he reached out to crush my head.
In my hand was... my black dagger, like an extension of myself, its blade infused with red heat.

"Kuk!"

Even Dorgon felt the pain from a wound caused by a heated blade, grabbing his arm and retreating.
Watching him, I swallowed my disappointment. I had meant to cut his arm off completely, but his arm was too thick for my dagger's blade.

"With your arm in that state, you probably can't lift that huge hammer without Domain assistance, right?"

Though I hadn't severed his tendons, I'd cut near them, so the area would throb with pain whenever he tried to lift the hammer.
Thanks to him creating a heat zone, I could quickly draw in nearby heat, so the burn would be quite painful too.

"...You have more abilities."
"What's with that wronged expression? You stabbed your friend in the back after hiding a knife. This hardly counts as deception."
"......"

My words seemed to strike a nerve as Dorgon's eyebrow twitched.

"True, the one who is deceived is foolish."
"No."

I gripped the Ice Blade again and pointed it at him.

"The betrayer is always the villain."

At my words, Dorgon closed his mouth with a dark expression, then released the hand holding his arm.
The area I had cut was healed, though it left an ugly burn scar. 'Domain, Regeneration' or something like that.

"Yes, the betrayer is the villain. I agree with your opinion."

Dorgon gripped his hammer with his uninjured left hand. So he was ambidextrous.
Still, his stance with the weapon seemed slightly awkward compared to before, probably because it wasn't his dominant hand.

"But being bad doesn't mean being wrong."

He had a serious face, as if wanting to expound some sophistry.

"Sorry, I'm not particularly interested in your story."
"......"

Why bother listening again to what I already knew?
What I wanted to know was when he would die.
TAT!
And I was about to find out.

Ch.232 - Chapter 232. Hunting the Villain (1)
Kwagagagaga!
Dorrgon continued to dodge the incoming cold slashes, revising his assessment of the young knight before him.

'How annoying.'

He had already realized this wasn't just some greenhorn...
He had to admit it. Honestly, he had underestimated his opponent, thinking he wouldn't need much strength and could finish him quickly, only to take a hit.
After being away from the battlefield for so long, he'd forgotten the basic principle that even a small mosquito could sometimes lead a person to death.

Throbbing.
Pain radiated from his wrist where the opponent had struck him. Though it had quickly healed with Territory, Regeneration, scars might heal easily, but burns couldn't be completely cured.
Because of that, as his opponent had pointed out, he was forced to wield his great hammer with his left hand, making him less comfortable than usual.

Still, he had trained to use weapons with his left hand, so against most opponents, it wouldn't be much of a limitation. What Dorrgon truly found annoying was...

'Cold and heat, handling two opposing attributes makes it difficult to counter with Territory.'

If he used high heat, the opponent's heat would strengthen; if he used low temperature, the cold would intensify. Either way, his opponent wouldn't be disadvantaged but would grow stronger.
Moreover, the skill with which he used his elemental abilities was as proficient as Aran's. The way he countered Territory was similar too. Could he be Aran's disciple?
But when he had come to the North before, he didn't remember such a knight. According to his master, Aran had only arrived in the North a few months ago.
Just who was this young knight? His reaction to not being the next Northern Grand Duke seemed genuine, since there was no need to act right now.

Shiiiiik!
A cold slash grazed his side. If he hadn't quickly twisted his body with Territory, Acceleration, he would have been frozen solid—a nuisance.
More importantly, this guy seemed to be figuring out what Territory he was using just by watching his movements and countering accordingly.
Even if he had learned about Territory from Aran, could he counter techniques he'd never seen before so effectively?

'Perhaps...'

No.
As unnecessary thoughts began to surface, Dorrgon hastily erased them.
Only his master could judge such matters. His job was simply to destroy the North as ordered.

Kwak!
He had confirmed his opponent's attack pattern.
Territory, Might.
Dorrgon gripped his hammer tightly and began his annihilation.
Without a hero, the North's predetermined fate was nothing but destruction.

***

Kwaang!
I dodged Dorrgon's swinging hammer by throwing myself backward. But I wasn't just dodging—while doing so...

Chwaaaak!
I was already confident in my cold abilities, but with the Ice Snow Sword, it feels beyond convenient—I feel like I've become a frost elemental.
Simply swinging it with mana releases powerful cold energy, causing Dorrgon's hammer to freeze stuck to the ground.
I can't miss this opportunity!

Shiiiiik!
With Territory, Might enhancing his strength, he could easily break through ice and retrieve his hammer.
But even Dorrgon would need a split second to break through ice created by the Ice Snow Sword's cold energy. Plus, the Territory's effect range is around the user—he's not the only one who can become stronger with Might.
I had sealed his right wrist, and now I aimed to destroy his left shoulder, but...

"?!"

What's this? Suddenly my body feels weak and languid. Could this be...
Territory, Enervation.
I hastily stopped my attack and tried to retreat far back, but Dorrgon lunged forward and reached for me.
Due to Territory's equal effect, he too should be weakened by Enervation. But as one of the 7 Heroes, even weakened, he's stronger than most adult men, and with demonic power acquired through sin, he could still exert a knight's strength.
Meanwhile, despite having two elemental mana types, my physical body is just that of a normally robust Northern man, so under Enervation's effect, I become as weak as a child.

'But I still have two elemental mana types.'

Kwak.
I kept my eyes on Dorrgon's approaching hand and thrust my Ice Snow Sword into the ground.
Territory, Enervation's effect is limited to human muscle strength. Elemental abilities remain unaffected.

Jjeojeojeojeojeok.
Cold energy rose from the ground, forming a wall. A knight's bare hands couldn't break through a wall of ice crystals.
Chang!

"Damn."

Right, he has mana too.
Dorrgon enhanced his hand with mana and shattered the ice wall.
In response, I controlled the ice fragments scattered in the air with cold energy to attack him, but...
Tididing.
Dorrgon's heavy armor remained intact despite taking the cold fragments head-on.
Meanwhile, his hand, as large as a pot lid, approached right in front of me.

'If I can't block it...'

Might as well let him touch me.
I heated my entire body until my skin turned red. Right now, my body is hotter than a boiling pot.
But suddenly I felt strength returning to my body, and then...

"?!"

Before I could figure out what Territory this was, Dorrgon grabbed my face and slammed me into the ground.
Kwaaang!

"Kugh!"

Since I also know how to strengthen my body with mana, my head didn't crack and I didn't pass out, but the impact made my head ring with dizziness.
With one eye tightly shut, I somehow quickly regained my senses, but...

"!"

While I was recovering from being slammed into the ground, Dorrgon had broken the ice and retrieved his hammer, now standing before me.
Feeling my body grow heavier, I realized his intention.

'That wasn't Territory just now...'

He made me think he'd use Territory when grabbing my heat-filled body with his bare hand. While I was focused on figuring out what it might be, he struck.
As expected of a war veteran who fought demons.
If I had created cold armor for defense instead of wondering what Territory he might use, I would have suffered less damage.

Due to that split-second error, Dorrgon gained time, and I lost it.
The result was this situation again. Him standing before me as I knelt on one knee, my body pinned down by gravity, unable to escape.

"This time is different from before."
"I suppose so."

Before he was barehanded, but now Dorrgon held his hammer. A large, long hammer.
It was impossible to surprise him with Heukyo at such close range.

"Aren't you going to ask me anything else besides my name this time?"
"I'm not interested. I've confirmed you're not who I thought you might be."

I don't know what he means by that, but I doubt he'd answer if I asked.
Dorrgon raised his hammer and spoke in a voice like an executioner pronouncing a death sentence.

"You can be proud. Even I didn't expect to spend this much time on someone other than Aran. If we had met in the West, I would have recruited you under my command. What a shame."

Not even funny.
Even if I had been incarnated in the West instead of the North, I would never have become your subordinate.
Even if I did, it wouldn't be out of loyalty to you, but to become an internal cancer to destroy you from within.

No, thinking again, that's a pointless hypothesis with less than a 1% chance of happening.
Where else would I be if not by Ilaine's side?

"Now die. I've spent too much time on a human who isn't even a hero."

Hero? Ah, so that's what he meant by "not who I thought."
Could this guy also be suffering from hero-phobia? Is it some occupational disease that regional lords develop?

Normally, I would have denied being a hero while having a fit at the word.
But there's no one else listening like Greys or Aran's group. If I can torment this guy even a little...

"Hey, want to know something surprising?"
"?"
"I am a hero. Another hero you all fear."
"!"
"I came to eliminate demons."

Hearing my words, Dorrgon's eyes widened as he brought his hammer down violently.
Unlike before, there was strong wariness toward me and an urgency to crush his opponent quickly.

Heh, got him.
The word "hero" is a trigger for me, but even more so for these guys.
The hastily delivered blow was rough and eerie, but not solid.
I wonder what expression he'll make if this attack fails?

I put down my Ice Snow Sword again and gripped Heukyo.
The dagger's blade was too short to even cut his wrist before. One might wonder what it could do against that huge hammer, but...

'Thanks to the Ice Snow Sword, I was able to save a lot of mana despite using cold energy. For this very moment!'

Dorrgon is a warrior.
Even with Territory abilities, warriors ultimately fight with blades.
Even I, a knight who primarily fights with elemental abilities, sought a sword to go into battle.
Just as mages need staves, warriors and knights need weapons.

So then.
If I eliminate that weapon, his combat power should plummet.
Though this wasn't the situation I intended, it's what I hoped for. I filled Heukyo with heat energy.

Heat Secret Technique, Weapon Destruction.
Shwaeaeaeaek!
Not intimidated by the pressure of the falling hammer, I thrust Heukyo, heated like it had just been pulled from a furnace, straight at the hammer.

Pook!
Heukyo successfully penetrated the hammer as easily as cutting through tofu.

But the real challenge starts now.
Not being intimidated doesn't make the mass, force, and gravity of the giant hammer disappear.
After all, I essentially met the hammer head-on with just a dagger. The crushing pressure made it feel like my arm would be torn off.

"Grrrrrgh!"

I endured, gritting my teeth and groaning.
Of course, I couldn't withstand Dorrgon's hammer with my bare body, so I covered the rest of my body except my right wrist holding Heukyo with cold armor.
This way, I could endure without breaking bones or twisting my arm, freezing ice instead.

It was a contest: would my dagger break his hammer, or would Dorrgon crush my body before the hammer broke?
Dorrgon must have sensed I was doing something ominous by the feel in his hands. He infused his hammer with mana to increase pressure while resisting Heukyo's weapon destruction.

However, what Dorrgon should have done was retreat, not engage in a direct contest.
Just as my judgment was delayed when distracted by his Territory, his mind was preoccupied with my hero declaration and didn't think that far.
His mind was filled only with the crisis awareness that he needed to eliminate me quickly and the doubt of whether I was really a hero.

Thanks to that, I only needed to maintain my posture while Dorrgon drove his hammer onto Heukyo, and I just had to pour cold energy into the cracking ice.
As the Knight of Frost and Heat, I have no problem using cold and heat simultaneously.
With maximum heat in my hands and maximum cold in my body, I poured out mana without restraint until...

Jjeojeojeojeojeok!
An ominous cracking sound rang out, and then...
Kaang!
Dorrgon's hammer broke before my ice armor did.
But my dagger remained intact.
This dagger, made of obsidian—a magic stone—mixed with hansteel, was another treasure I had acquired in this world, capable of withstanding heat weapon destruction without self-destructing.

With the hammer broken, Dorrgon lost his weapon.
Unlike Doikason, he's not a weapons master who carries multiple weapons in his armor, so there are no other weapons inside that massive armor.

"Yaaaap!"

I released my ice armor and grabbed the Ice Snow Sword I had placed on the ground, swinging it toward him.
Of course, I filled the sword with cold energy. A powerful cold storm that could freeze several units engulfed Dorrgon alone.

Kwagagagagagaga!
Dorrgon isn't as fast as Rowe. He stood there and was completely enveloped by the cold energy, which didn't just swallow him but wrapped around him layer upon layer.
Like making a cake.

'Freeze, freeze!'

Shishishishishik!
I put away Heukyo and gripped the Ice Snow Sword with both hands, swinging it with all my might, without pause.
Before I knew it, a large ice crystal had formed before me. It was so thick that I couldn't see inside at all.

Only then did I finally stop my sword and take a deep breath.
I had succeeded in trapping Dorrgon inside. Now for the next step...

Just then.
Jjeojeojeojeojeok.
Cracks formed in the center of the ice crystal, more solid than rock, and then...
Chang!
Surprisingly, the thick ice shattered like glass, and an arm shot out from within.

Seeing that bizarre arm that looked like it was made of gathered rocks rather than human flesh, I was startled but not terrified.
Instead, I felt a bit afraid.

'Not yet?'

I glanced back, but it seemed not yet.
Chuk.
No choice then. I've already used quite a bit of mana for weapon destruction and cold energy. It seems I'll have to hold out a bit longer with my own strength.

Ch.233 - Chapter 233. Hunting the Villain (2)
I had seen through the novel just how formidable an enemy Dorgon was, and facing him directly, I was experiencing that strength up close, unfiltered.

That's why I was in a state of extreme tension from the start.
It wasn't that my sweat was cooling due to the northern weather; even cold sweat seemed to be crushed away by the pressure emanating from that guy.

However, if you fear your enemy, your muscles stiffen, and when your muscles stiffen, your movements slow down, leading to death.
That's why I was trying my best to act composed as usual. Whether attacking or dodging. I didn't let my guard down for even a second while facing Dorgon.
Even the jokes and casual remarks I threw at him were all just bravado to hide my true feelings.

'I absolutely must not get cocky just because I'm holding a slight advantage against one of the Seven Heroes.'

After all, I hadn't thrown a single half-hearted strike at Dorgon so far.
Every attack was my best effort and full power; in gaming terms, I hadn't used a single normal attack—only special moves.

My elemental magic utilization skills are good enough to fight even two of demon-transformed Dorgon's hammers.
While elemental magic is my main weapon, my proficiency in the Snow Blade swordsmanship I learned from Elaine has also reached a considerable level.
If I were to duel the Orc again, I'd be confident enough to crush him decisively—that's how much I've improved.

Above all, the weapon in my hand is none other than the Ice Snow Blade.
This power, which became a trump card against the western legion in the novel, is now being wielded against a single person. It's like bombarding Dorgon with artillery.
Yet despite all that, I was merely maintaining my pace rather than overwhelming him, and even then, I was pushed back once. If my weapon hadn't been destroyed, I would have died right there.

Throb.
The pain from being slammed into the ground still lingered.
But since I don't have healing abilities, I erased the pain from my consciousness by focusing on Dorgon.

Well, even if I had healing abilities, I wouldn't have had the luxury to leisurely heal myself anyway.
I had trapped him in an ice crystal by infusing the Ice Snow Blade with the cold of ice crystals.
While I didn't expect this to defeat Dorgon—he would eventually break free—I thought it would hold for a few minutes, not just a few seconds.
His toughness is truly beyond comprehension.

I wielded the Ice Snow Blade in my right hand and the Black Hawk dagger in my left, adopting my unique fighting style of dual-wielding a dagger and a longsword.
I infused the Ice Snow Blade with cold energy and the Black Hawk with heat energy as I watched the ice crystal.

Crack. Crack-crack-crack.
Once breached, cracks spread throughout the ice crystal in all directions. As the rough, boulder-like arm moved downward with great force.
CRASH!
A powerful sound of destruction echoed so clearly that I could hear it, and then a massive figure emerged, breaking through the ice.

There was no need to confirm who it was. It was Dorgon.
However, after taking just two steps out of the ice, Dorgon released his demon form and returned to his human appearance.
But perhaps due to the aftermath of transforming into a demon form, the heavy armor that had covered his body was destroyed.

"Hmm."

Is it because of the demon's power?
Despite his upper body being completely exposed, Dorgon didn't seem cold at all as he looked at me with a composed voice and said,

"You have skills worthy of calling yourself a hero. I was trying to conserve my strength until I faced the Grand Duchess of the North."
"Even the mighty Seven Heroes fear Her Grace the Grand Duchess, huh?"
"Rather than fear, she's troublesome. In any case, as long as Aran isn't here, she's the strongest in the North. To break the spirit of the northerners, I need to kill her brutally in front of everyone."

There was a reason Dorgon could be so confident against Grace, humanity's strongest knight.
Each of the Seven Heroes who gained demonic power had become such monsters that even if Aran's group of four attacked together, they would barely win after a struggle.
Realistically speaking, even Grace might not be able to defeat Dorgon alone.

But without demonic power, Grace is a powerhouse who doesn't fall behind the Seven Heroes.
No matter how strong Dorgon is, Grace would be his most formidable opponent, and especially for a self-preservationist like him, he wouldn't want to fight Grace without using his full power.
I know all this.

"Stop the bravado and bring out your demonic power already. Otherwise, I'll trap you in ice again."

As I threatened him with my sword pointed at him, Dorgon slowly looked me up and down, as if measuring me.

"No, I need to maintain this form until we cross the wall. I need those soldiers."
"Have you already forgotten that you've been beaten by me twice?"
"Your last attack reaffirmed my belief. I acknowledge you have some skill... but compared to the real hero, it's insufficient. So I can defeat you even in this form."

Tsk, that's the correct answer.
That's exactly why I'm still in a state of extreme tension despite having the upper hand against Dorgon.

I've been desperately attacking, trying to land a solid hit on Dorgon.
I used deception to cut his wrist with heat, brought a strategic weapon-grade sword that might be less powerful than what Grace uses, and destroyed his hammer through weapon destruction.
Yet despite all that, Dorgon still had the luxury to conserve his strength and fight me at a moderate level. I'm not an opponent worthy of his full power.

'...Well, there's no reason to be depressed about it.'

My goal isn't to become the kingdom's greatest swordsman or the strongest knight. And I'm definitely not aiming to be the next hero.
I'm well aware that I'm not on the same level as the Seven Heroes or Grace.
If I were foolish enough to get upset and excited because Dorgon is treating me this way, I wouldn't have become this strong in the first place.

'Besides, I'm not the only one putting on a brave front.'

While I may not be an opponent worthy of Dorgon's full power, for someone who isn't at that level, Dorgon's condition is pretty bad.
He's lost his weapon and armor, and his right wrist is injured. Despite being conscious of his upcoming fight with Grace, he just used his demonic power to escape from the ice.
Especially considering that in the novel, Dorgon never lost his hammer until the end, this is quite a significant loss.

Of course, I've also used a lot of mana by repeatedly using ultimate-level techniques, and my arm is strained from breaking his weapon.
But I still have the Ice Snow Blade and Black Hawk in my hands. Just having weapons gives me one advantage over him.
So what I should do now is...

"Go ahead and try then."

WHOOSH!
I swung the Ice Snow Blade with all my might, creating a blizzard. The tornado-shaped blizzard advanced toward Dorgon with a roaring sound.
If trapped in it, he would become a snowman. But right now, Dorgon has neither armor to protect his body nor a weapon to dispel the blizzard with force.
I was curious to see how he would block this.

Swish.
Dorgon raised both arms high like a martial artist.
BANG!

"What!"

BOOM!
When Dorgon clapped his hands, the shockwave literally tore the blizzard apart.
Like some green monster... well, maybe not green, but definitely a monster.

He didn't even transform into a demon.
That means he enhanced himself with his domain before clapping?
As that thought occurred to me, I was about to smile with satisfaction but quickly corrected my expression and tensed up.

'Using his internal domain? He intends to fight as a human, but is he seriously trying to kill me?'

Dorgon's ability is a single domain, but strictly speaking, it can be divided into two.
What he used earlier, spreading his domain around himself, is called the external domain, and the other is the internal domain, where he spreads the domain inside his body.
Unlike the external domain, which shares its effects equally with others nearby, the internal domain is deployed inside Dorgon's body, allowing him alone to fully benefit from its effects. Because the range is narrower, its power is also stronger.
But since the powerful force of the domain is concentrated inside his body, even Dorgon feels the strain.

That's why in the novel, he didn't use the internal domain while in human form, only using it after transforming into a demon.
The fact that he's using it now while still in human form means... Dorgon is determined to kill me for sure.

BOOM!
Using his internal domain's acceleration effect, Dorgon approached me at an insane speed and swung his fist. I barely blocked it with the Ice Snow Blade, but the impact sent me flying far back.

"Ugh!"

But Dorgon didn't stop after sending me flying.
THUD!
Launching himself, he arrived at my landing point faster than I was flying and brought his fist down toward me.

"Guh!"

I was slammed into the ground once again.
Dorgon didn't stop there; this time, he used his external domain, gravity, to pin me down so I couldn't move.
Then, joining his hands to form a rock-like fist, he brought it down.

SWISH!
Even while lying on the ground, I tried to freeze Dorgon's body using the high-speed swordsmanship of the Snow Blade and cold energy.
But the cold energy only managed to slow him down a bit. With no other choice, I surrounded myself with ice for protection.
CRASH!

"Huff!"

Thanks to the sturdy ice armor, my internal organs weren't crushed. But the vibration resonating through my body forced the breath out of me.
This is dangerous.

I need to get out of here first. Otherwise, I'll be like a whack-a-mole.
The problem is that unlike the external domain, which I can also use if I know its type, there's no specific way to counter the internal domain. The only option is to wait for Dorgon to exhaust himself from the strain on his body.
It ultimately becomes a battle of strength. And a battle of strength is his domain.
I need to try something else.

'The only drawback of the Ice Snow Blade is that it can't exert the power of heat.'

Since it's made primarily from ice crystals that contain high levels of cold energy, while cold energy is greatly enhanced, heat energy automatically cools down—that's its limitation.
Ironically, I can't use the heat blade technique with the Ice Snow Blade like I used to, so I can't tear Dorgon's fist apart with high heat.
It's fortunate that the sword doesn't completely melt when infused with heat energy.
With that in mind, a brilliant idea suddenly occurred to me.

'If heat cools down due to the cold energy, preventing the formation of a heat blade... maybe?'

I infused the blade of the Ice Snow Blade with heat energy instead of cold energy, and as expected, the heat energy cooled rapidly.
But that was exactly my intention.
As the heat energy cooled upon meeting the cold energy, steam formed abundantly around the sword. With this, I could...

"Mere tricks."

Dorgon, mistakenly thinking that spreading steam was meant to obscure his vision,
pulled back his fist greatly, seemingly using his internal domain. He intended to shatter me with this strike, regardless of whether his vision was obscured or not.
It was a perfectly valid strategy, and it was indeed a crisis.

Unlike the external domain, which shows clear effects, the internal domain's nature can't be known until you're hit by the attack. That's also why there's no specific counter to it.
What could be in it? Acceleration for striking before I can dodge? Strength or gravity to crush me completely?
Either way, if I can freeze him completely using the steam spread in the air as a weapon, that's all that matters.

WHOOSH!
CRACK!
Almost simultaneously with Dorgon swinging his fist, I also started freezing the steam by infusing the Ice Snow Blade with cold energy.
Even if I couldn't completely freeze him, if the widely spread steam freezes, it could neutralize this attack.
And anyway, all I need to do against this guy is hold out for a long time.

But something was strange.
CRACK-CRACK-CRACK!
Dorgon's body, enveloped in steam, was definitely freezing, but at the same time, it was breaking apart in real-time.

The combination of steam and cold energy was something that even Aran couldn't easily break through without using her trump card.
Wait, could it be?!

'He deployed THAT with his internal domain?'

This bastard Dorgon, after telling me I'm not a hero and I'm insufficient... did he believe it?
I thought he was using the internal domain in human form to avoid wasting any more time with me. But that wasn't it.

"Guh!"

I never expected him to use that against me—his strongest technique among his domains, which has penalties even for him. In the novel, he only used it against Aran.
That's something you "absolutely" can't block. You must dodge it.

But right now, I can't dodge at all. Am I going to die so absurdly?
No. This is something I "absolutely" can't die from. Because...

'I promised to return alive and marry Elaine!'

As I said before, that promise is not a death flag. It's a special spell that makes us stronger.
Drawing strength from the memory of Elaine's smile, I infused my sword with desperate will and created a blizzard.

I might not be able to block Dorgon's fist, but I can try another method.
While Dorgon is using that domain, parts of his body other than his fist are defenseless. So, I'll blow Dorgon's body away with a fierce blizzard.
It won't be easy to blow away that massive body.
But for Elaine, what can't I do?

"HAAAAH!"

Shouting with all my might, I tried to hit Dorgon with a blizzard before his fist could reach my face.

WHOOSH!
Dorgon's body was hit by a fierce blizzard and flew sideways.
Sideways?
I was pinned beneath him, so if he were to fly, he should have gone upward?
More importantly, that blizzard that just hit Dorgon wasn't mine. The blizzard I created flew up into the empty air.
If there's someone else who can create a blizzard of this level besides me, then...

Swish.
In the place where Dorgon had been, another figure stood tall.
With a sword gleaming like an icicle and long blue hair swaying, the female knight gritted her teeth, her eyes so fierce it sent chills down my spine.

"You dare to harm my husband?"

Pointing her sword at Dorgon as she spoke, Elaine looked like my personal knight.
It might be a childish thought, but Elaine, who had rushed to save me in my moment of crisis, looked even more magnificent today.

Ch.234 - Chapter 234. Hunting the Villain (3)
Running up in one stride, sending Dorgon flying, and brilliantly saving her husband from danger—I was dazzled by the sight of my amazing wife before quickly regaining my composure.
This was no time for sentimentality.
Elaine also set aside her anger toward Dorgon and asked me:

"Luke, are you alright?"
"Thanks to you, I'm fine. Looks like I've avoided dying as a bachelor."

When I made that light joke, Elaine seemed somewhat relieved, responding with a small smile:

"Even without a ceremony, you and I are husband and wife connected by heart, so you're already not a bachelor... but if you make me a widow, I won't forgive you in the next life either."
"Oh my, that wouldn't do. I plan to meet you in my next life too."

It wasn't a joke but my sincere feelings, and Elaine must have been sincere too, as she returned to a serious expression and said:

"Once you're safe, regroup after regrouping. I'll hold him off for a while."
"Understood."
"He's too strong for me to tell you to rest and leave it to me. I need your strength."

Then she turned her head toward me and winked.

"We make the best combat team, after all."
"Yes, let's show that pitiful fellow who knows nothing of love the power of our marriage."

As soon as she finished speaking, Elaine charged toward Dorgon.
I had briefly explained about Dorgon's "domain" before the battle, so she should be able to handle it well.
I couldn't tell her about the inner domain, but... Dorgon won't use his inner domain against Elaine. I'm certain of that.

Following Elaine's instructions, I got up and quickly assessed the battle situation while preparing to fight Dorgon again.

I had prepared three strategies to defeat Dorgon. The first was the Ice Snow Sword—or more precisely, me wielding it.
Despite the crisis at the end, the first part was successful.
My role was to deplete as much of Dorgon's power as possible. Honestly, I did my best. I hadn't expected him to use his inner domain.

In fact, I had fulfilled my part by destroying Dorgon's weapon and forcing him to briefly reveal his demon form. After that, I was just holding on while waiting for the second phase.
To be honest, Elaine wasn't supposed to be that second phase. She truly came running in one stride when I was in danger.

'This side seems to be under control.'

Elaine isn't the kind of knight who would abandon her post recklessly just because her husband was in danger. There's a reason she's the captain of the Northern Duke's guard.
The fact that she joined me here means that the battle against Dorgon's guards was clearly going in the Northern army's favor.

It was to be expected.
While Dorgon's guards were merely strong slave soldiers blindly following his orders, the Northern Duke's guards fighting them were true professionals of protection.
Strong blades that know how to coordinate attacks, make their own judgments, and display grit and fighting spirit to genuinely protect someone.
With such elite guards protecting each other while taking down Dorgon's soldiers one by one, how could they lose?

'...That side will be the key.'

Turning my head in the opposite direction, I could see the siege battle was still chaotic.
I had Jin persuade the Western army to stop their attack. Seems like they need more time.

'Dorgon's second-in-command, a master schemer, wouldn't lack the skills...'

Realistically, time was short.
Originally, I should have sealed Dorgon in the ice crystal for minutes, but it only lasted seconds.

Moreover, having Dorgon's close aide join our side was an unexpected stroke of luck not part of the original plan.
Therefore, the Winter Cannon side would need to confirm the changed situation and adjust their strategy accordingly, which would inevitably take time.
In other words...

'We need to buy more time here.'

If I were alone, I might have complained about dying, but now I was filled with confidence.
Because none other than Elaine was by my side.

"Let's go. I can't just watch while my wife fights alone."

Elaine said she needed my strength and asked me to fight alongside her. What could be more encouraging than that?
I gripped the two swords in my hands even tighter and charged toward Dorgon again.

***

Swish-swish-swish!
High-speed swordplay targeted Dorgon's vital points with precision.

With his armor destroyed when he transformed into his demon form, Dorgon was currently bare-bodied. This meant he had no way to protect his solar plexus, heart, or neck.
Of course, even without his demon form, having accepted demonic power, his basic physical abilities were far superior to humans.
Slash!
As Elaine swung her sword fiercely after penetrating deeply, a wound appeared on his chest, and black blood scattered.

"Fast and sharp."

Dorgon's gaze sharpened as he recognized her as a formidable opponent.
Having visited the North during his days with the hero party, he knew about Elaine, the Northern Duke's guard knight.
Though he had never fought her, as a guard of that duke, she must be far stronger than ordinary knights.
Indeed, she had a speed that seemed capable of matching Rowe.

But this was a strength he could handle.
Domain, gravity.
Having observed Rowe, he knew the weakness of those who relied on speed as their main weapon.
It was body weight.

Being so fast, even a slight addition to their body weight would disturb their balance, forcing them to regain their speed.
So Dorgon planned to bind Elaine with gravity when she approached, then use the fact that he was faster within the same gravity field, but...

Tap.
As she stepped into Dorgon's domain, Elaine flinched and pulled back significantly.
Whoosh!
Instead of close combat, she fired cold energy for a long-range attack.

Sensing that the cold energy was not ordinary, Dorgon immediately released the gravity and deployed a high-heat domain to neutralize it.
Dorgon, who didn't freeze even from the cold energy of Elaine's crystal sword, shook off the frost on his body and said:

"You know about domains too. Quick to respond. Come to think of it, that sword is the same as that man's."
"..."
"You said he was your husband. Answer me, is that man truly your new hero?"
"..."
"Silence? How impudent."

Elaine seemed unwilling to engage in conversation with men other than her husband or comrades, and merely launched another cold energy slash with her crystal sword.
The cold energy slash delivered with the speed of the Snow Blade swordsmanship was as fierce as a cutting wind.
Dorgon blocked it with high heat, but the sharpness of the slash alone left a wound on his arm.

"Hmm."

Looking at the wound carved into his arm, Dorgon groaned softly.

"Hand-to-hand combat is indeed unfamiliar and difficult. I have no choice."

As he said that...
Rumble, rumble.
A heavy sound came from his arm as it turned to stone. Furthermore, stone grew from his hand, forming the shape of a hammer.
After the stone hammer was formed, Dorgon returned his arm to normal.

Seeing this, Elaine's eyes sharpened as if she had identified it as his demon form.

"Now that I have a weapon..."

As Dorgon took a stance to go on the offensive with his stone hammer...
Crash!
A wave of cold energy struck from his side.

"Luke."

At Elaine's call, I stood beside her and answered:

"I didn't know that was possible."
"It seems rock is his demon form."

I knew Dorgon's demon form was a rock monster, but I didn't know he could also create weapons using rocks.
Maybe it wasn't used in the novel because there was no need.

"So that's why he's so tough."
"Yes. I've cut him several times, but he doesn't show any pain. It feels more distant than fighting magical beasts."
"Well, he is a demon after all."

This wasn't just idle chat.
We're close enough to accurately assess each other's condition just by eye contact or voice.
In that brief exchange, we confirmed each other's status through voice and breathing, exchanged tactics with a glance faster than words, and moved simultaneously.

"You take the left."
"Yes!"

Elaine attacked first with cold energy slashes. Unleashing continuous Snow Blade techniques, "Sleet," countless cold energy slashes flew and engulfed Dorgon.
Having gained some leeway with his weapon, Dorgon swung his hammer to deflect all the slashes, but that was part of our plan.

"Hah!"

I struck the ground with my Ice Snow Sword to spread cold energy through the ground to freeze Dorgon's feet. Dorgon defended with his high-heat domain.

Then Elaine leaped high and aimed the tip of her crystal sword at Dorgon, stabbing repeatedly.
The continuous thrusts delivered from mid-air turned into icicles that flew like arrows.
Since high heat alone couldn't block this, Dorgon swung his hammer widely in the sky to deflect them.

When the icicle thrusts were blocked, Elaine surrounded herself with cold energy to protect against the heat. Then, as she fell to the ground, she launched a series of attacks at Dorgon.
With a weapon now, unlike before, Dorgon swung his massive hammer as swiftly as a sword and exchanged blows with Elaine.
Finding the hammer's weight burdensome, Elaine clashed her sword strongly and retreated, and Dorgon tried to pursue her, but...
I wasn't just standing around during this time.

"Is one plus one equal to two? No, it's three."

I filled my legs with heat to get my blood flowing, then momentarily and powerfully kicked off the ground to approach and thrust my Ice Snow Sword near Dorgon.

"Wordplay. One plus one is just one. Everyone becomes one under the master."

Whoosh!
Since Dorgon was maintaining his high-heat domain, the cold energy I shot immediately evaporated, but...
This completed our setup.

Elaine, with her excellent swordsmanship, had focused Dorgon's weapon on herself.
Meanwhile, I flitted around on the side, prompting Dorgon to use high heat and maintain it for defense.
And then...

"Elaine!"

At my signal, Elaine, who had been preparing from a distance while pretending to retreat...
Snow Blade, "Heavy Snow."
She fired a fatal strike filled with sword energy and cold energy toward the steam.
I also stepped back and gripped the Ice Snow Sword with both hands to fire cold energy.
As two large cold energy blasts were fired toward the steam surrounding Dorgon...

"Hmm!"

Crash!
As if a localized weather anomaly had occurred, ear-splitting wind sounds and cold swept through, freezing Dorgon.
The cold storm that could freeze entire units in the novel was now concentrated on a single person, with twice the power.
It was three times more powerful than the cold energy I had released alone earlier. Even Dorgon wouldn't be able to escape in just a few seconds.
I was about to trap him in an iceberg once more when...

Swoosh!

"?!"

I heard the sound of feet sliding on ice behind me.
Someone was approaching urgently. Who would approach me so hastily from behind...

"That was dangerous. Making me alternate between two inner domains. My left arm burst from the overload."
"!"
"Let me correct my earlier statement. Seeing how you've cornered me, you're undoubtedly the hero. So, die!"

When I hurriedly turned around, there stood Dorgon, pale white as if suffering from frostbite all over his body, with his left arm torn off.
Did he use his left arm to generate high heat to prevent freezing, then escape with acceleration?
Now that I looked, his feet were also torn.

But more than his condition, my situation was the problem.
Even if he had remained frozen, with his strength, he would have broken free in minutes.
Feeling the chill from Dorgon's killing intent as he rushed to kill me even at the cost of damaging his body...
My reaction was too slow to resist like before, and I was too far from Elaine to hope for her help.

"You fought well. But this seems a bit different from the plan I heard about?"
"!!"

They say there's always a way out even if the sky falls, and heaven helps those who help themselves.
I don't know who said it, but it's truly right.
Hearing a familiar voice that wasn't Elaine's, I felt genuine relief.

Boom!
A thunderous sound echoed, and Dorgon was sent flying again.

Swish.
This time, a female knight with snow-white hair and white armor stood tall.
Having sent Dorgon flying, she seemed either excited to be on the battlefield after a long time or burning with fighting spirit due to her opponent.
She smiled cruelly enough to make observers shudder.

She was the second strategy I had prepared to defeat Dorgon.
The strongest knight of humanity, the Sword Saint, Northern Duke Grace Northrain.

"Grace..."

After being hit by Grace's strike and sent flying, Dorgon stared at her with changed eyes.
Rumble, rumble.
This time, not just one arm but his entire body began to transform.

[I never expected the enemy leader to appear before me. It's different from the plan... but if I just kill you and the new hero beside you, this will be much faster.]

Dorgon, transformed into a rock monster, rose to his feet.

Ch.235 - Chapter 235. Hunting the Villain (4)
Originally, my plan was for Aran's group to face Dorgon.
According to the novel, Merci, who should have appeared as the main villain in Episode 5, the Golden Tower arc, showed up in Episode 4, the Northern arc, which threw things off.
Of course, it was good that Aran defeated Merci and shortened Episode 5, but in exchange, we lost the protagonist who was supposed to face Dorgon.

And that protagonist, Aran, suggested me as an alternative.
He said I could cleverly apply the rules of domains, and since I possessed both heat and cold attributes, Dorgon wouldn't be able to restrict my abilities with his domain.
Not only that, he claimed that with my skill to fight one-on-one with a hero in the mock battle, I could even fight against the Seven Heroes.

I had a lot to say and wasn't keen on it at all, but I had no choice but to agree with Aran.
It's absolutely not because I developed arrogance thinking I could do it after receiving praise from the protagonist.
As Aran said, I know domains well and can respond to their rules, and to target Dorgon's solid body, it's best for attribute users like Aran or me to face him.

However, there was something both Aran and I realized.
The reason I became his alternative was because I "could face" Dorgon, not because I "could win" against him.
Calculating coldly, I can't beat Dorgon. Apart from everything else, I'm outmatched in pure strength.

"No matter how many times I run the scenarios, it's troubling. At this rate, you might be able to damage human Dorgon, but the moment he brings out his demon form, you're in danger."
"Not just in danger—I'd die."
"Hmm..."
"I have one idea, though. I'll need your help."
"Me? As you know, I'm not strong enough to fight Dorgon..."
"That's not what I mean. I think it would be more effective if you brought it up instead of me. From an emotional standpoint."
"...?"

If strength is lacking.
Then replenish it.

I asked Grace for support through Aran. And Grace wouldn't miss the opportunity to take down Aran's enemy with her own hands.
That's right. If I, as the first batter, drain Dorgon's strength, then Grace, our strongest force, will step in to defeat him.
This was our strategy to take down Dorgon.

KWAGWAGWAGWANG!
Wielding the Water King Sword, her family's treasured blade and her favorite weapon, Grace unleashed her Lion Sword technique from the start.
Each destructive, powerful strike of the Water King Sword made the nearby ground shake and thunderous sounds reverberate.
Every time I heard that sound, rather than feeling chills or tension, I felt a refreshing sense of relief, and I turned my head.

The fact that Grace, who would have been commanding the siege at Winter Cannon, could come all the way here meant that finally...
Indeed, the frontline had been sorted out. The Western Army had stopped the siege, and no commotion had occurred.
Did Jin succeed and halt the attack? Thanks to that, Grace was able to rush straight here.

'Jin's joining turned out to be a masterstroke.'

Even without his help, Grace had planned to break through the enemy legion with an elite unit led by Gunter to get here.
But since Jin opened the path, Grace is now in perfect condition without any loss of strength from fighting the Western Army.
Meanwhile, Dorgon has expended more energy than planned fighting me and Ilaine.
With this, our chances of victory have increased even more.

'But... not yet.'

Just as Doikason and Moore, whom we fought in the Ice Cave before, gained new abilities as demons when they became Mains.
The Seven Heroes, too, upon accepting sin and becoming demons, each gained a new demonic ability.

Row, whom we fought during the Snow Tower incident, can transform his physical body into an intangible shadow to hide or avoid physical force.
Merci, as anyone who saw the octopus monster could guess, can control countless regenerating tentacles.
Naturally, Dorgon also has an ability as a demon. And like Merci, one look is enough to tell what it is.

KWAGWAGWANG!
Grace struck Dorgon head-on with her Lion Sword, the Great Claw's fierce downward strike. But Dorgon merely stepped back a few paces.

"Tch, disgustingly tough."

Despite taking the Sword Saint's strike with his body, Dorgon was unfazed.
The rock of his body cracked significantly, but he quickly regenerated it and charged at Grace with a stone hammer in hand.

"Hmph, do you think I fear you?"

Confident in her strength, Grace parried Dorgon's hammer blow with her sword and struck his waist with all her might.
KAGAGAGAK!
A savage sound of rock splitting erupted, but Dorgon again didn't fall and stood firm, gripping his hammer with both hands to strike at Grace's head.

KWAK!
In response, Grace thrust her sword through Dorgon's right arm, and using the embedded sword as a pivot, she spun her body to sever the arm.
With one arm torn off, Dorgon's stance wavered. Taking advantage of that opening, Grace retreated far back and shouted to me.

"Lord Luke! Frustratingly, it seems a battle of strength will take some time."

Even the great Grace was saying such things—Dorgon's rocky body was not only solid but also regenerated quickly.
And that wasn't even his domain.
As long as his feet touched the ground, he could absorb earth energy to replenish his body's stone, making his regeneration essentially infinite. This was his ability as a demon.
Moreover, seeing how he created a stone hammer, it seems he can not only use this ability on his own body but also create weapons.

[Bad compatibility, Grand Duke of the North.]

KUNG KUNG KUNG KUNG KUNG!
Having regenerated his severed stone arm, Dorgon charged forward, shaking the ground, and swung his hammer at Grace.
Grace gripped her sword with both hands and fiercely engaged with Dorgon, but.

[It's useless.]

PEOSEOK!
Unlike Dorgon, who disregarded his injuries, Grace, who would be in danger if hit even once, seemed to be pushed back slightly.

"Useless? You're breaking apart just fine. I said it would take time, not that I would lose. Don't get cocky."

KWAGWANG!
Even amidst this, she continued to break Dorgon's arms, legs, and weapons, showing that even Dorgon couldn't easily handle Grace.

"Luke, we should support Her Excellency."

I agree with Ilaine's words.
I don't intend to leave the entire fight to Grace either. If that were the case, I wouldn't be holding the Ice Snow Sword—I would have somehow declined and given it to Grace.
However, we can't casually intervene in the battle between Grace and Dorgon.

KWAGWAGWAGWANG!
Frankly speaking, to join that fight where thunderous sounds constantly reverberate, we need to be of a certain caliber.
If we rashly try to help Grace and Dorgon targets us... no, he will definitely target us. To create an opening for Grace.
Even now, while attacking Grace, his priority target for elimination, Dorgon is occasionally glancing in my direction.

'Freezing and trapping him is no longer effective.'

Even in human form, Dorgon could escape from cold energy.
Now that he's in demon form with a body of rock, the burden of his inner domain is reduced, allowing him to use it more freely.
Just maintaining high heat with his inner domain would be enough to withstand cold energy now.

That's probably why Grace is struggling.
While she is a pure swordsman, Dorgon has become a demon with enhanced durability and regeneration, and based on that, he's freely using his inner domain ability.
Conversely, it seems even more incredible that Grace is fighting one-on-one with Dorgon using just swordsmanship.

Wait.
High heat inner domain.

"Ilaine, I'm sorry, but could you go ahead and help Her Excellency? I'll join you shortly."
"Understood. You've been fighting before this, so you must be burdened."
"Before you go, may I offer one piece of advice?"
"When have I ever ignored your words? Anything."

I conveyed a method to fight Dorgon to Ilaine. After listening attentively, she said:

"I'll do that. Then I'll go ahead."

TAT.
She quickly ran toward Grace and joined her.

Like long-time partners, despite Ilaine's sudden joining, Grace didn't falter at all and intensified her offensive.
Grace took the lead, pressuring Dorgon from the front with powerful sword strikes, while Ilaine supported from the side.

But Ilaine wasn't simply supporting the attack.
CHWACHWACHWACHWACHWAP!
She refined cold energy into very sharp, thin strands and struck Dorgon multiple times as if whipping him.
Such thin attacks couldn't wound Dorgon's thick rocky body at all.

[I don't know what you're planning.]

Not understanding Ilaine's intention but unwilling to leave such suspicious behavior unchecked, Dorgon fully absorbed the ice whips and instantly closed the distance.
With the demon form's inner domain activated, Dorgon's speed rivaled even Row's, so Ilaine was quickly caught up, but.

KWAK!
Ilaine stabbed her sword into Dorgon's chest, and regardless of whether the sword was embedded or blocked by rock, she injected cold energy.
JJEONG!
The recoil from creating a massive ice formation sent her flying far back.

As Dorgon momentarily paused to break the large ice suddenly formed on his chest to counteract its physical force and impact,
KWAANG!
Grace, seizing the brief opening created by Ilaine, struck from the side and sent Dorgon flying.

"Now I understand. You don't fight to cut the enemy, but to destroy the mass. That's something I'm confident in. Remember who broke the gates of the Demon Fortress during the Great War?"

Having grasped the approach, Grace closed the distance and struck Dorgon repeatedly with her Water King Sword imbued with blunt magical power.
With each thunderous strike of her sword, Dorgon's body cracked, and stone fragments scattered everywhere.

However, Dorgon had been a warrior at the front lines of the hero party since his human days. His toughness and indomitable spirit were harder than rock.
Even as he was being destroyed by Grace's explosive series of attacks, Dorgon raised his stone hammer.

[In destruction, I am more proficient than you, Grand Duke of the North.]

Even though his demon form was made of stone, it was still a body.
There must be some pain, but enduring it, Dorgon prepared to strike. At that moment:

"Your Excellency, step back!"

At my shout, Grace, without hesitation, stopped her attack and retreated.
She and I hadn't worked together like Ilaine had, nor did we share a deep trust connected by one mind.
But there was full trust as sovereign and subject.

When Grace tried to move out of range, Dorgon attempted to pursue her with his inner domain acceleration, but.

"Let's raise the curtain on your exit, Dorgon!"

I leaped high and descended with my Ice Snow Sword filled with a cold storm.
Having expended much from the start, this would likely be my last cold energy in this battle.
Without sparing even a handful, I released it. Dorgon recognized the power of this attack but now found cold energy laughable, so he heated his body with his high-temperature domain.
As his body grew so hot that the cracks between the rocks glowed red:

"Your Excellency! Silver Sting, please!"

I shouted to Grace at the top of my lungs.
Understanding my meaning, Grace used her non-sword technique to throw a dagger at superhuman speed.

Her dagger, Silver Sting, was a famous sword made from the fang of a Silver Sabertooth that she had hunted before. Its ability was nothing less than penetrating power that could pierce anything.
That meant it could pierce through Dorgon's rocky body.

[Hup!]

As the suddenly flying dagger made a hole in his body, Dorgon faltered.
Of course, just piercing one heart wouldn't kill him—he had become too much of a monster for that.
The hole only made him hesitate momentarily. But that hole was crucial.

'With all the cold energy from Ilaine, frost has accumulated in the cracks between the rocks.'

Like moss and shells accumulated in the crevices of a breakwater.
As they melted from the high heat and became moisture, they eroded the rock, albeit minutely. The eroded rock would have developed cracks, invisible to the eye but large enough for moisture to seep in.
When you pour water on hard rock, it discolors, right?
That crack is the key.

"HAAAP!"

CHWAAAAA!
I poured out cold energy equivalent to a swimming pool's worth of water.

Even if not many cracks had formed, it didn't matter.
Through the hole made by Grace's Silver Sting, Dorgon's heat was escaping. And if this much cold energy is poured into that heat hole...
Though I wasn't a scientist in my past life and couldn't explain exactly what phenomenon would occur or its principles.
I do know that it's not good when a lot of moisture is injected into a rock that's already heavily cracked from being pounded.

[UUUUUM!]

Dorgon seemed to sense the ominous signs happening to his body, but he couldn't take any other action.
His body was too damaged from Grace's consecutive attacks to force his way out, and even if he managed to escape, Ilaine was waiting.
If he canceled his high heat, the cold energy would devour him. With the air hole now open, the cold would penetrate to his very bones.

In the end, all he could do was:
Just endure this to the best of his ability.
Well, that's fine with us. That's what we were aiming for.

Or perhaps Dorgon still had one last resort.
His strongest domain, the one he tried to use to kill me earlier but failed.
With its tremendous power came significant penalties, so I was curious whether he would use it now or not.

[I was saving this in case Aran recovered.]

Despite being trapped in cold energy, Dorgon's voice clearly reached my ears.

[But now it seems you all are more dangerous than Aran. Very well. If you're determined to kill me with all your might, I too will use all my power to kill you.]

KUNG!
KUNG!
A heavy sound shook the ground.
Dorgon calmly walked out of the cold energy with his nearly destroyed body.

At that eerie sight, even Grace and Ilaine, being among the Seven Heroes, blinked their eyes as if to say this was too much.
But I loudly informed them:

"One minute, just hold out for one minute from now!"
"!"
"That's Dorgon's domain, Invincibility! The effect is exactly as it sounds, but the duration isn't long, so we need to endure during that time!"

At my words, Grace and Ilaine's eyes flashed.
They both realized that the final stage of our strategy against Dorgon had arrived.
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I failed.

Just before deciding to use his strongest domain, 'Invincible,' that thought crossed Dorgon's mind.

This war had been a mess from the start.
Strategic failures had followed one after another in an eerily consistent pattern. Bern Fortress, Ice Cave, Orc Tribe, even Chimera.
No, was it from when the vanguard was defeated? Or earlier, when the Snow Tower terror attack failed?
Looking back, things had been falling apart for months. Even before our plans were revealed.

As a result, the grand strategy had completely unraveled, and this decisive battle was hastily arranged, not part of the original plan.
Still, since the objective was destruction and annihilation rather than occupation, we had at least a final strategy for victory.

Right now, those walls might seem impregnable. But according to calculations, after sacrificing 30-40% of our forces, we could set foot inside those walls.
Once close combat began, the Western Army's numerical and equipment advantages would turn the tide in our favor.

But humans are emotional creatures, weak-willed and fearful.
Just look at Jin—I thought he was my wisest subordinate, yet he was so fixated on immediate concerns that he failed to see the bigger picture.

In that situation, the Northern assault force that charged in was actually an opportunity.
That must be their trump card, a unit composed of their finest elites. Crushing them would destroy their arrogant morale.

But that man who rushed at me first...
He was fairly capable, though someone I could easily kill compared to Aran, yet strangely, he wouldn't die no matter how many times I pushed him back.
Dorgon belatedly realized that the longer the fight with him continued, the lower his own chances of victory became.

[So he's the second Hero...]

Now I understand.
Why our plans targeting the North went awry from the preliminary stages. Why operations in this war not only failed consecutively but also resulted in critical losses each time.

Aran wasn't the problem.
That man is the culprit.
I don't know what methods he uses, but Heroes typically possess something that helps them overcome crises, like Aran's power of destiny.
That man must be the same.

[Conquering the North is no longer important.]

Come to think of it, Grace coming all the way here means there must be problems at the front line. Did Jin do something?
Humans tend to blindly submit to power, even swayed by the North's mere advantage, so reversing that shouldn't be difficult.
But Dorgon now realized that for his master's sake, his priority shouldn't be the North.

[I'll kill them all. Everything here.]

The new Hero, the Northern Archduke.
This unknown entity who will become an obstacle in my master's path, and those who help him. I designate these two as targets for elimination, equal to Aran.
The North comes after that.
Once they're dead, the North will become nothing but a castle of snow.

The domain 'Invincible' makes one impervious to any attack. However, it has a limitation—areas outside the domain's range become extremely vulnerable.
That's why I was blown away by the snow storm from that female knight, the second Hero's wife, when I tried to kill him earlier.

Now I've deployed Invincible across my entire body, which might seem to eliminate any weakness. But in truth, this is a last-resort technique tantamount to suicide.
Even with a demon's body, the domain's overload means it only lasts for one minute, and after that minute...

[It doesn't matter. They'll all be dead within that minute anyway.]

Yet a strange uneasiness remained.
What is this unpleasant feeling?

***

KWAAANG!
Dorgon, having activated his domain 'Invincible,' began to move.

"Here he comes!"

In a game, what's the best strategy when facing an enemy that can't be damaged due to system mechanics?
Obviously, the standard approach is to run away rather than fight. Such enemies aren't meant to be fought—usually you need to escape to a certain location or survive for a specific time to clear the stage.

Invincible's duration is one minute.
That's a very short time considering even instant cup ramen takes three minutes to cook.
One might think just avoiding him for that minute would be enough, but...

What if...
You're in the middle of a fighting game? Would you still think that minute is short? You'd probably experience the longest minute of your life.
That's exactly our situation now.

Ilaine unleashed a blast of cold energy to stop Dorgon's advance, but he neither took damage nor froze from the cold.

"It's useless!"

At my shout, Ilaine stopped her attack and immediately retreated, but...
Invincibility isn't just about not taking damage from enemy attacks.

I've heard that people unconsciously regulate their own strength to prevent their bodies from breaking down.
That's why people with congenital insensitivity to pain are considered dangerous—they lack this function.

But what if someone could exert their full power without breaking down?
They could go all out regardless of torn muscles or broken bones. And what if that someone already possessed demonic levels of physical ability?
It becomes a catastrophe.

KWAGAGAGA!
Destroying the ground as he charged, Dorgon closed the distance to Ilaine in an instant and reached out his arm.
In that moment when shock flashed in the eyes of the always-composed Ilaine...

"She's taken!"

Grace intervened, striking Dorgon with all her might.
It was a powerful sword strike that looked like it could destroy Wintercannon's gate in a single blow, but...

"Ha! Truly invincible."

Dorgon didn't even shed a fragment. Instead, he immediately changed his target to Grace.
With a time limit of one minute, Grace would be a higher priority than Ilaine.

Grace swung her sword, not to wound Dorgon but to create an impact that would push her back, but...

"What?!"

PAKAKANG!
Dorgon's fist shattered Grace's... Water King Sword! The heirloom sword passed down through generations of the Northrain family, the Northern Archduke's house, was broken by a single punch!
Not only that, but Dorgon's fist didn't stop after breaking the Water King Sword. It looked like it would destroy Grace's heart next.

"Tch!"

Grace controlled the fragments of the shattered Water King Sword in mid-air using her flying sword technique.
KWAK!
She grabbed a sword fragment with her hand and flew away. Her glove tore from the sharp, hard blade, drawing blood, but this was no time to worry about such things.

WUDANGTANGTANG!
The hastily used flying sword technique didn't last long. Grace rolled across the floor.
But evading Dorgon's fist didn't mean she was safe at all.

KWAGWAGWAGWAGWAGWA!
Dorgon plunged both hands into the ground and lifted up the entire terrain.
Faced with this terrifying sight of the earth seemingly turning over, even the great Grace couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

With her sword, she could have pulverized something like this, but she had lost her weapon.
As humanity's strongest knight, she could break through this attack even barehanded, but...
Grace instinctively knew that the moment she broke through, Dorgon would identify where she was breaking through and strike there.
And in a bare-handed fight, he would definitely win.

"Then how about this."

Grace raised both arms and channeled her magical power into them.
KWAGWAGWAGWANG!
The massive chunk of earth crashed down on Grace.

Seeing this, Dorgon tilted his head in frustration.
He had planned to target where Grace would break through, but since she took the full impact, he had only wasted time watching.

[You've only bought about three seconds.]

Once buried under that mass, even Grace couldn't escape without her sword.
With more than half his time remaining, his next target would be...

"Hah."

Dorgon's gaze fixed on me.
So it's my turn.
I'm slower than Ilaine and weaker than Grace.
If I try to run, he'll immediately catch me by the scruff of my neck, and I don't even have the courage to attempt a head-on fight.

Chuk.
Nevertheless, I took a stance with two swords in hand.
I may not have the knightly strength of those two, but...
I do have my methods of fighting as a possessor.

"Come at me, rock monster."

Whether he heard my taunt or was planning to kill me anyway, Dorgon bent his knees and...
SHWAAEK!
Approached me in an instant, just as he had done with Ilaine.

"Sorry, but I'm taken too. And even if I weren't, I'm not interested in men."

I cracked a joke to shake off my fear and clashed my two swords together.
Though I had used up all my cold energy in the previous attack, there were still ice crystals left in my ice sword.
When these met the remaining heat, steam immediately rose.

'The first weakness of the supposedly flawless Invincible domain.'

It can't be switched to another domain.
While becoming invincible would enhance one's eyesight as well...
Paradoxically, enhanced vision means even steam would be clearly visible.

HWAAAK!
Of course, he could blow away the steam with just air pressure, making this nothing more than a trick.
But it bought me 3 seconds.

[I see your fighting style. You're weak, so you resort to all kinds of tricks. Charitably called resourcefulness, but more harshly, just playing games.]
"Seems you can't tell the difference between harsh words and insults."

In the novel, how Aran survived against Dorgon's Invincible for a minute:
He controlled Dorgon's blood with Eris, amplified his electricity with Nia's enhancement magic, then moved around using electrical abilities to hit and run, confusing Dorgon until the time limit expired.
I can't use any of those three methods. But the key wasn't blood, amplification, or electricity—it was:

'Confusing Dorgon's mind!'

KWAK!
I squeezed out my remaining strength and plunged my ice sword into the ground, creating an icy escape path.
KWANG!
Dorgon immediately stomped on it, destroying the ice path to prevent my escape.
2 seconds.

Buluk.

"PAAH!"

I gathered heat in my mouth and fired it like a breath attack at Dorgon's face.
Dorgon, unfazed, swung his fist widely, but I backed away while continuing to breathe fire.
In response, Dorgon threw a punch forward, creating a destructive pressure wave that seemed capable of blowing everything away, but...

"Whew."

The reason I fired the breath wasn't to damage him, but to obscure his vision.
As he raised his fist, I stopped breathing fire and dodged to the side.
5 seconds.

'Already ten seconds.'

Ten seconds is one-sixth of the total.
Dorgon, seemingly reading my intentions, changed his attack method.

[Heroes have a fatal weakness. When your loved ones are in danger, you throw yourself in harm's way.]
"!"

He turned his head and spotted Ilaine.
Ilaine's swordsmanship and cold energy couldn't harm Dorgon. That made her an easier target than me or Grace.
Dorgon targeted Ilaine first to lure me in, but...

'Ah, how thoughtful of him.'

Good attempt, but...
My wife is stronger than me. These guys always think only Heroes are exceptional.
Turns out the Seven Heroes are the biggest Hero fanboys.

Ilaine is a wise knight.
Having seen even Grace get blown away, she realized she couldn't match Dorgon, so...

PACHANG!
Using a technique only she could use, the same one from the Ice Cave earlier...
Ilaine froze the ice in the air to create footholds, then used them to fly through the air.

No matter how invincible Dorgon had become, invincibility only strengthened his existing body—it didn't grant him flight.
In the novel too, he couldn't deal with Aran flying through the air.
Dorgon tried everything—firing pressure waves with his fists, creating wind by slashing the air, tearing up and throwing pieces of the ground—but...

PACHANG! PACHANG!
Ilaine gave her all, repeatedly creating ice and leaping, narrowly avoiding Dorgon's attacks.
That alone used up more than 10 seconds.

'If I had cold energy left, I might have been able to use that method too.'

What a shame.

Realizing that Ilaine, whom he thought would be easiest, was actually a waste of time, Dorgon stopped his attack and turned back to me.
Not precisely, but he probably had about 10 seconds left.
Grace buried under the massive terrain, Ilaine flying through the air—both would consume time to dig out or chase.

[I'll kill you with my greatest strike.]

Even I think I'm the highest probability target for his remaining time.
Whether I create steam or breathe fire, he just needs to deliver one powerful blow that will blow away all my tricks.

Judging by his posture, he was preparing something extraordinarily dangerous.
Space rippled around Dorgon's right arm as he drew it back, spontaneously creating a storm. Strange sounds could be heard too.
The power felt so immense that it seemed like his arm would burst from overload even with the Invincible domain.

"Luke!"

Ilaine, worried about me, shouted for me to dodge, but...
I can't dodge that.

'...And I don't need to.'

Dorgon, seemingly intent on killing me for certain, spent about 7 of his remaining 10 seconds gathering power.
His plan was to fire it with 3 seconds left.
That became his final mistake.

"I really thought I was going to die."

I exhaled in relief, feeling cold sweat running down my cheek.
Though the invincibility duration remained and Dorgon looked ready to unleash that power at any moment...
He won't be able to fire it. Because...

This wasn't how I planned to use it, but it works out.
Of the three tactics I prepared to defeat Dorgon...
The third and final one has arrived.

"Dorgon."
[!!!]

Startled by the familiar voice, Dorgon instinctively turned his head to the side.

[Aran...?]

The moment he acknowledged Aran, who had just arrived on the battlefield...

"Time's up."

Three seconds had passed, and Dorgon's invincibility duration ended.
And as soon as his invincibility ended...

PAJIJIJIK.
KWAGWAGWAGWAGWAGWANG!

Aran's lightning, Divine Punishment, struck him.

Ch.237 - Chapter 237. Hunting the Villain (6)
My three secret weapons and strategies to defeat Dorgon, the main villain of this episode, without the protagonists of <Brave Road>.

First, the Ice Snow Sword.
I focus the power of this mighty weapon, which faced the Western Legion in the novel, on Dorgon alone to make him expend his energy.
There were some dangerous moments, but with Elaine's help, I somehow managed it.

Second, Grace.
Even without Aran, we have another top-tier powerhouse in this world.
When she steps up, even Dorgon must bring out his demon form and fight with all his might. With the sword master Grace, plus me wielding the Ice Snow Sword and Elaine with her Crystal Sword assisting, we can gain the upper hand against Dorgon.
This will force Dorgon to use his ultimate technique, "Invincibility."
With Aran absent, he'll feel safe using it.

From that point, it becomes a battle against time.
We only need to hold out for 55 seconds—not even a full minute—against the invincible Dorgon.
When his invincibility duration is about to end, for the third part... Aran will appear.

It might seem contradictory that I planned to fight without the protagonist but then relied on Aran's power at the end.
Of course, Aran wasn't in a fully recovered state.
He could only summon one lightning strike, but that was enough for me.
What matters is that Aran appears on the battlefield and shows his face to Dorgon.

As expected, Dorgon—an extreme self-preservationist with a mind more complex than his size suggests—immediately fell back into his habitual suspicion upon seeing Aran's face.
This inevitably wasted precious seconds, causing what little remained of his invincibility duration to vanish into thin air.

CRACKLE-BOOM!
It's only a single attack, but it's the hero Aran's strike.
The number may be limited, but the power remains unchanged. Dorgon, likely experiencing Aran's electricity for the first time, fell to his knees on the spot.

[GRRRRRGH!]

Since the attack connected, the invincibility duration must have ended. That guy is in no position to waste time with poor acting.

Besides, even to my eyes, that pained expression isn't an act.
The domain "Invincibility" has the broken effect of preventing any damage during activation, but its side effects are tremendous.

Specifically, the body becomes vulnerable for as long as the invincibility was maintained.
To borrow the novel's expression, Dorgon's physical strength is now worse than that of an ordinary adult man.
Imagine such a weakened body taking Aran's lightning—one of his core techniques—head-on. The damage must be immense.
I'd guess it's painful enough to make him wish for death.

I watched Dorgon, who despite always being as hard and solid as if wearing a mask—and even more expressionless in his rocky monster form—couldn't hide his agony.

'While Aran's appearance was meant to disrupt Dorgon's concentration...'

It was also partly to let Aran have the final blow.
After all, this is his story, his revenge. It's right that he ends it with his own hands, not someone else's.
Hunting down villains is the hero's job.

Moreover, <Brave Road> is not just a revenge story but also a tale of recovery and regeneration—a betrayed human regaining trust and affection.
To complete this, Aran needs to confront his old connections with his own hands and resolve his inner conflicts.
Even though everything is over, how uncomfortable would it be if regrets or emptiness remained in him, corresponding to the unresolved space of Dorgon within him?
For his sake... and for Grace's too.

That's why Aran agreed to my plan and stepped in for the finale. He even thanked me for giving him the opportunity.
Perhaps his recovery of just enough strength for one final lightning strike was due to this very desire.

Crackle.
Aran withdrew his power after the lightning strike.
Not out of pity for his suffering former comrade, but because this was his limit.

As Aran withdrew his power, the 2nd Guard Unit that brought him immediately moved to surround him.
But Aran pushed aside their protection and stepped forward.
In place of the retreating guards, Grace, who had somehow broken through the rocks, stood beside him.

Aran approached Dorgon, who was kneeling with his entire body covered in soot, and asked:

"Why did you betray us?"

To this question, which he had asked his other former comrades, Dorgon quietly answered:

[He... desired it.]
"He? You mean Lucius? Is that all?"
[When he desires, I act. I am merely his hammer.]

Even Aran looked dumbfounded at Dorgon's puppet-like attitude.
I clicked my tongue softly.

Dorgon Ulfair.
The Great Lord of the West, Commander of the Steel Earth Legion, one of the 7 Heroes—despite these glorious titles...
He was Lucius's puppet.
And not because his mind was controlled, or he was brainwashed from childhood, or because hostages were taken.
He willingly annihilated his own will and became Lucius's slave of his own volition.

The sin he bore was "Sloth."
Like the others, it was a fitting sin indeed.
Despite possessing such power, he gave up making his own choices and chose to become a tool.

'No, there was just one thing that was his own will.'

Dorgon continued speaking as stone fragments fell from his body:

[Do you think peace will come to the world just because you defeated the Demon King? It's just a momentary sweetness. True peace... is when everyone submits under one absolute power.]
"..."
[Only the legitimate heir to the kingdom—him—can provide that. Heroes like you undermine his absoluteness. So you must disappear. You, the Northern Archduke, everyone who shares his power.]

Grace, not wanting to engage with him, turned away with a cold remark of "Madman."
But Aran, biting his lip at the heavy madness underlying Dorgon's serious voice, faced him without turning away.

"How is that peace? There's no human happiness in a world ruled by fear and violence."
[Happiness... Humans are so greedy. Isn't it enough to escape the fear of conflict? What more is needed? If they just obey, their lives and comfortable living will be guaranteed. Killing those who indulge in greed and destroy stability is the same as killing demons.]
"Do you really think there would be no fear of conflict in the world Lucius creates?"
[...]

Dorgon was silent for a moment before speaking again:

[Entertainment to relieve the ruler's stress is necessary. That way, he will take more interest in governing the kingdom.]

At those words, Aran sighed deeply and ended the conversation.
That statement alone made further dialogue with Dorgon meaningless.
Instead, he gave him one final message:

"Even though you look like this now, you were once human too."

To Aran's quiet rebuke, Dorgon closed his mouth, seemingly having no rebuttal.

Shing.
Aran drew his holy sword, Raybelt.
Even with his magical power depleted, he had enough strength left to stop his former comrade's evil deeds here.
Just as he was about to approach Dorgon to end it with his own hands...

[The process doesn't matter, only the result is important. Even if hundreds of thousands of people die, I would gladly do it if peace awaits at the end.]
"?"
[Congratulations. This war is the North's victory. The North, having defeated my legion, will enjoy a brief sweet peace. However.]

At that moment, purple energy surged into Dorgon's chest.
Seeing this, I shouted loudly:

"Elaine, ice!"

WHOOSH!
As I called for Elaine, I also clashed my two swords together to create steam, which enveloped Dorgon's surroundings.

[The old and new heroes, the Northern Archduke, all gathered in one place. Now I can fulfill the mission my master gave me.]

That disgusting bastard is planning to self-destruct!
Although he exhausted all his power with the Invincible Domain and was scorched by Aran's lightning in his weakened state...
Dorgon has the world's strongest endurance and is stronger than most high-ranking demons.
If someone like him turns his body into a bomb and self-destructs... we who are nearby will definitely die.

If Aran were in good condition, he could easily counteract it, but having just used up what little strength he had with that lightning strike, he can't help.
So the three of us excluding him must handle this.

[I offer this body to clear your path by removing these obstacles. My master, please pacify the world.]

Feeling irritation rather than horror at Dorgon, who prostrated himself like a fanatic offering a sacrifice, I covered his detestable body with steam.
But though his body was covered, Dorgon's demonic energy leaked out, uncontained.
The steam was about to be corrupted by that demonic energy when...

"Here I go, Luke!"

Elaine, gathering her strength, concentrated cold energy on her blade.
She swung her sword widely, unleashing the ultimate technique of the Snow Blade, Snowfall.

The heavy, storm-like cold energy Elaine raised responded to the steam I created.
Together they formed an ice crystal that seemed larger and harder than the ice crystals in the basement of the Snow Flower Tower, but...

Crack, crack-crack-crack.
The explosion Dorgon triggered with his life eerily began tearing apart the ice crystal we had created together, even though it was made with the cold energy of ice crystals.

"Nnngh!"
"Eek!"

When the ice crystal cracked like a spider web, my heart sank for a moment, but I hesitated for no more than 0.1 seconds.

We'd die anyway if that thing exploded.
Who would think about their bank balance when a nuclear bomb is exploding right in front of them?
With the mindset of "I can make another Ice Snow Sword later, sorry Bill!" I poured out my magical power as if scraping the bottom of an ice cream container.

Unlike in the Eternal Ice Cave, Elaine didn't need to conserve energy for anything else or worry about getting back.
She gave it her all, her face covered in sweat despite the cold northern winds.
She cast Snowfall not just once but countless times, covering the ice crystal with cold energy as if snow were actually accumulating.

The final battle unfolded.
Dorgon breaking, Elaine and I freezing. More cracks forming, and us covering them with cold energy.
Was his fanatical loyalty to destroy the surroundings stronger, or our will to protect this place?
The loser would certainly die, and we had no intention of losing or dying.

We had promised. After this war ends, we would have the grandest, happiest wedding ceremony with everyone's blessings.
That guy would die anyway even if he won, as his body would explode. Wouldn't our victory be the happier ending?
And adding a bit of personal desire...

'Elaine in a wedding dress!!!'

I couldn't die without seeing that.
And I think Elaine probably... no, definitely feels the same about seeing me in formal attire. Her eyes look different when I wear it.

I put everything I had into it—not with a determination to die, but to live, and with my feelings for Elaine added on top. Not until my arms fell off, but so I could hold her afterward.

Our couple's strongest joint technique gradually counteracted Dorgon's explosion, but...
One thing, just one thing was missing.
At this rate, even if we neutralized it, we couldn't stop the shockwave.

"We can't just stand by either."
"!"

Grace stepped forward.
In her hands was... Aran's sword.

"Ah!"

The holy sword Raybelt's ability is to erase negation. It has absolute advantage against demons and demonic energy.
If the Sword Saint Grace uses it...

Swish.
Grace looked at the storm of ice and demonic energy, took a stance with the sword raised high, and said:

"You two did really well. Thanks to you, the demonic energy is contained nicely instead of spreading."

Grace's eyes flashed, and an enormous pressure emanated from her, pressing down even on us.

"Enough for me to blow it away."

As soon as she finished speaking, Grace swung the sword.
All surrounding sounds disappeared.

BOOM!
An incredible sword energy that defied description was released.
This brilliant light of sword energy, which seemed to shake heaven and earth, devoured the ice we created and Dorgon's explosion like a predator.

In the place where the sword energy passed...
Nothing remained. Not even a trace of Dorgon.

'That's insane.'

Having witnessed Grace's full power ending the situation in an instant, I collapsed on the spot.
Was it because my legs gave out after witnessing such overwhelming power up close? That's partly true, but...

'We won.'

Dorgon's disappearance meant that Episode 4 was finally over.

"We won!!"

It meant we had eliminated the threat targeting the North in the novel.
The incident I had resolved to solve for my happy fantasy life since coming to this world...
Had been resolved.
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As Grace's sword energy erased Dorgon's existence from this world, the war came to an end.
The end of the war meant the end of Episode 4, the Northern Arc, the land of ice, iron, and blood.

I collapsed onto the snowy ground, feeling liberated, relieved, and joyful.

"Oh wait."

But there was something I needed to do first, so I immediately got up and ran.
My destination was, of course...

"Ilaine, are you alright?"

When things are over, I should check on my wife first.
Like the excellent royal guard she was, Ilaine stood firmly, though her face showed deep fatigue.
She was also sweating profusely.

The northern wind was already cold enough. If left like this, she'd catch a cold.
I wanted to keep her warm with my heat, but having used all my power against Dorgon, I had no mana left. Instead, I took out a handkerchief from my pocket and wiped her face.

"Thank you."

Ilaine didn't reject my gesture and quietly accepted it.
As I wiped away her sweat, I thought:

'This is what makes it all worthwhile.'

Though Ilaine's face showed deep fatigue, there was an even greater sense of relief and joy. She had protected the North from yet another massive threat, and I had survived the process unharmed.
She seemed proud that she could accomplish all of this with her own strength.

Suddenly, I imagined what expression Ilaine might have had after the war in "Brave Lord."
She would have felt the same relief and joy that the war had ended safely, but...

In the novel, considering the severe damage the North suffered in the war, Ilaine would have felt terrible regret and helplessness at having to watch from behind due to her serious shoulder injury.
The Ilaine who would have felt that way was now wearing a bright expression here, which made me happy too.
Thanks to Ilaine's active participation, we were able to save many more people.

"That's enough now."

Just as I prioritized taking care of Ilaine as her husband,
Ilaine tried to prioritize taking care of Grace as her royal guard, but then...

"...That won't be necessary."

She stopped in place and smiled faintly.
Following her gaze, I looked toward Grace.

"You're right."

Although they had become enemies who had to kill each other, and parted without ever truly understanding one another, they had once been comrades who trusted each other with their lives.
Being the sentimental person that Aran was, he seemed to have mixed feelings about Dorgon's demise, quietly staring at the place where he had vanished. Grace couldn't leave Aran alone and approached to comfort him.
With Grace's comfort, Aran smiled slightly at her, choosing to focus on the new bond that had approached rather than the old one that had departed.

'It's a romance.'

I thought it would be tactless to interrupt them now.
You know those situations in comics or dramas where a man and woman create a tender, good atmosphere, but someone barges in and ruins it, infuriating the viewers.

Eventually someone would have to approach Grace since she was the commander of the Northern Army, but at least we didn't want to be the ones blamed for it.
Understanding each other's thoughts, Ilaine and I decided to let them have their moment alone.

"Then I should take care of my husband too. Are you alright?"

My heart thumped when Ilaine immediately switched to wife mode after temporarily suspending her guard duties, but I managed to answer calmly.

"I want to go back, wash up, and sleep. Then eat a hearty meal."
"Hehe, since the Royal Guard has no special holidays, we'll probably be busy for a while even though the war is over. It was the same after the Great War."

...Come to think of it, now that the war is over, maybe I should quit the Royal Guard.
Not that I want to leech off Ilaine, but I'd like to transfer to a staff position or the knights' order and do some comfortable desk work.
If I'm being honest, the Royal Guard is really tough.

Could she read my wishes? Ilaine continued with a smirk:

"But you'll still have time to wash up, sleep, and eat your fill."

In that case, I'll postpone quitting for now. Ilaine would be disappointed if I left.
At least until the North stabilizes after the war, I should stay by her side as her adjutant and help her.
Beyond just supporting each other, we're a couple that works together.

"More importantly, is your head okay? You hit it pretty hard earlier."

I'd forgotten about it while focusing on the fight. Dorgon had thrown me to the ground, and I'd hurt the back of my head.
I reached back to touch the painful spot.

"Ah."

There's blood. Even though I protected my body with mana, the wound had opened slightly.
They say people start feeling pain once they discover they're hurt...

"Ow, ow, ow, ow."

Suddenly, the back of my head started throbbing with pain.
When Ilaine saw the blood on my hand, her eyes widened.

"How badly are you hurt? Let me see!"

She hurriedly grabbed me and tried to check the back of my head.
Even in this situation, I appreciated how she was being careful not to hurt me further.

"Phew, it's not a serious wound. But it needs proper treatment. It might leave a scar."

I was relieved that even Ilaine, who always worries about me, said it wasn't serious, but I promised right there to get it treated properly.
Despite her words, she was clearly concerned about my injury. She told me to let her know immediately if I felt dizzy, and stayed close to support me.

It didn't hurt that badly, but...
Slightly.
As a reward for fighting through my injury, I leaned on Ilaine.
Ah, that feels nice.

But it wasn't time to fully relax and enjoy comfort yet.

"Your Grace, please give us your orders."

Knight Commander Arthur, the most experienced and highest-ranking among us, stepped forward.
After putting to rest the guard soldiers who continued fighting due to brainwashing even after Dorgon's death, Grace nodded at his words.

"The leader of the Western Army, Dorgon Ulfair, has been defeated by me, Grand Duchess Grace Northrain of the North! From this moment, the war is over, so the Western Army should surrender without shedding meaningless blood!"

Grace loudly declared the end of the war on the battlefield and urged the Western Army to surrender, then continued:

"The Northern Army shall not recklessly try to annihilate the enemy. Protect our wounded comrades, disarm surrendering enemies, and organize the battlefield. However, there will be no mercy for those who still wish to rampage."
"Understood."

Knight Commander Arthur and Elite Corps Commander Lord Gunter, who had approached, received their orders and moved to carry them out.
Since the genre had shifted from romance to war, Ilaine and I also approached Grace.
I reported to her first.

"I couldn't report earlier because the situation was urgent. Jin, Dorgon's right-hand man and currently the second-in-command of the Western Army, has surrendered to us with his forces. He helped stop the Western forces at the front line."
"I was actually going to ask about him. I confirmed there was a division within the Western Army, but what happened?"

I told Grace about my conversation and negotiation with Jin.
From why Jin betrayed Dorgon, to the conditions of his surrender with the Western forces—preventing the annihilation of the West and providing post-war assistance.
Grace, now back in her role as the Grand Duchess of the North, listened intently to my words and then:

"Clean work. You conceded what needed to be conceded while securing definite benefits. We have no intention of destroying the West, nor do we plan to extend a hand to them like fools. You did well to just hear the conditions and defer the negotiation to me later."
"Thank you."

Grace seemed pleased with the conditions, nodding her head.

"Lord Luke, do you have a talent for governance?"
"Ahaha, not at all."

It wasn't talent for governance but experience from my previous life.
In the harsh world of contracts where every clause could be a trap, I had to develop these skills to avoid getting backstabbed.
Indeed, nothing learned is ever wasted, except for drugs.

Just then, someone approached us.
Dressed differently from the Northern Army—it was the leader of the Western Army, Jin, who was now the de facto leader of their forces in Dorgon's absence.

Jin dismounted and respectfully greeted Grace before speaking:

"Pleased to meet you, Grand Duchess of the North. I am Jin, the intelligence commander of the Western Army and the second Iron Hammer under Lord Dorgon. With the Grand Lord's position vacant, I wish to establish a ceasefire agreement with you as the temporary representative of the West."
"Hmm."

Having already heard the situation from me, Grace responded:

"I've heard the story from Lord Luke here. You want mutual cessation of hostilities and help with recovery after the war, correct?"
"That's right."
"And in return, you'll pay the price for the war once the chaos settles, lower your posture toward the North, and provide military cooperation in the war against the royal family. Is that correct?"
"...The first two are correct. However, direct military action would be difficult. This isn't an attempt to balance between the two powers, but because we've lost many troops in this incident. Please understand."
"I see."

Grace reorganized the terms of negotiation with Jin and then:

"Very well. I approve all of the above. From now on, the North and West are in a cooperative relationship."
"Thank you!"
"But I have additional conditions to propose."
"Additional... conditions?"

Jin looked at her with anxious eyes, but Grace spoke calmly:

"Of course. You may say you were manipulated by Dorgon's schemes, but the fact remains that Western soldiers trampled Northern lands. And we won by stopping you. How would it look to the Northern people if I just formed a cooperative relationship and sent you back without receiving anything in return? My reputation would suffer."
"Umm."
"So let's settle this cleanly. I'll take the Western Army's siege weapons as spoils of war. Including the blueprints, of course."
"!"

Jin's pupils shook violently at Grace's words.
The Western Army's siege weapons are the core strength of the Steel Earth.
Taking them means the North would gain that power too. This would widen the power gap between North and West even further.

But Jin had no way to refuse.
Grace's gaze toward him wasn't just testing him. It was a subtle threat that if he refused, she would pressure him with something else.
Besides, giving up the siege weapons and blueprints wouldn't erase the West's weapon technology.

"Understood. We will provide the weapons and blueprints we currently possess."

In the end, Jin chose to concede.

"Ah, and one more thing."
"...There's more?"

Jin expressed subtle dissatisfaction at the continuing conditions, but Grace wasn't one to be swayed by that.
I could tell she was training Jin right now.
As proof, Grace smiled slightly and then:

"This time I'm not asking for anything. In the preliminary skirmish with the vanguard, we captured some of your prisoners."
"Ah!"
"I intend to return them, unless you object?"
"N-no, not at all! Thank you for your consideration."

Just as Jin quickly bowed his head in realization, Grace's eyes flashed:

"However, the Battle Mages, was it? We'd like to keep them a bit longer. Ah, not as hostages. We find their magic and combat methods interesting and would like them to interact with our magic tower. Let's say they'll be the first bridge of cooperation between our regions."
"!!"

Jin flinched while keeping his head bowed, understanding that Grace intended to take the Battle Mages after the siege weapons.
He was probably sighing deeply in that position before composing his expression and raising his head again.
If he wanted to get back even some of his knights, he had to concede once more.

"Yes, that's fine."

With this, the ceasefire agreement between the North and West was established.
I inwardly admired Grace for extracting even more than I had and sincerely welcomed the successfully concluded agreement.

In the novel, the agreement never happened because all the corps' senior officers died.
Unlike the novel that ended with the war's conclusion, this world continues after the war ends.
Therefore, this agreement, which didn't exist in "Brave Lord," will be invaluable for enjoying my fantasy life.

Ch.239 - Chapter 239. Episode 4, End (2)
The war ended with Dorgon's death.
In truth, the battle had concluded while we were still fighting Dorgon.
Jin, who had gone to the front lines, mobilized his forces to stop the fighting and persuaded the Western Army by exposing Dorgon's true nature.

For the Western Army, who had been advancing with only Winter Cannon in sight, it must have been confusing why the second-in-command, Captain Jin, would turn against the Grand Lord to stop the war.
But they too had witnessed Mercy transformed into a monster before, and some among them had already harbored suspicions about Dorgon's intentions.
Above all.

"The Grand Lord... has changed."

They had been wavering until Jin convinced them.
But when Dorgon truly transformed into a rock monster, everyone realized he was of the same kind as the evil demon who once tried to destroy the West, and that he was leading them to their deaths. They all turned their backs on him.

Thanks to this, Jin was able to easily bring the legion under his control.
Having a strong aversion to this war created by a demon's greed, he immediately withdrew his troops and prohibited further conflict.

Fortunately, things went smoothly after the agreement.
The reason I tried to change the course of a battle that would have been won according to the novel anyway was to reduce the North's casualties.
Since the North suffered minimal human losses, they weren't vengefully inclined to retaliate against the Western Army.
Of course, despite my best efforts, I'm not a god, so there were still some casualties. But the North has a culture that glorifies combat, and Grace was planning to generously compensate the families of the victims.
The Western Army, being both invaders and losers, had no grounds to complain, especially when the North offered to help with post-war reconstruction.

And so, after Jin signed the treaty documents and publicly declared defeat, the Western Army gathered their troops and returned to their land.
Of course, as promised, they left all their siege weapons behind.

The sight of their retreating backs was understandably gloomy.
Still, more of them seemed relieved to be able to return home alive from a hopeless battle.
As for what happens next... they'll figure it out. They're a power in their own right. Seeing Jin's capabilities, I don't think they'll collapse.
Rather, after being cultivated as Dorgon's tools of war, they might finally grow into a proper industrial city using the technology they've accumulated.
And we'll be sticking our straw into them under the pretext of war reparations.

Though the Western Army had returned, there was another group with whom relations needed to be settled.

"Together we defeated Grand Lord Dorgon... no, I should just call him a demon now. Since we've vanquished the demon, I suppose this settles our accounts."
"Is the Golden Tower simply going to leave like this?"

In response to my question, Baroque, the Vice Tower Master of the Golden Tower, nodded as if it were obvious.

"That's right. We didn't cause any harm to the North in this war. Only the former Tower Master acted alone."

Well, that was true.
The Golden Tower had participated as an ally of the Western Army, but they only fired magic from a distance, and even that was all blocked by our defenses.
From the beginning, they lacked enthusiasm for the war, and Mercy wasn't the type to lead with charisma like Dorgon.

However, I had no intention of letting the Golden Tower go just like that.

"To be frank, it would be better for the Golden Tower to cooperate with our North for the time being."
"...What's the reason? This was just a special case. Magic towers are sanctuaries of knowledge that research magic independently, without entangling themselves with anyone."

Baroque showed discomfort, as if wondering if the North was also demanding war from them, but still maintained an attitude of willingness to listen, given that we had saved his life.
When an opportunity arises, you should seize it immediately. Just like Grace did.

"Not only was Dorgon a demon, but the Golden Tower Master was also a demon. Low, who attacked the North's Snow Flower Tower before, was a demon too."
"Hmm."
"Then what about Prince Lucius, who is also one of the Seven Heroes?"
"Hmm?!"

Baroque's eyes widened as if he had just realized something.

"Damn it, you're right."

The Golden Tower is located near the royal capital. Moreover, since Mercy and Lucius are both among the Seven Heroes, the current Golden Tower maintains close ties with the royal family.
Would Prince Lucius really leave the returning Golden Tower alone after discovering Mercy's secret?
Although the Golden Tower is called the premier magic tower, their opponent is a prince of the kingdom. In a direct confrontation, they would certainly lose.

"Thanks for letting me know. I could have walked right into danger if I'd returned like this."
"A wise person like yourself knows what to do, right?"
"No need for flattery. I'll discuss this with the elders here and establish a policy. Plus, I need to consult with those who remained at the tower."

This much warning should be sufficient for him.

If he has any sense, he'll contact us on his own.
In the novel, he showed good judgment by cooperating with Aran as soon as he learned Mercy's truth, so he'll realize that in the current situation, neutrality isn't an option and they must align with one side.
And if they're going to align with anyone, it would naturally be the North.

***

With the West and the Golden Tower settled, it was time to deal with internal matters.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Long live the Northern Archduke! Long live the Winter Lion!"

When Grace returned to the castle after defeating Dorgon, people had all come out to the streets to cheer enthusiastically.

"This is our victory! Rejoice, celebrate, and be glad to your heart's content!"
"Waaaaaaaaah!!!"

After successfully completing all the processes for ending the war, when she came out to the square to officially declare victory to the people of the North.
The cheers that erupted were loud enough to shake the world.
This seemed like an ovation that couldn't be compared even if you combined the cheers from when I was specially appointed, when we returned from the expedition against the orcs, and when we came back after subjugating the Silver Sabertooth.

It was understandable.
When we went on expeditions, we fought elsewhere and returned, so people were happy if things went well and sorry if they didn't.
But in this war, lives depended on the outcome, so how anxious must they have been? I clearly remember what the streets looked like, the expressions on people's faces when we were preparing for war.
Such cheers probably also erupted when the Great War ended.

"To celebrate our victory, we will hold comfort and celebration feasts for the next week, so release all the anxiety and frustration that has built up!"

And with the Northern Archduke offering free alcohol and meat, their happiness must have multiplied.
No matter how much the North values combat and doesn't fear war, the atmosphere had been heavy and dark for a while, which must have been stifling.
Now that they could finally enjoy themselves freely, people's faces were brighter than those of students who had just been liberated from entrance exams after finishing their college entrance tests.

'We don't have much post-war processing to do, so we can afford to rest.'

This was another benefit of having minimal damage.
The atmosphere wasn't gloomy, and the walls hadn't collapsed, so there was no need for urgent repairs. Since we fought only outside the city, there was no damage to the city interior, and there was no risk of disruption to people's daily lives.

Ah, of course, we did fight the chimeras inside the city during the fourth battle.
But since that was a planned operation to lure the enemy, we had taken precautions in advance, and thanks to the knights' field response during the actual battle, the damage was minimal.
So...

"Wahahahaha!"

The Guard, like everyone else, enjoyed at least one day of eating, drinking, and celebrating the victory with peace of mind.

In this war, the Guard had gone beyond protecting Grace and had been active in various areas as a separate unit.
During the decisive battle, they even formed an assault team with the knights to strike at the enemy's leader.
Having participated in and contributed to major operations from the initial skirmish with the vanguard, they naturally deserved grand rewards and celebrations.

Ilaine had also granted one day of freedom, which according to 4th Squad Leader Wizzle, was a more generous consideration than during the Great War.
He added that women indeed become softer when they fall in love, glancing at me as he said it.
Come to think of it, this person is Ilaine's fan, and his reaction was amusing when he heard about our romance. I wonder how he'll react to the news of our marriage.

Except for the 3rd Squad, who unfortunately had to remain on guard duty after losing at rock-paper-scissors, everyone gathered at the Guard barracks for a barbecue party.
I too enjoyed the barbecue with Rigrit and Sophia, members of the Guard Captain's direct team.

"So then, I was like!"

While I was too focused on fighting Dorgon to see, Rigrit apparently played a significant role in the battle against Dorgon's guards.
His sniping skills are unparalleled in preventing enemies from approaching allies. With his Icicle Bow, he can easily penetrate even heavy armor.
His ambition to make a significant contribution in this war seemed to have been fulfilled.

"That's because I blocked all enemies from approaching you. You should be grateful."
"Ah, thank you very much."
"Say it with sincerity."
"I am sincere."

Sophia, like Rigrit, had been a great help supporting our allies.
Especially since she had contributed by using Parma's flames in the battle at dawn, she must have been tired.
She says going three days without sleep is a basic qualification for mages. It's a common occurrence when immersed in research.
No wonder Sophia, who seems so delicate, endures well in the Guard, which is physically demanding.

'Come to think of it.'

Is this team also coming to an end now?
Sophia belongs to the Snow Flower Tower and was dispatched to the Guard as support for this war.
Moreover, she has been specially promoted to an official elder for her achievements, so now she must fulfill her elder duties at the Snow Flower Tower.

Rigrit too was prioritized for field deployment rather than squad assignment, and with no place for his new position as an archer, he was temporarily assigned directly under Ilaine.
The Guard Captain's direct team doesn't originally exist and was created temporarily, so he will now be officially assigned to another squad.

'I'm also thinking about changing jobs, so it is indeed time to part ways.'

Still, it was a shame because the four of us, including Ilaine, got along so well.
Although our time as a team ends here.

"Let's stay close friends in the future."

When I proposed a toast, Rigrit and Sophia also raised their glasses.

"Absolutely!"
"Oh my, aren't we already close? Why so formal all of a sudden."

So we toasted together.
Just as I was about to take a sip.

"I see I'm a bit late."

Ilaine joined the party belatedly after giving guard duty instructions to the 3rd Squad.
As the Guard Captain arrived, the members cheered, and the atmosphere heated up even more.

She and I were currently the most famous figures from this war.
Beyond other contributions, we were among the four who had taken the head of Dorgon, the leader of the Western Army.
And considering that two of those four were the Hero and the Northern Archduke, I—and especially I—was part of an incredible group.

Because of this, I was already overwhelmed by the Guard members before the party started.
It feels good to receive gratitude and admiration from people I've saved, but being the center of attention and treated like a hero was somewhat embarrassing.

"Now that the Captain has arrived, let's toast again!"

When the youngest squad leader, 4th Squad Leader Wizzle, raised his glass and called out, all the Guard members raised their glasses.
As her adjutant, I approached Ilaine and handed her a glass.

Ilaine nodded, took my glass, gave me a meaningful look, then turned back to the members and said:

"You all did really well. Thanks to everyone's efforts, we were able to protect not only Her Grace but also the families, brothers, and friends of the North in this war. I extend my respect and gratitude to each and every one of you for your contributions. I am truly proud of you all."

At Ilaine's congratulatory speech, satisfaction spread across the faces of the Guard members.
Although she never spared praise and encouragement for subordinates who did well, it wasn't often that she repeated compliments like this.
Most of the members present had worked with Ilaine for at least a few months. They all felt how sincerely she was praising the Guard.

"Now, for our Guard and the North in the future. Let's all toast!"

As Ilaine finished her speech and raised her glass high, all the members responded.

"Cheers!"
"Cheers!!!"

Everyone toasted loudly together with Ilaine's lead.
After draining her glass with satisfaction and wiping her mouth, Ilaine spoke again.

"Now that we've shared a toast, I have some happy news to share with everyone on this occasion."
"?"

At the mention of happy news, the Guard members tilted their heads curiously, wondering what she was about to say.
I flinched, feeling a familiar déjà vu. This pattern...

"Now that the war is over... I'd like you all to come to my wedding."
"???"
"I'm getting married."
"!!!"

Yes, I was mentally prepared for this because I suspected it.
I happened to be standing next to Ilaine. She seemed to have planned this arrangement, so I stepped forward.

"I have one more announcement regarding that."
"Huh?"
"I am the partner."

I declared, gently wrapping my arm around Ilaine's waist.
Ilaine, who had developed a taste for putting me in awkward situations, was shocked when the tables were turned.

"???!!!"

The eyes of all the Guard members widened at the sight.
Even 4th Squad Leader Wizzle, who already knew about our relationship, looked like his eyes might pop out.

"You only need to give one wedding gift, so please don't feel too burdened."

I made a joke, but the atmosphere didn't lighten at all and instead intensified.
In the end, I was once again overwhelmed by everyone, just like before the party started.
The barbecue meat seemed to be cooking from the heat of the atmosphere rather than the fire.

Well... as long as it's enjoyable, it's fine.
Rather, this boisterous and bustling scene gave me the feeling that the North had finally achieved peace.

Ch.240 - Chapter 240. The Next Story (1)
A month had passed since the end of the Northern War.
In novel terms, you could say this was the epilogue period after the end of Episode 4 and before moving on to the next episode.

Cooking includes washing dishes, and they say unpacking is the hardest part after a big trip.
Just because the war ended didn't mean that month passed leisurely. If anything, it was incredibly busy.

Looking at external matters first.
After assigning spies to monitor for any contingencies, we confirmed that the Western Army retreated quickly back to the West without inflicting any further damage on the North.
Though we had promised post-war aid, we didn't need to meddle in every aspect of their internal affairs. They should handle that level of chaos themselves.
Grace said she planned to extend help only after their internal matters were settled and they specifically requested our assistance.

After a month, news of the Northern War's outcome must have reached the royal capital and Prince Lucius's ears by now.
With this, only one of the Seven Heroes remains besides Aran, and in the novel, Dorgon's death prompted him to take direct action, so he'll likely make a move soon.

This puts the Golden Tower on high alert.
In the novel, there was no need to target the Golden Tower after Dorgon's death because Mercy was still around, but here, Mercy died in the Northern War.
Would Lucius really leave the treasure trove that is the Golden Tower untouched? Especially when it's so close to his home, within arm's reach.

That's why I had warned Vice Tower Master Baroque about this possibility beforehand. He must have found my warning credible because he listened carefully instead of dismissing it.

"I've decided to seal the tower temporarily. This seal cannot be broken even if demonic armies attack or if all three former Tower Masters came together. Of course, no spatial magic can penetrate it either."
"That's impressive. What about the mages inside?"
"They all evacuated before the sealing. Which brings me to ask... would it be alright if I stayed in the North during this time?"

It would be beneficial for us if Lucius couldn't touch the Golden Tower and its mages came to the North.
However, since Baroque had the deepest connection with me and I'd been dealing with him thus far, this matter exceeded my authority, so I referred him to Dariel, the Snow Tower Master.
Fortunately, Dariel welcomed the Golden Tower mages' visit and proposed an exchange of magical knowledge between the two towers.
The knowledge from the Golden Tower, considered the greatest magical tower, would greatly benefit the Snow Tower, and strengthening the Snow Tower would enhance the North's power.
It was killing two birds with one stone.

The trade routes with the East, which had been disrupted by the war, were also restored. The East had hoped to make a fortune through smuggling if the war had been prolonged, so they were somewhat disappointed.
On the other hand, they seemed relieved to maintain good relations with the North without creating friction.

Internal affairs were also perfectly managed.
While there wasn't much expenditure needed for reconstruction due to minimal damage within the castle, that was only true for the interior.
The villages outside the castle had suffered from looting. Grace provided appropriate support to everyone—both those who wanted to settle in Wintercannon and those who wished to return to their hometowns.

As the wartime system ended, the streets gradually returned to their original appearance.
A week-long victory celebration breathed new life into the area, helping the Northern people vigorously rebuild their livelihoods.
They truly are descendants of those who built castles on snow despite the harsh cold, drove away magical beasts, and established families. Their resilience is extraordinary.

The Guard also returned from their special duties to their original mission of protecting Grace.
...However, one thing was different from before.

'Oh, what a headache.'

The Guard Captain's marriage announcement that Ilaine had blurted out during the victory celebration and I had accepted.
That major incident had the entire Guard buzzing.

All members acknowledged that we were always together, that Ilaine particularly cherished me, and that we appeared close.
But the fact that Captain Ilaine, who had never had a single rumor about her in eight years and had rejected all marriage proposals, had been secretly dating and was now getting married was enough to shock them all.
Especially since the proposal had already happened.

Since we would eventually have to reveal our marriage to the Guard anyway, we were mentally prepared to answer all the incoming questions.
But even if each person asked just three questions, that's three hundred questions. The mental and physical exhaustion was unavoidable.
And since they found it difficult to interrogate Captain Ilaine directly, they targeted me as the easier option.

Still, one thing made me happy.
Despite their initial surprise at the sudden news, once their curiosity was satisfied, the members sincerely congratulated us.
The male members patted my shoulders or back, praising my manliness, while the female members admired what a splendid couple we made.
And they acknowledged that I was the most suitable match for their captain.

'I must have lived well.'

When we first started dating secretly, I worried that I might be a blemish on her reputation.
Hearing such evaluations made me feel rewarded for all my hard work.
These days, I even felt confident that no one else could be a better match for Ilaine.

Ilaine also returned to her daily routine, accompanying Grace and keeping busy with managing the Guard.

"Lord Ruke, please deliver these documents to the Knights."
"Yes, understood."
"And..."

Ilaine handed me the documents and looked at me.

"I love you."

After the war, Grace held a week-long celebration and told Ilaine and me to rest completely without working during that period.
It wasn't favoritism or special consideration. In reality, Ilaine and I had fought the Hero Dorgon and were physically exhausted to the extreme.
Grace knew this and didn't force us to work, telling us to rest.
Since there were no urgent matters, and personnel adjustments had been made before the war in preparation for such situations, we didn't decline.

For two days of that week, we stayed at home without moving, holding hands and spending time just sleeping and resting.
Whoever woke up first would cover the other with a blanket.
Though sleeping, we still got hungry, so we prepared meals for each other at mealtimes.
When the other woke up, we'd greet each other with a smile despite our disheveled appearance.

After eating, we'd bathe together since going to sleep immediately would hinder digestion.
While bathing, we'd tickle each other with light affectionate gestures, but the teasing anticipation of postponing more due to fatigue was also enjoyable.
Then we'd cover ourselves with one blanket, chat softly, and fall asleep.

The serenity and languor I experienced after so long felt wonderful.
The bedding was soft, the sunlight warm, Ilaine's sleeping warmth beside me comforting, and her breathing adorable.
Who said that continuous sweet love becomes boring? The people involved are this happy.

After two days of languid rest, having replenished our sleep, we went out to enjoy dates.
Since it was festival season, people who had been cooped up indoors were eagerly showcasing their talents.
With the excuse that we needed to replenish our depleted physical and magical energy by eating well, we busily went here and there.

-Oh! It's Sir Ruke, the Ice Flame Knight!
-And isn't that Lady Ilaine, the Guard Captain?

Perhaps because we were going to get married anyway and let our guard down, we went out without even light disguises, showing our bare faces, and quite a few people recognized us.

The battles had always taken place outside the castle walls, so ordinary citizens hadn't witnessed our exploits firsthand.
But soldiers are family members of citizens.
When they returned home and shared war stories, our names must have been mentioned at least once, and given that Ilaine and I were already famous, rumors spread quickly.

-Thank you for ending the war!
-Thank you for protecting us!
-Wow! Heroes of the North!

Being surrounded by people turned our private date into a lively event, but both Ilaine and I enjoyed it more. After all, we both lived on the pride of protecting this place.

-Should we also visit your parents' home while we're at it? To let them know we returned safely.
-!

Ilaine flinched at my words, as if she hadn't thought of that.

-...Yes, let's go. To inform my parents of our safe return.

Ilaine took my hand and led the way to her parents' house.
At her parents' home, we reported that we had returned safely without injuries. Her parents welcomed not only Ilaine but also treated me like a son.

-Welcome, both of you must have been through a lot.

While enjoying the food prepared by my mother-in-law, we finally had a relaxed drink with my father-in-law.
My father-in-law said he had been wanting to drink with his daughter's couple and brought out his treasure, which, true to the Northern people's deep appreciation for alcohol, was a fine liquor perfectly suited to Ilaine's and my tastes.

We continued to enjoy our week-long vacation, resting our bodies and minds before returning to the Guard.
Perhaps because we had already announced our marriage to the members, Ilaine, true to her character of clearly separating public and private matters, treated me as a subordinate rather than a husband as soon as we returned to work.

But the frequency of her casually expressed affection increased.
Previously, she only did this when we were alone, but now she would wink or smile at me even when other members were present.
Each time, I was pestered by the other members.

And so, the North completely regained its peaceful daily life.

***

While peace returned to the North with the end of Episode 4, complete peace had not yet come to this world.

The main villain of the final episode of "Brave Lord" and the final boss of the novel, Aran's last revenge target and the leader of the Seven Heroes.
As long as Lucius Artia remained in the kingdom, Aran's journey would continue, and as long as the protagonist Aran's journey continued, the story of this world would continue.

During the past month, while the North was dealing with post-war matters and returning to daily life, Aran's group likewise focused on recovering from the war's toll.
The location of Lucius, the last revenge target, was the royal capital at the heart of the Artia Kingdom.
Being both the final battle and the most dangerous place with the strongest enemy in their journey so far, they wanted to prepare perfectly before going.

Their intention was admirable, but Aran's journey would likely be easier than in the novel.
Because...

"Therefore, I intend to hold the mastermind of this war accountable and help Aran by going to the royal capital to end everything."

At Grace's declaration, the North's senior officials, gathered together for the first time since the war, widened their eyes.
Who wouldn't be surprised when the Grand Duchess of the North announced she would temporarily leave her position to join the hero's group in the royal capital to defeat the prince?

"It's dangerous. If that's the case, we'll gather troops and accompany you."

At Knight Commander Arthur's words, others also agreed and stepped forward to join.
But Grace firmly refused.

"We just fought a war. And now you want to immediately wage war against the central government? Apart from everything else, the soldiers are exhausted."
"But..."
"They probably didn't expect me to come secretly in person. So to surely defeat Lucius, this is the best method. Once it's revealed that he's a demon, the capital's soldiers will side with us, just like this time."
"Hmm..."

While Grace's words had merit, as loyal subjects, they couldn't send their lord into danger alone.
As Arthur and the other officials groaned, wondering what to do...

Grace is a wise ruler.
Understanding why her subjects reacted this way, she smiled slightly and continued.

"If you insist, you could ally with the West for a show of force to draw out their troops, which would help. This time, we can use the fact that the Seven Heroes are demons, so try public opinion campaigns and drawing in other regions again."
"Ah!"
"But absolutely no armed conflicts."

This was a reasonable compromise.
Once Grace made up her mind, she wouldn't change it. She was determined to go to the royal capital with Aran to judge Lucius.
If our forces could draw the central army away from the capital, it would reduce the threat to Grace, and if necessary, we could even resort to armed conflict to save her.

"Understood."

After Arthur, representing the others, yielded, Grace smiled with satisfaction and gave instructions for each department on what to do during her absence.

By the way, since it was time for Aran's group to depart for the central region, I expected them to approach me, but it was surprisingly quiet.
I'm not disappointed or regretful at all. It's just a bit strange that after previously inviting me to join their group, they suddenly went silent.
But then...

"Lord Ruke, and Lady Ilaine."
"?"
"Please stay behind, you two. I have something to discuss."
"??"

Something to discuss?
Not just me but Ilaine too. What could it be?
We already knew Grace would be going with Aran, so that wasn't news.
I was curious about what she needed to discuss with just the two of us.

...And there, we received a truly surprising proposal.

Ch.241 - Chapter 241. The Next Story (2)
After Arthur and other senior members received their assignments from Grace for each area during the Northern Duke's absence and left, Elaine and I remained behind as she had instructed.

Grace invited us to sit beside her, and although I had no idea what she wanted to discuss, I followed her instructions and sat down.

"Enter."
"?"

When Grace snapped her fingers as a signal, the door opened and a group of people walked in.
They weren't unfamiliar faces.
The man standing at the front and the women behind him were none other than Aran's party.

'Hmm, this doesn't seem particularly pleasant.'

At first, I thought she had called us because she had tasks for Elaine and me during her absence.
After all, we two were Grace's trusted confidants.

But why dismiss the northern people and bring in Aran's party?
That's when I realized this wasn't about northern affairs.
And when it came to matters concerning Aran's party, only one thing came to mind.

'Aran's party lacks an advisor role.'

Moreover, originally Aran was supposed to choose his heroine just before the final episode—the mage Nia.
But in this world, due to my interference, Aran had already made up his mind, and his choice was Grace.

The problem is that the three heroines in Aran's party don't know this fact, and because they don't know, they'll likely make romantic advances toward Aran as they did in the novel.
The absence of Episode 5 means the story with Mercy and the Golden Tower is gone, but not the journey from the north to the royal capital.

This alone is troublesome, but there's another problem:
Aran's party is what you'd call a harem party. The gender ratio is beyond broken—it's literally a world with only one man.
Whether Aran likes it or not, he has to spend every day, every moment of his journey with women. It would be problematic for Grace to monopolize him under the pretext of being lovers.
To overcome the final battle they must face, his companions need to unite their strength rather than be divided.

So what Grace wants from me is twofold.
Since Aran's party has been eager to recruit me from the beginning:
First, to serve as the party's advisor, and second, to accompany Aran as a male member, reducing the heroines' opportunities to approach him.

'How meticulous of her.'

If my guess is correct, there's one more hidden intention here.
If I stick close to Aran and keep a tight watch on him, I can also decide when to give him space.
And I would only discreetly let him go when he and Grace want to meet in private.

As expected of the Northern Duke.
She may be awkward in romance, but they say love is war, and in war, her mind works brilliantly.
Though I'm reluctant to go along with it, I applaud her efforts to become a schemer for the sake of love.

'But why did she call Elaine?'

Is it because leaving just me would be too obvious? Or is she trying to persuade Elaine, who would oppose my departure?
Even so, the reason seems strange. If she wanted to persuade Elaine, she could do it separately later. Why in front of Aran's party?
Or is she bringing Elaine along as her knight to strengthen their forces? But then I couldn't help with Grace's hidden agenda.

After Aran's party sat down across from us, Grace began to speak.

"The reason I called you two separately is because I have what you might call a proposal, or a favor to ask."

I'm curious why she called Elaine too, so I'll listen.

"What is it?"
"Well... before that, I should explain this first. As I mentioned in the meeting earlier, after resting for the past month, Aran is now preparing to depart for the royal capital to settle things with Lucius. Before that, Aran's side wanted to recruit Lord Luke as a companion. Isn't that right?"
"Yes, that's correct."

Aran affirmed Grace's question.
Come to think of it, I had received offers from Nia and Eris, but not directly from Aran, the leader.
At the time, they said Aran was still considering it.
So his affirmation of Grace's words now means that Aran has decided to seek my help.

...Wait.
But Grace's words just now were strange.
"Wanted to" is past tense, isn't it?

"If Lord Luke and I join Aran's party together, it would strengthen both our military might and strategic capabilities. However, in the course of discussing with Aran, we came up with a new approach that I'd like you to consider."

A new approach?
Elaine turned to me with wide, questioning eyes upon hearing that I had almost joined Aran's party, but I shook my head since I didn't know what would follow either.
Was Grace not planning to bring me into Aran's party after all?

"I'll be direct. Lord Elaine and Lord Luke, could the two of you form a separate team to support us?"
"?!"

Grace's proposal surprised both Elaine and me as it was something neither of us had anticipated.
So instead of having me join Aran's party, she's asking us to form a second unit to support Aran's group.
Naturally, we would also head to the royal capital, coordinating our movements with Aran's party.

While feeling embarrassed that all my earlier assumptions were unnecessary fuss, I considered this new approach—a second unit for Aran's party.

'In the novel, there was certainly no second unit for Aran's party.'

Aran's party remained four people until the end... well, one more person did join in Episode 5. Though they joined so late that they ended up as a brief sub-heroine.
Anyway, they maintained a five-person structure until the final battle with Lucius, the final boss.

But now suddenly a second unit?
Setting aside practical reasons like efficiency, I was curious how this development, so different from the novel, came about.
Before I could ask, Grace answered.

"Prince Lucius is an inscrutable person. Gentle yet cold, seemingly foolish yet meticulous, weak yet strong."
"..."
"The most dangerous thing is that while we don't know him, he knows us well. He has excellent analytical skills. His detection abilities are also considerable—he could monitor us if he catches even a single trace."
"Hmm."
"So we need a secret or two that he absolutely cannot know about. Simply having me join as a powerful force isn't enough to deal with him perfectly."

Ah, I see what she means.
In short, she wants us to be an unknown dagger.
I agree about Lucius's analytical and detection abilities—I'm well aware of them myself.

"Let me explain the specific approach. Lord Luke's team will operate separately, moving toward the royal capital via a different route and on a different schedule than us. We'll meet just once before entering the royal capital. After entering, we'll exchange strategies only at predetermined locations, communicating through letters rather than meeting directly."

I understand. The operational method shows signs of careful consideration.
Simply put, though we're called a second unit, we're essentially acting independently while fighting Lucius together.

'I don't like it... but this isn't something I can casually refuse.'

Grace is genuinely considering and caring about Elaine's and my circumstances, not just ordering us around.
The fact that she's presenting this blueprint to us means it's an important matter.

Moreover, from her perspective, I'm just a retainer, and Elaine is a true vassal.
The other team members won't be recruited from elsewhere, so they'll be people from the north.
This makes it look like Grace is asking her subordinates to go to the royal capital and fight the royal family for Aran's sake.
A proposal that could seem selfish at first glance. Grace would be aware of that.

Elaine also had a serious expression, recognizing this wasn't a decision to be made lightly.
With her strong sense of responsibility, she would be inclined to agree to help Grace, the Northern Duke.
But since others would be going with her, not just herself, it would be difficult to readily agree.

Plus, I'm going too.
As for the team, since this operation prioritizes secrecy, it would be fewer than ten people at most. Entering the enemy's stronghold, the royal capital, with such a small number is no ordinary risk.

While we were contemplating what to do:

"May I say something to both of you?"

Aran also had a serious expression as he addressed us.
He said the second unit plan came up during his discussion with Grace, so his thoughts must be reflected in it.
Since we couldn't ignore this, Elaine and I turned our attention to him.

"This might sound like I'm trying to persuade you, but as someone who was once Lucius's companion and knows what he's like, I say this with sincerity."

Despite using formal speech due to the awkward presence of Elaine, Aran was looking at me with respectful eyes as well.
He probably would have used formal speech even if I were alone. That's how sincere he was.

"Lucius is someone who must achieve what he intends by any means necessary. You can see that just from the Chimeras in this recent war."
"..."
"If I fail, he will target the north again first. He desires the destruction of the north. As long as he exists, the north will never be free from threat."

With a bow, Aran made his request to us with utmost politeness.

"Please consider this fight not for my sake, but for the north. I too will fight not for personal revenge, but to prevent the destruction he will cause. So please, fight with me against him. I truly need your strength."

Ugh.
Unfortunately, neither Elaine nor I have the heart to be too harsh. It's difficult to outright refuse when someone goes to such lengths.
Moreover, Aran is a hero who once saved the north and recently helped tremendously—an important benefactor to Elaine.
For me, he's the protagonist who created the opportunity for me to enter this world and meet Elaine.
How could our hearts not be moved when such a person says he needs our strength?

'Even excluding emotional reasons.'

I agree with Aran's words.
Though I think it unlikely with Grace on his side now.
In the worst case, if Aran fails, Lucius will target the north first. Then the north would have to face him without Grace.

'Above all, there's something that concerns me.'

I don't know the ending of <Brave Lord>.
That means I don't know if Aran can defeat Lucius, or what the outcome of their battle will be.
What if, as Grace said, the inscrutable Lucius has prepared something special against Aran, who defeated the Seven Heroes, and because of that, Aran loses to him.
And what if the reason I came to this world was to change that outcome...

'My one and only goal: a peaceful fantasy life.'

To achieve that, I won't tolerate even small variables. I've been blocking, eliminating, using, and taking away all the means enemies might use.
Variables.
Could the ending of this story, which I don't know... be a variable I need to eliminate to achieve my goal?

Looking back, Rowe's sudden intrusion into the Snow Tower terrorist incident, and Mercy from Episode 5 joining the war.
All major variables came from Lucius.
If so.

'Actually, though neither of them said it directly, there's a separate ultimate reason they want to bring me in.'

The Second Hero.
Perhaps it's because I declared myself as such in front of Dorgon. Grace's sparkling eyes as she looked at me have been unsettling.
To put it bluntly, the real intention behind the second unit is for me to create another hero party so we can catch Lucius together.
And Grace probably hoped my thoughts would reach this conclusion.

"Sigh."

Well, well.
I've always said "let's take the easy way" as a habit.
But it seems I need to make a decision with my eyes wide open.

Normally I would have refused, but if we're creating an entirely separate team rather than being guest members of Aran's party, I might be able to move more freely.
I've been thinking a lot during this war. The world where Elaine and I will live, and where our future child will live, should be beautiful.
For that...

"I..."

Yes, I've been annoyed by the Seven Heroes causing all sorts of terrorism in the north, which I consider my home.
I should go and punch Lucius—the one behind Mercy and Dorgon—in the face just once.

Ch.242 - Chapter 242. Together to the Royal Capital (1)
Having entrusted internal affairs to Administrator Bayer and other administrators, and external matters to Knight Commander Arthur, Grace temporarily set aside her position as the Northern Grand Duchess and officially joined Aran's party.

The other heroines had been informed beforehand and accepted Grace's addition to the group. Among them, Yui the swordswoman, who had the sharpest intuition, felt some suspicion, but since she was the most pro-Aran among the heroines, there was no friction. Grace, with her politically-honed perception, won Yui's favor by helping with her training as a fellow swordswoman.

Thus, Grace and the recovered Aran's party, now five in total, headed toward the royal capital—the site of the final battle against Lucius, the prince of the Kingdom of Artia, who was both the final boss of <Brave Road> and the mastermind behind everything.

Needless to say, going in secret was impossible. Aran and Grace were the savior hero and great ruler who had led the north to victory through two crises. Their popularity in the north was at its peak right now, far exceeding even mine.

Especially Grace, who as the Northern Grand Duchess personally inspected the castle and took care of the people's welfare. It was like watching a world star's tour that I had only seen in photos in my previous life.

If such a Northern Grand Duchess suddenly disappeared one day, wouldn't it cause confusion and worry among the citizens? It was better to clearly explain the situation before leaving. One might think that announcing Grace's departure for the royal capital with the hero could cause further confusion and concern.

But actually, this was the optimal timing.

"Therefore, for the eternal peace of the north, I will go to the royal capital with Hero Aran to conclude this matter once and for all. Warriors of the north, lend me your strength!"
"Waaaaaaaaah!"

The citizens erupted in cheers at Grace's declaration. The powerful and great Northern Grand Duchess who had led them to victory was going to the royal capital to deal with those behind the war. How could they not support a warrior's departure?

Of course, they might secretly worry about her going with only a small group without an army. But by Grace's side was the hero, a guerrilla warfare professional who had invaded the depths of the demon lands with just seven people and defeated the Demon King, ending the Great War.

Above all, Grace's dignified expression blew away even the citizens' anxiety. All northerners unanimously believed in and prayed for her victory. The strongest knight of humanity, Grace Northrain, would not lose to anyone.

'Sir Arthur and the knights, along with the elite troops, are scheduled to deploy in a few days to lure the central army anyway.'

So there was no need to worry about the north in Grace's absence. As Ilaine had told her before, the north's sturdy ice walls weren't so weak that they would crumble just because the Grand Duchess was temporarily away.

Come to think of it, Grace's sword, the Water King Sword, which was also the Northrain family's treasured blade, had broken during the battle with Dorgon. I don't know the details, but it was a sword passed down through generations to the head of the Northern Grand Duchy, and a magnificent blade capable of channeling Grace's powerful strength. I thought I should return the Ice Snow Sword I had received, as she couldn't go to the royal capital wielding just any sword after losing such a weapon.

"No, that's not necessary. Lord Luke should continue using that sword."
"Are you sure?"
"Of course. From what I saw during the fight with Dorgon, the Ice Snow Sword's abilities suit Lord Luke best. If you feel it's too much, I'd like you to continue protecting the north with that sword."
"Even without the Ice Snow Sword, I'll protect the north with everything I have. But Your Excellency, you don't know what might happen in the royal capital. Shouldn't you have a strong sword to rely on?"
"Ah, that's certainly true."

Grace smiled, saying it wasn't a problem at all, then headed to the Snow Flower Tower with me, Ilaine, and her escort. I wondered why she was suddenly visiting the Snow Flower Tower, but I soon realized her intention. Of course, someone like Grace wouldn't have neglected such basic preparation.

The Snow Flower Tower was both a magic tower and the north's weapons development center. Currently, Bill, the blacksmith who had created the Crystal Sword and Ice Snow Sword, was invited there as a weapon artisan.

"Hey there, my excellent customer and benefactor, Lord Luke! It's been a while. I heard my masterpiece, the Ice Snow Sword, ended up in your hands?"
"Yes, it's truly a work of art. Thank you."
"Hehe, and you're still using that dagger, my first cold iron weapon?"
"It's like my left hand now."

While Bill and I exchanged greetings, Grace approached. Bill, whose personality turned submissive before important people, immediately bowed and presented a sword to Grace. As expected, during the past month, Grace had asked Bill to make her a new sword.

"As Your Grace ordered, this is a pure iron sword made solely of cold iron, focusing only on durability, without any special functions or other considerations."
"Good, I like the weight. I said it could be as blunt as a club, but the blade is properly forged too. Well done, artisan."
"Hehe, it's my utmost honor to craft a sword for Your Grace, the strongest knight."
"I don't doubt your skill, but how strong is it? Can you guarantee it won't break no matter what it cuts?"
"For that sword to break... I don't know."

Though it might seem like an irresponsible answer, Grace's smile deepened at his words.

"You probably never will know. So, what's this sword's name?"
"Oh! Since you told me not to consider anything else, I didn't consider a name either. If you, the owner, would name it yourself, the sword would be delighted."

Grace laughed heartily at Bill's joke-that-wasn't-a-joke and named the sword "Lion Sword" after her swordsmanship style. Having obtained her new sword, Grace departed not as the Northern Grand Duchess but as a member of Aran's party, wearing light armor like a wandering knight rather than her usual splendid and majestic white armor.

***

Exactly five days after Grace and Aran's party left for the royal capital.
As they had requested, we were about to depart for the royal capital as Team 2 to support Aran's party.

"Whew, the royal capital! I'm nervous! Despite appearances, I've never been to the royal capital. My father and brother have, though."
"I've never been to the royal capital either. Magic tower mages tend to avoid leaving their regions. ...Honestly, if it weren't for this situation, I wouldn't have even thought about going there in my lifetime."

Though only Ilaine and I had been directly asked by Grace and Aran, what they wanted from us was a team. We clearly understood that two knights alone couldn't accomplish much in the royal capital.

So, after rigorously selecting from the north's many talented individuals based on skill, teamwork, and mission suitability, we finally formed the strongest possible team.

'Well... I expected this from the start.'

Both subjectively and objectively, this was the dream team we could assemble.

"But Rigrit, you surprise me. Don't you prefer visible achievements? This is a covert operation, so you won't be able to gain any recognition."
"What about you, Sophia? There's nothing particularly beneficial for you in this operation. It's neither for gaining new magical knowledge nor protecting Snow Flower Tower's research. I heard mages participate in battles only after calculating the benefits."
"My, I am calculating. Investigating the magic level in the royal capital will provide valuable information for the north's future defense. And since Lord Luke and Her Grace provided the ice crystals that were crucial in the last war, I'm repaying that debt on behalf of Snow Flower Tower."
"If you put it that way, I have my reasons too. Thanks to Brother Luke's guidance, I gained plenty of recognition in the last war, so I'm repaying that debt. ...While it's a covert operation now, once the prince is defeated and the truth revealed, I'll also get attention for contributing to his subjugation. That's achievement, isn't it? Hehe."
"Your enthusiasm is admirable."

I chuckled at Rigrit and Sophia. As expected, both had accepted our proposal without a moment's hesitation. With this, the Guard Captain's direct team was reunited once again.

'Rigrit the sniper and Sophia the elder mage both possess outstanding abilities, and their cooperation is excellent after fighting together during the war. Moreover...'

One is a northern noble, and the other is an elder of Snow Flower Tower, making them notable figures in the north. However, both are unknown faces in the royal capital, making them suitable for covert operations.

When the team was first formed, I privately joked that it was like a hero's party. Now, meeting in this situation, I'm getting tired of denying it.

"If everyone's ready, let's depart. Her Grace is waiting."

Like Grace, Ilaine wore relatively light armor for the long journey instead of her usual heavy armor, with the Crystal Sword at her waist.

While Grace, as the Northern Grand Duchess, couldn't move secretly and departed amid cheers, we didn't need such fanfare. After briefly informing our acquaintances, we departed secretly at night through a side gate with the help of Rigrit's brother, Guard Captain Isaac.

As a side note, Ilaine and I had informed the Guard that we were going to the royal capital to assist the hero and Grace. Lorron, who would be acting as captain in Ilaine's absence, looked quite displeased.

Whether everyone wanted to ride the wave of victory, or perhaps because human reproductive instincts awaken in times of crisis, it seemed many guards had promised, "I'll marry you after this war ends!"

With the captain announcing her own marriage at the victory celebration, everyone else's plans got pushed back. Subordinates couldn't steal the spotlight from their captain's joyous occasion.

But now, just as everyone was eagerly waiting for Captain Ilaine's wedding, she suddenly announced she was going to the royal capital. Inadvertently, we had become workplace bullies, and Lorron seemed to be one of the victims.

Yet they couldn't hold their weddings while we were away. How could a Guard member's wedding proceed without the Guard Captain's blessing? And it would be awkward if they enjoyed their honeymoons while we were struggling in the royal capital. Workplace life is all about reading the room.

In this situation where multiple households' plans were entangled and we felt awkward, all we could say was:

-Her Grace ordered it.
-Ngh.

The loyal guards, despite biting their lips, kept quiet when we used Grace as a shield. We should return quickly for their sake too.

"Now then, Lord Luke. No, Captain Luke, your orders."
"What?"

As we exited the side gate, Ilaine suddenly said this, startling me. Rigrit and Sophia were also surprised that Ilaine was handing over the captain position to me. However, Ilaine calmly explained:

"From now on, we're not the Guard. We're a guerrilla unit supporting Her Grace and the hero. And among us, Lord Luke is the most skilled in this type of operation, so I think it's right for him to be the captain. What do you think?"

When Ilaine asked, Rigrit and Sophia thought briefly before responding:

"I don't know much about military matters, so if Ilaine says so, I agree. I trust Lord Luke's command."
"I feel the same!"
"..."

This isn't a democracy, but with three out of four in favor, I naturally became the captain by majority vote. It reminded me of reluctantly becoming a group project leader in my previous life.

Unlike then, however, my current team members are all aces in their respective fields. My job isn't to drag them along but to utilize their abilities for the best results. So...

"Alright, let's go! First, we'll move quickly to Strawberry Village, our rendezvous point."

Since I've taken on this role, let's aim for the best outcome. After all, a story shouldn't end with lingering dissatisfaction.

Ch.243 - Chapter 243. Together to the Royal Capital (2)
After leaving Wintercannon through the side gate, we headed south toward the royal capital.
Of course, we weren't on foot.
While we would need to be careful after entering the central territory, we could travel comfortably at least until the northern border, so we rode on horseback.

'Come to think of it, even riding a horse was difficult at first.'

When I entered this world, I gained nothing but the sturdy body of a northerner—no status window or special abilities.
My knowledge of the novel was something I already possessed.
Ah, if I had to mention something, having lived in a world without mana, I developed a sensitivity to detect the unfamiliarity of mana in the air. Thanks to that, I was able to quickly develop my elemental magic.

Anyway, since everything in this fantasy world was unfamiliar and new to me, I had to learn everything from combat to daily living from scratch.

'Now I've reached the level where I can ride a horse even while spacing out.'

I think I'm quite adaptable, and I've been told so often in my previous life.
But regardless of my adaptability, I'm more of a common citizen than someone bold by nature.

When I suddenly fell into this fantasy world, I was very confused, scared, and couldn't help but sigh about how I would survive.
Now I'm not worried about how to survive, but rather what to do with my life.
It's quite moving when I think about it.

Since what I wanted was a comfortable fantasy life, I needed not only physical but also mental comfort.
The biggest reason I can be this at ease now is definitely...

"I can see the border gate. Let's leave our horses there. We can replenish any supplies we need."
"Sounds good."

...thanks to Ilaine being by my side.
Combat, swordsmanship, horseback riding, knowledge—most of what I've learned in this world was taught by her.

All this time, Ilaine has supported me as a lover, wife, teacher, and captain.
With her by my side, I was able to build up strength to overcome this world more quickly, and without her, I wouldn't have made it this far.
Perhaps... Ilaine was the most important piece that allowed me to successfully complete the northern war as the Frost Knight.

"Ah, that's something the captain should say. Sorry, I brought it up but I'm still not used to it."
"Haha, it's fine. We're not a real unit anyway. This time we're just companions traveling together, so a horizontal relationship is better than a vertical one."
"Hmm."

While every organization needs a central leader, and I was appointed captain by majority vote...
I had no intention of reorganizing the team just because the captain changed from Ilaine to me.
My first and last order as captain was just one:

-Let's do as usual. We're comrades after all.

We would treat each other as we always had, only following my directions during combat.
Sophia accepted it quickly, saying nothing much had changed, and Rigrit agreed to speak casually to me normally but formally during combat situations.
However, Ilaine, having lived her whole life as a knight and soldier, tried to speak formally to me to maintain some structure, but...
This attempt was frustrated within a day.

Because whenever she tried to speak formally to me, whether out of habit or not, she naturally became a wife rather than a subordinate, blurring the line between public and private matters.
Even Sophia, who had been quietly listening, said:

-Ilaine speaking formally... how should I put it... it's kind of erotic.
-!

Shocked by that comment, Ilaine agreed to just speak casually.
Anyway, this was official business.

***

At the border gate, we left our horses and asked if there had been any movement from the central army.

A month had passed, so news of the west's defeat must have already reached Lucius's ears.
Officially, this war was about the west stepping in to punish the north for showing signs of rebellion against the central authority.
In other words, the west represented the central's will, and the north defeating the west clearly expressed hostility toward the central government.

So the central should show some movement toward the north to regain control over the provinces and uphold the royal dignity, but...
So far, the past month had been quiet, and the sergeant guarding the gate confirmed that no movements had been detected.

'There wasn't any additional large-scale war story after the northern war in the novel either. No mention of central army movements. It seems it wasn't just omitted from Aran's perspective, but truly didn't happen.'

Still, something bothered me.
Even though Lucius, the mastermind behind all this, is a prince, not everyone in the royal capital is his minion or slave.
If I remember correctly, there were political factions among the royal court ministers who boldly opposed Lucius.

Even as the heir to the throne, he couldn't just ignore everyone's opinions and do as he pleased.
Given that he was hiding his demonic identity and playing the role of a "virtuous and capable young prince," ruling this country seemed to be his aim.

Both his actions—launching a preemptive attack on the peaceful north to spark a war, and ignoring calls to punish the north for showing rebellion by defeating the west—
These were all actions likely to cause conflict with the royal capital's ministers.
What does Lucius ultimately desire that makes him act in such incomprehensible ways?
That wasn't revealed in the novel, or more precisely, it was a part I hadn't seen.

Recalling the words of his closest aide Dorgon, it was about absolute peace under one powerful force.
But strictly speaking, that was Dorgon's wish, not necessarily Lucius's.

'Well, that's partly why we're going there. We'll find out when we get there.'

Besides, whatever Lucius's intentions might be, if he wanted to keep troops tied up in the royal capital, we've already ruined that plan.
If the northern knights and western army approach the border in a show of force, Lucius will have to deploy troops whether he likes it or not.

Anyway, it's good for us if the central army isn't advancing toward the border—it makes our journey easier.

Soon after crossing the gate and entering central territory...

"Wow!"
"Ooh."
"Hmm."

The three people each exclaimed in their own way at the landscape before us—completely devoid of snow, composed only of green and brown.
Living only in the north makes you lose your sense of seasons, but looking at this scenery...

'Is it spring here?'

Though I pretended to be unfazed, I was actually amazed too.
The colorful flowers blooming naturally in the fields, the slender trees with thin branches and trunks, the small puddles by the roadside from recent rain—
All things we never saw in the north.

Though familiar from my previous life, they felt strange to this body, yet nostalgic at the same time.
It was a peculiar mix of "this is spring" as a statement and "so this is spring" as a discovery.
Just then...

"Look over there!"

Mages are creatures starved for exploration.
Until departure, Sophia had acted as if she had no interest in the royal capital and was only coming out of loyalty to the team.
But now, most excited by the lush spring scenery, she raised her hand and pointed somewhere.
Everyone's heads turned in that direction.

"Wow."

On the hill Sophia pointed to stood a large tree with beautiful cherry blossom-like flowers blooming on its branches.
That too was a magnificent tree not found in the north.

"This works out well. The timing is good, so let's camp there tonight."
"Yes!"

Sophia immediately agreed, clearly pleased.
Neither Rigrit nor Ilaine seemed to object.

It would take roughly two more days to reach Strawberry Village, our appointed meeting place.
These northerners had already been dazzled like country folk visiting the capital when they saw the colorful spring scenery.
Taking one day to rest and enjoy it like a picnic wouldn't be a bad idea.

While Ilaine and I, experienced in camping, prepared the site, Sophia and Rigrit went scouting to patrol the area and gather supplies.
Watching that responsible workaholic Ilaine busily preparing the camp, I casually asked:

"I thought you'd want to hurry along, I'm surprised."
"Weren't you thinking the same thing?"

True, Ilaine is responsible, but she's not blindly stubborn.
She knows better than I do how important condition management is before a big task.

By the way, she started using formal speech as soon as Rigrit and Sophia left.
Perhaps she wanted to use this opportunity to keep speaking formally to me.
But then Ilaine looked into my eyes steadily and said:

"...You seem to be thinking something different."
"We have time before reaching Strawberry Village. Weren't you planning to rest for a day?"

When I tilted my head in confusion, Ilaine slightly furrowed her brow and made a sulky face.

"...This is my first time seeing such a vibrant flowering tree."
"And?"
"I wanted to see it with you."
"!"

I wanted to drag my past self from three minutes ago and make him bang his head on the ground.
What an idiot. Completely lost my mind.

Ilaine wasn't really upset. I know this is just one of her usual mischievous teases.
But jokes are only complete when both parties play along. If one side misreads it, the joke can become a real situation.
So think, Luke. How to end this joke on a pleasant note!

Got it.

"Ah, I couldn't see the flowering tree well."
"?"
"I could only see your smiling face as you worked hard beneath it."

Even as I said it, I felt a slight cringe, but I did my best.
However, was the cringe too mild to be effective?
Ilaine's lips twitched slightly as if she was secretly pleased, but still unwilling to concede, she turned her head and attempted another tease.

"Isn't that excuse too hastily made up?"

I felt that way too. Then I should bring out my second shield.

"We shouldn't be moved by a tree like this yet. No, this flowering tree would be perfect as an appetizer."
"Appetizer? What do you mean...?"

Curious about my words, Ilaine's sulkiness disappeared from her face, and her eyes widened.
Having successfully piqued her interest, I smiled and delivered the finishing blow.

"This was supposed to be a secret... but for our honeymoon, I was thinking of a much nicer place than one with just a single tree like this."
"Honey...moon?"

Huh? Maybe that concept doesn't exist in this world.
Makes sense—in a fantasy society without developed transportation like planes or cars, it might not exist.

"We've never traveled together, have we? I was thinking we could travel just the two of us when His Excellency gives us leave after we're married. What do you think?"
"!"

Ilaine was startled at the mention of traveling alone together, but her face lit up with a bright smile.
Confident that was a sign of success, I pressed on.
It was my turn now.

"I was looking into places as a surprise, but now the secret's out. What should I do?"
"B-but! You haven't said where yet. I won't ask!"
"Hehehe, then just to tease you a bit, like sampling the aroma before tasting wine... it will be a place much more beautiful than this single tree."

Ilaine's eyes began to sparkle.
Having lived only in the northern land of snow and ice, she had never seen such a magnificent flowering tree before, yet I was promising to show her an even more wonderful place for our honeymoon.
This was no time to be angry.

"I'll look forward to it... our honeymoon."

With a reddened face, Ilaine returned to setting up camp.
Watching her with a smile, I noticed that our two companions hadn't returned yet despite the camp being ready, so I approached her and said:

"Let's consider this a honeymoon rehearsal and enjoy viewing these flowers under this tree today."

Ilaine nodded at my suggestion.
So the two of us leaned against the tree, resting our heads against each other, and peacefully enjoyed the flowers for a while.

By the way, the honeymoon wasn't a hastily made-up excuse.
It was something I had genuinely been thinking about for a while, and I had even decided on a location.

How did I know what places would be good for a honeymoon in this world?
I'm a transmigrator who observed Aran's journey.
"Brave Lord" had romance elements too, so naturally I knew about several romantic spots where Aran and the heroines had their moments in the novel.

In this world, Aran has already paired up with Grace, so he won't be using those places... I should use them instead.
Haha.

Ch.244 - Chapter 244. A Troublesome Matter (1)
After enjoying a brief moment of leisure and rest under the flowering tree, we felt recharged.
We headed toward Strawberry Village where Grace and Aran were waiting.

But before that, let me digress slightly.

"Luke, about Sophia and Rigrit..."
"?"
"Don't you think they make a good match?"

Pfft.
My dear wife, who used to get jealous of just about anyone, apparently has no eye for these things.
Perhaps she used up all her discernment in life on me.

In "Brave Road," Sophia was established as a lesbian.
She showed interest in Nia, Aran's companion, and even flirted with Elaine right in front of me. She only backed off now because she knows Elaine is with me.
Aside from her preference for women, her views on romance are quite conventional.

It's not that she dislikes or avoids men; she gets along well with Rigrit and me as colleagues.
How should I describe Sophia's feelings toward us?
Just because someone is heterosexual doesn't mean they can't be close with friends of the same gender. There's affection, but it's camaraderie rather than romantic interest.

Moreover, as far as I know, Sophia already has a female guard member she's interested in.
Unfortunately, Elaine's assumption is completely wrong.
Still, my wife's misunderstanding is cute, and since this world of Sophia's is still difficult for someone as innocent as her, I played along.

"I suppose so."
"Hmm, they do make a fine pair."

Well, I agree that they might look that way to someone who doesn't know Sophia's truth.
They probably meant to give Elaine and me some private time, as the two of them would discreetly leave every evening. Yesterday too, they were considerate enough to let us have a romantic time during the flower viewing.
They've always gotten along well despite their occasional bickering. These two first met when the direct team under the Guard Captain was formed, and despite knowing each other for less than a year, they show the closeness of decade-long friends.

To be honest, I sometimes wondered if Sophia might actually be bisexual or pansexual rather than strictly homosexual.
Even her being a lesbian wasn't explicitly stated in the story. It was something readers inferred because while others showed interest in Hero Aran, she alone was actively pursuing Nia.

...Wait a minute.
In the novel, Sophia's type was women with large breasts and cute faces.
Rigrit is a man so he obviously doesn't have breasts, but... his face is quite innocent and adorable.
Hmm?

They say love is contagious; perhaps I've been infected by Elaine.
But even if, by some chance, it were true...

'It wouldn't really be a problem, would it?'

Objectively speaking, the second son of a noble family and the adopted daughter of the Snow Flower Tower.
An elder of the Snow Flower Tower and a guard member on a path to success.
They're both attractive and make a good-looking couple.

The only issue would be...

'People might say the Guard Captain's direct team has become a dating pool.'

When two men and two women in a four-person team pair up with each other, it's bound to raise eyebrows.
But since the Guard Captain's direct team was officially disbanded with the end of the war, this place can no longer be used as a meeting ground, so perhaps that issue is resolved.

Anyway, enough of this pointless digression.
We arrived at Strawberry Village.

"This village is perfect for a discreet meeting. It's just the right size, and not too noisy."
"Indeed. It seems travelers frequently stop by, so there's no wariness toward outsiders."

It's like a rest stop, in a way.
When you visit a rest stop, you check how many cars are there, if there's a place to eat, or if the convenience store is crowded.
You don't wonder about how many family members your neighbor has. Even if you think "that person has unusual clothes," you'll forget about it in an hour.

'Is this the experience he gained traveling around the kingdom as a hero?'

Seeing how precisely he chose the meeting place, I suspected this was a village he had visited during the Great War.
If I had seen this unique place name in the novel, I would have recognized it too.

"That seems to be the place."

Rigrit, with his good eyesight, immediately spotted the meeting place. Sophia checked for any possible surveillance with her magic, confirmed it was safe, and we went inside.

"?"

But Aran's group wasn't at the inn where we were supposed to meet.
Did we miss each other? Or have they not arrived yet?
While I was starting to feel an inexplicable sense of foreboding, though they weren't the type to get into accidents...

"This way."

A familiar voice called out, and when I turned my head, I saw Nia, the magician from Aran's group, coming down the stairs. It had been a while since I'd seen her.
Goodness, she startled me.
Fortunately, it seemed they had arrived safely.

Although we had taken a brief rest under the flowering tree, we still felt the fatigue from traveling a long distance while camping outdoors.
Besides, all of us in our group were people who had lived in cold regions, so while we were admiring the lush green scenery, we were also feeling the heat. I would have preferred a lobby where we could chat over a cool beer, but Nia led us upstairs to where Aran's group was staying.

Well, we were planning to stay here tonight anyway, so we could have beer later.
By the way, we still needed to get rooms... I suppose we should room with the same gender? Or should we spend more money and get three separate rooms?

When we reached the room at the end of the corridor, Nia knocked lightly, and the door opened.

"Oh."

While the novel didn't specifically detail Aran's group's financial situation, they were certainly not well-off.

That made sense.
Aran might be called a hero, but coldly speaking, he's a wandering swordsman.
Nia is also a wandering magician like Aran. Yui is a country girl.
Even Eris, who is a noble, is a demon without human currency, and they lost all their gems when the demons fell.
None of them had any source of wealth.

This is just my guess, but they probably funded their travels by selling monster parts from hunts, taking on extermination requests, or defeating bandits.
Come to think of it, there were occasional scenes in the story where Aran's group defeated wandering monsters.

But now they don't need to do that anymore. Why?
The reason is simple. Their new companion is the lord of a region, a wealthy person.

Reflecting their improved financial situation, the room Aran's group had rented was very spacious.
Being a fantasy inn rather than a hotel, it wasn't exactly a suite, but it seemed large enough for four people.
I wonder if Aran had a separate room while the four of them stayed together. A curious mix of wealth and frugality.

"It's been a while."

That greeting really hit home.
Since joining the guard, this was the first time I had been separated from Grace for so long.
Even during the last war, when the guard focused more on guerrilla warfare than protecting Grace, we would wait by Grace's side like bees in a hive when not deployed.
Especially...

"I'm glad to see you're in good health."

Elaine, who hadn't left Grace's side for a full eight years.
This must have been her first time being apart for more than ten days.
That's why she habitually checked Grace's condition and smiled with relief, to which Grace responded with a smile, seemingly genuinely happy to see her again.

But I noticed something else as well.

'Something seems a bit off here.'

Grace's expression did look good, that's true.
The problem is that Grace isn't the only one here.
What I saw were the other two main heroines, not Grace.

In "Brave Road," the romance aspect significantly increased after Episode 4, starting from Episode 5.
It was analyzed that this was partly to take a breather after the war episode, and partly to complete the character relationships before Episode 6, which was the conclusion.

As I mentioned before, even though Merci dropped out and Episode 5's story disappeared, the romance didn't.
Surely the three main heroines would have tried to make progress with Aran before entering the royal capital, to secure their position by his side.

'Nia, befitting her position as the main wife, is accommodating with a gentle personality, so it doesn't show...'

Yui, like a teenage girl, was the most aggressive, wary of any woman approaching Aran.
Eris, being a noble, had considerable possessiveness toward what she considered hers.

Among readers, there was talk that Aran chose Nia for healing because these two were too pushy.
Some even said he should have chosen Grace much earlier.

Recalling that and observing the expressions of the two heroines now...

'Since when could I read minds? Why can I see in their faces that they wish we would take Grace away...?'

It seems something must have happened on their way here.
I was worried there might have been a quarrel, but seeing that Yui, despite being in her turbulent teenage years, wasn't openly avoiding Grace, that didn't seem to be the case.
Perhaps they couldn't make their move on Aran because of Grace's presence?

Not only Grace and us, but Aran's original companions also had connections with our group.
After everyone exchanged greetings and caught up, we all sat down together.
The first to speak was Aran, the overall leader of this group and the protagonist of this story.

"First, thank you for coming all this way. Strawberry Village is just three days from the royal capital; we're practically at Lucius's doorstep now."

Referring to him by name might make it less impactful, but Lucius is the prince of this country.
Who among us would have thought they would end up holding a sword to the prince's neck?
Everyone's face tensed with nervousness, except for me. Oh, and Eris too.

"Before we continue, let me inform Lady Elaine and others who may not have heard on your journey: it seems both the Northern Army and the Western Army, which received our instructions, have begun to move. We settled in this inn two days ago, and heard in the lobby that the Central Army has marched out from the royal capital."

That means the North and West have successfully lured the Central Army out by conducting military provocations at the borders.
The term "military provocation" gave me a jolt of memory from my past life, but our side's goal is a peaceful show of force.
Drawing the Central Army away from the royal capital not only makes our job easier but also means innocent soldiers don't have to get hurt. The unavoidable sacrifices from the Northern War were enough.

"Moreover, bringing in the West has been a tremendous help. With them having to guard against both the North and the West, only minimal defensive forces should remain in the royal capital now. It's like an empty house."

My only goal in the war was to minimize Northern casualties.
It's a pleasing butterfly effect that the preservation of Northern forces during the war has helped us this far.

'Lucius must have noticed by now. That we're approaching the royal capital and deliberately drew his forces out to strike at him.'

But it's not really a mistake.
After defeating Dorgon and Merci, Lucius, left alone, would have guessed he was the final target. In the novel too, he anticipated Aran coming straight to the royal capital.
Rather, drawing out his forces was a masterstroke that prevented him from taking action despite foreseeing everything.

"Now, let me explain the plan for entering the royal capital and what follows. If you have any opinions, don't wait—speak up immediately. This mission requires the wisdom of everyone present."

Aran shared his planned operation with us. While Nia and Yui from Aran's group, and Sophia and Rigrit from our side, remained silent due to their lack of strategic thinking,
I, Elaine, Grace, and Eris provided real-time feedback to refine Aran's plan.

It was late at night when we finally completed the operation to defeat Lucius.

"Good, I'm counting on all of you to follow this plan. Everyone, stay strong until the end. I'll fight to protect you all."

Everyone nodded in response to Aran's words, and the meeting concluded.
Feeling fatigued after the marathon meeting where we hadn't even had a sip of water for hours,
and still needing to secure rooms, I was planning to go downstairs and have a beer with Elaine while subtly claiming a room for just the two of us, when...

"Luke, can I speak with you privately for a moment?"
"?"

Aran called out to me.
I was about to say "No, tomorrow" out of annoyance, but his expression was intensely serious—even more so than when we were planning the operation.
Sensing that something very important was about to be discussed, I swallowed my initial response and sighed inwardly before answering.

"What is it?"
"It's difficult to talk here... let's go to my room for a moment."

Unlike Sophia, whose expressions were ambiguous, this guy was firmly established as heterosexual, so I didn't have any unnecessary anxiety about that.
But I did have a feeling that something troublesome was coming my way.

Ch.245 - Chapter 245. Troublesome Matters (2)
I reluctantly came to Aran's room at his quiet request and asked as I sat down.

"So, why did you want to see me alone?"

I'm tired, annoyed, and in a hurry to get a room just for Elaine and me.
But this guy is the protagonist of <Brave Lord>. To achieve a perfectly happy life here, I need to resolve all his problems.
That's why I've come this far. He needs to defeat Lucius and end the novel so that the North and I can completely escape from potential threats.

So I absolutely had to hear this.
Seeing the protagonist with such a serious expression, there must be some cause for concern.
From tomorrow, we'll be acting separately again for the operation, so if there's something I can resolve now, it's better to clear it up immediately.
Once we enter the royal capital, there won't be time for this.

But Aran hesitated to answer my question.
Just as I was about to press him, wondering what could possibly require so much deliberation, he finally spoke up.

"You're the only man I can ask about this. Everyone else is female."

He called me separately because it would be awkward for others to hear, and now he's hesitating. A question he can't ask women, only men.
Such questions are usually related to sex.
No way, this bastard...?!

"Do you perhaps... have trouble getting it up?"
"Huh?"
"Ah, no, that can't be it. Or maybe you don't know how?"

Even I think it's a bit much to assume Aran has erectile dysfunction.
Of course, <Brave Lord> is a wholesome novel without that kind of content, so I can't be certain. But a harem protagonist being impotent would be too strange.

However, it's possible that Aran doesn't know how things work.
He's been fighting as a hero since childhood, and even Saint Luna, his former companion, acknowledged him as a virgin.
With that face of his, too.
There's no sex education in this fantasy world, and even Elaine was quite innocent.
It might not be as bad as believing storks deliver babies, but perhaps just one step above that.

"N-no! It's not that."

Aran hastily waved his hands in denial. Judging by his embarrassed red face, he at least knows something.
Whew, there's nothing more awkward than giving sex education to a grown man. I'm genuinely relieved.

"Then what is it?"

Perhaps realizing that his hesitation had led me to strange misunderstandings, Aran answered promptly this time.

"You know that Grace and I have developed a good relationship. She mentioned that you and Lord Elaine helped a lot."

It wasn't just help—I set up the whole thing.
I felt like I should have worked at a matchmaking company in my previous life.

"I don't regret it. She's far too good for me. I'm always grateful that someone like her loves me."
"Just get to the point. I'm not here to listen to your love story while putting my own on hold."
"Ah, sorry."
"?"

Aran's kindness is an established fact that doesn't need further explanation.
He's a good kid, but he's not usually this timid and withdrawn.

By now, I'm genuinely curious.
As I waited for him to speak, encouraging him with my expression...
What he said was truly remarkable.

"Perhaps because I've learned what it means to give and receive love thanks to Grace, I've become aware of how my other companions feel about me. Yui, Eris, and even Nia."
"...?"
"I was just too closed off to notice, but they've been sending their love to me all this time. And recently, it's gotten more intense."

Wait, hold on.
I expected something important, but this kind of important? Not related to the novel's main plot?
Well, I suppose this is part of the novel's story too.
Damn, this is much more troublesome than I thought.

"I've already decided to give my heart to Grace. So what should I do about the others? I can't coldly reject them now after being oblivious and just receiving their feelings all this time, but I absolutely don't want to betray Grace either."
"..."

Ah, I miss Elaine.
I was tense thinking there might be some unknown story development risk, but that tension dissipated into emptiness. Hearing such words from a popular harem protagonist is strangely irritating.
I'm tempted to say, "I don't know, figure it out yourself," and just leave.

'Tsk, he must be really struggling.'

In the novel too, Aran agonized greatly when choosing among the three heroines.
Even after confessing to Nia, he internally worried about his relationships with the other two, making things awkward afterward.
Fortunately, the three heroines had their own bond, so despite their bitterness, they congratulated Nia on her victory, leading to a somewhat heartwarming ending.

From their perspective, Grace is an interloper. They lack that bond.
So Aran is worried about the backlash if he reveals his feelings for Grace, and he can't do it before an important battle.
Meanwhile, the three heroines, knowing nothing, are likely showering him with affection before heading to the royal capital, just like in the novel.
It must be maddening for Aran. Beyond everything else, there's a risk of the team falling apart due to love conflicts.

While I understand the situation, I have no idea how to resolve it.
My priority is finishing the story of <Brave Lord>, so I could just advise him to say, "I'll give you an answer after this battle is over."
Then after the battle, I could just return to the North with Elaine and be done with it.

But given the circumstances, he'll likely seek me out again, history will repeat itself, and since he overthinks everything, allocating mental energy to this will be detrimental in combat.
Above all, I feel guilty since I created this situation.

"Have you ever been in a similar situation? Someone like you—handsome and capable—must have attracted a lot of female attention."
"Well... I've had my share."

Sophia was just Elaine's misunderstanding, but Knight Commander Arthur once tried to introduce me to his youngest daughter.
And from what I've heard, after receiving my special appointment and becoming the North's rising hero, many noble ladies set their sights on me.
But when Elaine and I danced together at a banquet, they all apparently gave up.
Listing it all out, it seems I've lived quite a popular life without realizing it.

'But my case is completely different from Aran's.'

I've been single-mindedly devoted to Elaine since before gaining any attention, and though I received interest, I've already forgotten the name of Arthur's youngest daughter—that's how superficial those connections were.

"So what did you do?"
"I just focused on the woman I love."
"That's it?"
"Yeah."
"And there was no commotion around you because of that?"
"I don't know, I didn't care. Do you love while watching others' reactions? You love because your heart leads you there."

Since that's realistically all the advice I could offer, I gave it as is, but it clearly wasn't sufficient for Aran, whose expression remained troubled.

I can't help it.
It's not like I have a perfect solution, but I need to put out this immediate fire.
With a "whatever" attitude, I gave him some impromptu counseling.

"What do you truly want?"
"I... don't want any of them to get hurt."
"That's impossible. The moment you make a choice, someone will inevitably be hurt."
"Then?"
"You have to choose the least painful path. Ah, I see why you're agonizing so much. Does choosing one and rejecting the others remind you of what your former companions did to you?"
"!"

Aran's eyes widened at my words that hit the mark.
Of course they would. While this wasn't explicitly stated as the reason for his conflict in the novel, it forms the fundamental basis of how he relates to people.

"There's no need to think of it as abandoning someone. Love is warm and beautiful, isn't it? Don't think in dark terms; think in bright, hopeful directions. Who are you? You're the hero who shows people the bright path. How can you yourself become dark?"
"..."
"Ugh, my head hurts. I can't help you beyond this. Think about the rest yourself. It's ultimately a decision you must make. But since I couldn't give you a clear answer, let me say one last thing."
"...?"
"Don't overthink it; keep it simple. You're the one who came up with the crazy idea of defeating the Demon Lord to save the world, and you actually did it."
"!"

Aran seemed to have some realization from my words, but I was genuinely tired, so I ended the conversation and stood up.
Fortunately, Aran didn't try to stop me, seemingly wanting to organize his thoughts alone.

***

Like with Grace, I can manage one-on-one conversations, but harem problems are beyond my capabilities.
Having chosen Grace, it's awkward for me to tell him to coldly reject the other heroines. I did advise him to "be true to your heart," but...

'Sigh, I wonder if I did the right thing.'

It's not that I dislike harem developments. On the contrary, I enjoy them.
I've commented on <Brave Lord> posts numerous times, writing "Just go for the harem! Why hesitate?" whenever Aran was conflicted.
It's not my life, so why should I care? As long as it's entertaining to watch.

But facing it like this, harems are incredibly exhausting. Not something just anyone can handle. I feel dizzy just hearing about it; how must the person involved feel?
I have newfound respect for all protagonists who walk the harem path. If they all go through such struggles, they deserve happiness.

"Ah, Luke. You're here."

When I went down to the lobby, Elaine greeted me.
We were called by Nia as soon as we arrived and went straight to the second floor, so we hadn't secured a room yet. Since we hadn't eaten either, I came down expecting her to be with the others.
But Elaine was alone.

"Where are Sophia and Rigrit?"
"They finished their meal and went up since your conversation took so long. What were you discussing with Sir Hero that took this much time?"

Was it really that long?
Well, given the topic...

"It wasn't about our current mission; he had some personal matters. I was counseling him about that."
"Is that so? I see."

Elaine didn't seem particularly interested in Aran's situation. Instead, she handed me something.

"Beer?"
"I thought you'd be thirsty and hot. I tried it, and while it's not as good as the water from the North, it's quite refreshing. Drinking cold alcohol—what a unique concept. Perhaps it's because the Central region is so warm."

My goodness. How touching.
I'd been mentally singing a beer song since arriving, and here she had prepared it for me.
I immediately took a refreshing sip—no, three sips.

"Ahh! That's refreshing."
"Hehe, you drink with such vigor. I knew you'd like it."
"You're truly the only one who understands me."

The stuffiness that had built up inside me washed away, bringing an involuntary smile to my face.
Watching me intently, Elaine said she was thirsty again and ordered another glass, and we clinked our glasses together.
Elaine had already ordered food that served as appetizers, all according to our tastes, so I was able to satisfy both my thirst and hunger.

Since we couldn't freely discuss our operation in public, we talked about the local food instead.
We both enjoyed eating. For Elaine, it was her first time trying Central region cuisine, and for me, it was my first time trying fantasy inn food outside the North, so we quickly became enthusiastic.

After a satisfying meal, I asked what I hadn't gotten around to earlier.

"By the way, since the two of them went up first, how did you arrange the rooms?"
"Ah, rooms. We got two."

As expected...
Can't be helped. While we're not short on money, the standard arrangement for four people is typically two men and two women.
I'll have to enjoy being alone with Elaine during our honeymoon.

But Elaine's gaze was meaningful.

"Sophia has a private room. She says mages can't sleep in cramped quarters with others."
"What?"
"Rigrit said she'd share with Sir Hero. Since he was using a room alone anyway, she wanted to build a rapport with him."

Rigrit to Aran's room, Sophia in a private room.
That leaves me and Elaine, with one room...
Wait?

"Why? Isn't this what you wanted?"

With a grin, Elaine playfully tapped the bridge of my nose with her finger.

"Wow, that's amazing..."

I genuinely exclaimed in admiration.
While the husband was briefly attending to business, the wife had anticipated my desires and prepared everything. This is what being a couple means.

"Shall we go to our room?"

Having finished our meal, I asked while looking at Elaine.
She nodded.
Elaine lowered her head and rose from her seat.

Before going up, I went to the innkeeper to order bath water for washing up.
Since this was a village frequented by travelers, the facilities were good, and the innkeeper kindly informed me that there was a separate bathroom on the second floor.
But that's unnecessary. Bathrooms have gender segregation, after all.
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I had acted grandly, but there wasn't anything particularly special.
After all, a married couple sleeping together in the same bed isn't extraordinary—it's just everyday life.

When you sleep pressed close together in a narrow inn bed, your eyes might meet.
Besides, we hadn't had many opportunities for affection while traveling as a group of four, so we both considered this a good chance.
During wartime, every day was a battle with no room for leisure, but now, though we were approaching the royal capital, we still had a few more days of travel.
With knight-level stamina, once or twice wouldn't affect the next day, and we'd developed our own techniques.
There was also something exciting about sleeping in a different place, like we were on a vacation.
...Well, those are all just excuses. With Elaine's warm breath right beside me, I simply thought, to hell with it.

In truth, we had planned this from the moment we requested bathwater be brought to our room instead of using the bathhouse.
When we were washing each other's bodies, both Elaine and I had this in mind. There were moments when our hands suspiciously slowed down.
And so it happened.

***

Still, after camping outdoors for so long and finally staying at an inn, I thought we should take the opportunity to get properly clean, so we used the bathhouse early in the morning.
There were no other guests at this hour, and for me, who possessed both cold and heat powers, creating and heating water was no problem.
While I was at it, I also heated the water in the women's bathhouse where Elaine was, concealing myself with steam.
Of course, I first confirmed with my heat detection that no one else was inside. I don't want Elaine to hate me for doing something perverted.

With our bodies thoroughly washed, we were having an early breakfast while waking our other companions.

"Luke."
"Yes."

I didn't turn my head at Elaine's call but answered while listening carefully.
Footsteps of four or five people—was Aran's group departing for the royal capital first as planned?

Though we were careful not to show any familiarity with each other even by accident,
Aran's group deliberately walked toward our table.
When the situation naturally allowed strangers passing by to make eye contact,

"......"
"......"

Our next meeting would be in the royal capital, before the final boss Lucius.
With just an exchange of glances, we wished each other's groups good fortune and success.
Hoping that by that day, we would all complete our missions and face the enemy in optimal condition to end everything.

Aran's group was quite eye-catching in appearance.
Even if someone didn't recognize Aran's face and identity,
it would be hard to miss four beautiful women traveling together: a lovely, feminine mage; a cheerful, athletic swordswoman; a seductive woman with a hood; and lastly, the Northern Duchess.
A single man traveling with all of them would naturally attract attention.
Plus, Aran himself is quite handsome.

But there was nothing to worry about.
Yesterday when Nia greeted us, I confirmed that she had learned to use her specialty defensive magic, "Aurora Veil," to also distort vision.
Originally a skill obtained near the end of Episode 5, here she had learned it early thanks to meeting Sophia and mastering mana sight sooner.

With that ability, their "operation" should go smoothly.
After all, they need to infiltrate the Grand Cathedral of the Elren Church.

'They need to go there to obtain the person and item necessary for Aran's group.'

Originally, Eris was supposed to recover her power as the Blood Duchess using that "item" before fighting Merci.
But with events unfolding differently from the novel, she fought Merci without recovering and was now in terrible condition.
At this rate, Eris's body would collapse before we could fight Lucius, so during yesterday's strategy meeting, I casually shared information about the Elren Church.

To complete Aran's story, we needed the help of the "person" at the Elren Church—the fifth sub-heroine.
I had to send Aran's group there to meet her.
Since the Elren Church was originally the main setting of Episode 5 along with the Golden Tower, this flow felt natural.

'Considering her character in the novel, she'll fully support Aran, and with Grace in Aran's group, connections between the Church and the North will be established.'

The power of the Elren Church, the state religion, was necessary not only for defeating Lucius but also for handling the aftermath.
When we defeat Lucius and reveal his ugly truth,
having the Church on our side would make it much easier to calm and persuade the confused central populace.

So while Aran's group handles the Elren Church, let's get moving on our end.
Our mission is... to enter the royal capital ahead of them and secure a way into the royal palace.

The target of this operation is just one person—Lucius, the mastermind behind everything.
Therefore, to avoid unnecessary casualties, we need to find a way to reach him without confronting the central army remaining in the royal capital.

***

"It's truly disheartening that the West was defeated by the North and joined their rebellion. More importantly, I still don't understand why the North spread such false rumors and rebelled against the Central. I thought Duke Nosrain wasn't the type to commit such acts."
"We must also monitor the East and South! Northern diplomats visited both regions recently, so they might have made some kind of deal. Especially the South, which has been uncooperative with the Central lately, even suspending tributes with various excuses!"
"More urgent is the public sentiment in the royal capital. People have been uneasy since the North's rebellion, and now they're very worried as the northern forces approach our borders."

Prince Lucius, seated at the head of the table, raised his hand to quiet the commotion.

"I've heard your concerns, ministers. But there's no need to panic. We've sent elite central troops to the North. As for the West, they haven't fully recovered their forces after their defeat, so this is likely just a show of force. With the Holy Knight Order from the Elren Church supporting us, there's no issue with the capital's security and stability."
"Ah."
"The East and South won't move. The Eastern Lord is a self-preservationist who won't meddle in this affair, and the South... even if they do move, I'll personally lead the royal guard to stop them, so don't worry."

Lucius continued to wisely address each concern raised by the ministers, quickly resolving their difficulties.
Thanks to him, the meeting was promptly concluded. As the tired Lucius was about to rise from his seat,

"Your Highness, I have one question."
"What is it, Chancellor?"
"There are reports that during the Northern War, Golden Tower Master Merci and Grand Duke Dorgon transformed into monstrous forms. The rumors from the North also claimed that Raven Guild Master Row attacked the Snow Tower in a demonic form. What are your thoughts on this?"
"......"

Demilo, the Chancellor of the Kingdom of Artia and second in power only to the Prince, had been subtly politically opposed to Lucius.
As the two engaged in a staring contest, the ministers quietly observed the situation.

"Chancellor, what do you mean by that question?"
"You were one of the Seven Heroes, were you not?"
"Are you suggesting that I too appear as a monster in your eyes?"
"That's not what I meant. Our justification for attacking the North was that Hero Aran had fallen and harmed the former heroes, with the North supporting him. But now opposite rumors are circulating, so shouldn't we prepare for that?"
"Ah, I see what you mean."

Lucius smiled apologetically, but Demilo's expression remained rigid.

"Please dismiss them as false rumors spread by the North after their victory in the war."
"Is that sufficient? The West is also saying that Grand Duke Dorgon was actually a demon."
"It's fine. The truth will be revealed soon enough, and the confusion will disappear."

Despite being the kingdom's third-highest authority, the Chancellor's position was still below the Prince's.
Demilo bowed his head in acknowledgment but added one more question:

"How is His Majesty the King's illness?"
"Unfortunately, there's been no improvement."
"Is he still unable to receive visitors?"
"Even I haven't seen him in quite some time. *sigh*"
"I apologize for asking."

After finishing his exchange with Demilo, Lucius finally left the meeting room.
The remaining ministers began discussing solutions to the issues raised during the meeting.
Demilo, who should have taken center stage in Lucius's absence, stared intently at the door through which the Prince had left.

"Hmm."

He was intelligent, clever, virtuous—a worthy successor who would bring a bright future to the kingdom.
Demilo had cherished and loved Lucius like a son.

But recently, he couldn't understand the Prince's actions.
Specifically, he couldn't comprehend why the North, which had been the kingdom's bulwark, would rebel against the Prince and the Seven Heroes, and why the Prince had ordered suppression without proper explanation.
When a major vassal like the North shows signs of unrest, the right approach would be to attempt dialogue, persuasion, and negotiation first.
The Prince had always been somewhat willful and troublesome, but never this autocratic.

'Moreover, does the North know something?'

If, hypothetically speaking,
the North's claims were true... if the Prince had attacked the Snow Tower first for some reason, and if the Hero hadn't fallen but was attacking the Seven Heroes for some other reason...

'I need to verify this.'

***

"Hmm~ mm~ hmm hmm~."

Lucius hummed a tune as he headed somewhere.
Dorgon's failure was truly unexpected. Even with Merci sent alongside him.
Facing those two simultaneously would require his full power, so when he heard the news of their defeat, he was genuinely shocked and dropped his precious teacup.
But he was delighted.

'As always, you show me something beyond my expectations.'

In this boring world where everything moves like a crudely made puppet show, the only being who stimulates his interest:
Hero Aran. He truly finds him fascinating and lovable.
And now, Aran has likely reached his doorstep.

He knows what kind of person Northern Duchess Grace is from his time in the North during his hero party days.
She is a lioness, true to her family's symbol.
A lioness who sits regally in her den and immediately tears apart any intruder who steps into her territory.

Such a lioness has left her den and led an army to the border?
The reason is obvious. This isn't an invasion. She's trying to draw the central forces away from the royal capital for Aran's sake.

He gladly obliged.
Because he couldn't go against the ministers who advocated for deployment? Because the enemy's strategy was so excellent that he had no choice but to be manipulated?
No.

"Come, I've been waiting for you."

Aran's story, which he thought had ended in the North, continues. He had considered it merely a side story for himself.
But even a side story should end with proper closure.
Since he failed to kill Aran definitively then, which started this side story, he'll end it by killing Aran for certain this time. Yes, that would be fun.

"But did Aran really accomplish all this by himself? Even for a hero who exceeds expectations, this is too unexpected, which is strange."

Lucius tilted his head but then shrugged.
At one point, he had expected a second hero to emerge from the devastated North after Aran's death.
If that hero came to the royal capital for revenge, a new story would begin.

But Aran won, and the North was safe. So the second hero he expected wouldn't appear.
A hero must be accompanied by tragedy.
During the Great War in the past, he had destroyed the prophesied village to lure demons, expecting a hero to appear—and indeed, Aran did emerge.

"I'll think about that later."

Creeeeak.
Lucius opened a large locked door and smiled at the pungent smell of blood wafting from inside.
Merci's death in the North had caused him considerable trouble, but thanks to the "item" obtained from the Elren Church, it was somehow completed.

"This will be a bouquet to welcome you, Aran."

How delighted would Aran be when shown this? It would surely elicit the most entertaining reaction.
His heart was already pounding with anticipation.

But sadly, this wasn't a gift for Aran.
It was intended as foreshadowing to hint at a sequel while ending this side story.
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After sending Aran's group ahead, we followed and arrived smoothly at the royal capital.

"So that's the royal capital. It's quite impressive."

Everyone nodded in agreement with Sophia's comment.

If the northern capital Wintercannon could be described in one word, it would be 'fortress.'
High and thick walls, exterior plastered with various defensive installations, and a breathtaking majesty and solidity that made one's breath catch.
When the Western Army first arrived at Wintercannon, they probably thought, "We're screwed."

In contrast, if the royal capital could be described in one word, it would be 'capital.'
You might say that's a strange expression since the name "royal capital" already means the capital of the kingdom.
But it truly had an appearance that naturally evoked the word "capital."

The walls were lower and thinner than Wintercannon's, but they stretched out vastly.
Though it had far fewer defensive installations than Wintercannon, each watchtower looked powerful, almost like small magic towers.
If the Central Army hadn't been deployed elsewhere, I would have thought "This is serious trouble" instead of being impressed.

'Aran, you really were extremely cautious in Episode 6.'

In the novel, written words like "moved cautiously" didn't have much impact. But seeing it now, I understood.
The protagonist's coolness meant it wasn't described in detail, but in reality, he must have moved like a mouse in back alleys.
It's fortunate that the Central Army has been deployed elsewhere now.

"I was worried about how the royal capital would handle wartime measures with the Northern Army advancing south. But seeing so many people moving about, it seems they're maintaining normalcy."
"They're confident they can stop the Northern Army, and they need to show that the Central region won't be shaken by such incidents."
"That makes our job relatively easier."

Getting into the royal capital was our biggest challenge.
The walls weren't just stone fences, and even if they were only slightly higher than stone fences, there were soldiers guarding them.
We had devised several methods to enter the royal capital, but if the atmosphere remained normal, we could choose an easier approach.

"Let's go with Plan Three for entry."
"I agree."
"Is that what we're doing? Sigh, I suppose there's no choice."
"Don't worry. I'm confident in my acting."

Ilaine agreed as if it were obvious.
Sophia reluctantly agreed, though she didn't seem to dislike it.
Ligrit also showed confidence.
After confirming my companions' opinions, I nodded and said:

"Then I'll see you later."

***

Even though many people were freely passing through the gates because it wasn't wartime, there were still inspections.
Especially at the royal capital, where the royal family resided, inspections were essential.
If they were careless with entry inspections and a bomber smuggled in dangerous explosives, causing an incident that injured royalty or nobles... the soldiers guarding the gate and the gatekeeper would all lose their heads.
Not in the figurative sense of losing their jobs, but literal decapitation.

The irony is that the person with the most dangerous explosives in the royal capital right now is none other than a royal, specifically the prince.
Anyway, on the surface, we were carrying dangerous weapons and trying to enter with the purpose of harming royalty.
We were exactly the kind of terrorists they were trying to catch.

So we needed to pass inspection without arousing the slightest suspicion.
And among our many plans, the "Plan Three" entry method was:

"Darling, we've finally reached the royal capital. I'm so excited. Aren't you?"
"Me too. Let's pledge our eternal love once more before our great deity."

Standing in line for inspection, Ilaine and I held hands tightly, pressed our bodies close together, and wore faces full of smiles. We were the very image of a lovey-dovey newlywed couple.
Adding occasional light kisses, the expressions of the people behind us visibly soured.
They seemed to be thinking, "Ugh, I wish that couple would die."

Our appearance was without weapons or armor, just a travel bag each and light leather clothes.
Anyone would see us as ordinary travelers who had come a long way from the countryside to the royal capital.
Add our conversation to that, and it was clear:
We were newlyweds who had just gotten married and came to pray at the Elren Church's cathedral for blessings on our household, stopping first to find lodging in the royal capital.

When we reunited with Aran's group in Strawberry Village, I received a backpack artifact from Grace.
Like a game's inventory or a pocket dimension, we put all suspicious items in that artifact to disguise ourselves.
We even went to the trouble of creating roles to avoid suspicion.

In old spy movies, there's a cliché where the male and female protagonists kiss in an alley when they're about to be caught by pursuers, and the embarrassed pursuers walk past.
When I first saw it, I criticized it as too convenient and unrealistic.
But thinking about it carefully, it was quite a good method.

Pursuers are tired from watching many people and don't have the luxury to check each one carefully.
Above all, who in their right mind would engage in affectionate behavior as a disguise in a crisis?
It's only become an obvious cliché because it's been used too often in fiction, but from the perspective of someone on the scene, it makes sense.

So our concept was:
A role that was easy to immerse in because we were in an actual relationship, and easy to act because we just had to do what we normally did, but without restraint.
We were newlyweds.

"Honey, the inspection is taking so long. I feel like I'm about to burst from impatience."
"Is that so? I feel like we're climbing the stairway to our happiness one step at a time, so I'm enjoying every moment, even if time passes slowly."

From behind came a groan of "Ugh," as if someone couldn't stand it anymore.
...Sorry about that.

Well, we weren't entirely comfortable either.
Ilaine, who occasionally showed a mischievous side to me and approached everything seriously,
had been blushing furiously, apparently embarrassed by her role as Juliet professing love without reservation in public.
I was also having second thoughts about the role I'd created, wondering if it was a bit too much.

"I love you."
"I love you too."

But we were already on this ride, and we were prepared to do even more to enter the royal capital.
Both of us adopted the mindset of "if you can't avoid it, enjoy it," and for this moment, we became the lead couple in the best romantic play, continuously delivering cringe-worthy lines.

Ilaine, myself, and the people standing before and behind us—
It was difficult for everyone, but as we continued, it didn't seem so bad, though the people around us were still suffering.
Finally, it was our turn for inspection.

"Tsk."

The gatekeeper had been watching and hearing our passionate declarations of love and affectionate behavior.
At first, he looked at us with displeasure, his eyes burning as if to say, "I'll definitely not let these guys pass easily. I'll make them go through every hassle."
But as our display of affection continued even while he was inspecting the person ahead of us, his expression turned to one of disgust.
Now his face said he just wanted us to get out of his sight.
All according to plan.

After a perfunctory, brief inspection, we easily set foot inside the royal capital.
Ligrit and Sophia would enter after us.
They had also prepared quite interesting roles, and I was curious about how they would act,

But we had already drawn attention with our performance while entering, and lingering would attract more eyes, so I'd have to hear about it later.
Instead, what we needed to do first was:

"Leave a message for the others who will arrive later."
"Yes, the place I was told about is... a small general store in the commercial district. The store name had 'White' in it."

Grace, who was wealthy and skilled in strategy, had prepared an ingenious plan before we came here.
There was no way we could have a reliable contact in enemy territory like the royal capital.
If there wasn't one, we'd create one.

Grace had instructed a trusted subordinate to open a fake store in the royal capital a month ago.
After entering the royal capital, we would use that place as a contact point to exchange operation plans.

We went to the commercial district and found the contact point Grace had arranged using the clues we were given.

"Ah, I think that's it."

A general store named White Rabbit caught our eye.
Its small size suggested it wouldn't attract many people, and its neat but inconspicuous atmosphere made it perfect as a disguise.
We pretended to look around the street before naturally entering the store.

"Welcome...!"

The store owner greeted us energetically as we entered, then raised an eyebrow when he recognized us.
Yet he didn't acknowledge knowing us and stayed in character, showing he was as professional as Ligrit.
Impressed that he was indeed someone prepared by Grace, we played along.

"Do you sell writing instruments?"
"Of course I do. Please wait a moment."

In this small general store, one could find anything with just a quick look around. Yet the owner very kindly went to find the item I asked for.
That's because he needed to give me the "prepared item."

"Here it is. Would you like to try it?"
"Thank you."

The owner handed me a pen and gave me a chance to use it, but didn't provide any paper.
However, I didn't point this out or ask for paper.
Instead, I handled the pen for a moment.

Click.
I turned the unusually thick pen handle, and the pen separated. I inserted a small bundle of paper I took from my pocket, then closed the pen again.

"I've had a good look. But it's a bit thick for my use. I'll buy a thinner one."
"Ah, I see. Then I'll bring you another one."

Continuing our act naturally, I left a message for Aran's group.
Now the store owner disappeared briefly into the storage room to keep that pen safe until Aran's group visited in a few days.

Ding-a-ling.
A small but attention-grabbing bell sound was heard.
It wasn't Aran's group, of course, and it couldn't be Ligrit and the others already.
It must be a regular customer.

It's not strange for regular customers to visit a disguised store.
On the contrary, it means we're blending in naturally, which is good.
Curious about what kind of customer had visited, we pretended to look at other items while casually checking...

"?!"

The moment I saw the "customer" who entered through the door, I almost exclaimed in surprise.

It wasn't a familiar face. I was seeing this person for the first time.
But I immediately felt I knew who it was.
The youthful face barely visible under the hood worn to hide her identity, skin as white as snow, a bob cut even whiter than Grace's.
Above all, the baggy clothes that exposed none of her skin, not just her face.
All these were characteristics pointing to "a certain character" from the novel.

'What? Why is this person here?'

Though I managed to hold back my voice after recognizing her identity, my eyes trembled violently with surprise and confusion.

Because this girl's name was Helena.
One of the heroines of <Brave Lord> and, like Grace, in a sub-heroine position.
She appeared late in Episode 5, and due to Nia being chosen as the official partner in that episode, she was a tragic(?) heroine who was eliminated as soon as she appeared.

And... as the new saint of the Elren Church, she was supposed to be Aran's key helper in this matter.
One of the two reasons I sent Aran to the Elren Church was to meet Helena.
So why on earth was she, who should be at the cathedral, here in the royal capital?
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Helena.
The fifth heroine of <Brave Lord> and the second supporting heroine.
Although she joined from Episode 5, she becomes a major character who serves as a reliable ally to Aran's group in the royal capital.
Despite concerns that she joined too late when the main romance was nearly over, she captured readers' hearts with her unique charm.

And even within the story itself, not just outside of it, she was a figure of tremendous stature.
She is none other than... the next Saint.

Originally, the position of Saint belonged to Luna, the priest of the hero's party and one of the Seven Heroes.
However, when Luna was eliminated by Aran in Episode 1, the Saint position became vacant.
While the Archbishop serves as a political symbol, the Saint is a religious symbol, so a new Saint was needed.

But there was something amusing about this situation.
No matter how much actual power in the Ellen Church belonged to the Archbishop, and even if the Saint was merely an advertising model who waves and smiles at people,
The common people prefer a pretty young lady to a wrinkled old man.

The influence of the Saint, who receives the people's adoration, was stronger than expected, and if she wanted, she could move the believers according to her will.
Therefore, the Archbishop and the elders had no choice but to share the church's power with the Saint and carefully cater to someone young enough to be their granddaughter.

The former Saint, Luna, preferred physical pleasure over power, and was a promiscuous woman who would rather sit on a man's waist than on a chair.
Above all, she was a grasshopper who accidentally became a Saint due to her fraudulent holy power, and she absolutely detested things like politics and administrative work.
So she delegated the power of the Saint to the Archbishop and elders, and only acted as a pretty model.
Having tasted power during this time, the Archbishop and elders agreed to select an innocent girl who appeared to have no desire for power as Luna's successor.

But who wouldn't develop ambition after becoming the most beloved princess in the country overnight?
Young, beautiful, bright personality, exceptional holy power, without greed, innocent.
Just as the Archbishop's head was about to explode from these disgustingly demanding conditions,
Helena, who was merely an apprentice priest, caught their eye. Meeting all the requirements, she was immediately promoted as the next Saint by the Archbishop.

But here's the thing.
In this world, people without ambition are more dangerous than those with too much.
People with great ambition are cautious for fear of losing what they have, while those without ambition have no brakes on their actions.
And Helena... has no intention whatsoever of preserving this honorable and glorious position. She simply thinks, "Now that I'm a Saint, I should do the right thing!"
She's a pure... lunatic.

'Anyway, why is that Saint here?!'

Having been placed in a position that wasn't originally hers, she wants to do the right thing and fulfill her duties as a Saint. Add to that her bulldozer personality that recognizes no constraints or social cues.
Then there's Aran, who bears the difficult mission of infiltrating the palace to defeat Lucius and prevent his evil plans.
The compatibility between these two is incredible, which is why I sent Aran to the cathedral to meet her.

But even I am confused by the current situation.
In the novel, Helena stayed quietly in the cathedral, which, like the magic tower, has its own domain outside the royal capital.
What circumstances have brought Helena out of the cathedral to a small general store in the royal capital? And what's with that disguise to hide her identity?

'I want to grab her and question her immediately, but I can't.'

That's because Helena is a newly appointed Saint whose name is only known in the central region.
It would be strange for me, a northerner, to recognize her precisely, and while Helena may be innocent, she's not stupid.

In the novel, the Archbishop and elders thought of her as a devout but naive child and got blindsided as a result. I can't repeat the same mistake.
Helena helped Aran, a complete stranger, not because she was a pushover, but because she had good reason to.
I must not let my guard down. She's one of the protagonist's heroines. That means she's quite capable.

'Still, I should keep track of someone as important as Helena. Let me approach her in this state.'

I can't pretend to know her and give myself away, but where there's a will, there's a way.

First of all, Helena didn't come here knowing anything about this place.
She's curious by nature, and when something catches her eye, she immediately goes to check it out with childlike innocence.
She probably disguised herself for some reason, then noticed this general store while wandering around and decided to drop in.

"Wow."

See that?
She's admiring the store's items one by one with exclamations of delight.
So in this situation, the natural approach is...

"That necklace has pretty decorations, but the chain is too long so it won't be visible. This one might be better."
"?"

When I approached her with a necklace in hand, Helena turned her head toward me.

"??"

It wasn't just Helena.
Ilaine also looked at me with great confusion as I suddenly spoke to the person next to me, a stranger whose silhouette suggested she was female.
Before any trouble could arise, I gave Ilaine a meaningful look.
Being my greatest confidant, she realized there must be an important reason for my behavior and adjusted her expression.

More importantly, when a fellow customer, not even a store clerk, interferes with someone browsing items, most people would be wary and move away, but...

"Is that so? Thank you! Let me see... Oh my, this is really nice!"

Helena received the necklace from me with a bright smile and happily tried it on, holding it against her neck.

'Not just anyone can become a Saint.'

While the Seven Hero Luna was a very unusual case, Saints are selected through strict screening and verification.
And Helena is a Saint who passed the screening process that became even stricter after Luna's time. She's no ordinary kind soul.
To exaggerate slightly, she's the type of person who would chase down someone who stole her money, lecture them, and then give them the money they just stole if they had a pitiful situation.
Even when she met Aran, who was treated as a corrupted hero due to royal manipulation, she first offered to hear his story.

'Her nature is fundamentally that of a philanthropist who loves people.'

Thanks to this, I continued to help Helena choose items until the store owner returned.
Helena, who grew up in an orphanage run by the church, seemed to be visiting a general store for the first time and was curious about everything.
I did my best to both familiarize myself with her and to divert a few coins of Ellen Church funds to the north.

While Ilaine was watching me, understanding I must have a reason for this behavior...
Her cheeks gradually puffed up as I kept chatting with the young woman. Fortunately, the store owner returned just before she could fully inflate like a pufferfish and took over helping Helena.

Taking advantage of the moment when their attention shifted away from us, I pressed Ilaine's cheeks with both hands to deflate them while saying:

"Would you like something too while we're here? This one seems to suit you, and I'd like to give it as a gift."

I showed her a necklace I had picked out for Ilaine while helping satisfy Helena's curiosity.

"Did you think I would fall for such a gift?"
"Ah, that's not..."

There was an important reason, and I was just helping her choose items, nothing more.
But the standard for what constitutes cheating is personal, and Ilaine is the jealous type. This too could be considered a sin, so I instinctively shrank back.

"It's not the gift, it's because it's you."

Ilaine carefully took the necklace from me and examined it with apparent interest.
Of course she would like it. I know Ilaine's taste well.

"So who is that person?"

While Helena was distracted with paying for her items, I whispered very quietly so only Ilaine could hear.
Hearing my words, Ilaine was startled.

"How did you recognize her?"
"The brooch on her clothes has the Ellen Church emblem."
"Just from that?"
"Plus, her aura is different from the Seven Heroes like Dorgon or Low. Well, half of it was intuition."

My explanation was somewhat flimsy since I couldn't properly explain, but the solid trust between Ilaine and me is like a passive skill now, so she nodded and accepted it.

"I've finished paying!"

Having only interacted once, Helena already considered us companions and approached us.
Or perhaps she thought we were waiting for her.

That's good.
I had broken the ice but was wondering how to continue accompanying Helena.
If she approaches with that attitude, it makes things easier.

I finished paying as well.
Meanwhile, Helena was waiting for us and exchanging greetings with Ilaine.

"My name is Helena! May I ask your name?"
"I'm..."

We're currently infiltrating the enemy's stronghold, the royal capital, at the risk of our lives. Carelessly revealing our identities might be dangerous.
However...

To avoid making a mistake here, I nodded to Ilaine, and after confirming my signal, she answered honestly.

"My name is Ilaine."
"I'm her husband, Luke. Nice to meet you, Miss Helena."

At our introduction, Helena's pupils glinted slightly.
Then she smiled brightly once more and gave a slight bow.

"I'm pleased to meet you too. I'd like to repay you for helping me choose such a nice item. If you don't mind, do you have time for a cup of tea?"

Of course we do.
Sophia and Rigrit should have entered the royal capital by now, but we arranged to meet them again around evening.
Until then, we're each gathering information, and the Saint is the best source of information we could find here.

'It seems we've gained her trust from our previous exchange.'

Helena became a Saint not only for the political reasons of the Ellen Church leadership that I mentioned earlier...
She also had the outstanding holy power qualities necessary for a Saint.
Upon her inauguration as Saint, she received two abilities through baptism:

She just used one of them, "Mirror," when asking for Ilaine's name.
It allows her to discern truth from falsehood through her eyes, and it was with this that she determined all of Aran's words were true and decided to cooperate with him.

Of course, someone like Helena wouldn't immediately report us for using false names; she'd likely give us the benefit of the doubt thinking "they must have their reasons."
But since we've started on good terms, it's best to continue that way. Sometimes in life, straightforwardness works better than playing hard to get.

Our business at the general store was finished, and with Helena's invitation, we unexpectedly found ourselves with a new task and headed to a nearby café.
The royal capital is the center of the kingdom, and unlike the north, the climate is warm, allowing fruits to grow well.
As soon as she saw the menu, Ilaine's eyes wavered, and despite not knowing the saying "even Diamond Mountain is best viewed after a meal," she ordered three desserts just for herself.
Of course, she didn't actually order three for herself; one was mine that I gave up to her. To be precise, the three were for both of us.

"I heard earlier that you two are married."
"Yes, that's right. We're newlyweds."
"Oh my, congratulations! I'll pray that Lord El's blessing accompanies your future together."
"?"

As Helena put her hands together in prayer, golden light showered down on our heads like dust.
Is this the Saint's blessing?
Seeing that she's still wearing her hood after entering the café, she must still be hiding her identity.
Do you really intend to hide your identity?

"May you have a peaceful home. And have many children too! If they take after both of you, they'll be incredibly handsome and beautiful!"
"*cough*!"

Perhaps surprised at receiving such pure encouragement from a stranger, Ilaine choked at the mention of children, and I patted her back.

"Th-thank you."
"If you have a child, please be sure to visit the church. I would be so happy if I could perform the baptism."
"..."

'At this point, wouldn't it be more natural to just ask directly?'

Sometimes a frontal approach is the answer when dealing with an unpredictable person.

"By the way, aren't you uncomfortable? You could take off your hood indoors."
"Ah! This is... because I'm very shy."
"Someone shy enough to hide their face doesn't seem like the type to invite strangers to a café."
"Ugh..."
"And from the golden light appearing during your prayers, your mention of baptism, plus the Ellen Church emblem on your brooch... Are you perhaps a priest of the Ellen Church?"

At my question, Helena jumped in surprise like a comedian in a skit.
Then she pulled her hood down even further.

"I'm sorry. It's difficult for me to show my face in public."

Even Ilaine was looking at me while licking the syrup off her fork, her eyes asking, "Is this person really the Saint?"
I know, right? Even I've never dealt with someone so peculiarly charming, so after some deliberation, I decided to be direct.

"Are you perhaps the newly appointed Saint?"
"?!"

Crash!
Helena fell on her backside, knocking over her chair like a scene from a romantic comedy manga.

Ah, I'm already tired.
Aran, you damned bastard, what are you doing right now?

Ch.249 - Chapter 249. The Eccentric Saint (2)
Currently, we're infiltrating the royal capital, deep in enemy territory, with our identities concealed, maintaining constant vigilance.
Yet somehow, dealing with Helena's somewhat comical and eccentric behavior made me feel strangely relaxed.
But I couldn't afford to truly let my guard down.

'The charm that made Helena captivate readers in the novel wasn't her inclusiveness or innocence.'

"Brave Lord" has three main heroines and two sub-heroines, making five in total, so it could be considered a harem story.
In harem stories, heroines showcase different charms to attract attention and love from both the protagonist and readers.
That's why each heroine has her own distinctive personality.

Inclusiveness was the trait of Nia the mage, while innocence belonged to Yui the swordswoman.
As an aside, Eris the demon was seductive, and Grace the Northern Duchess was trustworthy.

So what was Helena's characteristic?
Ambiguity.
Whether she was truly foolish or putting on a highly calculated act. Sometimes she seemed simple-minded, other times chilling.
That was Helena—seeming one way, then another, keeping you on edge.
And which side was her true self was never revealed until the end of the novel.
That's because I was transported into the book before seeing the ending. At least I know for certain she's on the good side, so there's no need to worry about that.

"Are you alright?"

Anyway, when she fell and caused a commotion drawing everyone's attention, we approached and helped her up.
Helena bowed to the other customers, apologizing for the disturbance, then sat back down.
She pulled her hood down further in embarrassment, lowered her head, and asked in a small voice.

"Since when... did you know?"
"?"

I was about to answer Helena's question when I felt something odd.
Helena is currently hiding her identity under a hood. Would she really respond so overtly and readily admit who she is just because someone asked, "Are you perhaps the Saint?"
No matter how simple she might seem, she wouldn't act this foolishly. Such unlikable behavior would disqualify her as a heroine.

'Could it be... that we're the ones who've been exposed? But how?'

Even quickly reviewing our conversation, I couldn't pinpoint anything suspicious.
We perfectly played the role of newlyweds, showing nothing else.
We even countered her ability, "Mirror," knowing of its existence.

Feeling somewhat strange, I responded to her question.

"Though this is my first time seeing you in person, I noticed at the general store earlier. The pattern on the brooch I just mentioned, the sacred aura, and your kind demeanor—they all match the characteristics I've heard about the Saint."
"..."
"We were surprised that you would acknowledge it so readily."

I couldn't say anything half-baked like I was just guessing or taking a shot in the dark.
I had just clearly seen it—the faint golden light entwined in her eyes beneath the hood. She was using "Mirror" to determine the truth of my words.
This was more troublesome than when Aran used to check my pulse like a lie detector. Back then, I just needed to reveal my true feelings, but with this, one wrong word would immediately expose me.

I needed to be extremely careful with my words, but conversely, I couldn't stay silent.
I had to control the flow of conversation to prevent any awkward questions from arising.

"If you truly are the Saint, you're as precious to the Ellen Church as the Archbishop. Why are you alone in a place like this? And with your face hidden under a hood. Is there some danger?"

The easiest way to control a conversation is to throw out topics yourself.
Besides, we're both hiding our identities for certain reasons, so we have just as much right to question.
Helena hesitated at my question, unable to answer. Judging this as an opportunity to solidify my position, I was about to press further when—

"Don't you know why I'm here?"
"What? Well... I'm asking because I don't know, right?"
"Then please keep today's meeting absolutely secret from the church and the royal family. Can you promise that?"
"I swear in the name of Lord El that I will never speak of today's events to anyone from the Ellen Church or the royal family."

After confirming the sincerity of my promise with "Mirror," Helena finally raised her head and slightly lifted her hood so only we could see her face.
Indeed, she had the doll-like beauty described in the novel, and Elaine's eyes widened in admiration.
But having seen a face several times prettier every day, I wasn't particularly moved. Instead, I thought:

'The golden light is gone—she must have withdrawn her ability.'

"Mirror" consumes a lot of holy power relative to its convenience.
And since holy power is just what the Ellen Church calls mana, even a Saint can't maintain the ability constantly unless they have mana reserves like Sophia or Nia.
Above all, she's the Saint—continuing to use a lie detector after someone has sworn in God's name would be denying God's omnipotence.

'Of course, I don't believe in any god, and even if I did in my past life, it certainly wasn't El, so swearing in God's name has no more effect than swearing on a neighbor's name.'

But that's something to laugh off.
At least now I don't have to worry about every single word I say.

Still, to Helena, we're just a young newlywed couple she met by chance, so it would be unreasonable to hear her deepest concerns.
How could I gather as much information as possible?

But after revealing her face and calmly clearing her throat, Helena said something unexpected.

"I snuck out for a walk today because I was feeling stifled, but it seems fate guided me to meet you both."
"Pardon?"
"Please help me. I've discovered a terrible secret about the royal family, but I'm in no position to act freely. If I make a wrong move, many people could be in danger."

She discovered a terrible secret about the royal family and can't move freely?
What is this?
More importantly, she's asking us for help? We're just ordinary newlyweds without weapons.
What does she know that makes her ask for our help?

As my strange feeling grew stronger, Elaine also sensed something was off and her expression turned serious.
But Helena wasn't finished.

"Until just now, I was trying to figure out what kind of people you are. You see, I can tell whether someone is being deceitful or truthful."
"...?"
"But your honest attitude, the kindness and altruism I sense in your words and actions—though I still don't know exactly who you are, I've determined you're trustworthy."

Confused by Helena's somewhat disjointed speech, I hastily interrupted.

"Wait a moment. What exactly are you talking about?"
"I noticed it too."
"Noticed what?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, Helena answered with the serious eyes of a Saint, not the naive innocence she had shown until just now.

"When I blessed you both, I felt traces of the Lord within. You are His apostle, sent here by His design, aren't you?"
"What?"

An apostle designed by the Lord? What nonsense. I'm not religious.
I hate to say this, but being called the second Hero would be better.
I don't remember Helena having any settings related to delusions or misunderstandings...

'Is she referring to my transmigration?'

I never delved deeply into the occult or supernatural, having no particular interest.
But if my accident and subsequent transmigration into this book world wasn't just a strange coincidence but some kind of destiny...
If it was the universe's will that I should intervene in the story—if not to revolutionize the world, then at least to change people's lives for the better within my reach...

'Good thing I came to the royal capital.'

While I was somewhat surprised by her claim that I bore traces of the Lord, this confirmed it. Destroying Lucius is essential for my purpose, and after crushing him, a happy fantasy life awaits.
Simply put, this is a quest. It's the basic principle of this world—solve the story's problem, and you're rewarded with a happy ending.

What's more important is that the devout Helena mistook my transmigration for traces of the Lord.
Despite missing Aran, it's an incredible stroke of luck that she, a key ally, is joining our side.

'So all that confusing behavior was to confirm whether I was truly the Lord's apostle.'

To extract a promise from me, sworn in God's name, that I would keep this secret from the church and royal family?
She's truly a woman one can't let their guard down around. I feel sympathy for the Archbishop and elders who appointed this woman as Saint, thinking her an innocent puppet.
Well, at least they were happy since she had no desire for power, as they hoped.

We benefited too, so all's well that ends well.
And her next words contained crucial information.

"Remember I mentioned discovering a terrible secret about the royal family? At Prince Lucius's request, I was tasked with delivering 'a certain object' sealed in the church basement to the palace."
"...An object in the church basement?"
"Yes, it's a dangerous item that needed someone to suppress it with holy power during transport. The prince convinced the church that extracting its power would be the trump card against the fallen hero, and the church agreed."
"!"
"While the prince did intend to use it against the hero, his method was a lie. His goal wasn't just the power contained within, but the object itself. That object... belongs to a demon."

At Helena's words, I almost slapped my forehead and threw my head back.
Ah, damn butterfly effect.

I sent Aran to the Ellen Church for two reasons. First, to have him meet Helena.
Second, to have him obtain that very 'object' she just mentioned.
But Helena is here, and that object, which should have been in the cathedral basement, is now in Lucius's hands.
The story is in complete disarray due to the disappearance of Episode 5.

The object Helena mentioned is called the "Demon's Heart."
And not just any demon's heart—it's the heart of the Demon King, the pinnacle of demonkind!

After Aran was betrayed in the Great War, Lucius took it as a trophy.
Rather than hiding it and risking discovery, or keeping it in the Golden Tower where Mercy might cause trouble,
he had it sealed in the Ellen Church basement—since he could freely use the church as long as Luna remained the Saint—as a symbolic gesture of purifying evil in God's temple.

In the novel, Eris obtains this Demon's Heart first, regains her prime power, and plays a crucial role in the battle against Mercy and the final confrontation.
But now it's in Lucius's hands, which means...

'...Eris won't recover.'

And the thought of what Lucius might do with that hideous object, filled with demonic energy like uranium, made me shudder.
Damn, we really could have been in serious trouble if I hadn't come.

'Ah, I see. Unlike in the novel, since Mercy lost the demon in the North, her demonic energy supply was cut off, so they brought out the Demon's Heart as a last resort.'

But causality didn't matter now.
What mattered was that our plan had gone awry, while the enemy had gained another weapon.

Still, there was no need for despair. There was still hope.
Their move had created a butterfly effect beneficial to us—Helena herself.
Without Aran's intervention, she had approached Lucius's plot on her own and sought our help, considering us allies.

And I came this far thanks to my information advantage.
I knew in advance that Lucius had obtained the Demon's Heart, so I still maintained that advantage. I would use it to turn the situation around again.

"Saint, since you've shared so much, let me reveal a secret of my own. Feel free to verify it with your ability if you don't believe me."
"!"
"What would you do if I told you that I, as an apostle of the Lord, knew about all this and came here to eliminate the evil threatening to bring chaos to His great land?"

Helena answered without hesitation.

"I would help you, of course. I'll use all my abilities to preserve order and goodness in this land."

I've already pretended to be the second Hero, so pretending to be the Lord's apostle is no problem.
With this, I've recruited Helena as an ally.
But what about Aran? He's going to come back empty-handed.

Ch.250 - Chapter 250. The Eccentric Saint (3)
New Saint Helena, Recruitment Complete.
In the novel, Helena was known for her characteristic ambiguity, manipulating both readers and the three main heroines. I too had considered her someone not to be underestimated, engaging in a battle of wits with her.

"If the apostle of Lord El says so, I must help you!"

The power of religion is truly remarkable.
From the moment I claimed to be the deity's apostle, she completely trusted my words without reservation, making our earlier probing conversation seem pointless.

I wondered if things might have been easier if Aran, the actual protagonist and "hero" of this world, had also posed as a divine apostle. But thinking back to when Helena used the mirror on Aran, it seems "apostle of the deity" is a title exclusive to those who have possessed bodies.

Early in my possession, when I was focused on building my strength, I complained about not having special privileges like a status window.
So this was my special privilege(?) all along.
Perhaps, as Helena mistakenly believes, my true purpose for possessing this body and coming to the royal capital was to defeat Lucius.
If so, this is my way of repaying the gift of a second life filled with happiness that I found with Elaine. I might as well give this story a happy ending.
I'm definitely not justifying my impersonation of a divine apostle because it pricks my conscience.

Helena and I exchanged information at the café and discussed our future plans before parting ways late in the afternoon.
It was almost time to meet up with Sophia and Ligrit, so I needed to be mindful of that.
Helena also had to hurry back since she had snuck out, and would be discovered if she returned late for dinner.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow, Apostle."
"...Yes, I'll be counting on you."

That title made me somewhat uncomfortable.
In "Brave Lord," after meeting and talking with Aran, Helena realizes that the rumors spread by the royal family were false and that Aran truly is the hero who will save the country, leading her to support him wholeheartedly.

But here, their paths never crossed, and since we needed Helena's help, I inevitably had to take on Aran's role.
As a result, I received the attention meant for Aran, and I could clearly see Helena's affection for me increasing in real-time, even without a status window.

The fortunate thing is that Helena's feelings toward me have a completely different atmosphere than what she felt for Aran in the novel.
Though somewhat ambiguous, she is fundamentally a good person, and as a girl around Yui's age, she admires and looks up to heroes and champions on white horses.
Aran's deeds embodied the heroic prince she had imagined. With his good looks and melancholic charm, it's natural that he would stir a maiden's heart.
Helena isn't a "heroine" for nothing.

In contrast, while I've accomplished various things, they're limited to the northern region, so there's nothing particularly impressive to boast about to Helena, an outsider.
I've made it clear that I'm married to Elaine.
Most importantly, to someone as devout as her, I'm an apostle sent by the deity—essentially equivalent to an angel or messiah.
I'm closer to an object of worship than someone to admire or love.
That's why even Elaine, who tends to be jealous, didn't mind much later on. When I casually asked her about it on our way back, she said it was similar to how the Orc chieftains behaved, which made me laugh.

Though this meeting was completely unexpected, we've gained a powerful ally for our operation and are now prepared to enter the climax.

***

As expected of the capable companions Elaine and I personally selected, Sophia and Ligrit had no trouble passing through the checkpoints and entering the royal capital.

Meeting up wasn't difficult either.
Though the royal capital was vast and crowded, we had Sophia with her eyes that were even better than CCTV. We had also arranged to meet near a general store that served as our contact point.
Sophia easily spotted Elaine and me walking down the street with her magic sight, and after completing our respective missions, we immediately headed to a suitable nearby inn.

Whoosh.
Though not as perfect as Nia's aurora curtain, Sophia was an elder-level magician with magic sight. She could certainly manipulate magical flow to create a barrier.
Well, in this quiet inn, simple soundproofing was sufficient. As we sat down, we began to share our findings...

"...But before that, I'd like to hear how you two got in."
"Oh, that? Haha."
"Ugh, is that really necessary?"

At my question, Ligrit grinned mischievously, while Sophia frowned and groaned softly.

"?"

I had heard beforehand about their disguises.
They were supposed to be a mischievous noble's second son from the countryside and his female attendant.
Since Ligrit, who had lived in high society wearing masks, was much more skilled at acting, he took the lead, and Sophia had agreed to this, as I recalled.
I understood why Sophia looked embarrassed after hearing Ligrit's explanation.

"Here we are! No father, no mother, no annoying butler Allen or head maid Sophie. Let's share our love freely without worrying about anyone's judgment and start our new life together!"
"Li... I mean, Young Master?"
"Come, Jane! Walk with your head held high. You're no longer a servant. A golden future awaits us in the royal capital!"

After hearing the full story, I let out a laugh, while Elaine, finding it quite amusing, blinked in admiration.

"So... instead of just being a noble's second son and his attendant on a tour, you acted out an elopement?"
"If we just said we were touring, it would have seemed suspicious. Even a countryside noble wouldn't travel without a carriage and with only one female attendant. This way was more natural."

Since he knows the lifestyle of nobles better than I do, I won't criticize his script after the fact.
We also entered by acting as a lovey-dovey newlywed couple, but they came with an even more extraordinary setup.
A young nobleman eloping with his beautiful female attendant—it's like a drama. No wonder Elaine finds it entertaining.

"Would it have hurt to tell me in advance? I was so flustered when you threw those unscripted lines at me."
"The key to good acting is authenticity, Ms. Sophia. Your acting tends to be rather stiff. If I had told you beforehand, your reaction would have been awkward."
"Ugh, I can't deny that."
"Hehe, but thanks to the surprise lines, your bewildered response came across perfectly."
"..."

I suddenly recall what Elaine recently told me about the relationship between these two.
I'm not sure about Sophia yet, and Ligrit's ideal type wasn't mentioned in the novel either.
An elder of the Snow Flower Tower, the tower master's adopted daughter, a talented magician who showed exceptional ability at a young age and might become the future tower master.
Sophia actually meets many of the criteria that would appeal to Ligrit, who values honor and status.

But right now, their drama was less urgent than other matters.
Having heard what I wanted to know, Ligrit and Sophia finally shared the information they had gathered in the royal capital.

"I've completed the troop survey. Indeed, many forces have been moved to the northern and western borders. There were very few soldiers patrolling the streets compared to during our war, and the walls were sparsely manned."
"I checked the barracks with magic sight and heat detection. There were so few soldiers that I worried whether they could protect this vast castle. There seem to be several skilled knights and magicians, but... it's really minimal defense."
"Did you confirm the existence of underground or other secret spaces?"
"No, I looked at the areas you mentioned, but found nothing."

Sophia's magic sight allows her to visually see magical energy, and as a fire magician, she also has thermal imaging abilities.
If she couldn't see anything, then it truly doesn't exist.

'Without a way to supply magi, they went as far as to extract a demon's heart. Perhaps they can't use chimeras, which require magi to create. And Merci, the creator, is dead.'

In Episode 6, the real threat to Aran wasn't the central army but the chimeras.
After Merci's death, Lucius acquired the chimeras she had created and gathered, releasing them into the royal palace.
While attacking Aran, he turned the royal capital into a hellscape to break his spirit.
Thanks to Aran and his companions' efforts, they prevented the chimeras from escaping, but they expended much energy doing so, creating tension just before the final battle.

But here, the chimeras were used in the northern battle ahead of schedule, and we eliminated them all.
The demon's death cut off the magi supply, and since Merci was consistently on the battlefield, chimera production became impossible. Lucius lacks the technology to create monsters.
Since Sophia confirmed there's no space storing chimeras under the royal capital, it seems Lucius isn't using chimeras here.

'No, he took the demon's heart.'

That means he's found another way to fight.
If he's willing to use something as dangerous as a demon's heart, it must be a dangerous method.

According to Helena, Lucius convinced the religious order by claiming he would extract only the pure power from the demon's heart, removing the evil energy, and use it to defeat Aran.
It sounds like complete nonsense to me.
But considering his position as the leader of the Seven Heroes, the kingdom's second greatest hero after Aran, and his role in Aran's party, the religious order probably approved it, thinking it possible.

However, Helena said that Lucius is after not just the power contained in the demon's heart, but the heart itself.
If it's just the power in the demon's heart—magi or magic—that's one thing, but if he's after the heart itself...
I'm not sure if this is possible, but I have one speculative idea.

"What information did you gather?"

While Sophia and Ligrit with their keen eyes surveyed the streets and investigated the central army, my and Elaine's original mission was to examine the area around the royal palace while pretending to sightsee, since we were familiar with the palace structure and security protocols as former royal guards.

To be honest, we didn't do it.
As soon as we entered the city, we went to the general store to leave a message for Aran's group, and then coincidentally met Helena there.
We spent the late afternoon chatting with her at a café, where Elaine enjoyed three desserts.

"We obtained something incredible."

But we were confident.
The purpose of investigating around the palace was to find a way in.
Although we didn't conduct the investigation, we achieved our goal through our conversation with Helena.

"As expected of the Captain of the Royal Guard and his deputy. I didn't think you'd actually find an infiltration route in just half a day... The palace must have extremely tight security as the capital of this country."

Sophia expressed genuine admiration, but we just exchanged smiles and said:

"We're not going to infiltrate."
"Then what?"
"We're going to walk in through the front door with our heads held high."

At those words, Sophia and Ligrit's eyes widened in surprise.

Ch.251 - Chapter 251. Into the Den of Evil (1)
After finishing our discussion with Regrit and Sophia about the final operation to be carried out in the royal palace, we each returned to our rooms to rest and prepare for tomorrow.

It goes without saying, but naturally there were three rooms.
Sophia needed her own room.
And since Regrit is a noble who would prefer a spacious room, I showed consideration by giving her a private room too. What's that? Didn't she share a room with Aran in Strawberry Village? I don't know, I can't quite remember.
So one room remained, but two people were left? Well, can't be helped.

As I and Ilaine put on an unconvincing act of sacrifice, saying we would endure sharing a room, the other two just stared at us.
But they soon nodded in understanding. After all, we are actually married, so it can't be helped.

Besides, this wasn't just a display of affection to make others jealous—it was actually necessary.
In exams, sports, war, or on stage—managing your mental state before a big event is essential.
Even before the Northern War, I received leave from Grace for mental fortification and psychological stability.
Thanks to my proposal to Ilaine back then, I gained the strength and courage to face the mighty Western Army.

Moreover, this is a historic moment as we approach the end of the "Brave Road" story that has continued until now.
The final confrontation with Lucius Artia, the final boss and main villain of Episode 6—an ending I never saw even in the novel.
Once we defeat him, the story of the novel as I know it will finally end, and afterward, a truly "new fantasy life" will begin.

Perhaps after defeating Lucius, some other calamity or evil might appear.
Maybe a new danger will arrive in the North, which we thought was peaceful, forcing us into another war.
By then, I'll no longer have future knowledge from the novel. I won't be able to predict, prepare, and respond to everything like I do now.

But that's okay.
Living in the North and mingling with the Northerners, I've realized something.
I merely showed them a better path to follow.
Processing ice crystals to block enemy attacks, charging forward to defeat hideous monsters, forming alliances between different races—
It was their own footsteps that powerfully advanced along that path.
That's probably why Grace called me an "advisor" rather than a "general."

So even if danger comes, we who have grown much stronger than in the novel will be able to overcome it.
Above all, the strongest, most excellent, and most reliable knight will fight by my side.
Even if the power of novel knowledge disappears, I am filled with other strengths.

'Of course, all this talk about novels and stories is something only I know.'

This battle was important to others as well.
Prince Lucius, the mastermind and instigator of the war with the West—another massive event that came to the North after the Great War.
Only by defeating him would this series of events conclude and free the North from threat.
For them, including Ilaine, this fight was essentially the final battle.

Perhaps because of that,
Ilaine and I, after entering our room, unexpectedly sat quietly without any grand display of affection.
Yet we leaned against each other's shoulders, holding hands tightly.
As if receiving strength from each other to overcome the trial ahead, while also sharing our own strength.

"Are you worried?"

To my question, Ilaine squeezed my hand a little tighter and answered.

"It would be a lie to say I'm not worried. The prince must have the same power as Dorgon and Row."

Ilaine had fought against the Seven Heroes twice before. She must have felt their strength to the bone.
Moreover, those battles were on our home turf in the North, where we could receive allied support in an emergency.
Now we're in the heart of enemy territory. It's only natural for her to feel anxious.

And that's not all.
No one in the royal capital knows about the prince's terrible true identity.
Even Helena, who has the ability of the "Mirror," only thought he had fallen into darkness after being consumed by evil power. Until we told her, she didn't know Lucius was evil incarnate.

Furthermore, Lucius is not only a demon but also a hero party member and a powerhouse on par with the Seven Heroes.
If he escapes the palace without transforming into a demon, maintaining his princely appearance, and rallies the remaining forces in the central region...
We would suddenly find ourselves fighting against poor people deceived by a demon's lies.
We've had enough of such pitiful sacrifices from the battle with the Western Army. No more.

We've made thorough plans and preparations to prevent such things, but...
Counting the potential concerns, there were more than just one or two, causing tension and worry.

"But my sword won't dull or slow down."

Our expressions didn't darken. We weren't consumed by gloom.
Because...

"Things have always worked out well when I'm with you, so this time will be the same. The faith I have in you is greater than my worries."

Ilaine smiled brightly at me.
I responded to that smile with one of my own.

"You know what? I feel the same way. We've always won when we're together, so with the symbol of victory by my side, we'll win this time too."

"Isn't that because you've always been by my side?"

"Whatever the reason, it's all good."

If I were alone, I'd be anxious. If Lucius went right when I expected him to go left, I wouldn't be able to respond properly.
But I'm not afraid because I have a reliable other half by my side who will go right without any signal.
Plus, we have dependable allies who will cover us from front, back, above, and below.

So this fight is destined to be our victory from the start.
All of Lucius's attacks will be ineffective, while we can attack from directions he can't defend against.

I held Ilaine's hand tightly, combining our strength.
So that if he comes from the left as expected, we can crush him with even greater power.

***

Dawn broke.
We left the inn, each having completed all preparations in our rooms.

We didn't extend our stay. Whether things go well or not... No, there's no way they won't go well.
I was about to say something that sounded resolute but unconsciously blurted out nonsense. I shouldn't even joke about ominous things.

Anyway, we won't be returning here.
The place we'll return to isn't this unfamiliar inn but our home, the North.
We'll all go back there together and finally celebrate without worry for days on end.

Yes, today is the day we execute our operation.

"Let's go then. They'll be waiting."

"I forgot to ask yesterday because I was surprised by the news about meeting a new saint. Will it be okay? Won't the others mind waiting?"

The original plan wasn't this rushed.

Coming up with a brilliant method to infiltrate a royal palace, the heart of a nation, doesn't happen in an instant.
We were supposed to arrive first, find a method, formulate a plan, and wait.
Then Aran's group would join us after finishing their business with the Elne Church, and we would execute the plan immediately.
We had agreed with Aran's group on a three-day preparation period.

But now we're starting the attack the very day after arriving in the royal capital—two days earlier than planned.
Still, we had to move today.

"With the demon heart that the prince has obtained, we can't afford two days of delay in this situation. If he's on the verge of completing a weapon of mass destruction that could blow up the royal capital... those two days might be our last."

"Is it that dangerous?"

"...That's how the Saint described it."

It's an object powerful enough to restore the dying Eris to the Blood Duke.
With such a thing in the final boss's hands, sitting still for two days would make me burst with anxiety.
I was also concerned about what Sophia was worried about, but with the sudden time constraint, we had no choice.
Our situation is more urgent now.

"Besides, I've already contacted them, so they'll probably come on their own. Making a grand entrance in moments of crisis is a hero's virtue, isn't it?"

"That's true."

Despite appearances, I'm a transmigrator.
I wouldn't just recklessly jump into the enemy's heart without any countermeasures just because time is short.
I need to do everything possible within my means.

This world doesn't have phones, so real-time communication is impossible.
But in a coordinated operation, we needed a way to check if something went wrong with the other team.
That way, we could provide support or reformulate our strategy.

Before departing from the North, Aran's group and ours exchanged a certain artifact.
It was single-use, but when destroyed, it would send an emergency signal to the other side.
Last night, I destroyed it without hesitation. By now, Aran's group must think something major has happened to us in the royal capital.
Being the compassionate hero he is, he'll come to help.

'Though I said that, even I'm not confident they'll make it in time.'

Episode 6 has already deviated from the story's progression, with everything happening unexpectedly.
Rather than meticulously planning every detail, we needed to rely on our accumulated experience and wisdom to improvise.
If I know Aran, he'll make it somehow.
As I said, he's the hero, and this is his story. He'll come to bring it to a close himself.

***

After leaving the inn, we headed to...
A street crowded with people.

"Waaaaaah!"

I thought I was used to such crowds after receiving cheers from Northern people during victory parades after each expedition.
But the crowd in the royal capital was roughly three times larger. As a result, my hearing was taking continuous damage even before the battle began.
Nevertheless, we came here because this place was the first step in the plan we had devised with Helena yesterday.

"Wow, she's truly beautiful."
"Saint! Look over here too!"
"Ah, to behold the holy face of the Saint."

To put it bluntly, a saint is more of an idol than a religious figure. Or more elegantly, a religious idol.
Look at this scene. The public's fervor, welcome, and admiration for Helena—it's no different from a fan meeting.
If she were to sing here, everyone would probably go wild. And since she's a saint, a hymn would be fitting.

And... I was the one who planned this fan meeting.

-If we are to cooperate with the Saint, we first need a flow that allows us to meet and enter the palace together.
-Hmm, shall I invite you as guests? I'm currently staying at the palace as an honored guest, so I could bring you in if I invite you.
-That sounds great. But if the Saint suddenly invites unfamiliar outsiders, it might lack naturalness.
-What if I reveal today's matter and say I want to repay those who helped me? Wouldn't that be natural?
-Oh, that would be natural, but... I think the Saint's plan could use a little enhancement. I'd feel guilty if you were placed under surveillance because of us.
-As expected, the Apostle is merciful! I'll listen to whatever plan you have. Please tell me.

The core of the operation was this:
Helena would tour the royal capital under the pretext of inspecting public welfare.
She's currently in the capital to suppress the demon heart with her holy power, but since that fact can't be disclosed to the public, she's officially here to bless the royal family.
So it's natural for her to dedicate a day to inspecting the capital.

Then, saying she wants to hear the voices of the people up close, she would select a few noticeable individuals from the street and invite them to the palace where she's staying. And we would be among them.
If she suddenly picked specific people, others might wonder, "Who are those people?" But if she randomly selects from a crowd, people would just think, "How lucky."
Plus, this way, we could follow Helena back without any interference and enter together.

"My goodness. What a lovely couple. Would you please share your story with me?"

As planned, Helena, recognizing our faces during the procession, naturally made her way through the crowd towards us.
As she pretended to meet us for the first time and extended her invitation, our response was, of course:

"It's an honor, Saint."

With this, we secured our free pass ticket to the royal palace where Lucius awaits.

Ch.252 - Chapter 252. Into the Den of Evil (2)
Helena not only recruited us but also added about six more people as cover—elderly, children, the sick, and disabled.
From my perspective, they're just for disguise, but she probably also wants to genuinely gauge the public sentiment in the royal capital.

We clearly explained to her that Lucius is a demon and that we came to defeat him.
Currently, the prince is the actual center of this kingdom, and if he suddenly disappears, chaos will ensue in the royal capital, not to mention other regions.
If his demonic identity is revealed, the chaos will only worsen rather than subside.

Helena's concern about the aftermath of the prince's disappearance was something I'd seen in the novel as well.
She is a "saint" after all.
Even if she doesn't understand politics, knowing public sentiment is essential to soothe people and prevent confusion until governance stabilizes.
I had only suggested the fan meeting as a natural way to enter the kingdom.
It seems I've provided her with a good opportunity.

By the way, I had a thought before going to bed last night.
Although things have gone slightly awry, I've somehow managed to build a personal connection with Helena through this opportunity.
And she's quite favorable toward me, mistaking me for an apostle of the divine.
If we consider what happens after everything is over, this could be an enormous advantage.

'I've established a connection with none other than the Saint of the Ellen Church.'

Although I don't have a political standing in the North, nor am I a powerful senior official.
At most, I have some fame as the Knight of Ice Fissure.
But just having an "acquaintance of the Saint" in the North could bring many diplomatic benefits with the Ellen Church in the future.
At the very least, the Ellen Church would never again conspire with the royal family against the North as they did during the last war.

Needless to say, Sofia and Ligrit were among the people Helena gathered for the fan meeting.
When we were making plans at the café yesterday, I described their appearances to her.
Since Helena didn't know their faces and might miss them, Sofia signaled with her magical sight.

As I mentioned, Helena's "Mirror" has two abilities.
The first is to distinguish truth from falsehood in someone's words and actions, as if reflecting their face in a mirror.
With the second ability, she could track Sofia's presence through the flow of magic directed at her.

Thanks to this, she easily found Ligrit and Sofia and recruited them as well.
In total, ten people had the honor of being invited to the royal palace by the Saint.

With this, we've taken the first real step.

***

"Wow~."
"Whoa."

Even though they live in the royal capital, how often would ordinary citizens get to enter the royal palace in their lifetime?
Actually, they might have had opportunities.
Lucius outwardly portrayed himself as a friendly and affectionate leader who communicated with his people.
He would occasionally invite representatives of the citizens to the palace for conversations and personally listen to their grievances.

Of course, this wasn't some complex twist where the demon who betrayed the hero and caused chaos everywhere actually loved people; there was a different purpose for this communication.
...Though I'm not sure what that purpose was. The policy for the poor was to gather subjects for Chimera experiments, but that couldn't have been all.

Anyway, while others were admiring the splendor and grandeur of the palace,
the three of us, including myself, were pretending to sightsee while actually surveying our surroundings.

'It's quiet.'

Even in the Winter Palace of Grace, the Northern Grand Duke, you'd encounter at least three or four people when walking down a corridor.
From guards to administrators, servants, and nobles—people came and went so frequently that you could memorize the faces of most senior officials after working there for just a month or two.
Yet the royal palace, which should be the busiest, was eerily quiet.

Golden sunlight streamed through the windows, and the interior was filled with beautiful artworks and artistic treasures that made everything shine, so it wasn't actually dark or cold.
But there was something chilling about the quiet stillness within this glittering facade.
Above all.

'...The expressions of the soldiers guarding the palace entrance are different from those patrolling inside.'

If I hadn't been in the guard, I might not have noticed.
Just as someone who knows music unconsciously focuses on the beat rather than the lyrics, and someone trained in art habitually checks the lines when looking at characters,
being a guard made me instinctively compare the royal guards with the Northern Grand Duke's guards as we entered the palace.

And there I discovered an interesting fact. No, not interesting—frightening.
Up until the entrance, the guards looked normal.
Not as good as our comrades, but they had the dignified posture and spirited expression of well-trained regular guards.

However, the guards we encountered after entering the palace interior...
Their eyes seemed vacant, and their skin was pale. They had the robust build of guards, but their faces looked either youthful or gaunt in an eerie way.
I glanced subtly toward Elaine.

"Hmm..."

Even she, with far more experience and the kingdom's top expert in protection, seemed to sense something wrong, judging by her expression.

'That means...'

It seems those guards are "them."
If the normal guards we saw outside were the palace security guards,
then the guards we just passed... must be Lucius's personal guard, the Royal Special Guard.

They're puppets—orphans taken from a young age and subjected to brutal training, torture, mental conditioning, and drugs to brainwash them into obeying only their master's orders.
They're fanatics who would slit their own throats at Lucius's command.

If they seem familiar, it's not your imagination.
Before becoming a Grand Lord, Dorgon of the Seven Heroes was the captain of this Royal Special Guard.
And old habits die hard—he raised his own guards in a similar fashion.
However, lacking the time to train orphans from childhood like Lucius did, he instead tortured them more severely, completely breaking their minds to turn them into puppets.

'The palace should be bustling, but there are hardly any people. Only a few Royal Special Guards. Security would be tight for scheduled noble visitors, but Helena said there were no other important events at the palace today. That means...!'

A chill ran down my spine at that moment.

"Luke?"
"Shh."

Elaine must have sensed something odd about me and called out, but I raised a finger to tell her not to speak carelessly.
I gave the same signal to Ligrit and Sofia.
After cautioning my companions, I looked up at the ceiling with heightened tension.

'I thought we couldn't hide for long after entering, but...'

Could we have been detected from the moment we set foot inside?
What a terrifying detection ability.

Even Aran himself once mentioned that while this ability was his most reliable during the Great War, saving his life multiple times, it's now his most feared ability.
I knew how dangerous it was, but still...
Even if his detection ability is absurdly powerful, and we're easy to detect with Sofia's magical sight and my dual-attribute magic,
Lucius's detection ability should consume magic like Helena's "Mirror" and can't be constantly active.
How did he know to activate his detection ability right when we entered?

Did we get caught in a routine detection he activated because Helena invited people?
Lucius wasn't that cautious by nature. If he had been, he would have acted when Aran started his revenge by killing Luna.

Damn, he seems to have something else troublesome up his sleeve.
First the demon's heart, and now what?

But judging by how the guards just passed us by earlier, he doesn't seem intent on pouncing immediately.
For now, I decided to venture deeper into his lair.

It's a given that Lucius has detected our presence, and once detected, our positions within the palace are likely being monitored.
But calculating coolly, it's not us who should be flustered by this, but them.

They expected Aran, but instead, someone with cold and heat rather than electricity entered.
They must be wondering, "Who is this?"
Since I'm not Aran, they don't know how I'll act, making it awkward to make a move.

We came here to fight, and the silent preliminary battle began the moment Lucius detected us.
The first confrontation is poker.
And in poker, it's about momentum and reading the opponent—whoever panics first reveals their hand.

***

Drip, drip.
Prince Lucius hummed a tune as he poured dark, strong tea into a cup.
He wasn't humming because he was particularly happy. It was just his habit.
Silence felt boring when he was still.

But today, he did seem a little pleased.

"You were right. Well done, I'll praise you."

He offered the steaming hot tea to someone sitting across from him.
When the person didn't drink despite being personally served by a prince of the nation, Lucius looked at them with interest.

"Don't you need to drink?"
[...I'm not thirsty.]
"You haven't eaten food or drunk water for a week. Are you sustaining life with magic alone? This really makes you seem inhuman. Hehe, how fascinating. You haven't even received our sins, and yet..."

Lucius chuckled softly and sat opposite the person. He reached toward the table, but instead of picking up the tea, he tapped the table with his finger and asked:

"So the magic I'm sensing down there belongs to the northerner who fought alongside Aran in the North?"
[Yes.]
"Is he Aran's new comrade? But why isn't Aran here? He's not the type to sacrifice comrades as pawns and monitor my actions from afar. If he's changed that much, I'd be disappointed."

As Lucius muttered with complex thoughts, the man with the bleak voice who had been answering his questions—Igril, once Dorgon's first mace—spoke:

[You shouldn't let your guard down either. He may be weaker than the hero, but he's several times more cunning and wise. He's probably plotting something and infiltrated this place.]

Igril's appearance had changed drastically since his time in the North.
His skin had darkened and was covered in reptilian scales. His fingers and toes, though still five each, had grown long and sharp.
Above all, his face was full of wrinkles and bizarre tattoos. Not to mention his abnormal eyes and teeth.
In simple terms, he looked demonic.

"You hold him in high regard. Then was it his doing that defeated Dorgon in place of the injured Aran? No, that's going too far. Grace was there too. But she couldn't defeat Dorgon alone, hmm..."

Lucius didn't seem bothered at all by Igril's appearance and remained lost in his own thoughts before shrugging.

"No, unless Aran is dead. The protagonist of the sequel wouldn't appear so soon. That's too far-fetched. Yes, this world is a play, and in a play, there's only one protagonist."

Having reached some conclusion, Lucius looked at Igril and continued:

"I'm not interested in supporting characters, so I'll give this one to you. Perhaps he's the protagonist of your story?"
[Thank you.]
"No need to thank me. If that northerner is the protagonist of your story, then as the villain, your demise is the ending I desire. And if Aran becomes enraged by his death at my hands... Oh, this scenario is quite good, isn't it?"
[...]

Igril silently watched Lucius, who was delighted like a novelist struck with inspiration.
The master of the Grand Lord was a very strange person. It was the first time in his life that he thought someone else was strange.

But what mattered now wasn't the prince's character.
Thanks to consuming two of the pills given by the Grand Lord, his body had regenerated, but he had transformed grotesquely, beyond what could be called human. He looked more monstrous than the Chimeras he once led.
Perhaps this was the result of excessively embracing demonic power.

There was a reason he had sought out the prince, the master of the Grand Lord, in this form:

[Unlike your scenario, I intend to kill him.]
"Right, I didn't ask. Why do you want to kill him?"
[I want to fight again with the one who overwhelmingly defeated me. With all my strength.]

At Igril's answer, Lucius clapped his hands with interest.

"That's good! Revenge drama, I like that. Though I prefer endings that end in failure..."

Lucius glanced at Igril's appearance once more and then trailed off.

"No, go ahead and do your best. Knowing the ending beforehand ruins the fun. Please buy me some time while I prepare the stage to welcome Aran."

With Lucius's permission to deploy, Igril rose from his seat and vanished like mist.
Looking at the empty space where Igril had been, Lucius shrugged and muttered:

"If he is indeed the second hero I've been envisioning, who came to attack with Aran but was defeated and is now regaining strength... I might have some expectations."

Ch.253 - Chapter 253. The Murderer Returns (1)
Like in a horror movie, when the calm background music turns eerie and you sense "something's coming," feeling the tension rise.
Though my mind was calm, my nerves were vigilantly scanning our surroundings. We had made our way into the spacious reception hall within the royal palace.

Once everyone was seated, Helena continued with her planned event of "hearing the voice of the people" as intended.
Though we—myself, Elaine, and the others—had successfully infiltrated the palace, achieving our primary objective,
our disguise had inadvertently involved some innocent citizens. Neither we nor Helena wanted innocent people caught up in combat and sacrificed.

So to naturally help them escape, we needed to complete the dialogue session since we'd brought them here.
We also aimed to make this seem like an ordinary meeting to deceive the prince's eyes before catching him off guard.

'Well, the latter won't work now.'

Though not certain, judging by the circumstances, there was a 90% chance that Lucius had detected us.
So while Helena engaged in conversation with the others, I focused less on their dialogue and more on that matter.

'First question: Why didn't the enemy attack us on our way here?'

Comparing this to the plot of "Brave Lord"...
Back then, Aran had also secretly infiltrated the palace to avoid all-out war, but Lucius detected him with his formidable sensing abilities.
He knew Aran's electrical signature well, and as a fellow demon, immediately sensed Eris's demonic energy intensified by the demon heart.
Then he deployed his personal guard, the Royal Special Guard, to attack Aran, beginning the final battle.

Though there are some differences in preliminary preparations,
the flow of events matches the novel exactly—Lucius immediately detecting the intruder and emptying the palace beforehand to hide his evil nature before battle.
Yet we encountered the Royal Special Guard three times on our way to the reception hall.
They not only showed no interest in us but treated us as if we didn't exist.

It's not that they haven't received orders yet.
If I remember correctly, the Royal Special Guard are like human robots who mobilize immediately at Lucius's slightest signal.
If Lucius had detected us and signaled the guard to attack, they would have pounced on us long ago.

'Second question: Why is Lucius taking no action despite detecting us?'

The answer to the first question might be that since we're strangers rather than the anticipated Aran, he's observing us first to confirm any connection to Aran before deploying forces and revealing his capabilities.

The problem is, if that were the case, he should also be suspicious of our connection to Helena and investigating her sudden impulsive action of inviting strangers to the palace.
Yet Lucius was nowhere to be seen, literally "hands-off."

'Though the palace is empty, the Elrn Church followers who came with Helena remain.'

While Lucius and the Elrn Church have a close cooperative relationship—close enough to hand over the demon heart—
the Elrn Church isn't Lucius's puppet like in the western region. It's more like the Golden Tower situation.
Lucius is a demon, and the Elrn Church is firmly opposed to evil. Lucius hasn't deeply infiltrated the Elrn Church due to the risks.
In the novel, the Elrn Church never appeared as Aran's enemy. Rather than enemies, they were... neutral, like bats.
That's also similar to the Golden Tower.

Moreover, the Elrn Church followers prioritize the Saint's orders over the prince's.
Though the Sacred Army soldiers lining the reception hall walls make me uneasy with their stares, they're protecting the Saint, not following Lucius's arrangements.

'Damn, of all the remaining enemies, Lucius is the most troublesome.'

Until now, I've been able to see through the Seven Heroes, predicting their thoughts, plans, and actions.
But with Lucius, I only have half the information about him, making predictions difficult.
If I'd at least seen the part where he reveals his true purpose to Aran, I would know more about him.

You can't have what you don't have.
And right now, regrets won't help me, so I set them aside and tried to piece together what information I did have, like assembling Lego blocks, when suddenly:

'Could it be that what Lucius wants is...?!'

Episode 6 was the conclusion of the journey so far.
Beyond Aran's infiltration of the palace, it devoted more content to the relationships between the protagonist and his old comrades than to plot development.
Though I didn't fully understand Lucius's personality, carefully reviewing those descriptions led me to a hypothesis.

If it's true, it would solve my first two questions and possibly allow us to strike a major blow against Lucius.
But it also raised a third question.

"Thanks to all of you, this has been a truly meaningful time. Thank you for sharing your stories."

I must have been deep in thought, as Helena's dialogue with the citizens had already ended.
Helena's expression was genuinely bright, not just pretense, as if she'd found clues to resolve future issues by carefully listening to people's living conditions.
Though I was lost in thought, my companions had participated enthusiastically in the act, avoiding suspicion.

Now that the dialogue was over, was the real action about to begin?
Though entering the palace had been much easier than expected thanks to Helena, that wasn't mere luck but a weapon conserving strength for what came next.

Even if Lucius had been quiet until now, he would act once we started moving.
The third question that had arisen bothered me, but that too would be revealed once we made our move.

"I hope to see you all again. Adel, please escort these people to the palace gates."
"As you wish, Saint."
"Oh, and could the four of you stay a moment if you have time?"

Helena asked one of the Sacred Army soldiers to escort the guests out, but specifically requested that the four of us remain.
When we feigned confusion, she explained:

"I heard you're all starting new families. When families form, new life is born, increasing His children in this land. The union of man and woman is what the Lord loves most. As His representative, I wish to offer a prayer blessing your two households' futures."
"It would be our greatest honor to receive your personal blessing, Saint."

So our romantic cover stories, including Rigrit and Sophia's, proved useful in this way too.
We smoothly caught the ball Helena had naturally thrown.

This way, everyone else would leave the palace under the Sacred Army's guidance.
This would prevent innocent citizens from getting caught in the upcoming battle, completing our final preparations.

"!"

Just as a Sacred Army soldier was about to open the reception hall door to guide the citizens out,
Elaine suddenly jumped from her seat.

"Wait!"

She leaped toward the door, summoning her sword from her bag artifact.
Swoosh!
Drawing her crystal sword, she immediately launched a fierce strike toward the door.
Her sudden attack startled the Sacred Army and citizens, who thought they were being attacked.

CRASH!
A violent impact sound echoed throughout the reception hall.
It wasn't the sound of a sword cutting through flesh or armor. That sound was... the collision of two powerful forces.

Naturally, Elaine wasn't attacking the Sacred Army or the citizens, but the door itself behind them.
Of course, attacking a previously normal door just as people were trying to exit was extremely strange behavior.
But as I said, Elaine's sword didn't reach the door—it collided with another powerful force.
Which meant...

Someone was beyond the door, projecting force inward.
In other words, Elaine wasn't trying to harm people but protect them.
Who would dare use force against the Saint and her guests?
And inside the sacred royal palace, no less.
The answer soon came from the mouth of a stunned citizen near the door:

"Ah, a demon?!"

He screamed in terror at his own words, "Eeeek!" and fled back into the reception hall as if swimming through air.
Other citizens also retreated in shock. Thanks to this, we could clearly see the intruder.

"A demon..."

The citizens weren't mistaken.
Standing at the door was a demon.
Not one of Mercy's chimeras, nor a mine like Doikason or Moore.
A genuine demon.

"A demon? Here? Everyone, protect the Saint!"

A knight commander, though shocked by the demon's appearance, ordered the Sacred Army to protect Helena.
However...
The most surprised person in this situation was neither the citizens nor the Sacred Army.

'Why is a demon appearing here?'

I can state with certainty:
Although I didn't finish "Brave Lord," there shouldn't be any more demons appearing after Mercy's experimental demons died. As evidenced by how quickly she converted Doikason and Moore into mines, Mercy isn't the type to carefully preserve her specimens—she uses them extravagantly.

So they shouldn't have any demons left. If they did, they would have appeared before the final battle in the novel, and I would know about it.
Even if it were a demon that had somehow avoided becoming an experiment like Eris, it wouldn't appear attacking us in the royal palace.

Plus, why does that demon seem to be looking at me? Is it my imagination?
And though it should be an unfamiliar demon, why does it seem strangely familiar?

I had expected to fight Lucius or the Royal Special Guard.
I couldn't guess the reason or circumstances behind this sudden demon appearance.
But clearly, this was an emergency.

Since it was no time to hide our identities, Rigrit, Sophia, and I also quickly armed ourselves with weapons from our bag artifacts.
The Sacred Army was startled again by our transformation.
But they weren't complete fools, or perhaps it was their religious nature—they decided to hear explanations later and focus on defeating the demon first.
Helena, being a quick-thinking Saint, also took the lead in forming a united front with us.

In an instant, every human present took a stance against the demon.
Under all our gazes, the demon flicked its hand, slowly walked in, and opened its mouth to speak in a chilling, demonic voice:

[My target is only one person, but he demanded I annihilate the Saint and all Elrn Church followers. I'll kill you all here.]
"?"

The moment I heard the demon's voice, alarm bells rang in my head.
Not just its appearance was familiar. That voice was familiar too.
Though heavily distorted by demonification, based on my experience with Dorgon and Low, if I imagined what it sounded like before transformation...
Wait, it couldn't be, but one name flashed in my mind.

"Igril?"
[Yes, it's me.]

The demon's identity was Igril.
Once Dorgon's first mace and who escaped Wintercannon in the fourth battle after losing his chimera and becoming completely disabled.
He had returned as a horrific monster.
I never imagined we would reunite like this.

[I've returned to kill you, Northerner.]

After that declaration, Igril swept his hand through the air, sending a slashing attack toward me without further words.

Seeing that attack, I clearly realized:
My hypothesis about the novel's Lucius having a strange obsession with Aran, or more precisely, with the Hero figure.
If the reason he hadn't deployed the Royal Special Guard was that they were reserved solely for facing Aran, his ignoring us makes sense.

But that raised the third question:
Given Lucius's personality, he wouldn't completely ignore us. Does he have other forces available? Who did he plan to send to check us?
The answer was right there.
The returned killer.

Ch.254 - Chapter 254. The Returned Killer (2)
KAANG!
Igril's slash attack aimed at me was blocked by Elaine.
Rather than thanking her individually, I quickly shouted to everyone around me.

"His ability is firing slash attacks, with the same intensity as a sword! Don't think you're safe at a distance just because he's unarmed. When he holds a slash attack without firing it, he can use his entire body like a blade, so when fighting at close range, consider it like fighting against a human-sized sword. Be especially careful of surprise slash attacks!"

In the novel, Igril does take the drug given by Dorgon during his battle with Grace in Episode 4.
But against such a formidable opponent, the drug couldn't fully take effect, and he quickly exited the scene as a sacrificial lamb to demonstrate how powerful Grace was.
Because of that, I had no idea what Igril's demonic abilities were.

But you see, I loved the novel so much that I was reincarnated into the book, and I remember its contents well enough to use that knowledge as my weapon.
Suddenly wondering what I'm talking about?
In my previous life, I was a passionate fantasy enthusiast. Using that experience, I can easily make these kinds of deductions.
Besides, ever since receiving Helena's blessing, my mind seemed to be working even more sharply.

While Elaine and the others immediately accepted my sudden explanation as if they were used to it, the Holy Knights of the Ellen Church seemed somewhat bewildered.
I'm glad I recruited Helena in advance.

"Everyone, I'm truly sorry for hiding this. Actually, this person is an apostle of the main deity El. Due to certain circumstances, we agreed to keep his identity secret until now. Please don't doubt his words and listen carefully. His actions are the manifestations of our deity's will."
"Ah, yes! Holy Maiden."

There are no impious believers who would doubt the words of the Ellen Church idol, the embodiment of holy power, daughter of god, and the most virtuous virgin—the Holy Maiden.
Even if she's a new Holy Maiden whose words might lack authority, she mentioned the deity's name twice while asking them to help me.
After going this far, doubting would truly be blasphemy.

'I was always confused when reading the novel. Even meeting her in person, I can't tell if she's innocent or cunning.'

Anyway, she's the best ally.
With this, the Holy Knights' doubts completely disappeared, at least for now, and we unexpectedly gained allies.
The butterfly effect and unexpected developments don't always turn out badly.

'Now is not the time to wonder why Igril became a demon.'

Since he attacked after Mercy's death, it's not related to her experiments.
Seeing him appear at the palace, he probably made some deal with Lucius, or—this is a bit funny—Dorgon might have given him another drug, causing him to overdose on magical energy.
What I need to focus on now is...

"Here he comes! He's a vile human—no, not even human anymore. He'll try to use people as hostages, so Holy Knights, please protect them! We'll handle the fight. Rigrit!"

At my signal, Rigrit, who had been preparing ice arrows, fired immediately.
Igril, who was rushing toward us, had seen the power of ice arrows before and immediately swung his hand. The slash attack he fired intercepted Rigrit's arrow.

But Rigrit is an archer capable of rapid fire. Having seen Igril escaping from Winter Cannon before, he had already prepared the next arrow.
Swoosh!
He fired another ice arrow toward Igril.

Igril's ability is slash attacks.
But just as you need to move your hand to draw a picture or move your feet to walk...
Everything in the world requires a mediating action, and in Igril's case, it's swinging his limbs.
So the first step in our strategy is to prevent him from freely moving his hands and feet.

This time, Rigrit deliberately aimed for his legs.
Igril deflected the ice with a front kick and, seemingly discovering that kicks produced stronger slash attacks, tried to attack Rigrit without losing power, but...
There was nothing to worry about.

Woooong.
The space in front of Rigrit rippled, and Igril's slash attack that hit it reversed direction and flew back.
Whoosh!
Igril, who dodged by throwing his body sideways, quickly identified the owner of that ability, as expected of someone with good instincts.

That was the second ability of Helena's "Mirror"—reflection.
It's a defensive technique that can reflect single-shot attacks like slash attacks, arrows, or shells.
It's her only combat skill, and with just this one ability, Helena established herself as a supporter for Aran's group.
Conveniently, since Igril's ability is "firing" slash attacks, he's vulnerable to Helena's reflection. We've secured a reliable defense method.
See, things don't always turn out badly.

"Sophia! It's the enemy's headquarters, but it's the palace, so we can't let it burn. Please use only Parma's flames."
"I thought that might be the case, so I brought plenty of recovery potions. Enough to fill my stomach with potions alone."

Sophia shot Parma's flames toward Igril.
We've confirmed that Parma's flames, which burn magical power and energy, are more effective against demons and chimeras.
Since Igril is now a demon, this should be quite threatening to him.

"Luke."
"Yes, it's not easy as expected."

Swoosh!
Perhaps because it was a slash attack from a demon, it wasn't just physical force. When Igril clapped his hands, Parma's flames split in half.
I thought the slash attack would be nullified as an ability, but did he cut it with the shockwave?
Whenever the flames tried to merge again, he clapped his hands to split them apart. Using that gap, he closed the distance.

Seeing that further effort would be a waste, Sophia stopped the Parma flames.
In her place, Elaine stepped forward, as Sophia was now out of this fight.

Paaaaa.
Elaine charged forward, emitting cold air from her crystal sword.
The people behind would be protected by Sophia's flame magic, so even if Igril split the cold air like Parma's flames, Elaine swung her sword in all directions to freeze the entire space.

[How annoying.]

Igril muttered that and then...
Swoosh!
He retreated while making a large slash at the ceiling and walls.
The ceiling collapsed and the walls were breached, widening the space. As the space expanded, the cold air Elaine had generated spread out and thinned.

As the cold air weakened, Igril, who seemed to have developed a knack for handling magical energy, surrounded himself with purple energy to protect against the cold and charged at Elaine.
Kaang!
Igril's hand and Elaine's sword clashed with a metallic sound.

Clang clang clang clang!
As expected, when holding a slash attack, he could use his entire body like a blade. Igril fought by countering Elaine's sword with martial arts.
Elaine attacked him with high-speed swordsmanship while being cautious of when Igril might fire a slash attack at close range.

However, beyond just wrapping his body in slash attacks, Igril also had the powerful physique and regenerative abilities gained from becoming a demon, so Elaine's sword strikes couldn't inflict significant damage.
Paang!
Elaine raised her sword to block his kick, but the impact alone sent her flying far away.

Swoosh!
Tiding.
True to his combat skills that allowed him to face Grace in the novel and Aran here, Igril seemed to have adapted to Rigrit's ice arrows.
Instead of shooting slash attacks to counter them as before, he deflected them sideways with minimal movement.
Then the target of his attack was...

Kaang!
As Igril approached me with his hand extended, I swung my ice sword to block.

Earlier, he said his target was one person, and he looked at me.
My only connection with Igril was the fourth battle, and at that time, I was only commanding and not fighting to prepare for the decisive battle at dawn, so I never actually fought him.
I'm not sure why he's targeting me instead of Aran.
But you don't try to understand the thoughts of a psychopath.
Bluntly put, these madmen might harbor hatred simply because I thwarted their planned massacre.

Perverts who try to harm others shouldn't be understood; they should be clearly separated so you never meet them again.
Today, I'll finish not only Lucius but also Igril.

[As expected, you have combat skills too.]

I feel the same way.
His words just confirmed that I am indeed his target.
But while I have no intention of exchanging words, he seems to think otherwise.

[I thought something was off. So you were an apostle of the main deity. That explains my defeat.]

I ignored it since it wasn't worth responding to.
I went along with it to recruit Helena, but it's useless if this guy falls for it.
It's just amusing to see someone who maintains such a serious demeanor fall for such a lie.

[Perhaps things might go according to the prince's scenario. I'd be satisfied if the final opponent is an apostle of the main deity... but I have no intention of fighting according to his scenario. I'm going to kill you. So don't spout nonsense about saving your strength for the prince—give it your all.]
"I wasn't going to respond, but you're making me. The scenario Lucius mentioned? What does that mean?"
[Now you answer. I have no intention of telling you. If you learn about it, the outcome might be reversed. If you're that curious, ask after you kill me.]
"How can I ask if you're dead, you fool? Fine, I'll just hear it directly from him."
[Before we fight, I want to ask one thing. Your name?]
"If you're curious, ask after you kill me."

I manifested the cold energy of my ice sword and enveloped him in an ice storm.
Unlike when Elaine did it, we were in close quarters, and while the crystal sword has a higher proportion of metal, the ice sword has more ice crystals, making it better for utilizing cold energy.

When Igril's body began freezing from the cold, he quickly cut off his frostbitten parts with slash attacks and flew far away, spreading his wings.
He can even spread wings, the symbol of demons. The modifier "originally human" seems meaningless now.

He flew up to the upper floor through the ceiling he had broken earlier, landed there, and regenerated his body with magical energy.
Then Igril raised both arms high.

"Helena, mirror!"
"!"

Swoosh swoosh swoosh swoosh!
Igril fired countless slash attacks like rain toward the floor below.
Helena immediately deployed multiple mirrors to protect the entire room.

By quickly deploying mirrors, she reflected all the slash attacks he fired, preventing any damage.
But considering Igril's combat skills, he didn't waste energy by forgetting about the mirrors.

'That bastard, is he deliberately trying to find the limits of the mirror?'

Knowing that we would have to protect the citizens if he targeted them, instead of aiming a powerful single shot at me, he poured small and numerous slash attacks throughout the room.
He induced her to deploy the mirrors as widely as possible to check the limits of the reflection ability.

And he was right.
Helena's reflection isn't invincible; it's an ability deployed with her holy power.
It consumes more energy the more widely it's deployed, rather than against a single powerful attack.
Indeed, he's no ordinary meticulous and cunning opponent.

Sophia's magic doesn't work, Rigrit's ice arrow strategy has been countered, and Helena's ability limits have been figured out.
So the only ones not yet compromised are Elaine and me.

Tchk.
Just like at Winter Cannon, I glared at Igril from a distance, and he looked back at me, but the situation was reversed.
This time, I was holding a sword, and he was unarmed. He was chasing me to kill me, and I was going to defeat him and head toward Lucius.

Ch.255 - Chapter 255. The Murderer Returns (3)
Based on Igril's words, I can make one guess.
Lucius ordered Igril to annihilate the Holy Army, including Helena.
That means since he sent that guy to us, he won't be committing additional forces here.
Why? Because he needs to use the rest of his forces against Aran.

Thanks to that, it's quite convenient that we don't have to worry about reinforcements coming even if we cause a commotion in the middle of enemy territory.
But that doesn't mean we can let our guard down.

While Lucius sending only Igril might partly be due to his greed—not wanting to waste forces prepared for Aran elsewhere—
It's also likely because he calculated that Igril alone would be sufficient to deal with us.

I'm a bit concerned about the nuance of this "scenario" Igril mentioned that Lucius wrote...
Even if Lucius anticipated Igril's defeat, knowing his personality, he wouldn't sacrifice his forces meaninglessly.
At the very least, he must have calculated that Igril would inflict significant damage on us.

'He told me not to worry about Lucius and focus all my strength on him.'

Sorry, but unless my opponent is Ilaine, I have absolutely no intention of obliging such requests.
Of course, Igril is a dangerous enemy, so I'll fight properly without letting my guard down.
However, we also need to consider the main dish, and the struggle of someone eating a course meal is that they shouldn't fill up on appetizers.

'Come to think of it, is this world's banquet buffet-style? Course meal? Or finger food?'

I don't think it would be a buffet no matter how I look at it. I should look into this too.
For that reason as well, I need to quickly defeat Igril here. He won't be attending as a guest anyway.

"Ilaine, let's go!"
"Right."

At my signal, Ilaine leaped high, and I shot cold energy toward her.

I had asked Ilaine to teach me her technique of creating ice platforms in mid-air to move freely, because it looked so cool.
With my ice crystal magic power and ice sword, I have much more cold energy than Ilaine, and my cold manipulation ability was acknowledged by Hero Aran.
So I expected that with consistent practice, I too could engage in spectacular aerial combat.

...But in life, there are things you just can't do no matter how hard you try.
Creating ice platforms in the air was easy enough, but I simply couldn't manage to nimbly kick off from them and soar.
It felt like attempting those strength demonstrations where you can walk on water if you keep moving one foot before the other sinks.

But as they say, no experience is useless.
Although I failed at flying through the air, I did gain one brilliant idea.

Crack!
Ilaine easily created platforms from the cold air I filled the space with, allowing her to move much faster than before.
As I mentioned, I have far more cold energy than Ilaine, and my proficiency is recognized by an authority in this field.

Therefore, instead of Ilaine having to struggle gathering moisture from the air to create platforms,
I supply the materials by shooting cold energy so she can freely create platforms.
Thanks to this, while Ilaine previously moved like she was crossing stepping stones, now she glided like she was ice skating. The difference in speed was remarkable.

While Igril's slashes might be threatening, they're only dangerous if they hit.
Moving swiftly through the air like this makes it impossible for him to land a hit.

Swish swish!
Even if he used his extraordinary combat sense to perfectly predict Ilaine's path and fired...
Woong.
Helena's mirror reflected it in advance, rendering his attempt futile.

[I was planning to kill the Saint later... but I've changed my mind. That reflection will be annoying in the final battle with the Apostle, so I'll kill you first.]

The psychopathic demon's murder declaration was quite frightening.
But Ilaine's gliding through the air on ice platforms wasn't just to draw Igril's attention.

Swoosh!
Ilaine swooped down on Igril like a fighter jet launching a missile, moving freely before striking with incredible speed.
Even if the demon had turned his body into a sword with his slash ability, the impact would still be significant.

Boom!
Igril blocked Ilaine's attack by crossing his arms, but the pressure from the impact pushed him back and he fell to the ground.

"!"

After pinning Igril to the ground, Ilaine saw him trying to move his arms and immediately flew backward without hesitation.
Swish swish swish!
Igril belatedly fired slashes, but Ilaine had already retreated far back.

"Now!"

As soon as Ilaine retreated, I signaled to someone else.
Whoosh.
Blue flames erupted around where Igril had fallen.
Boom!
A pillar of fire engulfed him. It was Sophia's Parma flames.

Of course, he had already figured out how to counter the Parma flames, so he cut through them the same way as before.

"Since my magic was used as a distraction, please make sure you succeed."
"Of course."

The Parma flames were merely a deception to block his vision and buy time.
The real attack was coming next.

Thwack!
As soon as Igril cut through the flames, an icicle arrow flew in and pierced his body.
No matter how extraordinary his combat sense, he couldn't respond to attacks he couldn't see.
Especially attacks coming from below his field of vision, targeting his legs.

A demon's regenerative abilities would quickly heal from an arrow wound.
Crack.
But Rigrit's arrow wasn't just made of iron and wood—it was an icicle created with ice crystal magic power. Not only was it hard, but it also had the special effect of freezing whatever it hit.

The demon tried to escape by cutting off his legs and flying away with his wings, just like before.

"You think I'm just standing around doing nothing?"

I may have only been commanding earlier due to circumstances, but as the demon himself muttered, I also possess combat skills.
Swoosh!
The cold wave I shot from my ice sword enveloped Igril's body.
Not stopping there, I gripped my ice sword with both hands and poured cold energy into him like a snow blower creating a snowman.
If his body freezes, he won't be able to use his slashes. Even just freezing his limbs would give us a huge advantage.

"Everyone, duck down!"
"!"

Sophia, with her magic eye, seemed to sense something and warned everyone.
I immediately stopped the cold energy and ducked my head.

Boom!
Though I couldn't see it because I ducked, I felt an enormous slash pass over my head.
Rigrit should have frozen his legs, and I should have frozen his arms, so how?
I quickly raised my head to check.

[It's the same as before. A strategic attack utilizing the abilities around you harmoniously to hunt your prey. You fight using something like I do... but differently.]

Igril's legs were still frozen, but his right arm that fired the slash was fine, not frozen at all.
And I realized how he had blocked the cold energy.

[After seeing you explode the chimera with demonic energy, I wondered if it would work with my body too. A demon's body is indeed powerful and dangerous.]

He had cut off his own left arm and injected excessive demonic energy into it to use it as a bomb.
He used that to counter the cold energy I was shooting. During the explosion that pushed back the cold energy, he fired a slash with his right arm trying to cut me.
If it weren't for Sophia, I would have been slashed while shooting cold energy.
That was really dangerous.

[Strange. Every time I use something, I lose one thing. Why don't you lose anything?]

To Igril's question, I readied my combat stance again and answered.

"I'd like to tell you again to kill me first and then ask questions if you're curious, but I'll specially let you know. I don't use things, I borrow them."
[What's the difference? Using something you borrowed is the same thing.]
"Wrong. When you use something, it disappears after use, but when you borrow something, you have to return it. Unlike you who loses everything, I don't lose anything because I return it to them."

With Igril's face distorted by wrinkles and tattoos after becoming a demon, I couldn't tell if he understood my words or not.
But it didn't matter if that psychopathic demon didn't understand.
What I just said wasn't for the noble purpose of enlightening a villain, but because I was displeased that he treated me the same as himself.

Me, using others?
That's a term used for tools, and while I am using the novel's content as a weapon... the people who appeared in the novel aren't tools.
They're all people who will live in this world with me.

[I don't understand.]

As expected, Igril shook his head, seemingly not comprehending my words.
Stretch.
He extended his right arm backward and said:

[Because I don't understand, you are suitable as my final opponent. I won't waste my remaining demonic energy on unnecessary things, but use it all for attack. Not just demonic energy. I will use everything I can use in this place for myself. Face my attack with what you call cooperation.]

As he spoke, purple demonic energy gathered like a storm in Igril's right hand.
I realized he was preparing a final slash, one so massive and powerful it could blow away this entire room, even part of the palace.
At this rate, even if Lucius doesn't care much about our side, he'll be forced to pay attention!

'I see. So that's why.'

Igril said he would use "everything in this place," not "all of himself."
The reason for such a slash is that if I dodge, the Holy Army and civilians behind me would be hurt, forcing me into a head-on confrontation.

Even with Helena's mirror's reflection ability, he must have noticed when he attacked the civilians earlier.
Helena's mirror has not only quantity limitations but also size limitations.
That's why she blocked with multiple mirrors instead of one large one.
This slash is too large for Helena's mirror to handle.

But.
I had anticipated something big coming since he started gathering energy for his finishing move.

Thud!
I stomped my foot hard, and facing this attack more destructive than any I'd ever encountered:

"Haaah!"

I drew a dagger that seemed pathetically small compared to the massive slash. But the heat contained in that dagger was by no means weak.
My strongest heat technique, Weapon Destruction. With that power, I could match Igril's slash.
Whoosh!
The flames shot by Sophia added to the heat, strengthening the power in my dagger.

Clang!
I clashed my now red-hot dagger against Igril's slash, and though I almost got pushed back by the impact at first,
Crack!
I fixed my legs with ice.
While gathering Sophia's flames into my dagger. What I held in my hand now wasn't a small dagger but the sun itself. The sun that burns evil.

Igril's eyes flashed, having expected me to respond somehow but not a head-on confrontation, especially with a small dagger.
He had only seen me use cold energy, never heat energy. This lack of information created this unexpected stalemate.
But due to the difference in power, it seemed I would soon be pushed back.
I'm the bait.

[So that's it.]

Boom!
Igril sensed cold energy above his head and discovered Ilaine, who had gone up earlier, now falling toward him.
Realizing this was my real attack, he seemed prepared to explode his body as a secondary attack, creating a demonic energy storm to achieve victory even if it meant dying together.

[?!]

Thwack!
An icicle arrow flying from behind pierced Igril's heart precisely.
Surprised, he looked for Rigrit's position, but Rigrit had shot the arrow from the front, not the back.
And in front of him, mirrors were deployed.

[I see... So this is what cooperation is.]

Just as Igril nodded as if finally understanding,
Swoosh!
Ilaine, who had fallen upon him, beheaded Igril with one strike, stabbed a crystal sword into his body, and froze his insides with cold energy to prevent him from doing anything else.

Dorgon's first mace and the Western Army's vice commander, the demon Igril, finally fell silent.

Ch.256 - Chapter 256. The Battlefield (1)
It's good that Igril fell to Ilaine's sword.
But we're not done yet.

"Grrrgh!"

Just as a cannonball doesn't disappear even if the cannon is destroyed.
Igril's death didn't make his slash attack vanish.

Still, as long as there's no follow-up attack like self-destruction, if we block this, we'll win.
It was a much tougher attack than I expected.
The demon had poured all his remaining strength into this final strike, and even though I used Weapon Destruction, it seemed like I wouldn't be able to block it.

'Do I have no choice?'

Just as I was wondering if I needed to use the power I'd been saving to fight Lucius...

Faaaah!
A dazzling light shone beside me.
Clang, clang.
The Holy Knights of the Elne Church lined up on both sides and lent their power through holy energy.

"I apologize. We were delayed because protecting the Saint was our top priority. Your goodness in standing against evil to save the Saint and the people—truly, you are an apostle of the divine."

The man who appeared to be the captain of the Holy Knights said this to me while emitting light from his own sword to counter the slash attack.
Crackle, crackle!
The other Holy Knights put their shields forward, draining the power of the slash until—
Crack!
Igril's slash attack was finally destroyed.

"Phew."

Thud.
As the battle with Igril ended, I withdrew my aura and slumped down.

I guess a final battle is a final battle.
It was a rather heavy appetizer.
Originally, that guy would have been main course material.

'And it consumed a lot of power.'

Weapon Destruction requires a lot of mana, proportional to its effectiveness.
Because of that, I wanted to be in perfect condition for whatever might happen ahead in this demon's lair. But I've already consumed quite a bit of mana here.
Still, Igril was a formidable opponent who required such measures, so it couldn't be helped.
As frustrating as it is, I have to admit that Lucius's speed bump worked quite well.

'With his detection ability, he must have immediately confirmed the battle's outcome.'

What Igril said...
I still don't understand what he meant by saying that my victory was part of Lucius's scenario.

I've never met him in this world, and "Luke" was just an extra who wasn't even named in "Brave Lord."
How could he know me and create such a scenario?
Since Igril was on his side, he could have heard about my existence from him.
But in reality, even he didn't have that deep a relationship with me, so he would only know a part of it. What is Lucius expecting from me?

'Damn it, Igril. If you were going to tell me, you should have told me everything.'

That's the problem with psychopaths. They don't think about others at all.
And now that he's dead, I can't even ask him. In the end, all roads lead to Rome, and I'll only find answers by confronting Lucius.
Currently, my only guess is that he expects something from me related to Aran.
Surely he's not interested in me personally.

"Luke."

Ilaine approached me.
I stood up and let her know I was unharmed, and she sighed in relief before nodding toward Igril.

"He's silenced. Just as your strategy intended."
"You're the one who froze him to prevent self-destruction. Thank you. That guy would definitely have used his body as a weapon, just like his left arm."
"I'd heard he sacrificed his body to pass through the orc barrier. I stopped him just in case, and I'm glad I did."

Although he poured all his strength into that slash attack, as we saw with Doikason and Moor in the Ice Cave, a demon's body itself possesses tremendous power.
We can't relax just because he's dead; we need to thoroughly destroy him.
Ilaine and I gripped our swords and approached Igril's frozen torso.

"Ah, I see. I may not be dead, but I'll answer. My name is Luke."

Crack!
As Igril's body shattered, his flesh disappeared like dust.
Perhaps even as a demon, his originally human body could no longer withstand the demonic energy.

"......"

By the way, while I felt no sympathy or empathy for him, I did have a realization.
Me, Ilaine, and even Rigrit. Even Sophia and Helena, though they appeared prominently, had limited screen time—cynically speaking, they were just better-off supporting characters.
Looking at it that way, everyone here was either an extra or a supporting character. There was no protagonist.

Especially Rigrit—he was a villain in the novel, but he chose the right path and came this far as a protagonist's helper.
In contrast, Igril also came this far but continued down the wrong path until his exit.
If I had treated the characters in "Brave Lord" not as people but as tools for a happy ending...
Even if I had successfully reached this point, would I truly have been happy?

In other words, Igril was proof that I had been walking the right path.
And I'll continue on this path for the remaining journey. Without wavering.

"Thank you, Apostle."

Helena approached me and expressed her gratitude, and I bowed my head in return to show my appreciation.
Without Helena, we would have had a much harder time against Igril.
Wary of having his slashes reflected by the mirror, he couldn't fire many of them.
And most importantly, that final combination...

"I never thought mirror reflection could be used that way. Indeed, the divine apostle is truly wise."

An ordinary ice arrow couldn't hit someone as sensitive as Igril.
So I instructed Rigrit to coordinate with Helena's mirror, continuously reflecting the arrow to strike Igril from his blind spot.
Thanks to their excellent execution, Ilaine had an opening to strike him.

"It's thanks to battlefield experience."
"That experience is yours, Apostle, so it's only natural that you receive our gratitude."

Helena and the Holy Knights bowed to me with genuine respect, not just out of courtesy.
With them being so respectful, perhaps I should now ask for the support from the Elne Church that I thought I could only get later.

"Then may I ask for one favor?"
"Anything for the Apostle."
"The innocent civilians seem quite shaken. It's understandable, having faced a demon who came to kill them in the royal palace. I hope you can comfort them."
"Of course... Ah!"

Helena seemed to understand what I was getting at and paused to gather her thoughts.

"They will be reassured, having been saved by you and your companions, Apostle."

Generally, people don't like ambiguity.
Helena remained an enigmatic, complex character until the end, but the reason she was beloved as a heroine was her exceptional perceptiveness.
It was said that the reason Grace and Helena appeared in episodes 4 and 5 was to balance the heroines—if Grace had appeared from the beginning, she would have undisputedly been the main love interest, and if Helena had appeared earlier, she would have been the most beloved by readers.

It would have been best to evacuate them before Igril arrived.
But given the situation, Helena agreed with my opinion to make those people witnesses to what happened here.
Having citizens directly testify about what happened in the royal palace would add credibility and help manage the aftermath.

"What will you do now, Apostle?"
"The prince must have guessed the situation here from the commotion. Plus, he has detection skills, so he must know we've defeated that demon."
"Then..."
"Our target was Prince Lucius all along. We should continue without delay."

Ilaine, Sophia, and Rigrit felt the same way.
Everyone was tired from the battle, but we all knew this wasn't the time to rest.
The final battle had already begun, and we couldn't stop now. This was enemy territory—the longer we waited, the more advantageous it would be for them.

After looking over our group, Helena said with a determined face:

"I was the one who asked for your help, and as the Saint, I can't stay out of this. I'm coming with you."
"Saint, it's dangerous!"
"Sir Baul, the previous Saint went directly to the Demon King's castle. Are you saying I cannot?"
"Lady Luna had the Hero and the Seven Heroes by her side. But... more importantly, why go to the Prince?"

Helena knew the truth about Lucius, but the other members of the Elne Church did not.
That's why the knight named Baul tried to stop her and tilted his head in confusion.

"Don't you remember what the demon just said? He was the Prince's subordinate, which means the Prince is commanding demons."
"What! If that's true, we should inform the Archbishop immediately and bring the Holy Knights..."
"No, that would be too late. What if there are more demons like the one we just faced, and civilians get hurt?"

Faced with Helena's unwavering response, the middle-aged knight Baul fidgeted with his lips in distress.

"Hmm, you're right, Saint. Then at least allow us to escort you."
"Nonsense. I have an important mission for you, Sir Baul."
"Pardon?"
"As you said, we need the power of the Holy Knights. So please go inform the Archbishop about what happened here and bring reinforcements. And of course, escort the citizens safely outside the palace."
"But, but!"
"This is something only you can do, Sir Baul. Please. Don't worry about me. The divine apostle is with me, and El will protect my path."

As the Saint gently took his hands and made her request, this middle-aged knight, full of faith and loyalty...

"I understand. Saint, please stay safe."

He responded to Helena's request with a determined face.

"Apostle, I entrust the Saint to you!"
"I swear in the name of the divine."

Though he hesitated midway, Baul's reluctance to let Helena go was likely because he found us less reliable compared to Aran.
That was understandable. While the Hero was a national savior who had accomplished feats across the land, we four northerners, despite defeating Igril, were still strangers whose abilities were unfamiliar.

In that sense, this title of "divine apostle" was proving more useful than I had expected.
Though not a Hero, being an apostle of the divine gave me credibility.
I couldn't refuse Helena's help since I needed the power of someone who had been Aran's companion in the novel, so this worked out well.

It was so convenient that I suddenly felt a chill, remembering the stress of being called the second Hero...
But right now, I needed to use whatever was available, so I could even play the role of a second Hero if necessary.

"Now, let's go!"

Despite the delay from the unexpected battle.
It was finally time to head to the place where the final boss awaited.

***

"I didn't expect them to actually win."

Lucius withdrew his detection and rested his chin on his hand while scratching his cheek with the other.
He had anticipated the intruders winning, but logically, he had expected Igril's victory—or more precisely, mutual destruction.
Yet Igril died, and none of the enemies perished.

"This is why detection abilities can be inconvenient—it seems like I can see everything clearly, but I have no idea what actually happened."

While he was intensely curious about how they had fought...
*Grin*

"This story is getting interesting, isn't it?"

Without Aran, the world flowed predictably every day, making it boring and tedious.
But now something unexpected had happened, and the cause was heading his way, making his heart flutter.

"Yes, that too was just my expectation."

The statement that a second Hero wouldn't appear while the Hero Aran was still alive...
Perhaps... that too had been defied.

"Hehe, I should prepare one more teacup."

If that's the case.
The scenario might need some revision.
There might be two Heroes, but there should only be one protagonist.

Ch.257 - Chapter 257. The Battlefield (2)
After entrusting the task of evacuating people from the palace and informing the Ellen Church about the current situation to Knight Paul and the Holy Army, we quickly headed deeper into the palace, leaving the destroyed reception room behind.

While running through the eerily quiet palace corridors, Helena spoke.

"This is definitely strange. Despite all this commotion, no one has come. I was sure we'd be surrounded by the Royal Special Guard."
"..."
"Did they prioritize evacuating people from the palace over capturing us? I suppose they can't let their subjects disappear."

Despite everything, Helena, befitting her role as a Saint, seemed inwardly relieved that people had evacuated from this danger in advance. She even appeared somewhat grateful for Lucius's handling of that aspect at least.
But as unfortunate as it was to tell her, this was a time for coldness rather than compassion.

Our opponent is a demon at heart, with a personality so twisted he would stab his supposed friend in the back.
Not only that, but he injected magical energy into healthy humans to create chimeras, corrupted the World Tree to make his former comrades into puppets, and tried to annihilate an entire region because it might interfere with his plans.
He is the mastermind behind all these incidents, the shadow manipulator. Perhaps a madman beyond comparison to Igril.
He would surely exploit, mock, and insult Helena's kind heart.
So, though I felt sorry for this innocent girl, I revealed the cruel truth.

"Have you perhaps seen inside the guards' minds with your mirror ability?"
"No. They never spoke in front of me, so I couldn't see what was inside them."
"Even if you had looked, you probably wouldn't have seen anything. There needs to be a mind to see."

At those words, Helena closed her mouth with a devastated expression.
She realized that the guards' lack of expression wasn't due to strict military discipline as royal guards, but for another reason entirely.
And she also realized who had made them that way.

"They weren't evacuated. They were driven out. It's fortunate they're not taking civilians as hostages... but on the other hand, it makes me wonder what they're planning that required clearing everyone out."
"Do you have any guesses?"
"Well, I can only guess it's a dangerous plan that could kill all of us."

But even I, who already knew the truth about the guards, couldn't maintain a pleasant expression.

'Lucius probably cleared out other people—noisy spectators by his standards—to prepare this place as a stage for his final battle with Aran. Thanks to that, we have one less factor to worry about.'

In action games, various monsters typically block the path to the final boss, and in reality, attacking a capital would require defeating defense units first.
Even if the Royal Guard was a force prepared for Aran and wouldn't be used against us...
It was unsettling that there was no interference when enemies were about to reach him.
Logically, in this situation, there should be at least minimal interception, even if it meant dividing forces.

'Is he inviting us to come to him?'

When I heard the surprising fact that my victory over Igril was part of Lucius's expected scenario, I recalled a certain piece of information.

Yes, the scenario.
Come to think of it, Lucius often mentioned the word "story" in "Brave Lord."
When Aran, thought to be dead, returned and took revenge on Luna first.
While the other Seven Heroes were shocked, surprised, or wary, Lucius alone welcomed Aran's return with joy.
And afterward, each time Aran succeeded in his revenge, Lucius showed strange reactions of excitement rather than anger or discomfort.

Even when Aran finally reached the capital, and Lucius anticipated it.
Instead of fleeing or sealing off the palace, he prepared the palace as a stage for the final battle with Aran.
The same is true now.
Whatever Lucius's true purpose is, he eagerly awaits Aran's arrival like a child waiting for Santa Claus's gifts.

Then, as uninvited guests who arrived at the party prepared for Aran, we should be quickly disposed of before the main guest arrives.
Yet, far from doing so, he seems to want us to drive away the guards.
This means that to him, we aren't "spectators" or "uninvited guests" to be cleared away like others.

'I don't know what role he expects us to play.'

If a host doesn't drive away uninvited guests but rather hopes they'll attend and brighten the party, it's only proper to meet those expectations.
Though the host's wishes and ours likely won't align.

Earlier, I had three questions about Lucius's actions.
The hypothesis that he wasn't deploying the Royal Guard against us because he was saving that force entirely for Aran has proven true.
And I also realized that if this hypothesis was correct, there might be a chance to strike a significant blow against him.
Scenario? Don't make me laugh. The only scenario before me is ending you and living happily with Ilaine. That's all.

***

As not a single palace servant was in sight, the group's uneasiness deepened.
But recalling Lucius's obsession with his scenario, I thought I understood the reason more deeply.

'He cleared out the staff.'

When watching a drama or movie, the filming crew doesn't appear on screen. People's attention should focus only on the actors and the plot development.
Lucius is both director and audience. He doesn't want us talking to anyone other than those he's designated, and he wants to track only us.
And clearing out the filming crew means...
We're not in filming, but in broadcast.

Sure enough.
As we ran down the corridor without any interference...

"!"

Ilaine, who was running at the front, suddenly stopped and extended her arm to signal the rest of us to halt.
Opposite her stood a massive soldier in heavy armor comparable to Dorgon's.
He was guarding a door, and that door was so large and ornate that anyone could guess an important person was behind it.

"I see. So he's beyond that door."

Judging by the fact that he was guarding the door alone, he must be quite powerful.
Ilaine, prepared for the decisive battle, gripped her sword and assumed a combat stance, and the others likewise prepared themselves.

"Wait a moment."
"Luke?"

I stopped her and approached the soldier.

"Open the door. Your master would want that."

At my words, the guard looked at me intently, then...
Creeeeak.
He obediently opened the heavy door with his own hands.
Ilaine and the others blinked in surprise at the sight, but I urged them forward.

"Let's go in."
"Oh, okay."

The group lowered their combat stances and followed me toward the door.
Curious, Sophia approached and asked:

"Mr. Luke, what was that just now?"

Since the guard did as I commanded, from a certain perspective, it could appear as a shocking twist that I was actually Lucius's subordinate.
But the trust between us isn't easily shaken.

Of course, Helena was very confused, her eyes darting back and forth.
But the other three weren't suspicious, just genuinely curious.
Since time was short, I gave them a brief explanation.

"So the prince invited us... That's why there were no enemy attacks on our way here."
"His real opponent isn't us but Aran. Perhaps by defeating Igril earlier, we've already passed the test he set for us. So he's not stopping us anymore."
"I don't understand, but thinking of it that way makes sense. Then doesn't this mean the prince has means to subdue us even without the Royal Guard if necessary?"
"That concerns me too... but we can also look at it another way."
"What way?"
"That he's being careless with us."
"Ah!"

Due to circumstances, the conversation ended there.
After passing through the door opened by the guard and walking a bit further...
A place appeared that was unexpected to the others but familiar to me.

It was the spacious throne room where the king conducted state affairs with his ministers.
The group was uneasy, not expecting the prince to receive us in such a place, but in the novel, he had received Aran here as well.

"Let's go."

I urged the group forward.
Sophia used her magical sight, Rigrit her keen eyesight, and Ilaine her guard captain's instincts to watch for enemies that might be hiding behind pillars.

'Is he really alone?'

I too scanned the surroundings with heat detection as we entered.
There truly wasn't a single person's warmth nearby, except for the doorkeeper.
Then the Royal Guard must all be... positioned at the entrance where Aran would come in.

'Tsk, it's good we didn't clash with them, but there are some inconvenient aspects too.'

As expected, Aran hadn't arrived yet.
Given the distance, I had anticipated this, but it meant that even when he did arrive, he'd be delayed fighting the Royal Guard.
We never intended to take down Lucius by ourselves. Our mission was literally support; defeating Lucius was the protagonist's job.

'Then what we need to do here is one of two things: stall for time until Aran arrives, or inflict effective damage on Lucius.'

That's much simpler than defeating the final boss.

"Come forward."
"!"

Just then, a young man's voice came from ahead of us.
Though everyone was hearing it for the first time, they instinctively knew who it was, and Helena confirmed it.

"It's Prince Lucius."

Finally!
The final boss and main villain of "Brave Lord." The shadow manipulator of the Northern War.
Lucius Artia was before us.

Originally, my plan was to leave everything to Aran after finishing the Northern War, so he wasn't particularly my target.
Still, as someone who had transmigrated into a novel, it was natural to feel tension before meeting the final boss.

A knight, a tower elder, a noble, and a saint. Looking at our composition, we might seem like envoys coming to receive a neighboring country's monarch.
But audaciously approaching with weapons drawn made us look less like envoys and more like... a party of heroes arriving at a demon king's castle. I wondered if Aran and Lucius had once looked like this.
Today the weather was clear, and the palace was bright and white, hardly a demon king's castle. But it was quite coincidental that the one sitting on that throne was indeed a hideous demon.

And so we finally faced the young man who had been waiting for us on the throne.
The golden-haired man, who could be described as "handsome," greeted us with a welcoming air as soon as our eyes met.

"Pleased to meet you. I am the rightful heir to this country, the legitimate bloodline of the Artia royal family, the leader of the Seven Heroes, Lucius Artia."

Then, with an "Ah!" and a playful smile, he corrected himself.

"I made a mistake. To you all, I should introduce myself like this."
"..."
"I am the mastermind who moved Low, Mercy, and Dorgon to attack the North."

With that single statement, all our expressions darkened at once.

Ch.258 - Chapter 258. Lucius (1)
"I already knew everything when I came here anyway."
At Lucius's bold, or rather shameless, declaration of being the mastermind, our expressions hardened in an instant as fighting spirit surged within us.

"Everyone, calm down."

Elaine, noticing it was a provocation, calmly intervened.
Thanks to her, the imminent clash was delayed, and I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

'We shouldn't give him too much leeway since we don't know what he's planning to do with the devil's heart. But we need to buy at least some time to make the fight more favorable for us.'

Having received our signal, Aran must be rushing here right now.
Of course, Lucius would have guessed that Aran was on his way here, so perhaps he deliberately provoked us just now.
Indeed, that was the case.

"Oh my, how composed?"

Lucius's eyes gleamed as he observed us maintaining our positions instead of charging at him.
Despite his failed provocation, he smiled as if pleased.

"Well done. If you had fallen for such a simple provocation, I would have been disappointed and disposed of you right away. Since you've passed the final test I personally set, a feast is in order."

Lucius's manner of speaking had changed.
Unlike his earlier princely dignity, this light and playful tone was his true way of speaking.
This confirmed that Lucius had indeed allowed us to come this far because he was interested in us. To meet us face to face.

Since he seemed willing to have a conversation for now,
I decided to use this opportunity to both buy time according to plan and ask him what I'd been curious about.

"Why did you call us here?"

There were countless other things I wanted to ask.
What his true objective was, what he had done with the devil's heart, why he betrayed Aran right after the Great War ended.
But this was what I needed to ask first.
The other things would become clear soon enough anyway, but this I needed to hear directly from him.

It would be unimaginably rude in this world for a commoner to address a prince informally without even introducing themselves, jumping straight to questions.
But Lucius didn't seem to mind at all, showing neither displeasure nor bewilderment.
Rather than seeming easygoing, it felt strangely unsettling.

"First, let me correct one thing. I didn't call you here."
"?"
"You there, with the ice attribute magic, you must be the one Igril mentioned. Hmm... your face isn't as good as Aran's. But you have a certain masculinity about you. If I gave you three sword scars, you might look quite impressive. Maybe I should cut off an arm too, to enhance the tragedy. You could always make an ice prosthetic for battle anyway."

Lucius started answering but suddenly began muttering to himself, lost in his own world, leaving us confused, creeped out, and bewildered.
I was feeling all three of these emotions.
Because he was looking at me with eyes that seemed to be customizing a game character.

"Ah! What am I thinking? I don't even know your name yet. What is it?"
"...Luke."
"Lu!"

Lucius leaned forward with an ecstatic expression, then cleared his throat awkwardly and leaned back against the throne.

"Hehe, I was going to test you more. But no, that won't be necessary."
"...?"
"Ah, if I had known another hero was coming, I would have prepared much more. What a shame. At the very least, I should have turned Row's old friends into battle puppets instead of just throwing them as fodder."

It hadn't even been five minutes since I started talking with Lucius, and my head was already spinning slightly.
He had the most expressive face of anyone I'd ever met, in both my past and present lives.
Laughing, surprised, serious, gloomy—he showed such rich emotions that he almost seemed pure.

That's why I couldn't accept his behavior at all.
I couldn't understand how someone who had committed such terrible acts could display such a joyful and innocent demeanor.
Even Aran constantly agonized over the justice of his revenge and walked around with a stern face. What was this guy doing laughing and chattering?

"Oh! I got so excited I forgot to answer your question. I apologize. But you can be happy."
"About what?"
"Well, this also answers your question... Originally, I planned to kill all of you before Aran arrived. Since you seem to be Aran's companions, if you were dead when he arrived, it would be good fuel for his anger."
"!!!"

Regardless of whether it was feasible,
everyone was shocked by Lucius's casual statement about killing people, especially that he planned murder simply to fuel someone's anger.
Even I, who knew about this from the novel, was shocked—the others experienced cognitive dissonance upon facing the true nature of the prince beloved by the kingdom's people.
Helena even unconsciously gasped, "Huh!"

Seeing this, Lucius waved his hand as if trying to calm us down.

"Hahaha, don't worry. That was the plan, but I've decided to abandon this scenario. I'll spare you instead. Though some injuries are unavoidable."
"You... what exactly are you trying to say?"
"Hmm, no. If I tell you I'm going to spare you already, the tension disappears and it's no fun. Tsk, this is my first time in this situation, so I'm quite excited and rambling a bit. Actually, I'm still revising the script at the last minute, so I'm a bit scattered."

Lucius tapped the armrest of his throne with his finger and sank into his own thoughts again.

Although I still didn't understand what he was saying or what his intentions were,
I had figured out one thing for certain.

'My existence was unexpected even to Lucius.'

That makes sense. Even someone like Lucius couldn't predict the intervention of an impossible existence like a "possessor."
Moreover, my activities were limited to the North, so he would never have heard my name, and at that time, all of Lucius's attention was fixed on Aran, caring about nothing else.
He did hear about me belatedly from Igril who came to the capital, but it was truly too late, and he doesn't seem to have prepared a way to deal with me.

'Preparing a way to deal with me...'

Lucius just said "another hero is coming."
That means, without overthinking it, he considers me another hero, just like Dorgon did.
Could he have deduced that I was the one who defeated Dorgon just from Igril's story and the developments in the Northern War?
If so, that's a terrifyingly impressive inference.

But if Lucius considers me another hero, another question arises.

'...Why would he say he's going to spare me?'

In the novel, Lucius eagerly anticipated his final battle with Aran, the hero.
For this, he used the palace as his stage, employed chimeras, turned the royal special guards into battle puppets, and deployed all sorts of schemes.
Why would someone like that promise to spare me?
Moreover, from what he's saying, it seems he was planning to kill me if I wasn't a hero, but changed his mind after confirming I was one.
Shouldn't it be the opposite?

Clap!
Lucius clapped his hands and continued.

"I keep getting sidetracked today. Is it because I'm so happy? Anyway! The reason I called you here was to see and judge with my own eyes, and I've just made my decision. You're too valuable to kill just to provoke Aran's anger. You have a bigger role to play."
"A bigger role?"
"Hehe, revealing the entire scenario would be a spoiler, so that's all for now. Sorry. But I'm sincere about sparing you... it's just not your time to step up yet."

A bigger role—is that the endpoint of the scenario Igril mentioned?
And he says it's not my time to step up yet.

"Look, if you want me to play some role, you need to share the script. What's the point of being the only one who knows the scenario?"
"Oh! I like that attitude, you're growing on me! Kekeke, I'd love to play with you soon, but there can only be one protagonist, and the protagonist of Part 1 hasn't exited yet."
"Protagonist of Part 1?"

It was a strange term, but I instinctively realized it referred to Aran.

"!"

Though not precisely, I roughly guessed what role he wanted me to play.

"That's all the explanation for now. Don't feel bad about not talking with me more. We'll be spending a lot of time together in the future... Now, I'm planning to spare you, but what should I do with your other friends?"
"!"

Everyone flinched when Lucius, who had been speaking in an excited voice when addressing me, suddenly wiped his expression clean and spoke in a chilling tone.
Strangely, I felt no cruelty or coldness from him like one would expect toward traitors.
There was only indifference—the kind of indifference one might have when deciding whether to clean up trash in a room now or later.

"Having companions is good for balance, but it's boring until Aran arrives, and you came to kill me, so you won't sit down for tea or leave quietly."
"..."
"Fine! I can always find new companions. That's what Aran did too. Actually, a narrative where you're not avenging former companions but avenging your former companions could be interesting."

Snap!
Lucius glanced at Elaine's back, grinned, and snapped his fingers.
It was easy to guess that this was a signal to summon something.
Everyone tensed up, watching him and our surroundings to see what would happen.

"!"

A door beside the throne where Lucius sat opened, and something slowly emerged.
When we saw it, we were even more shocked than when we had seen Igril.
Walking on all fours like a wild dog, with a body the size of two carriages, a head as large as a bed, and a tail—its identity was...

"Another devil? How many devils are left..."

Sophia frowned in disgust as she spoke, then stopped abruptly.
As she examined the devil, her face soon contorted with shock. Had she seen something with her magic eye?

"H-h-how... can something... like that exist?"
"Oh? Now that I look at it, those eyes resemble Merci's?"

Lucius belatedly noticed Sophia's magic eye and stared with round eyes in fascination.

"This settles it—I have to kill her. Having a mage with magic eyes as a companion would make things too easy. A protagonist's growth needs appropriate challenges. Now... what should I call you? Andre, Leang, Dobi, Reni, who else did I mix in? Anyway, go and devour them."

At Lucius's command, the monster roared and charged toward us.
But the monster's voice was strange—not a single voice but multiple voices mixed together in an eerie chorus.

'No way!'

The reason why Sophia—a mage from the Snow Flower Tower, brave enough to experience war, with magic eyes that could see the magical power within others—was genuinely shocked.
I could guess what it was, and it sent chills down my spine.

Ch.259 - Chapter 259. Lucius (2)
Thinking about it, the forces Lucius had prepared to face Aran in <Brave Road> weren't just the Royal Special Guards.
There was one more.
The monster that became Aran's main enemy in Episodes 5 and 6—a product of tragedy, originally human but transformed into a demon through horrific experiments—the Chimera.

However, in this world, we had interfered with Merci's Chimera experiments in various ways, and their plans were disrupted, causing them to deploy the Chimera earlier than in the novel's timeline.
As a result, we defeated Merci's Chimera during the Northern War, so I thought there wouldn't be any more Chimeras.

'After eliminating the Fog Hunter and other experimental demons in the northern outskirts, the only pure demon remaining in this world is Eris alone. This is certain.'

Dorgon, Lucius, and Igril whom we just fought—they were all humans who transformed into demons after being injected with magical energy, a type of Mein.
So the thing before us couldn't be a pure demon either... the only possibility left was a Chimera.
Lucius might have personally owned a Chimera.
But.

'I've never seen a Chimera that looks like that, even in the novel.'

As we saw in the Northern War, Chimeras are monsters made from human material, so they retain grotesquely transformed human forms. Like mutants.
Even if they grew tails, claws, or extra pairs of arms, their basic form was human.
But the Chimera before us was different. It was so grotesque that no one would believe it had once been human.
I hate to say this, but it looked like five or six magical beasts fused together rather than a transformed human.

To confirm, I asked Sophia.

"Miss Sophia, it's difficult, but please answer for confirmation. Can you see multiple magical energies coming from there?"
"...Yes."

Damn it, this madman!
I knew from the novel that the Chimera plan was initiated by Lucius's orders to Merci.
But was the original madman's conception even different? How could he come up with such an idea and actually carry it out?
Even though Chimeras have crossed a river of no return, there should be a line. This is an insult to them even in death.

At Sophia's answer, we all looked at Lucius with expressions full of disgust and revulsion.
But Lucius, despite receiving the intense hostility of five people, merely shrugged his shoulders and, brazenly putting on a pitiful expression, said:

"Don't look at me like that. I've invested heavily too. This was originally my little pet that I was saving to unveil when Aran arrived. It wasn't meant to be wasted on the likes of you."

Then he quickly changed his expression to a smile and continued:

"But seeing those expressions somewhat improves my mood. It's like an appetizer for Aran's reaction, which is quite delicious in its own way. Since I need to hide it again before Aran arrives and then make it reappear, let's quickly check its performance."

With another snap of Lucius's fingers, the Chimera came forward, enveloping him protectively as it faced off against us.
Saliva dripped freely from its mouth, its eyes were bloodshot black and red, and the hot breath exhaled between its sharp teeth indicated that not only its appearance but also its mind was no longer human.

"I understand how you feel, but this is no time for sympathy. Let's put it out of its misery quickly."

The others nodded at my words.
Unlike the real monster beyond, we are all people with humanity and hearts, so it's inevitable that our hearts ache at the sight of that thing.
But we are warriors of steel and ice who have fought to protect this land in the frigid North.
When faced with a situation where we must fight, we never weaken.

'Helena seems fine too.'

Unlike us, she's a pure girl who has never been in a fistfight. But she's a woman of strong conviction, enough to have been part of the protagonist's group.
Even when fighting Igril earlier, she stepped forward using her abilities to protect people.
Kind but not weak, she too hardened her eyes as she realized what needed to be done to save the souls sacrificed to the Chimera.

"Ilaine, let's go!"

At my signal, Ilaine nodded and leaped forward.
Our formation had me and Ilaine as vanguards, with the other three providing rear support.
The Chimera's massive bulk was violent and dangerous in itself. To prevent it from reaching our comrades in the back, we needed to hold it off from the front.

"It's a composite Chimera made from multiple Chimeras combined. Be careful, we don't know what abilities it might have."
"I'll return those words right back to you."

Ilaine jumped high, while I stopped in place.

'My swordsmanship was learned from Ilaine, so like her, I use speed-oriented techniques, but...'

To face that massive Chimera, a power type might be more effective than a speed type.
Ilaine is a pure speed type, so in that case...

*Crackle*
I wrapped my body in cold energy, creating ice armor.
Having done this many times, my proficiency had increased, and now it went beyond simply protecting my body with thick ice.

"Now, I'm a power type."

Thinking of a movie I saw in my past life, I named this technique "Ice Buster." Or perhaps "Ice Giant" after a comic.
This freezes even my sword hand, so I can't use sword techniques, but...

*BOOM!*
An ice mass no smaller than the Chimera's size blocked its charge with my body, then...

"HAAAH!"

*THUD!*
While the ice giant had two arms, the Chimera had four legs like a beast.
I used this to my advantage, grabbing its body and forcing it down to the ground.

"Now's the time!"

At my signal, my comrades launched their attacks.
Ilaine, who had jumped high into the air, descended with her flashing sword; Sophia prepared and fired a flame spell; Rigrit shot icicle arrows; and Helena, who had no offensive techniques, watched for any intervention from Lucius.

"Oh, impressive?"

Lucius was "appreciating" us with such interest that he might have been munching on popcorn if he had some.
My disgust toward him surged even more, but...

"Good tactics, but that bulk isn't just for show."
"?"

Lucius's quiet words sparked my vigilance.
Then Sophia's voice reached me:

"Mr. Luke, Miss Ilaine, fall back!"

I immediately tried to retreat at Sophia's warning, but...
Oh no, Ilaine was in mid-air and couldn't change direction easily. It was too late to create an ice platform.
I released my grip on the Chimera and reached toward Ilaine. She quickly understood my intention and used my ice arm as a foothold to jump higher and retreat.

As Ilaine retreated, I tried to push the Chimera away with my other arm and fall back, but...

"!"

Now I understand why Sophia told us to retreat.
The Chimera's body began to glow with various colors, then...
*BABABABABA!*
Like a pufferfish extending its spines, countless attacks—slashes, shockwaves, flames, spikes—shot out from the monster's body.

Not only were there many types, but their power was also considerable.
*CRACK-CRACK-CRACK!*
My ice arm shattered like sugar glass against the Chimera's attack.
Since this ice arm was a giant gauntlet overlaid on my actual arm, if the ice was destroyed, the attack would directly damage my arm...

"Luke!"
"I'm fine. It didn't hit me."

Ilaine worried about me, but fortunately, it was my right arm that broke, and I was holding my ice sword in that hand, so I could counter the attack's impact.
Thanks to that, I didn't injure my arm from the Chimera's attack, though I did expend some energy.

'This isn't good.'

I clicked my tongue, looking at Lucius who remained seated on his throne like a director watching a preview.
Meticulous bastard.
On the surface, it seemed like he was just making the Chimera fight while he watched, but...
There was another intention hidden here.

'He's conserving his own strength until the end.'

Lucius said the Chimera was a card prepared for Aran, but...
Honestly, he must know too. It's absolutely impossible to deal a significant blow to Aran with this.
He probably prepared this more as a psychological attack against Aran rather than expecting it to be effective as a combat force.
And if it could drain even a little of Aran's strength, all the better.
But the power of Aran's group—the Hero, the Northern Archduke, and other special forces—is much stronger than ours.
Even for Lucius, it would be a waste to use a specially prepared composite Chimera only for psychological warfare and then discard it.

So he deployed the Chimera now.
Against us, who are weaker than Aran's group, the Chimera could be used as a real fighting force, and since it only needed to be alive for psychological warfare against Aran anyway...
Above all, by sending out the Chimera, he's conserving his own strength.

'I was planning to exploit his miserly tendencies when I saw he didn't mobilize the guards until we arrived here.'

As expected of a final boss, he's not an easy opponent. To think he'd deploy a Chimera instead of conserving his guards.
I felt it during our conversation earlier too. Lucius was different from any opponent I've faced before, including Igril.
Until now, I've analyzed opponents and devised strategies based on my novel knowledge. But with Lucius, no clear strategy emerged.
It wasn't just because my novel knowledge about him was insufficient; he was an enigmatic man whose inner thoughts remained opaque.

'But even if he's not miserly... he's still overconfident!'

Bringing out the Chimera to face us here was a good decision. I'll give him that.
But one thing was lacking.

Though we may be weaker than Aran's group...
We're still strong in our own right.
The top royal guard, a magic tower elder, a genius archer, a saint, and a possessor—I dare say our combination is the strongest in the kingdom after the Seven Heroes and Aran's group!

If Lucius wanted to crush us, he should have come out himself instead of keeping Aran in mind who hasn't even arrived yet.
While he's misjudging our strength due to his desire to conserve energy, we need to strike first.

"Sophia! Fire, a big one please!"
"What? But that Chimera will probably block even Parma's flames with some other method..."
"Not Parma's flames, just regular fire magic."

Sophia gave me a look that said "that seems even less effective," but she quickly set aside her doubts and prepared the fire magic as instructed.

"Helena! How long can you maintain mirror reflection?"
"Maintain? That means... I'll do it as long as I can!"

No, I wanted a precise answer right now.
But if the saint says that, it must be the precise answer.

After conveying the plan to Sophia and Helena, I once again surrounded myself with cold energy to become an ice giant.
I didn't give specific instructions to the other two, but they would figure it out. They could tell at a glance, and both had good instincts.

The moment the ice giant was complete, Sophia's flames struck the Chimera.
*WHOOSH!*
As Sophia had worried, the Chimera countered the flames with various abilities. There was no water, but it had wind, shockwaves, and other abilities effective against fire.
That standoff was exactly what I wanted.

*THUD-THUD-THUD!*
*WHOOSH!*
I moved my massive ice body toward where the flames and Chimera were engaged and threw myself in.
When the massive flames met the massive ice...
*HISSSSSS!*
An enormous amount of steam rose and enveloped the Chimera.

"Now!"

At my signal, I heard the sound of wind from above.
Without turning my head, I guessed that Ilaine had released cold energy, and I retreated while protecting myself from the heat.

*CRACKLE!*
With the steam raised by Sophia and me, plus the cold energy shot by Ilaine, the Chimera's body quickly froze.
The Chimera, sensing its body freezing, tried to use its abilities to break free from the ice, but...

"There it is."

*SWOOSH! THUD!*
Rigrit's arrow precisely hit the part of the Chimera's body that was emitting abilities.
She then targeted other spots with icicle arrows, disrupting the Chimera further.
Taking advantage of the Chimera's hesitation...

"One more serving of cold energy, please."

I gripped my ice sword with both hands and released a large burst of cold energy to engulf the Chimera.

With steam and two large cold energy bursts, plus Helena using her mirror to reflect and compress the cold energy and steam so they couldn't escape...
The Chimera, already struggling to use its abilities due to the icicle sniping, was like a fish trapped in a freezer, not knowing what to do, and then...
*CRACKLE*
It froze solid.

We didn't stop there. As soon as we confirmed the Chimera was completely frozen...
*CRASH!*
Just like with Igril, we completely destroyed the Chimera's body.
At least so their souls could be liberated from the monster and return to the heavens. In this moment, even I believed in this world's god.

Though the victory left a bitter taste, there was no time for sentimentality.
*Clap-clap-clap-clap!*

After watching our struggle, Lucius applauded loudly, then...

"Excellent, excellent indeed... but, tsk, I don't like the ending. Even if you win, you should win after hardship and adversity, in a complete mess. How can you win so easily? I was planning to create a twist by crushing you overwhelmingly even if you won, killing you all. Now I have to rewrite the script."

Lucius was genuinely displeased, even frowning.

"Too many rewrites make the scenario a mess. Oh well, let's finish this quickly before Aran arrives. I'll vent my frustration on you for destroying the Chimera I made without even showing it to Aran."

With those words, Lucius finally rose from his seat.
And the moment he tilted his head...

*BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!*
Countless explosions erupted where we were standing.

Ch.260 - Chapter 260. Lucius (3)
Though we managed to defeat the Chimera and disrupt Lucius's scenario, our plans were also thrown into disarray because of him.

We had intended to fight Lucius at full strength to drain his power as much as possible, making it easier for Aran to defeat him later. But after facing Igril and then the composite Chimera—two formidable opponents in succession—our strength was depleted.

Moreover, since the recent Chimera appeared right in front of Lucius, we had to subdue it quickly to prevent him from making another move, which consumed a lot of our energy. In the end, we ended up confronting Lucius without being at full strength and without the ability to control the timing as we had wanted.

Still, it was two against two. Though we had expended energy, we managed to eliminate two of his powerful forces, and by defeating the Chimera ourselves, we preemptively blocked his psychological warfare against Aran.

...Looking at it this way, that guy seems surprisingly sentimental.

If it had been me, I would have deployed Igril and the Chimera together from the start, and if I had, Lucius's plan might have succeeded. We were able to defeat them quickly because they came one by one. Had we faced both simultaneously, our casualties would have increased. And if he had directly supported their attacks, we would have been in complete disarray facing such hardship and adversity, just as he said.

Someone as intelligent as Lucius must have thought of this. Yet he pursued the entertainment value of his scenario rather than a rational strategy. Have you ever seen villains in heroic epics all rush in at once? No, the protagonist defeats them one by one.

That's it. The role Lucius wants me to play, the true nature of his scenario for me... it's a heroic epic.

I'm still bewildered and don't fully understand, but piecing together what Lucius said, he's trying to make me—whom he believes to be another hero—the protagonist of his scenario. That's why he said he would spare my life. He's just started writing his scenario, and the protagonist can't die so soon. That's also why he said it wasn't my turn yet and that we would be spending a lot of time together.

Above all, he referred to Aran as... "the protagonist of Part 1." If there's a Part 1, there must be a Part 2. And that Part 2 is obviously... me.

As this realization dawned on me, I understood the true purpose behind everything Lucius had been doing. I realized that if we didn't kill this madman here, regardless of Aran, the capital—no, the north—no, the entire kingdom would perish. The world Lucius's plan would lead to was the exact opposite of the stable fantasy life I aspired to.

But because he was unexpectedly sentimental, we were able to quickly defeat Igril and the Chimera. Unlike us, who desperately considered rational strategies, he was still obsessing over his scenario even in this dire situation.

"Urghh!"

As soon as I saw Lucius begin his attack, I deployed an ice barrier, but the speed of his technique was different. The hastily created ice barrier was not nearly thick enough to block Lucius's light blade. It shattered into pieces, and the impact reached us. Even Helena, still unfamiliar with combat, couldn't react in time.

"Everyone, focus! Another attack is coming!"

At Ilaine's shout—she being the most experienced and composed in battle—we hurriedly gathered our wits and stood up, but...

"Sorry, but I don't intend to fight extras for long."

As soon as Lucius's voice was heard again, a fierce wind sound approached, and a blade of light bombarded our position once more. In the chaos, I frantically released cold energy to somehow offset the impact, inwardly shocked.

I know what this technique is. It's "Light Needle," Lucius's primary ranged attack. I also know its power. It definitely wasn't this strong before, and it was a technique that could easily be countered by Nia's light beam, the mage in Aran's group.

'What is this power?!'

I couldn't gather my thoughts amid the explosions erupting everywhere. I was barely blocking the impact by strongly emitting cold energy; if I had conserved my strength carelessly, the explosion would have immediately injured my limbs. In the novel, it was used for suppression, but here, did he increase its power to overwhelm us? But even if he wanted to subdue us quickly, Lucius wouldn't use too much of his strength...

"Everyone, gather over here!"

Fortunately, Helena, who had regained her focus amid the chaos, deployed her mirrors.
KWAGWAGWAGWAGWANG!
Thanks to her reflecting the Light Needle with her mirrors, I was able to withdraw my cold energy.

"So that mirror can indeed reflect attacks. What a nice ability."

Lucius's voice, which had been distant, suddenly sounded right beside us. Ilaine and I reflexively swung our swords toward the source, but...
KAKANG!

"!"

Lucius parried both our swords with a light blade in his hand. The Seven Heroes—that is, the hero party—each had different roles in classic fantasy fashion: Luna was the priestess (saint), Sira the archer, Row the thief, Mercy the mage, Dorgon the warrior, and Aran the hero. As for Lucius...

'Come to think of it, can he still use holy magic even after becoming a demon?!'

Lucius Artia. He was the kingdom's premier holy knight. Had he been born a woman, he might have become the saint before Luna, given his abundant magical power and blessed holy affinity. Add to that the excellent education and strict training he received as a prince from a young age.

His becoming the leader of the Seven Heroes after Aran's disappearance wasn't solely due to his status. By pure skill, he was second only to Aran in the hero party, and if Aran hadn't existed, Lucius might have been called the hero. Terrifyingly so.

'That's why there were initial speculations that Lucius wanted to kill Aran out of jealousy.'

But that was proven absolutely false. Anyway, now is not the time to recall Lucius's profile.

Lucius displayed swordsmanship that didn't yield at all against Ilaine, while constantly firing light beams with his left hand to keep me at bay. Lucius's light beams were as fast and accurate as Aran's electricity. More destructive than Nia's starlight magic beams, they penetrated my cold energy shields one after another despite my defenses, making me feel precarious. His skill in perfectly combining his ability with swordsmanship reminded me of Aran. More precisely, Aran had learned his fighting style from him.

But unlike Aran, he was alone. If he had more subordinates hiding, he would have brought them out by now. So we didn't have to worry about ambushes from other enemies and fiercely pressed him, trying to land a decisive blow when he approached, but...

"Good, that's enough."
"?!"

Unlike us, Lucius wasn't using a physical weapon. The light blade he had been clashing with Ilaine was a weapon created by his ability. And the moment he transformed it into a sphere...

"Oh no! Sophia, block him from approaching!"

At my shout, Sophia surrounded us with flame magic like a wall for defense, and I also tried to erect an ice wall with cold energy, but...

"Mere flames and cold cannot block light."

The sphere in Lucius's hand emitted a bright light, completely obscuring our vision. Light Burst—an area-of-effect technique that detonates a light sphere to numb the senses. It has no destructive power, but numbing the senses during combat is dangerous enough. As evident from Light Needle and Light Burst, Lucius's ability is "light." It's not an elemental ability like mine or Aran's, but holy light magic.

If the first thing people associate with light is "brightness," the second is "speed." Lucius was known to be slower than Row, the fastest of the Seven Heroes, but when he fully utilized his holy magic... he was faster than Row, the shadow.

Then the reason Lucius obscured our vision is obvious. He was annoyed by Helena's reflection, and as long as her mirror existed, Lucius couldn't use Light Needle. So he would target Helena first, which is why I had Sophia protect her, but...

KWANG!
Damn, has Lucius started attacking Helena? I immediately ran toward the sound. My vision hadn't fully recovered yet, but even if my heat detection was far inferior to Lucius's light-based area detection, I could still sense opponents by their heat in this limited space.

Lucius was wearing a human shell, but his true form was a demon. I had learned before that a demon's heat signature differs from a human's, and I had learned how to detect demonic heat specifically. So I detected the heat of a demon, not a human, to find his position.

'He's here...?!'

The moment I detected Lucius's presence through heat, I was so shocked that I opened my eyes like a blind person suddenly gaining sight. By then, the light had subsided, and the surroundings gradually became visible.

"Oh no!"

First, Helena was fine. She had protected herself not only with Sophia's help but also with her mirrors. Her reflection was limited to projectiles, but like how she had contained cold energy and water vapor with mirrors, she could also momentarily deflect an enemy's attack using the repulsive force of reflection, which was a good method. Yet the reason I cried out in surprise was...

Helena was fine, but... the impact sound from earlier wasn't from attacking her.

"There, that's two."

Behind Lucius, who was stretching, lay Rigrit and Sophia, collapsed. I hurriedly checked their condition with heat detection, and fortunately, they weren't dead. But judging by their motionlessness, they were in no condition to fight.

"No need to look so relieved. I've kept them alive momentarily because I want to kill them in front of your eyes. That makes the tragedy more intense."

As Lucius said this and snapped his fingers, Light Needles formed above the two and were about to fall, when...

"No!"

Helena extended her arm to protect them, deploying mirrors above them.

"That's right."

That was Lucius's intention all along, as he fired a light beam at Helena. Helena's ability was impressive enough to warrant caution even from Lucius, but as mentioned, she was a novice with no combat experience. She lacked the finesse to protect both herself and the others simultaneously. Lucius seemed to have grasped this point.

"Tch!"

Ilaine, the fastest among us, rushed to protect Helena, but even that was impossible. Lucius's purpose in engaging us in close combat wasn't for a surprise attack. He pretended to be pushed back in close combat to create distance. Because of this, there was too much distance between Ilaine and Helena for her to intercept Lucius's light beam in time. In the end...

PSHUNG!
Lucius's light beam hit Helena. The saint was as important to the Elren Church as the archbishop, which is why Holy Knight Paul was so concerned about her safety when she decided to go with Lucius. Befitting such an important figure, she must have been wearing a powerful artifact, as the beam didn't penetrate her body but was neutralized upon impact. Still, it couldn't neutralize the shock, causing Helena to fall backward.

Ilaine and I, with three companions subdued in an instant, broke into a cold sweat. It wasn't just about ability; his combat style was different. We had faced many enemies who fought cunningly or utilized their powers well, but never one who mixed ability, combat technique, and strategy so thoroughly.

Moreover, I had seen the first battle between Aran and Lucius in "Brave Lord." At that time, Lucius had shown a fighting style that relied on brute force. Could it be that he was just playing around because he enjoyed fighting Aran after so long? Is that why he deliberately revealed his demon form from the start and remained unfazed despite losing the first battle?

Ugh. I thought it wouldn't be easy, but it was beyond that. Aran still hadn't appeared, perhaps wanting to make a dramatic entrance, and only Ilaine and I remained.

"By the way, I've been curious about something."
"...?"
"You two. You're using the same swords, and your coordination is good. What's your relationship? Are you lovers?"

I'm not sure why he's suddenly asking this, but coming from Lucius, it can't be with good intentions, which gave me an eerie feeling. But that silence alone seemed to give him the answer he wanted.

"I've thought of a good scenario."

Having judged that he could finish off the three at any time, he turned his attention away from them and looked at Ilaine instead.

"If you lose your lover, your motivation to kill me will become even more intense, won't it?"

His grinning expression was utterly chilling. And as I realized what he was about to do, my grip on my sword tightened, determined to stop him at all costs.

Ch.261 - Chapter 261. Lucius (4)
Lucius intends to keep me alive no matter what. To make me a new hero in the scenario he envisions.
...Let me share something unsettling for a moment.

From what I can tell, the theme Lucius wants from me seems to be a "revenge story."
As in "Brave Lord," in most revenge stories, the protagonist starts alone.
The "alone" I'm referring to here means emotionally.
Although Aran had Eris as his helper from the beginning, they were merely in a contractual relationship at first. Internally, he was psychologically alone, having lost all his former comrades.

While "Brave Lord" was a story about taking revenge on former comrades who betrayed him,
Stories about avenging beloved comrades killed by mortal enemies are also quite common.
In such cases, the comrade the protagonist loses is typically... a loved one—that's the cliché.
Which means...

'That guy definitely plans to kill Ilaine!'

The hair on my body stood on end as warning alarms blared in my head.
But this was no time to be stunned in shock.
Having discerned that Ilaine was someone special to me, and with Helena gone, Lucius immediately deployed his light spear and charged forward with his sword.

"Ugh!"

Being an avid reader of "Brave Lord," I don't dislike revenge stories, but whenever I watched that other type of revenge story I just mentioned, I always felt uncomfortable and uneasy.
Because of that, it's somewhat childish, but I've countless times imagined deploying ninjas in the past to kill all the villains so the protagonist could be happy.

If I felt that way about someone else's story, what about when it's my own story?
Absolutely not. I must prevent it at all costs.
If anything happens to Ilaine here... everything I've done until now would be meaningless, and my goals would crumble.
Protecting Ilaine is essentially the same as protecting my goals!

I gritted my teeth and ran to support Ilaine.
Though the light spear was destructive, I could block it sufficiently by covering myself with ice armor.
Our purpose was to buy time anyway. If I could block the holy magic and Ilaine could block the sword, we might stand a chance.

"So you were lovers after all."
"!"

Contrary to my expectations, Lucius didn't target Ilaine.
There was a flash of light, and he appeared in front of me, placing his foot on my ice armor.

"It's more entertaining to watch your lover fall helplessly while you have the best seat in the house. Let me escort you there."

CRASH!
Lucius's leg flashed, and he pushed me with all his might.
Despite being weighed down by the ice armor, my body flew and hit the wall.
The impact was nothing thanks to the armor. I quickly gathered myself and tried to run back, but—

"Luke, block it!"
"!"

Apparently unwilling to let me go, Lucius fired a beam of light at me. No, given its size, it should be called a light cannon.
Thanks to Ilaine's warning, I created an ice shield to block Lucius's attack, but—

'This must be his intention!'

Let me remind myself: Lucius has no intention of killing me.
He probably doesn't want to knock me out either. He wants me to witness the moment he kills Ilaine.
So this light cannon isn't meant to kill me but to prevent my movement. By stopping in place to deploy the ice shield, I've already fulfilled his objective.

Because in the time it takes me to dismiss the ice shield and run back to where they're fighting,
He plans to quickly kill Ilaine.

Normally, I wouldn't be this anxious.
Ilaine has experience fighting two of the Seven Heroes and, with her crystal sword, her strength ranks just below Igril among the Seven Heroes.
No matter how much of a final boss Lucius is, he's not an opponent she could easily defeat.

But... the current Lucius could do it.
Because when I looked at Lucius with heat detection to track him, I saw what was inside him.
The reason he could instantly defeat the three, including Sophia, the elder of the Snow Tower, wasn't just his basic skills, but also because of "that."

I wondered how he would use it, but not like this. I never considered him human, but this makes him completely like Theseus's ship.
Then, was it because of that thing that Lucius, who lacked chimera manufacturing technology, could create composite chimeras?
Since that originally belonged to the Demon King, it must enable demon creation too. And controlling demons as well.
...Controlling demons?

A chilling thought crossed my mind, but something even more chilling lay ahead.
Instead of dismissing my ice shield and running, I prepared cold energy.
Lucius's analytical and judgment skills are so exceptional that even I find it hard to counter them, but he lacks knowledge. He doesn't know what techniques Ilaine possesses.

So even if he calculated the time it would take me to reach them,
He couldn't have anticipated that Ilaine could create footholds in the air and skate.
Ilaine's skating speed is too fast even for Lucius's light beams to catch up.

But there was one problem with this plan.

"Ugh!"

As I feared, Lucius, who had bound me with his light cannon, revealed his true colors and was attacking Ilaine.
Ilaine was holding up well against Lucius with her swordsmanship and cold energy. But her opponent was one of the Seven Heroes, and not just any one.
Even the great Ilaine seemed to be struggling with a direct confrontation, her expression grim.

To support her with an ice rink, I needed Ilaine to find an opening.
But as he attacked with his sword while thrusting his floating light spears between the gaps in her swordplay, Ilaine was barely breathing as she desperately continued the fight.
With no choice, I fired my cold energy.
Trusting in Ilaine's combat skills, I hoped the cold energy would bind Lucius's limbs even slightly, but—

"Now the tragedy is complete."
"!!"

As the cold energy approached, a purple aura burst from Lucius's body.
In the blink of an eye, his appearance transformed into a demon!

"Insane!"

Lucius had been conserving his strength, not even using his royal guard against us, only deploying chimeras and watching from behind.
I never expected him to bring out his demon form.
He wasn't cornered enough to use his reserved power, nor was the situation urgent enough to kill us quickly. In fact, the situation was favorable for him.

'He's going this far just to inflict tragedy on me?'

Come to think of it, for someone claiming to conserve energy, he had used quite a lot of power with his light spears, beams, and cannons.
I shuddered at Lucius's obsession with his scenario, and my blood ran cold for an even greater reason.
Due to Lucius's transformation into demon form, the cold energy I shot dissipated like mist, and conversely, he grew stronger.
If that happens—

"Ilaine!!"

I know this reaction is exactly what Lucius wanted, and the more panicked I am, the more he enjoys it.
But who could maintain composure in this situation?

I ran toward Ilaine as if I didn't care if my legs broke.
But the sword of Lucius, now in demon form with a blackened color and enhanced power, knocked away Ilaine's sword.
As it aimed for her heart—

"Luke, I'm truly sorry."

Ilaine looked at me and said those words.
As a storm of emotions—emptiness, anger, sadness, bewilderment—swept through me at her bitter expression of sincere apology,
A cry of "No!" was about to burst from my throat when—

CRACK!

[Huh?]

Ilaine reached out and caught Lucius's sword with her bare hand. Even Lucius seemed puzzled by this action, but considering it a final struggle, he didn't stop and tried to thrust—

[What?]

For the first time, words of surprise escaped Lucius's mouth.
Because Lucius's sword, caught by Ilaine... didn't budge at all. Nor did she look strained while blocking it.
Light was emanating from her left hand, and Lucius's sword was firmly caught in that light.

I too was so confused by this amazing phenomenon that I forgot to keep running and just blinked blankly.
Then I realized what it was.

"Ah!!"

Unbelievable.
I never imagined this would happen like this.

When I was preparing a ring to propose to Ilaine in the past,
I thought since she's a knight who faces many dangers, having one more artifact on her body might keep her safer.
So instead of a regular ring, I gave her one with magic imbued in it.
She would always wear the ring, and just the belief that my gift would protect her gave me peace of mind.

So Ilaine's apology wasn't for leaving me behind, but
For having to use the engagement ring I gave her during the proposal in battle.
Even at a time like this, she was thinking of my feelings. What an impossible wife.

"Use it as much as you need! That's the engagement ring, and I'll put the wedding ring on you at our wedding!"

I cheered for Ilaine and shot another blast of cold energy toward her.

[Ha, not bad! That really surprised me.]

Lucius admired our move, but since his weapon was created by his ability, he dismissed it and immediately created a new sword to attack again.
However, during that first opening we created, my cold energy reached Ilaine.

"Haaaaa!"

This time, we seized the opportunity.
Ilaine didn't flee with the cold energy I sent her but added the cold energy from her crystal sword.
She unleashed her ultimate technique, Snow Sword Snowfall, at Lucius who stood right in front of her.
CRASH!
That single strike became an avalanche that engulfed Lucius.

Of course, regrettably, Lucius in his demon form is beyond the level that Ilaine and I can defeat.
Moreover, if what I saw is correct, he's even stronger now than in the novel.

As the avalanche and snowfall strike swept in, Lucius crossed his arms and swung them, creating a black X-shaped slash in the air.
The X-slash collided with the snowfall and neutralized its power.
Lucius didn't stop there; he created a massive black magical lance and tried to crush Ilaine who was beyond the avalanche.

But unlike him, we aren't arrogant.
As soon as Ilaine unleashed her ultimate technique, she created an ice rink with the remaining cold energy and retreated, so she was no longer there.
Lucius had wasted his power in vain.

[Ah, this isn't good. It's already becoming fun.]

However, Lucius didn't seem disappointed as he chuckled and looked in our direction.
At that moment—
CRACKLE!
Electricity sparked around him.
BOOM!

Massive lightning hammered down on Lucius.
Seeing that familiar lightning, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Just like a protagonist, arriving at the perfect timing."

If you ask whether I'm complaining 'why not earlier,' honestly, I'm not.
It was much better than arriving later. We were starting to struggle, and I didn't think we could block the next attack.

"You did well."

SWOOSH.
Aran stood beside us and said,

"I'll take it from here."

The protagonist of "Brave Lord" pointed his sword at the final boss.

Ch.262 - Chapter 262. Final Boss Battle (1)
A final boss battle I'd never seen even in the novel.
To be precise, I had seen the first phase, but here we just fought through that first phase ourselves. So this would be the second phase now.
Beyond the butterfly effect, altered developments, and hidden backstories.
This is an entirely new story I'm witnessing.

As I faced this climactic moment directly before my eyes, I couldn't help but feel my heart race as a reader, regardless of the current situation.
But before that, there was something crucial I needed to confirm.

"Why are you alone? Where are the others?"

I turned my head, expecting the magnificent entrance of Aran and his companions and the thrill that would come with it.
But finding neither the mage Nia, the swordsman Yui, the demon Eris, nor even the Northern Duke Grace—just Aran alone—my excitement vanished, replaced by a head full of questions.

Could this guy have rushed ahead alone because of urgency? Did he break through all the royal guards by himself?
It's impressive and amazing, but if so, he must have expended considerable energy getting here.

Thanks to Lucius's obsession with his scenario—or bluntly put, his fandom—we somehow managed to drain much of Lucius's power.
Despite some hiccups, things went according to plan in the end.
No, him unleashing his demon form wasn't part of the plan, so things actually went better than expected.
But if Aran has also depleted his energy, it's all for nothing.

"I received your signal and entered the palace, fighting the royal guards. When I sensed something was wrong, I left Nia and the others to handle things and came ahead with Grace. Grace is currently dealing with the guards blocking the door."
"Ah."
"Seems I arrived during a crisis. Don't scold me too much."

Phew, so it seems Aran's entire party safely made it into the palace.
If the three heroines are handling the royal guards, they probably haven't lost much strength either.

Above all, knowing Grace is just beyond that door was incredibly reassuring.
He looked formidable from his appearance alone, and the fact he was assigned as gatekeeper suggests he's one of the stronger royal guards. Plus, he's not someone with a tragic backstory but rather a fanatic who willingly serves Lucius, like Dorgon.
No matter how strong the royal guards are, they're no match for Grace. He'll break through soon.

"What scolding? I couldn't be happier to see your face today."

Come to think of it, we entered the capital through disguise and acting, but I wonder how he managed to get in so quickly.
Well, he's the hero, so he must have found a way. The fact that I'm even wondering about this shows that Aran's arrival has definitely given me some breathing room.

"...Wait a minute."

In the novel, Lucius was the final boss that Aran's entire party faced together.
But while Aran's companions have all reached the palace, instead of joining forces, they've split up to different battlefields, leaving Aran alone here.
If that's the case...

"Lucius."

Aran stood in front of us protectively, holy sword in hand, facing off against Lucius.

After shaking off the electric attack Aran unleashed as an opening move, Lucius, still in his demon form, faced Aran.
This might sound a bit strange, but Lucius's demon form was... truly "demonic."
Three pairs of wings had grown from his back, a pair of long horns protruded from his head, and his hands and feet had transformed into elongated, sharp appendages.
Yet his main body was quite simple in appearance. Just like a naked human with dark purple skin.

Compared to the rock monster Dorgon, the kraken-like Merci, or the wolf-man Row, it seemed like a rather classic, unimpressive design.
But having read the novel, I felt a chill run down my spine.
Because that appearance was closest to that of a Demon King.
Moreover, since he took on his demon form, "that thing" in his chest had become clearly visible.

"Be careful. This guy is completely different from the former comrades and demons you've faced until now. Just think of him as a Demon King."
"You seem to know what that thing in Lucius's chest is."
"It's the Demon King's heart."
"!!"

Aran was so shocked that he momentarily glanced at me, despite being in a standoff with Lucius.
I scolded him to keep his eyes forward, then continued speaking from behind him.

"On my way here, I heard about the Demon King's heart from the new Saint of the Elren Church. Don't worry, unlike Luna, she's on our side. Lucius had been hiding it and then implanted it in his own body."

That's right. The reason Lucius seemed stronger than in the novel when fighting us, the reason he could create complex chimeras:
He had implanted a demon's heart into himself.
That's why I was horrified when I saw Lucius with my heat vision earlier. To think he would carve out his own heart and replace it with a demon's.
No sane person would ever do such a thing.

"Lucius... just how far..."

Aran seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation, gritting his teeth as he glared at Lucius.

[Hold on.]

Lucius extended his hand to interrupt our conversation, wearing a slightly annoyed expression.

[You two shouldn't talk any further. Some connection is necessary, but if it gets too deep, that's not good either. It complicates the narrative.]
"What...?"

Aran, who hadn't heard Lucius's true objective, responded with confusion in his voice. I sighed and added:

"He wants to kill you and then make me the next hero to play with."
"What?!"
"That's his real goal. To play in an endless heroic saga. This time, casting himself as the Demon King."

Aran didn't turn around, but I could almost see his face clearly.
He must be dumbfounded. After countless times wondering and speculating why Lucius had betrayed him on the journey here.
Not for some grand purpose or ultimate justice, but merely to play in a heroic saga. I'd be flabbergasted too.

"So the reason you tried to kill me was simply because one heroic saga had ended?"
[Well, yes. If you returned home alive, it would end with a happy ending. Happy endings make sequels difficult. If a hero returns home and lives well, it feels strange when a new incident suddenly occurs.]
"......"
[But tragedy is good. It leaves possibilities open. The hero finally defeats the Demon King, but then dies at the hands of a comrade? And the world falls back into darkness. How clean is that?]

He's talking as if it's someone else's story, but Lucius was also a member of the hero's party.
To hear that saving the world from the Great War was just entertainment for enjoying a heroic saga, and that he would readily destroy the world he saved for the sake of that saga...
As human revulsion rose within Aran and he was about to lunge forward—

[You're here before me now thanks to that heroic saga, aren't you?]
"What?"
[A betrayed hero returns to take revenge on former comrades. It was an unexpected story, but quite interesting. You enjoyed it too, didn't you? Taking revenge on old comrades, resolving lingering emotions, forming new bonds, healing wounds. What do you think? Isn't the heroic saga truly entertaining?]
"It's sophistry. Don't listen."

But Lucius didn't stop talking, and Aran had always wanted to hear his former comrade's true feelings before fighting him.

[Actually, I could have killed you immediately if I'd wanted to. When you killed Luna, I predicted you'd go after Sira next. So if I had sent Row, Dorgon, and Merci there, they could have easily killed you.]
"......"
[But I didn't. You needed to contribute to Part 2 as the protagonist of Part 1's side story. Look what happened because of that. You killed the Saint, destroyed the Moon Forest, and killed the Great Lord of the West and the Golden Tower Lord. You helped make the world a mess with your own hands.]
"...!"
[So I'm grateful to you. Thanks to you, my time waiting for Part 2 was enjoyable. And the Seven Heroes would be more interesting fighting you than a new protagonist. You improved the quality of my scenario.]

Damn, this isn't good.
Lucius knows Aran extremely well. Even better than the heroines do.
That's because Lucius was the one who discovered the hero in the first place. In the flashback scenes of "Brave Lord," Lucius was the one who supported, helped, and nurtured Aran the most during their time in the hero's party.
Thinking about it, that wasn't out of camaraderie but to create the protagonist he wanted.

Lucius was using that knowledge to subtly dig into Aran's feelings and provoke him.
With no chimeras left, is he using his silver tongue for a mental attack instead?
But Aran's desire to resolve old grudges with former comrades before killing each other was also intense, so it seemed impossible to stop him.

"Are you done talking?"
[...?]
"Aran?"
"I agree with what you said. The heroic saga is entertaining. I've enjoyed heroic sagas since childhood, which is why I gladly accepted the hero's quest. But you know what? Heroic sagas are supposed to end with happy endings."

Aran raised his head, looked straight at Lucius, and raised his sword.

"I'm grateful to you too. Thanks to your foolish game, I was able to complete my revenge. So now, as is proper, the villain should exit the stage."

Lucius tilted his head in surprise at Aran, who faced him with hostility, firmly pointing his sword without the slightest hesitation.

[This is... an unexpected response. It's not a strategy to counter my intentions, it seems genuine.]
"Of course it's genuine."
[Have you become so cold-hearted? Have you decided to focus only on your task rather than those around you? If so, how disappointing...]
"No."

This time, Aran firmly cut off Lucius's words and answered.

"My friend said your words were sophistry. I chose to listen to his words rather than those of an enemy."
"!"

Both Lucius and I were momentarily dumbfounded by Aran's words.

[Hahahahaha! Ah, so that's the relationship between you two. Hmm, that's fine too. Revenge for a lover and a friend. The emotional lines seem a bit excessive, but since Aran needs to exit anyway, it can't be helped.]

As Lucius continued thinking only about his scenario even in this situation, Aran seemed to decide further conversation was unnecessary.
Crackle-zap!
He initiated his attack, electricity sparking.

[Although it's becoming a headache having to completely rewrite the script since it's deviated so much from the scenario I expected... Yes, this is why I find you two interesting. Only you two make this predictable world exciting for me!]

Lucius also gathered darkness in his hand to form a sword as he shouted.

[I just need to kill everyone except the second hero anyway. Come, let me set aside the scenario for a moment and truly enjoy this! Aran, die gloriously after a valiant fight!]

Boom-boom-boom!
The protagonist and final boss clashed fiercely in an intense sword duel.
However, Aran's swordsmanship was more influenced by Grace, the sword saint, than by Lucius.
Even Lucius seemed to find close combat difficult, as he retreated momentarily.

[You've grown stronger than before. Heh, indeed a hero should grow through trials. But this is the Demon King's heart. It's too much for you to handle alone.]

Lucius deployed not holy magic—no, it was now too dark and ominous to be called that—dark magic.
As he prepared to bombard Aran with dark magic—

Crash-boom!
A sword energy flew in from the side, completely dispelling Lucius's dark magic.
Then came a dignified voice:

"He is not alone."

With a cool chill, the owner of that reassuring, powerful voice arrived on the battlefield.
Northern Duke Grace looked at Lucius and said:

"Was this in your scenario too?"

Ch.263 - Chapter 263. Final Boss Battle (2)
In the Kingdom of Artia, when asked who is the strongest, everyone unanimously names the Seven Heroes.
They are the party of warriors who ended the Great War, the most famous heroes of all.

However, when asked to choose just one from among the Seven Heroes, different names emerge depending on individual taste and preference.
Some say it's the noble Prince Lucius, others claim Dorgon has the greatest physical strength, or that the great mage Merci must be the strongest, and so on.
Even the hero Aran, while receiving the most votes, isn't definitively considered the absolute strongest.

But if asked who is the strongest excluding the Seven Heroes, everyone names a single person.
Grace Nosrain.
The iron-walled guardian who protects the northern lands of bitter cold, the unrivaled powerhouse who bears the title of Sword Saint.
And now, this woman had burst into the battle.

It seemed the gatekeeper had been instantly demolished by her...

[The Northern Grand Duchess...?]

Lucius tilted his head in genuine surprise at her appearance.
That was understandable.
We had been moving stealthily to avoid Lucius's eyes, and no matter how remarkable his detection abilities, he couldn't possibly monitor everything beyond the royal capital.
Besides, until just now, he'd been too preoccupied with us to have the leisure to detect Aran's group entering the palace.

Above all, as a former member of the hero party, he had visited the North and met Grace before.
Since he knew her attachment to the North was too great for her to join the Demon Lord subjugation, he hadn't worried about Grace's direct participation in the novel either.
Grace's appearance was truly unexpected for Lucius.

[Should I call this absurd or surprising? Certainly, this entrance wasn't in my scenario.]

Lucius examined Grace with a bewildered voice, then shrugged his shoulders.

[Still, it works out well in the end. Since the second hero is from the North, if you, the Northern Grand Duchess, help him, the opening act would be resolved too easily. I should kill you now and destroy the North again.]
"Opening act?"

Grace, who hadn't been part of the conversation until now, looked completely confused by Lucius's words.
But she didn't seem particularly interested.
The only things that mattered to Grace were that Lucius had betrayed Aran and deceived the kingdom, and that he had tried to attack the North.
With Lucius appearing in demonic form before her, nothing else needed to be considered.

"Well, I'll hear the details from my subordinate here... By the way, you must have harmed my men too, haven't you?"

Upon discovering Rigrit and Sophia still collapsed, Grace's eyes widened, and she charged at Lucius, kicking off the ground.
Swoosh!
She swung her new sword made of han-steel by Blacksmith Bill—the Lion Sword—with tremendous force. Lucius tried to counter by creating a dark spear crackling with black electricity.

[Ah, this won't work.]

CRASH!
Grace's sword shattered Lucius's dark spear in a single blow, and the shockwave sent his body flying.
However, Lucius, with his three pairs of wings, didn't fly far and quickly landed.

[Hmm, unexpected events make things less boring and more enjoyable. But only to a certain extent. This is rather unpleasant.]

Saying this, Lucius produced two dark spears and hurled them toward Grace.
Grace, who wouldn't fall for such attacks, immediately swung her sword to deflect both.
BOOM!
They weren't simple spears but explosive ones, causing a purple explosion where Grace had been standing.

Grace immediately cut through the explosion with her sword, but Lucius dropped dark needles all over her head, just as he had bombarded us earlier.
Anticipating these would explode too, Grace gathered magical power in her sword and released a sword energy blast. Lucius's dark needles exploded in succession, destroying the ceiling.

'I see. So that's why Lucius can use holy magic light despite being a demon who even possesses the Demon Lord's heart.'

Just as holy power is merely a different name for the same force as magical power, holy magic is only "holy" in name—not a miracle from the gods but simply a type of magic.
Even if Lucius has fallen to demonic energy, he's just using his own magical power, so he can certainly use holy magic.
However.

'His techniques, which were full of light, have all changed to darkness since he transformed into demonic form. This can't be just a change in color. There must be some difference in his abilities.'

Thanks to Aran and Grace joining the battle, I now had some breathing room.
I employed my usual analytical skills to observe the battlefield closely.

Unlike in the novel, Grace had joined the final battle, but the three main heroines hadn't.
I couldn't tell if Aran's current side was stronger, weaker, or equal to the novel. But one thing was certain.

'We need to help instead of just standing by.'

The three main heroines weren't here. But Grace was, and so were Ilaine and I.
If our forces were insufficient—or even if they weren't—we who were here needed to fight in place of those heroines.
Ilaine, who understood me perfectly, was also watching the battlefield tensely with her sword in hand, not relaxing for a moment.
But we couldn't recklessly jump in.

The battle between Aran, Grace, and Lucius—three of the world's strongest beings—was tremendous.
BOOM BOOM BOOM!
Aran pressured Lucius by unleashing lightning strikes indoors, and unlike when fighting us, Lucius fully unleashed his power to intercept all of Aran's attacks.
Meanwhile, Grace would dive in, delivering powerful blows with each swing of her sword.
It wasn't just the magnitude of power that was impressive.

They were on another level entirely.
Aran moved at high speed with electricity surrounding his body, and with his electrified sword, he struck at Lucius from all directions simultaneously.
Lucius was truly impressive in battle, not wildly expending his power but precisely gauging Aran's attacks and countering with just enough darkness to neutralize them.
Just as Aran had electricity around his sword, Lucius wrapped darkness around his wings, using it for both offense and defense.
And when Grace delivered powerful blows that could dispel even darkness, he wisely avoided direct confrontation rather than meeting her head-on.
Watching this battle, I discovered something about Lucius's abilities.

'Of course! There was indeed a difference!'

Seeing me smile as if I'd figured something out, Ilaine, who was beside me, asked as if she'd been waiting:

"It seems you've thought of a good way to defeat the enemy."
"Yes, they're too busy to coordinate with us, so we'll have to manage on our own."
"That's no problem."

Ilaine smiled at me and said:

"Together, you and I can match the power of those two."

I was about to respond enthusiastically with "Of course!" when something occurred to me that I had to ask. It wasn't necessary to ask now, but it was bothering me.

"Do you also think of me as a hero second only to Aran?"
"I've sometimes thought how wonderful it would be to have a hero for a husband..."
"But?"

Ilaine shook her head, firmly grasping my hand as she continued:

"If you were a hero, I'd be proud, but I'd probably be lonely not seeing your face often. It's enough for me that you're the Ice Flame Knight who guards the North with me."
"...!"
"So don't be swayed by that man's sophistry. Let's end this fight and return to the North soon. To our home."

That was exactly what I intended, but Ilaine's words gave me even more strength—I guess I'm just a hopeless family man.
Her words struck at the core of the matter.
Even if I were the second hero as everyone claimed, with the first hero Aran still active, there would be no need for me to step up.

I agree with Lucius on one point.
There is only one protagonist, and in this world, that's Aran. Being an extra is enough for me.

'No, I've come too far to just be an extra... Supporting role is enough.'

So, like a quality supporting actor, I'll help the protagonists finish this magnificently.

"Ilaine, let's go."

***

The battle between the three continued without a moment's pause.
Lucius, having obtained the Demon Lord's heart, was clearly stronger than any of the Seven Heroes we had faced before.
The sheer power of his abilities was different.
The spears he threw had the mass of entire houses. When I targeted his wings to eliminate his mobility and the medium for his abilities, it felt like striking solid steel, numbing my hands.
Only these two could maintain the fight; anyone else would have been crushed by the sheer magnitude of power long ago.

"Aran, duck!"

At Grace's signal, Aran immediately lowered his body, and a massive sword energy blast passed over him.
The blast instantly struck Lucius's body.

[Strong, incredibly strong. Hmm, but such simple contests of strength aren't very entertaining.]

Lucius dispelled Grace's sword energy with darkness, then extended both arms forward.

[Grace, because of you, Aran can't fight with the desperation I wanted. What I expected wasn't a match, you know. It was struggle and despair.]

A black sphere formed in front of Lucius.
It looked similar to the Light Burst technique that obscured vision, but... the effect was completely different.
Light Burst merely released light to blind, with no destructive power. This technique, "Dark Burst," focused entirely on destruction. Well, it could also blind by destroying the eyes.

Aran was in peak condition, having conserved his strength except for brief skirmishes with the royal guard on the way here.
In contrast, Lucius had expended energy fighting Luke and others when he got more excited than expected.
Additionally, Grace, who was as strong as any of the Seven Heroes, was helping Aran, and strangely, their combined attacks created a synergistic effect.

'These two have always had an unusual relationship... Could those jokes about them having special feelings for each other actually be true?'

Oh, that's an interesting storyline that piques my interest, but there are already too many subplots even for Lucius to keep track of, and Aran's exit is already determined here.
Besides, Grace is annoyingly troublesome to deal with, so it's better to finish this quickly for various reasons.

Of course, neither Aran nor Grace is easy enough to kill with Dark Burst. If that were possible, I would have done it long ago.
But in fact, this Dark Burst is a trap.
The plan is to draw their attention with the powerful Dark Burst explosion, then use the darkness spread around to move behind them and tear off their limbs.

They probably think they're holding their own because of their strength.
Wrong.
I've been playing along because I haven't used my "full power" yet.

[This ends now.]

Throwing in a feint as if using a decisive final move.
Sure enough, those naive fools took the bait and prepared powerful techniques of their own.
Even if they notice my ploy, the aftereffects of their techniques will slow their reactions.

Once the tension had built sufficiently, I threw the Dark Burst.
Though it was a feint, its destructive power was real, causing Aran and Grace to summon electricity and sword energy respectively.
Whether it explodes or is neutralized doesn't matter.
While those two are busy with the Dark Burst, I hid in the darkness for my real strategy.

And tada.
While they were intensely engaged with the Dark Burst, I reappeared behind Grace, intending to subdue her first.

"As I thought. Unlike light, darkness isn't everywhere, so you need darkness as a medium to move."
[!]
"You targeted me first, wanting to see Aran's reaction, just like you did with me."

Lucius whipped his head around at the voice that was becoming memorably familiar despite hearing it for the first time today.
He could read this?
While genuinely surprised, he tried to react immediately.
But it was too late.

"To prevent you from escaping again, I should freeze you completely."

Luke had crossed his two swords at the spot where he predicted Lucius would appear.
A wide-area technique that spreads steam by clashing heat and cold, then rapidly freezes it.
Ultimate technique: Iceberg.

CRASH!
The iceberg Luke created instantly froze the surrounding area along with the darkness.
Lucius, whose body wasn't completely frozen yet, tried to shake off the cold with demonic energy and move through darkness again.

"You can't escape."
[Tch.]

Ilaine appeared on the opposite side to stop him.
Though inferior to Aran or Grace, she was still quite skilled among humans—enough to hold him back.
Lucius, not wanting to be bothered, decided to spend a moment releasing a dark shockwave to subdue her.

Swoosh!
Ilaine, who had seemed intent on blocking Lucius, quickly retreated across the ice.
Lucius paused momentarily at this bewildering action.

[Oh no!]

He belatedly realized he'd been tricked.
It was misdirection.
Their goal wasn't to block but to immobilize. While he paused to gather power to subdue the female knight...
Crack crack crack.
His wings began to freeze first.

I'll admit it. It was a pretty good strategy. As expected of the next hero I've been watching.
But still naive.
This level of ice can be shattered quickly.

However, there was something even the all-knowing Lucius didn't know.
Earlier, upon hearing about the Ice Crystal, he had sent Row to the Snow Flower Tower out of curiosity, but Row was captured and killed, leaving Lucius with no information about the Ice Crystal.
This meant he also didn't know the power of the Ice Crystal.

[?!]

Lucius hesitated again, surprised by the unexpectedly powerful ice.
These two pauses gave the others enough time to react.

"Well done, Luke!"

Grace, who had already destroyed the Dark Burst, approached and raised her sword high.
SLASH!
A vertical strike filled with the determination to end this and anger at his deception came crashing down toward Lucius's body.

Ch.264 - Chapter 264. Final Boss Battle (3)
Grace's strike, unleashed with her full power, could erase even Dorgon—known as the strongest defender in <Brave Lord>—and now it mercilessly cleaved through Lucius's body from shoulder to thigh, splitting him in half.

BOOM!

The aftershock was so powerful that the floor beneath him cracked like an earthquake had struck. It probably cut through the entire room to the floor below.

"Phew."

As Grace finished her attack and was about to withdraw her sword—

"It's not over yet!"
"?"

At my shout, Grace turned with a puzzled expression, but quickly sensed something unsettling about the Lucius she had just cut down and raised her sword again.
Unfortunately, it was already too late.

[That was truly dangerous.]

Despite his body being half-destroyed, Lucius spoke in a calm voice.
BOOM!
Darkness converged on where his body had been.

The darkness rushed toward Lucius while simultaneously trying to slash at us in its path.
Fortunately, Grace dispersed the darkness with her sword energy, preventing any damage.

"Tch, I should have known..."

Against any other opponent, Grace's attack would have meant instant death, and I would have felt relieved the moment I saw his body split.
But Lucius was different.

Unlike the other Seven Heroes in <Brave Lord> who initially fought in human form, Lucius had revealed his demon form from the first battle against Aran. Even though Aran's party won that first encounter, the final battle wasn't over, and Lucius remained unfazed—as if there was something more to come.
Well, it would be anticlimactic if the final boss revealed his demon form in the first battle only to lose right away.
...or so I had thought.
And indeed, there was something more.

[Hey, Aran. Did you hear from the others? How we were able to transform into demons?]
"...It was because you embraced the sins found beneath the Demon King's castle, wasn't it?"
[Ah, so you've heard. That makes this conversation easier.]

As the darkness cleared, Lucius revealed himself again.

"What is that?!"

There's a term called Janus.
I don't know the details, but it originates from Greek mythology, referring to someone with two faces in one body.
The left side of Lucius's body remained the same dark purple as before, but his right side—the part Grace had destroyed—was now white.
Of course, it wasn't just white in color. It had sharp, protruding horns and multicolored limbs that gave no impression of holiness whatsoever.

This form, like the complex chimera, was something I'd never seen even in the novel, so I swallowed hard and focused my attention.
Lucius continued speaking.

[Don't the numbers seem odd? There were seven sins found beneath the Demon King's castle, and excluding you, there are six of us. If we each took one, there would be one left, right?]
"...No way?"
[That expression—you've got it.]

Lucius spread both his dark purple and white wings as he declared:

[If Luna has Lust, Shira has Pride, Row has Greed, Merci has Gluttony, and Dorgon has Sloth... then the sins I possess are 'Envy' and 'Wrath.' In other words, I have two.]

So that's why he has such a strange form.
But envy and wrath? Both seem uncharacteristic for Lucius.

[I was saving this for the battle with the second hero, but given the circumstances, I have no choice. I'll kill you with my full power.]

BOOM!
A powerful force emanated from Lucius.
It wasn't just darkness. Surprisingly, there was also holy power!
Is this Lucius's full strength that was never revealed even in the novel?

"He's concentrating the demon power in wrath, and infusing holy power into envy."

Like the professional demon-slayer he was, Aran seemed to quickly grasp the secret of his power.
However, judging by his grim expression, understanding it didn't mean he could do anything about it.

[First, I'll deal with the most troublesome one.]

The first target Lucius set his eyes on was, of course... Grace.
As he took a step toward her—

"What!"

SWOOSH!
Approaching Grace at the speed of light, Lucius swung down his sword of darkness.
Grace raised her sword to block, but even for a sword master like her, it was impossible to respond in time to such instantaneous movement.

"Ugh!"

True to her reputation as a sword master, she avoided a fatal blow but received a slight cut on her shoulder. While it wasn't severe enough to sever her arm, which was a relief—
For a swordswoman who wields such powerful force, a shoulder injury can be more critical than it seems. If the wound worsens, she might lose the use of her arm entirely.
Lucius, that cunning bastard. Was that his aim?

No, it seems Grace defended well enough.
Despite seeing Grace's injury, Lucius seemed intent on killing her outright, firing a beam to pressure her while she was momentarily stunned by the wound.

CRACKLE!
Electricity sparked, and Aran thrust his sword toward Lucius.
Apparently using detection, Lucius sensed Aran's approach and fled again in a flash of light.
His next target was—

[You're quite troublesome too, reading my moves. I can't kill you, so just sleep for a while.]
"!"

I'm the second target?
Lucius appeared before me, gathered darkness at his feet, and launched a kick.
I hurriedly tried to create an ice armor to protect myself, but—
CRACK!
Though the source of my ice is ice crystals, the source of Lucius's darkness is the Demon King's heart. In terms of rarity and power, his is superior.
His darkness shattered my ice armor like a cookie.

BOOM!
Hit by Lucius's kick, I flew at a speed slightly less than light and crashed into the wall.

"Luke!"

As Ilaine called out to me, Lucius turned his head and said:

[I was planning to kill him in front of you, but I'll have to settle for you seeing him dead when you wake up.]

He fired a mixture of light beams and dark needles toward Ilaine.
SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH!
Ilaine was already exhausted from the battle. Moreover, she had used considerable power earlier when using her ring to escape from Lucius.
She couldn't respond to both the incredibly fast light beams and the destructive dark needles, but still, she raised her sword. She had promised to return home with her loved one.

BABABABABA!
Willing to deplete not only her magic but also her crystal sword, she swung her weapon and somehow managed to block the light beams.

"Ah."

The cold energy stopped flowing from her sword.
Her magic was depleted.
But the dark needles remained, and judging they were truly unstoppable, Ilaine bit her lip but didn't drop her sword, her eyes wide open—

WOOOONG!
Several mirrors deployed in front of her, reflecting all the incoming dark needles.

Surprised, Ilaine turned her head.

"Huff, huff. I'm not so fragile as to collapse from just that."

It was Helena who had regained consciousness and protected Ilaine.
Thanks to Lucius being so fixated on the relationship between me and Ilaine earlier, he had knocked her down but hadn't finished her off.

But Lucius also saw that Helena was up.
He immediately approached her at light speed, determined to finish her off this time.
WHOOSH!
Blue flames rose like a barrier, reaching from floor to ceiling.

"This way, light can't pass through, and it would hurt quite a bit if you crashed into it hard."

Sophia had also regained consciousness and blocked the space with Parma's flames.
Of course, Lucius's demonic energy was beyond what could be burned, so he could probably break through a barrier made of Parma's flames.

CRACKLE.
Electricity sparked all around, and yellow wings formed on Aran's back.
It was one of his special techniques, the Sky Wing.

"Yes, let's end this now, Lucius. With both of us at full power."

Then Aran channeled all the surrounding electricity into his sword.
His ultimate technique, the Thunder Sword. Its power was strong enough to shatter the iceberg I had created during our practice match in the past.
And that was when he was holding back for a practice match—now, with his full power aimed at destroying his opponent...
Even Lucius would be in danger.

[Sigh, these supporting characters keep... If you don't exit the stage properly when it's time, that's a problem too, you know?]

Though Lucius sighed as if annoyed,
He too prepared his darkness sword.

[The ending I wanted for this side story was Aran and his companions reaching me only to be brutally defeated, with the second hero escaping to vow revenge—a clean narrative. This has become too messy. Such chaos makes it difficult to continue with follow-up episodes.]
"Don't worry. If you fall here, there won't be any follow-up episodes."
[That's rather unpleasant?]

Lucius's expression contorted for the first time.
Then, as if he was now serious about striking down Aran rather than just playing around, he took a serious stance.

[Yes, all of this is ultimately because you're still alive. You should have died properly after Part 1 ended. Why does a protagonist who exited the stage crawl back to drag out a side story? Exit now.]
"All this talk about scenarios reminds me of something."

Having prepared his Thunder Sword, Aran also took his stance and said:

"Back when we traveled together, you used to tell me all sorts of heroic tales."
[...?]
"Even I thought they were really old-fashioned."
[!]

RUMBLE!
As if Lucius was upset by Aran's words, the pressure around him increased.
Not just the pressure, but his power too. Beyond just seriously trying to strike Aran, a vicious aura erupted as if he wanted to kill him out of hatred.

[I didn't know you had a talent for provocation. Fine, I'll take the bait. But the price will be a bit cruel.]

Despite the menacing atmosphere from Lucius that made even my body tremble, Aran, true to his hero status, gripped his sword even more firmly.
TAH!
They both charged at each other simultaneously.

CRACKLE!
BOOM!
Aran and Lucius clashed. Electricity, darkness, and holy power scattered everywhere, creating chaos.
Though it seemed like a fierce final exchange of blows—

"Nnngh!"

Contrary to the cliché where the protagonist wins the final strike, Aran gritted his teeth and groaned as if struggling.
Even from where I was watching, it was clear the electricity was gradually being overwhelmed—it seemed Aran would be consumed within a minute.

I understood Aran's intention to draw all of Lucius's power toward himself to protect his companions from danger, but at this rate, our strongest fighter would be defeated.
While I was trying to understand Aran's plan—

"Grace?"

Grace, who should have been struggling with her shoulder injury, was rushing toward Lucius.
What was she doing?

But when I saw her right hand, I was shocked as I realized what Aran and Grace were planning.
I had completely forgotten. I never imagined such a method. If that works, they could succeed!

But that method is a gamble even for them.
For it to succeed perfectly, we need to help too.

Though I felt pain as if something had broken when I crashed into the wall earlier, contrary to Lucius's expectation, I hadn't fainted. I had been watching the battle unfold.
So I got up and moved to do what I could.
If Ilaine could grip her sword despite her depleted magic, I couldn't just lie there feeling sorry for myself.

***

While engaged in the power struggle with Aran, Lucius quickly grasped his intention.

[Hehe, I was wondering why you suddenly made such an uncharacteristic provocation. It was to deplete my power. But you've overestimated yourself.]
"Ugh...!"
[Do you think you defeated the Demon King alone? Was it your power that ended the Great War? Back then, you had strong allies by your side, including me. Your current companions, except for Grace, are far inferior to what we were then.]

Lucius displayed even more power.
Now Aran was like a beast trying not to be devoured in a predator's mouth, raising his arms to prevent the jaws from closing.
Was it because of the demon heart? Even in this situation, Lucius's power continued to surge. The attrition strategy had failed.
But that wasn't what Aran was aiming for.

"...Half right, half wrong."
[What?]
"I admit I could end the Great War thanks to you and my old companions. I couldn't have defeated the Demon King alone."
[I brought it up, but you're admitting it too readily. So what part is wrong?]
"What else?"

In response to Lucius's question, Aran grinned and answered:

"My current companions are much stronger than you all were."

Just as Lucius was about to let out an incredulous laugh,
He sensed Grace charging toward them.
But Lucius continued with his scornful laugh.

[A surprise attack. What a remarkable method. Did you think I wouldn't be prepared for this? Grace with her injured shoulder can't break through this force field. While she struggles, you'll die, and the tragedy will be complete.]
"I told you, your scenarios are old-fashioned."
[What...?]

This time, Lucius was genuinely surprised.
Grace, who should have been hindered by her shoulder injury, was penetrating through as easily as stabbing a sword into water.
Turning his head in confusion:

[A dagger?]

Grace was charging in with an unfamiliar dagger instead of her usual longsword.
The power of that dagger was extraordinary—it was piercing through both holy and dark energies.

"Silver Sting, made from the fang of a Silver Sabertooth we hunted long ago. I don't know the details myself, but... it's a weapon prepared by the companions you underestimated."

It wasn't the time for casual conversation with Aran.
With the intuition that the weapon's penetrating power would soon reach him, Lucius tried to hastily break off the power struggle and escape.
But—

"And there are two of them."
[?!]

The moment Lucius withdrew his power, Aran also discarded his holy sword, pulled out a dagger identical to Grace's from his chest, and thrust it like lightning at Lucius who was right in front of him.

[Gah!]

When Grace had destroyed his body earlier, Aran had clearly seen where the demon heart was located.
The Silver Sting Beta he held ignored all defenses and precisely pierced the demon heart inside Lucius's body, creating a hole.

[Nngh!]

Feeling the demonic energy leaking like water from a broken pot after his demon heart was pierced, Lucius flapped his wings in panic, trying to escape.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Grace, who had already penetrated through both holy and dark energies, quickly stabbed his wings multiple times, creating holes just like in his heart.

CRASH!
Unable to fly properly, Lucius tumbled to the ground. He quickly got up, drawing in surrounding demonic energy to repair his body, and said:

[Hah, impressive. That attack was truly unexpected. Is this because you're also a protagonist?]

While he had been upset at the suggestion that his scenarios were boring, this didn't seem to anger him—Lucius was already smiling again.

[Hehehe, yes. This will be the last time I play with you. Let's enjoy it while we can. Even getting beaten by the protagonist is part of the Demon King's role.]

Just as he was about to rise and engage with Aran again, having almost completed his repairs—
SWOOSH!
A sound of something cutting through the air came from somewhere.

THUD!
An icicle pierced and destroyed Lucius's heart.

[What...?!]

Staggered by the sudden attack, Lucius twisted his body.
Demonic energy poured out from the demon heart that hadn't fully recovered, and the icicle created an even larger wound than the dagger, making the situation dire.

While Lucius tried to repair his heart first despite his confusion—
THUD!
Another dagger flew and embedded itself in Lucius's chest.
BOOM!
It exploded, completely destroying the area around his heart.

Ch.265 - Chapter 265. Final Boss Battle (4)
The moment an explosion erupted on Lucius's chest, I shouted without hesitation.

"Now! Launch the full attack!"

Even without my command, everyone here was a battle-hardened warrior.
From the moment the icicle pierced his heart and Lucius staggered from the unexpected attack, they had prepared their strikes, recognizing this as the final opportunity to end the battle.
As soon as the explosion occurred, they unleashed their techniques.

Aran fired Silver Sting Beta charged with divine lightning.
Grace thrust Silver Sting Alpha with her swordsmanship.
Sophia unleashed her true specialty—the firepower of flame magic—instead of Parma's flames.
Helena concentrated power through her mirror, recalling the method she had used against the chimera.

Ilaine, with no strength left to fight, kept watch to ensure the enemy wouldn't escape.
And I...

"Well done."

I sighed with relief and praised Rigrit beside me.
When Helena and Sophia regained consciousness, Rigrit had also come to his senses.
I judged him to be the perfect joker to end this battle.

Lucius's obsession with his scenario was chilling.
By now, one would expect him to be raging and destroying everything in frustration, but his determination to fight for his desired scenario until the end could only be described as madness.

However, his chilling obsession created one weakness:
He had no interest in things outside his scenario—the extras.
While Aran and I were protagonists in his scenario, Grace and Ilaine were heroines meant to deepen the protagonist's tragedy. Helena and Sophia were supporting characters he wanted dead because their abilities were troublesome.
There was only one person here who couldn't attract Lucius's attention at all:
Rigrit, who despite his noble birth second only to Grace and Helena, ironically held only the position of a nameless companion to the protagonist in Lucius's scenario.

Moreover, Rigrit, an archer, could launch stealthy attacks unlike the rest who breathed ice, flames, and electricity. He was a genius sniper with unmatched speed and accuracy.
Above all, just like Lucius's obsession with his scenario, this guy had a maddening obsession with achieving merit.
Having been unable to contribute much so far, he would definitely seize the opportunity to finish this battle with his own hands.

And he did it.
While Lucius was completely focused on Aran and Grace, Rigrit shot an arrow that precisely pierced Lucius's heart.
Not only that, he also managed to hit Lucius's chest with the black dagger I had given him!
After the Northern War, he had practiced dagger techniques with the royal guard for a month, saying his close combat skills were lacking. What a commendable fellow.

So in the end, a character who was just an extra villain in the novel brought down the final boss.
That's certainly a fresh development that would never appear in Lucius's imagined story.
From stunning Lucius with Silver Sting to Rigrit's finishing blow.
It was amazing to realize how everything I had accomplished had contributed to destroying the final boss's heart.
Among those achievements, bringing Grace here to participate was the most significant.

But I'll set aside my reflections for now—there will be plenty of time for that later.
The thunderous noise has stopped, indicating the end of our all-out attack.
Rigrit destroyed his heart, and since we've seen him revive once, Aran and Grace must have desperately reduced him to dust.
Hoping that we had finally finished Lucius, I approached him.

[Sigh.]

...This persistent bastard, is he still alive?
Even Aran, the protagonist, would have died on the spot when his heart was stabbed if not for Eris's help. This final boss is even tougher.
Perhaps the most durable of the Seven Heroes isn't Dorgon but this guy.

Still, I didn't tense up or prepare to fight.
True to his scenario obsession, he seemed intent on keeping his word. Though still alive, he was sprawled out dying, ready to make an appropriate exit.
Yes, we had finally defeated Lucius.

[This isn't right.]

His heart was destroyed, leaving a gaping hole in his chest, and his limbs were crushed worse than Igril had been. His wings were naturally torn off.
Despite literally clinging to life only because of his demonic vitality, Lucius's voice sounded no different than before, as if he felt no pain.
With his one remaining eye, Lucius gazed at the sky and muttered.

[I've considered this kind of ending before. Since I became the Demon King, meeting death at the hands of a hero is one possible fate. Both Aran and Luke, you two didn't act according to my expectations. Perhaps you'll create an ending more interesting than the scenario I envisioned. I'd gladly die for that.]
"......"
[But not this kind of end. To be defeated by an arrow from a nameless extra, not even a hero. What a boring development. Not interesting at all.]

Then Lucius turned his head to look at me and Aran, despite his face crumbling away.

[Let me make one request. I'd like at least one of you two to finish me off. Since you both want me dead anyway, it's not a losing deal for you, is it?]

Until now, Aran had personally taken the lives of his former comrades with his own hands, except for the unavoidable case of Dorgon.
So this time too, he would probably want to end this long revenge by killing Lucius himself.

I had no intention of taking Lucius's life or granting his wish.
Since this was Aran's story, I planned to step aside and let him conclude it as he saw fit.

"No."
"?"

Aran firmly rejected Lucius's request.
Those words meant he would not take Lucius's life.

"Killing you with my own hands would give you a satisfying death. I have no intention of doing that."

It seems Aran had the same thought as me.
Honestly, considering all we've suffered, even pouring heat onto that guy right now wouldn't be enough.
But Lucius would be satisfied dying at the hero's hands and would laugh at our anger as entertainment. That's infuriating.
And the desire to kill him must be stronger in Aran than in me. Yet even Aran chose to deny Lucius's wish rather than vent his anger.
That was a more painful revenge for him.

However, despite having his final wish rejected, Lucius was far from despairing.

[No, you will.]
"What?"
[Haven't you ever wondered how I could send the people of the palace outside? Not all the ministers acted like Dorgon or the royal guard.]

I had assumed he managed it somehow because he was a prince. Was there another method?
I hadn't questioned it before, but hearing those words suddenly gave me an ominous feeling.

[The Demon King can control the minds and actions of demons. The people of the royal capital aren't demons or even chimeras, but by combining the principles of the mind magic that controlled the royal guard with the Demon King's authority, I can issue at least one command at a time.]
"You can't mean—?!"
[Hehehe, yes. This is what I saved for fighting the second hero, to cause his despair. But it will be the finale of this scenario, an encore. My command will be: 'All humans in the royal capital, devour each other!']

Insane!
Even at the end, he's causing thorough havoc. Of all possible commands, he came up with such a deranged one.
That command must not be executed even for a second. Cannibalism would leave deeper trauma than simple murder. With his evil intention to inflict as much damage as possible on this world before his death.

Though it's infuriating to play into his hands, we must save the people first.
Aran and I simultaneously raised our swords to finish him off, when—

"That won't happen."
"!"

A new voice came from the doorway. But it was a familiar one.
When I turned my head—

"That power requires the magic circle installed in the palace basement as a medium. Since it's controlling humans, not demons."
"And we just destroyed that magic circle!"

Aran's companions, Yui and Nia, arrived with good news.
After defeating the royal special guard, they had thwarted Lucius's final plot.

"We were worried we'd be late for the battle, but I'm glad we made it."
"Where's Eris?"
"She's downstairs absorbing the magical energy from the circle. She's barely maintaining her form right now."

Ah, since Lucius took the Demon King's heart here, Eris must be at her limit.
Still, to think she would contribute until the very end. The three great heroines truly live up to their reputation.

[That's right. Aran, your companion is a demon. Then I'll control her to...]

Lucius, seemingly tireless, tried to hatch another impromptu plot, but—
*crumbling sound*
Even he has his limits now. Whether human or demon, everything needs energy to move.
Lucius's energy source had been broken for a while now. His body collapsed like a sand castle.

[No... no. Not yet, I haven't completed the ending yet! If the scenario failed, at least the ending...]

Seeing Lucius desperately rolling his one remaining eye and struggling, I could understand why the sins he embraced were envy and wrath.

'If Aran hadn't existed, Lucius would have been destined to become the hero. That's why some readers speculated he killed Aran out of desire for his position.'

That speculation was fairly accurate.
What Lucius wanted wasn't to be a hero... but the protagonist.

This is just my thought, but:
Lucius loves scenarios and is obsessed with scripts, showing a writer's disposition.
So he tried to create a heroic epic with himself as the protagonist. After all, he had all the qualities—noble birth, outstanding appearance, and innate abilities.

But someone more suited to be a protagonist appeared: Aran.
His altruism, affection, courage, and firm will—and above all, the destiny of a hero—were all things Lucius lacked. So Lucius conceded the protagonist role to him.

'Reflecting on what Lucius said, he called himself the Demon King and treated me as a protagonist... but ultimately envisioned a scenario where I would lose and he would win.'

There's one rule in stories: they always end with the protagonist's victory.
Even endings where villains win aren't about the protagonist's defeat, but because that villain is also a protagonist in their own right. That's why, in retrospect, villains' narratives can be as compelling as protagonists'.

In other words, Lucius actually wanted to be the protagonist as the Demon King.
If he truly only cared about the scenario and wanted to take the villain's position within it, he wouldn't have been so obsessed with me.
With an outstanding protagonist candidate like Aran already existing, why desire a second protagonist?

Lucius wanted his own story as a protagonist Demon King. By selecting me as his new adversary, he tried to reclaim the protagonist role he lost to Aran under the name of "part two."
That was Lucius's "envy."

'As for wrath... since it belonged to Aran, did he take that too?'

According to Lucius, there are seven sins, with one remaining.
And among the Seven Heroes, "wrath" suits Aran best, having been betrayed by trusted comrades.
So Lucius considered wrath as Aran's sin, and since Aran was the protagonist, he took the sin of wrath to become a more perfect protagonist himself.

Moreover, though wrath is considered a sin:
People feel anger from simply waking up in the morning, making it perhaps the most fundamental human emotion.
Lucius, lacking emotions other than pleasure, took on wrath to establish protagonist-like emotions like Aran's. Though that attempt failed.

Of course, these are all my speculations and might not be true. But I didn't bother to confirm them with Lucius.
It's not my concern anymore?
Besides... if this is correct, I don't want him to find someone who understands his heart, stop struggling, and depart satisfied.
It's cruel, but this guy deserves an ugly departure. Ilaine almost died because of you, after all.

Aran also merely watched Lucius, offering no parting words unlike with Low.
Lucius, struggling with just his face, no arms or legs, seemed to finally sense his impending end and pleaded with his eyes to Aran.

*whoosh*
In the end, he became neither a protagonist nor a villain who met a glorious end at a protagonist's hands.
He was just a villain who died pathetically from an extra's arrow while fighting the protagonist's party.
Though <Brave Lord> with Lucius as the villain ended as a failure... it was the happiest ending possible.

"It's over."
"Yeah, it's over."

I reflexively agreed with Aran's murmur.

"It's really over."

I collapsed on the spot with a hollow laugh.
It's been nearly a year since I entered this world.
I've been running so busily all this time. Now I've finally reached the fantasy life I dreamed of.

Still, with a prince of a country gone, things will be chaotic for a while.
But surely they won't expect me to clean up the aftermath? That would be too much.
I can handle being treated as a hero and apostle, but I absolutely refuse to be treated as a king. I'd fight even Grace on this.

Just then, voices and footsteps mixed together reached my ears.

"What in the world has happened here?"

An elderly man appeared, with a distinguished beard and luxurious clothes, exuding an aura of wisdom.
I don't know who he is...
But it seems a noble person has arrived.

Ch.266 - Chapter 266. The End of the Story
Where should I begin?
There's so much to tell that it would take days to go through everything.
While each event is important in the grand scheme of things, personally, I had something far more important to prioritize.
To summarize as briefly as possible.

The old man who arrived at the scene after we defeated Lucius was apparently Demilo, the Chancellor of the Kingdom of Artia.
He was an extra who never appeared in the novel, so my first thought was "who's that?" But as Chancellor, he must be one of the most powerful figures in the country.
He was the perfect person to handle this chaotic situation.

When Nia and the others destroyed the dark magic circle in the palace basement, Lucius's suggestion that everyone stay outside the palace was broken.
As a result, Demilo and the other ministers returned to the palace without remembering why they had been outside, only to witness the commotion.
They found the throne room in disarray and strangers with weapons who had dared to infiltrate the palace.

But they didn't arrest us.

"Everyone, please listen to me for a moment."
"Lady Saint?"

Even as a newcomer, she was still the Saint, daughter of the main deity.
Everyone listened to her voice. Helena told the ministers the truth about Lucius and everything that had happened here.

The prince was a demon who had transplanted the Demon King's heart.
He had betrayed the Hero to become the Demon King himself and plunge the kingdom into war once again.
Moreover, all the allegations from the North about the prince's schemes were proven true.

It was natural for the ministers to be confused, shocked, and skeptical.
But before their eyes stood the Hero, who seemed far from corrupted, along with the Northern Duke, while the prince was nowhere to be seen.
All the circumstances supported their claims.

Then someone appeared to drive the final nail in the coffin.

"The Saint speaks the truth."
"The Archbishop?"
"?"

The Archbishop of the Elren Church, whose authority matched that of Chancellor Demilo, appeared and added weight to Helena's words.
Even I was taken aback by his timely appearance.
Beside him stood Paul, Helena's knight who had left earlier to report the situation to the Elren Church.
Still, I wondered if this was too quick a response.

"Hero, your words were true."

Seeing the Archbishop speaking with a serious face and Aran nodding in agreement, I understood the situation.
Aran, that impressive fellow—I thought he'd wasted his time going to the Elren Church since Helena and the demon heart were here, but he'd actually recruited the Archbishop?
The real Hero truly accomplishes something no matter where you put him.

I later learned that Aran had been delayed because he was bringing the Archbishop, who wanted to verify his claims, and had also received help passing through the city gates.
In any case, with the two pillars of the Elren Church—the Archbishop and the Saint—supporting Aran, the ministers couldn't act rashly.

"If the prince was a demon... Ah! His Majesty, what about the King?!"

Come to think of it, I had been curious about the King of Artia for a while.
Lucius was the prince, and the fact that he hadn't ascended to the throne meant the King was still alive.
The King of Artia never appeared in the novel, not even in the final chapter.

This led to all sorts of speculation among readers, with the most popular theory being that the King was the first to be used as material for a chimera.
It seemed the ministers didn't know the King's condition either. Apparently, the King had been too ill to receive visitors for some time.

It was extremely suspicious, so we all followed Demilo to the King's chambers.

"Ugh! What in the world..."

Just recalling the scene in that room makes me nauseous, so I can't describe it in detail.
The King had been dead for a long time, the bed where he lay emitted a terrible stench, and the room was filled with dark magic and malevolent energy.
The servants in the room seemed to have lost their minds, attending to a skeleton with vacant eyes and no movement.

I was glad I hadn't granted Lucius's final wish.
Truly, he was a villain who deserved no sympathy.
Even though I viewed people as characters... from my perspective, he was just another character too.
A person who has been possessed sees even extras as people, while a character sees everyone but himself as extras.
What a contradiction. Perhaps that's why I instinctively felt such revulsion toward him.

Anyway, after seeing this, the ministers accepted Helena's truth without a shred of doubt.
The perfect evidence was right before their eyes.

So the truth was revealed.
In a novel, this would be where you close the book, but reality isn't so simple.
The ministers' expressions upon facing what the prince had done seemed to say, "We're screwed."

And for good reason—both the King and the prince were gone simultaneously.
The sovereign and heir of a nation had disappeared. How would they handle this crisis, and even if they managed to do so temporarily, what would they do afterward?
Unfortunately, Lucius was an only child, and the royal family had traditionally limited their offspring to concentrate power.
They probably thought there was no need for more heirs with such an excellent successor as Lucius.

But then, someone proposed a startling solution.

"Hero Aran, would you please become the next king of this country?"
"?!"

Not just Aran, but the three heroines, Grace, Ilaine, Sophia, as well as Rigrit and myself—
Everyone's eyes widened in shock.

"To resolve the current crisis, we need a great pillar that the people can trust and support. And that can only be the Hero who has saved the kingdom from evil twice."
"..."
"I'm not trying to shift the burden onto you. All the ministers will do their utmost to assist you day and night. If it's too much, you could serve as interim king until the country stabilizes. During that time, we will select a virtuous noble to whom you can pass the throne."

In other words, they wanted him to become a spiritual pillar like Helena of the Elren Church.
I could understand their position, and their argument had merit, but...

In "Brave Lord," there was a scene where Aran discussed with the heroines what he would do after completing his revenge.
Aran hadn't thought about life after revenge.
Apart from other reasons, if he succeeded in his revenge, he would become a criminal who had thrown the kingdom into chaos by killing the prince, the Western Lord, the Golden Tower Master, and the former Saint.
Where could someone like that go? He might have to flee the kingdom for the rest of his life.
Even if he tried to reveal the truth, who would listen? His revenge was driven by personal resentment, not for the greater good.
So Aran had decided to quietly disappear after his revenge.

But as he traveled and gradually recovered his emotions, learning about the evil deeds the Seven Heroes had committed behind the scenes, he established a sense of justice in stopping Lucius.
He changed his mind, realizing that disappearing after revenge would be selfish and irresponsible, just like his former comrades.
Also, to protect the new precious people in his life, he decided to face the consequences of his actions.

But that didn't mean he wanted to become king, and the novel never revealed what future Aran would choose.
I held my breath, curious to see how Aran would respond to this proposal.

Faced with this unexpected offer, Aran looked around as if contemplating.
His gaze, seemingly seeking advice, first turned to his companions, then to me who had often listened to his concerns, and to his northern comrades who had fought alongside him.
When no one could readily respond, one person stepped forward.

"Aran."
"Grace."
"Do what you want. I'll be by your side to help you until the end."

Encouraged by Grace's brief but strong support, he made his decision and answered everyone waiting for his response.

"I..."

***

Looking back, I preferred winter to summer in my previous life too.
Rather than summer with its mosquitoes, heat, stickiness, humidity, and sweat smell even when standing still,
Winter is better—you can layer up when cold, enjoy all sorts of warm food, and feel cozy under thick blankets.
Above all, if it were summer, I couldn't always be snuggled up with Ilaine at home, so winter is truly the superior season.
Spring and autumn are beside the point.

Indeed, I must have become a true northerner, as I found the capital quite uncomfortably warm.
It felt welcoming to breathe in the familiar cold air again.
Yes, after finishing everything in the capital, we finally returned home to the North.

"Counting the days, it wasn't even a month's journey, but it feels like it was so long. Don't you think?"
"Yes, that's because it was so intense."

Just as Aran completed his revenge, we also completely ended the series of plots against the North.
But just as Aran remained busy after finishing his revenge, we too returned to our hectic daily lives after a few days of comfortable rest.
Whether in war or peace, the duties of the guard remain constant.

In fact, with Grace having been away while the Northern War had ended but its aftermath was not yet fully resolved,
Thanks to the efforts of Knight Commander Arthur and other capable vassals, there was no administrative paralysis, but with matters requiring the Northern Duke's direct attention piling up, the guard will also be busy for a while.
The silver lining is that there's no fighting at the borders due to the central army's prompt withdrawal.
Whatever scheme Lucius had planned, if it had taken just a little longer, the central army might have launched a preemptive attack.

"By the way, with the two of them making that decision, we'll be visiting the capital frequently from now on."
"That's right. We'll need to prepare escort plans accordingly. We can't do exactly the same as during the expedition."
"...This might be a question for much later, but what happens if they have children? Do they need to have at least two?"

I suddenly recalled a story about the English king and the Duke of Normandy from my previous life's history class.
Ilaine flinched at my question, then resumed her work.

"Well, I think Her Grace has some plan..."
"?"

I haven't heard anything about this. What could it be?
Perhaps they discussed it privately as it's still in the planning stage.
Anyway, since Grace seems to have something in mind, she'll handle it properly. It's not really my place to interfere.

I had more important matters at hand, which was why I'd been so busy lately.
Satisfied with the finally completed text, I put down my pen and showed it to Ilaine.

"What do you think?"

Ilaine immediately set down her pen and examined the paper I handed her with several times more seriousness than during her official duties.
Then, she too smiled with satisfaction.

"I didn't know my husband had such a way with words. Especially this part: 'Even if the world is winter, I promise our love will always be warm.' It's really beautiful. So that's why you couldn't sleep last night, thinking about this?"
"Ah, you caught me."

It seems the time I spent reading romance novels in my previous life wasn't wasted.
Ilaine was genuinely pleased with the wedding invitation text I wrote, reading it over several times before agreeing to use it as is.

The venue, budget, attire, schedule, and other preparations were already promised to be supported by Grace as per our previous agreement.
But the guest list is something we need to prepare ourselves.

'Busy, so busy.'

There are so many people to invite.
The guard members, Arthur and the knights, Rigrit and the Deepsnow family, Sophia's Snowflake Tower people, and many other connections throughout the North. It's amazing how many relationships have been built.
Oh, we should invite the orcs too, right? They're friends of the North now. They don't know human writing, but we'll be delivering the invitations in person anyway.
As for Aran's side... since it's too far to go, we'll invite them through Grace. I wonder if Helena can come.

Imagining my upcoming wedding with Ilaine brought a smile to my face.
Two days ago, when she was trying on her dress, she said she was embarrassed and would show me later, but I managed to sneak a peek by using the excuse that I needed to accompany her as her adjutant.
It was truly magnificent. I spontaneously proposed to her again right there.

'Aran was right, Lucius's story was too old-fashioned and heavy. Look at me now, how happy I am.'

With a pleasant weariness, I helped with Ilaine's guard duties while diligently preparing for the second part of my life.

Ch.267 - Chapter 267. A Grand Wedding (1)
There was no blizzard, and while the cold was unavoidable in the North, the day was bright and sunny—perfect weather for going out.
No matter how meticulously one prepares, the weather is beyond control. Was even the sky blessing us?

"They say good things are good, but... today is especially nice."

I smiled as I gazed at the clear sky.
I was dressed in a white formal uniform—an elegant and neat one that only nobles would typically wear.
This too was prepared by Grace... it was my tuxedo.
Yes, today was the wedding day for Elaine and me.

'In my previous life, I knew the bride wore a white dress and the groom wore a black suit.'

I'd heard that in the North, both bride and groom wear white at weddings.
White is the symbolic color of the North, and it represents the two people making new footprints together on clean snow.
It was quite romantic.

"I was the one who brought it up first, but isn't this a bit excessive?"

Initially, when I asked Grace to support our wedding, it was simply to save on costs.
But Grace offered to prepare the entire wedding herself.
She insisted on taking charge, saying Elaine was like a sister to her and that she owed me many favors. We didn't particularly refuse.
When the Grand Duchess of the North personally offers to be your wedding planner, why decline?
But it seems that was a poisoned chalice.

"Wow, I'm a noble who's been to quite a few ceremonies, but this is by far the most impressive. It's as if the Grand Duchess of the North herself is getting married, not just a guard."

Rigrit, a high noble well-versed in etiquette and formalities who was serving as my groomsman, looked around in admiration.
I couldn't refute his joke because I had thought the same thing.

There are no wedding halls in this world.
Typically, weddings are held outdoors in parks or in front of the bride's home. When weather is an issue, they rent churches or inns.
In the North, where the influence of the Ellen Church is minimal, weddings are even held in taverns.

Today the weather was good, and Grace had prepared our wedding outdoors.
The location was the issue.
She had arranged our wedding venue in the central square of Wintercannon, the capital of the North!

Because of this, the area had been crowded and noisy with people since earlier, and the Northern Army was mobilized to control the crowd and maintain order.
The guests I invited would be treated as VIPs, so I wouldn't have to worry about not recognizing them in the crowd.
After all, both Elaine and I were commoners by birth, and even as knights, we were only of quasi-noble status.

'This is too grand for a wedding between two commoners! It seems everyone in the North has gathered after hearing the news!'

People naturally become curious when they see a commotion in the square, and as it happened, both Elaine and I were quite famous figures in the North.

"Come to think of it, didn't you receive your knighthood here?"
"...Yes, I did."
"Haha! A meaningful place indeed."

That's not all.
After the orc expedition, this was where I first began to be treated as a hero.
After the war ended, I made the peace declaration here with Grace.
At this point, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to consider this square a place where momentous events happen in my life.
But this should be the last one.
The story of the "Brave Lord" has already ended, and I have nothing more to accomplish.

Although I was genuinely surprised by the wedding's scale, which was dozens of times larger than expected.
What's done is done, and I might as well enjoy it. When someone shows such sincerity in creating the best wedding for us, it's only right to appreciate their wishes.
The reason I shed blood and sweat in the Northern War was so that as many people as possible could celebrate our future together, so in a way, this scene was also my wish.

With some time before the wedding begins,
I should now attend to my duties as the groom.

"Heh heh, congratulations on your marriage! This is what you requested."
"Congratulations, Knight of Ice Blade."
"Thank you, Tower Master and Elders. For both your congratulations and the commission."

First, the Snowflower Tower Master Dariel and the elders took turns offering their congratulations.
They held me in high regard for retrieving the ice crystal and protecting it from Low. Thanks to that, the Snowflower Tower's frost magic had advanced significantly.
Additionally, by introducing them to the blacksmith Bill, I had contributed to the tower's weapon development. The Snowflower Tower now considered me an honored guest, granting me free access despite being an outsider.

However, what I found even more appealing was something else.

"How strong is the barrier when activated with this ring?"
"The Grand Duchess would have to attack with full force to break it."
"Oh!"

I had become someone who could freely request favors from elder-level mages.
I had asked them to enchant our wedding rings to replace the engagement ring lost in the battle with Lucius. Tower Master Dariel personally enchanted them with protective magic.
Though I likely won't need to fight like that again... one can never be too careful about safety.
Plus, wedding rings come in pairs, so I have one too this time. Last time, there wasn't enough time to enchant mine as well.

Snowflower Tower Master Dariel once considered me as a potential husband for Sophia, his daughter. Yet there was no regret in his eyes as he congratulated me on my marriage.
The presence of the elders meant that Sophia had also come to congratulate me on my wedding.

"I've only ever seen you with a quiver on your back. You really are Deepsnow."
"I think this is the first time I've seen you without your hat, Sophia."

After the royal city mission, the Guard Captain's direct team was officially disbanded.
Sophia, who had been temporarily assigned to the guard, returned to the Snowflower Tower to formally serve as an elder after everything was over.
Rigrit could have received a knighthood for his service in the guard, but instead, he moved to the military to help establish a new unit. Though still in the planning stages, he would likely serve as a captain in the Northern Army within a few years.

And there was one more development in the lives of these two.
Since the disbanding of the Guard Captain's direct team, they had been meeting frequently in private. I'm not sure if they truly have feelings for each other.
Perhaps Dariel is drawing a bigger picture with Rigrit this time. As a high noble, he could become a patron of the tower if things go well.

"What a splendid groom. Congratulations."
"Thank you for coming, Captain."
"Hehe, Her Grace certainly has an eye for people. I look forward to working with both of you in the future."

Knight Captain Arthur also came today dressed in noble attire rather than armor.
Come to think of it, when we first became acquainted, there was talk about whether I'd consider meeting his daughter.
According to Rigrit, who is well-versed in social circles, Arthur's daughter is now engaged to a man from another noble family. Though not of high rank, he's said to be sincere and upright. Given that this assessment comes from Rigrit, it must be accurate.

I responded to Arthur's words of trust with a firm handshake.
Although the matchmaking talk didn't materialize, we had protected the North together as comrades and colleagues who could trust each other.
I too look forward to working with him in the future.

"Congratulations."
"Congratulations, Sir Luke!"
"If you ever make Lady Elaine cry, I'll cut you down."

Anduril, Gi, Rine, Wizzle, Bandum, and other squad leaders from the guard also attended today as guests.
They are more than just colleagues to me—they're like family. And family must attend family events.

Just last year, I was the youngest member.
Now they looked at me with pride—a knight, considered a hero of the North, bearing the title "Ice Blade."
Not just the squad leaders, but other members too greeted me today not as Knight Sir Luke, but as a close brother. I welcomed them as I would hometown friends.

In fact, I plan to leave the guard soon. Not as a dismissal or discharge, but a transfer.
It would be awkward for a married couple to serve in the guard together. The guard's primary duty is to protect the Grand Duchess, and if spouses worry about each other, it could interfere with mission performance.
Therefore, at Grace's recommendation, I will be moving to the military to hone my talents as a commander, which were recognized during the war.
Elaine was disappointed but agreed it was for my growth.
Now that my greatest weapon—knowledge from the novel—is gone, I need to acquire new skills to protect the North and Elaine with my own strength.

From the guard's perspective, I might seem like a scoundrel who took the best opportunities for a year, claimed the captain, and then promptly left for another position.
But no one saw me that way. That's why we're family, and even after I move to the military, I'll still consider the guard my home.

"Kruk, human weddings are noisy. But the bustle is enjoyable."
"Welcome. I'm glad you like it."
"Have many healthy offspring."

The orcs, once enemies of the North but now friends, also came as honored guests to offer congratulations in their own way.
With their unique strength and sturdiness, the orcs had been a great help in post-war reconstruction and quickly integrated with the people of the North. Both groups shared a macho temperament that valued strength and loyalty, so they got along well.

Looking back, deciding to save them was truly a good choice.
They were a tremendous help in the Northern War, and having such reliable allies permanently on our side is incredibly reassuring.
Of course, the North must also take good care of the orcs as per the agreement, but that's the ruler's responsibility, and Grace isn't stingy.

There were many others to greet:
Sir Gunter, a comrade who fought alongside me several times though we weren't close;
The head of House Rainel, Rigrit's father, who recognized my abilities and supported me in various ways;
Bill, the master blacksmith who crafted my weapons;
Mrs. Mia, Elaine's housekeeper who advised us on our relationship as an elder;
And the four men I met during the knight exam who reformed and became respectable Northern soldiers, with one even becoming a knight.
There were so many connections I had made.

As I was busy moving around, surprised at how many relationships I had built, I encountered people who, though not guests, were incredibly precious to me:

"Well... our son-in-law looks truly splendid. I thought no one would be good enough for my daughter, but with you, I don't feel that way at all."
"Indeed. Don't you think he looks even more handsome than you did when you were young?"
"Hmm! I have to admit that."
"Hehe, I'm just joking. You're both incredibly handsome."

Elaine's parents, Mr. Hunk and Mrs. Jane—now my father-in-law and mother-in-law—were also busy greeting guests.
My father-in-law, Mr. Hunk, seemed to have forgotten his leg troubles as he stood firmly, while my mother-in-law, Mrs. Jane, supported her husband from beside him.
I responded to both parents with a bright smile.

"I will be a husband and son-in-law you'll never regret accepting, one you can be proud of. And... a proud father too."

Both of them smiled warmly at my declaration, patting me and embracing me.
Mr. Hunk and Mrs. Jane were present as the bride's parents, but they were also the groom's parents.
From now on, we will live together harmoniously as one family forever. And someday, when new family members join us, we'll become even more harmonious.

By now, I think I've greeted everyone who came.
Right on cue, Rigrit called for me.

"Let's go get ready. The ceremony is about to start, and the groom shouldn't be late."
"Got it."

At last, the wedding ceremony began.

Ch.268 - Chapter 268. A Grand Wedding (2)
Although I've never been married in my previous life, I was a working adult, so I've attended countless weddings.
That's why I know how the wedding ceremony flows.

First, the groom enters.
Then the bride enters with her father.
The bride and groom stand together to listen to the officiant's address, or if there's no officiant, they make their vows before the guests.
They do a simple event.
They pay respects to both sets of parents.
And it ends with congratulations and their exit.
Well, there might be slight differences between families, but that's the gist of it.

I erased all of that from my mind.
Because those are customs from that world, not this one.
From the very beginning, everything was completely different.

"Just as flowers bloom every year even in the storm-swept, snow-covered North, today a new couple is about to take their first official step together after overcoming trials. And as the host, I extend my gratitude to all who have come to bless these two people's journey on this joyous occasion."

As she just said, Grace, who is today's wedding host, the Grand Duchess of the North, the highest possible officiant, and someone with close ties to both of us...
True to her character of doing things thoroughly, she took charge of the proceedings as well.

"Now, I ask everyone to welcome them with enthusiastic applause. Let the groom Luke and bride Ilaine come forward!"

As soon as Grace finished speaking, the numerous Northerners gathered in their seats erupted in thunderous applause.
They must have hired a band too, as music began to play loudly.
Using those as our entrance music, Ilaine and I...

"Shall we go?"
"Yes."

We held hands and walked out together, showing ourselves before everyone.
Like at a ball, I, as the groom, escorted her one step ahead, while Ilaine, the bride, followed holding the hem of her dress with one hand.
Now that the wedding had actually begun, my heart was pounding with nervousness, but...
More than that, the hardest part was trying not to smirk every time I looked at Ilaine in her dress.

Ilaine in her beautiful bridal dress, befitting a new bride...
What can I say? She was a goddess. Actually, could Ilaine be the true identity of the main deity El? The pronunciation is similar.
This might seem like I'm getting too carried away, but I can't help it.

Whether in armor or nightwear, she looked beautiful in anything. When she wore a dress at the social gathering last time, her beauty was beyond description, but...
Ilaine in a wedding dress was on another level.
Imagine a goddess with blue hair, then put her in a wedding dress—that's Ilaine.

The funny thing is, just as I kept stealing glances at Ilaine in her wedding dress, desperately trying to suppress my smile...
Ilaine was also repeatedly glancing at me in my formal attire while biting her lips.
Acting the same way even in this setting, we were truly a perfect match for a wedding ceremony.

"The groom, Sir Luke, is the deputy of the Guard and bears the title 'Knight of Ice and Frost.' Not only has he achieved remarkable feats in various expeditions, but in the recent war, he saved the North from a formidable threat as both a knight and strategist. Moreover, by personally becoming a captain and preventing the Corrupted Prince incident, he saved the kingdom from evil. The title of 'hero' is well-deserved."

My face burned with embarrassment at the incredibly flattering introduction.
But given the occasion, such showmanship was necessary.

Come to think of it now...
With achievements like those, haven't I accomplished far more than my initial goal when I first possessed this body in this world?
And that was even before I met Ilaine, when I was aiming for a position by Grace's side.
The synergy between Ilaine and me is truly remarkable.

"The bride, Lady Ilaine, is the strongest shield who has protected the head of the North from all dangers as my guard for a long time. She has also fought and defeated no less than three of those once called the Seven Heroes. There will never be another knight like her."

This too was newly amazing to me.
Originally, Ilaine had almost no presence in the novel, having been sidelined in the past timeline.
But as Grace introduced her, the current Ilaine had fought half of the main villains in the novel and defeated them all.
Moreover, she never even met Luna and Sira, and didn't directly fight Mercy. So Ilaine has defeated every one of the Seven Heroes she's encountered!

Of course, she didn't win alone.
Sometimes during battles, she faced their attacks one-on-one, crossing swords with them. Even Aran defeated the Seven Heroes not alone but by joining forces with his companions.
Just winning together is already incredible.
In fact, Ilaine's achievements are more impressive than any supporting character in "Brave Lord." She's practically a main character at this point.

"I, Grace Northrain, as the one presiding over this ceremony and guaranteeing the marriage vows of these two people, ask in front of everyone here: Do you vow to respect, love, and cherish each other, and to remain faithful companions until all the snow and ice of the North melt away—and even if they do melt, to never change your hearts?"

At Grace's question, Ilaine and I looked into each other's eyes.

"I, the groom Luke, so vow."
"I, the bride Ilaine, so vow."

Grace looked at both of us in turn and smiled brightly.

It's been a long time with her too.
At first, I tried to get close to her thinking it would be easier to prevent upcoming events by being close to the Grand Duchess of the North, and it would be good for a stable life afterward.
But Grace turned out to be a person with much more affection, warmth, troublesomeness, cunning, and strength than I had read in the novel.
Now I've become friends with her beyond those calculated reasons.
Our friendship between the three of us will never change. And her future will be filled with happiness.
Apart from everything else, she too has found her love.

After pledging our love for each other before Grace, the ceremony officiant, we followed the next step and placed wedding rings on each other's fingers.

"Do you remember what I said on the day you proposed?"
"You said that from now on, we would fight together and protect each other."

How could I forget? Of course I remember.
When I recalled it word for word, Ilaine blushed with joy and said:

"I'll never lose this ring."

The same goes for me.
I did enchant it with magic just in case, but there will be no need for that.
I'll protect it before anything happens.

With the ring exchange complete, it was time for the grand finale.
A kiss between bride and groom?
That would be nice, but in true Northern fashion, there was something else.

Two knights wearing cloaks approached from both sides and handed us each a sword.
The Crystal Sword and the Ice Snow Sword—Ilaine's and my swords.
After taking them:

"Now these two are husband and wife recognized by this Grand Duchess of the North. Let the two knights show everyone the strength and spirit with which they will protect this land from now on!"

At Grace's signal, we raised our swords high.
Clash!
After crossing our blades in the air, we poured all our magical power into them.

"Wow."
"Magnificent."

Exclamations flowed from the crowd.
And for good reason—suddenly, countless ice flowers bloomed in the clear sky, spreading widely on the wind.
Like fireworks.

Come to think of it, these two crossed swords are also a married couple's swords.
Considering that neither of these swords were originally meant for Ilaine and me... counting all the things that didn't go according to plan in this world, there are too many to count.
And that's good. This isn't a play or story that follows a script, but a world created by people living their lives.
Like those ice flowers flying who knows where, our future life is unpredictable.
But with Ilaine's sword crossed with mine, I feel completely reassured and not worried at all.

Since the atmosphere was at its peak...
While I was at it...

"!"

As soon as I lowered my sword, I wrapped my arm around Ilaine's waist and kissed her.
Since this wasn't part of the planned sequence, Ilaine was surprised, but soon responded by cupping my cheek with one hand.

"Ooooh!"

The people erupted in exclamations again, as if watching a drama, and applauded our marriage even more enthusiastically than during our entrance.
I had my eyes closed for the atmosphere, but I could hear my fellow guards laughing and shouting in excited voices.
Grace watched us and chuckled, as if to say we were incorrigible.

With the kiss done, the wedding ceremony was truly complete.
We were about to walk down the virgin road together amid everyone's congratulations and blessings to conclude the ceremony, when...
A special guest arrived late.

"His Majesty the King approaches!"
"!"

At those words, the boisterous atmosphere instantly quieted, and all eyes turned in that direction. Then someone walked straight toward us through the crowd.
Seeing the young man standing before me, I was about to bow my head under the pretext of showing respect because I couldn't hold back my laughter, when...

"Raise your head. You're today's main character, and I'm just a guest. ...I apologize for stealing the attention like this."
"Ah, no, Your Maj— pfft!"
"Sigh, this is why I wanted to come in a personal capacity."

Aran continued speaking with a troubled sigh.

"You're the hero of the Corrupted Prince incident, known even in the royal capital, and the chancellor said I should publicly visit and bless such a hero. Apparently it's an important first step in restoring goodwill between the capital and the North."

I smiled at Aran's rather weary words and asked:

"You're busy, aren't you? Even more than when you were a hero?"
"Don't get me started. For the first time, I sympathized with Lucius and thought I was going crazy."
"You really are going crazy. But I guess you're going to continue?"
"I have people helping me, so..."

Though he wasn't wearing a crown, having come a long way, Aran looked quite impressive in his thick royal attire, as befitting a king.
He looked more kingly than Lucius.

In the end, Aran accepted the ministers' request and took the throne.
It was the birth of a new king for the Kingdom of Artia.

And they didn't hide Lucius's secret but revealed it, albeit in a way people could accept.
They said that after the late king died of a sudden illness, the prince secretly ruled the country to stabilize the kingdom after the Great War.
But due to pressure and mental weakness, he succumbed to demonic temptation, dabbled in dark magic, and became corrupted. Then the hero Aran returned and defeated him.

It was disappointing that not all of Lucius's evil deeds could be revealed, but just dabbling with demons was a serious crime, so he would no longer be a beloved hero-prince.
If they revealed all his sins and people became anxious and fearful, that would only please Lucius, so this was better.

Of course, if examined closely, the story was full of holes.
But with the hero, the Church of Ellen, and the ministers all speaking with one voice, they diverted people's attention by elevating those who accomplished this deed as new heroes to replace the Seven Heroes.
That was the birth of the "Apostles of the Main Deity and Knights of the North Wind."

Aran, Nia, Yui, and Helena were the Apostles of the Main Deity.
I, Ilaine, Grace, Sophia, and Rigrit were members of the Knights of the North Wind.
As for Eris... she's a secret for various reasons.
So Aran was here both as my friend attending my wedding and as the King and Apostle of the Main Deity officially blessing a Knight of the North Wind.
This guy has become quite the politician.

"Congratulations, Sir Luke."
"Congratulations!"

It was heartwarming to see everyone doing well.
Aran, as a king who knows how to listen to others and a spirited hero with people's support, gained public trust in a short time.
Although the capital was in chaos after the royal family suddenly vanished, the fact that he handled and resolved everything proved that Aran unexpectedly had talent for governance.
Plus, he has reliable companions by his side. He will surely become a good king.

Nia became a court magician to assist Aran and was appointed as the new Golden Tower Master.
As Tower Master, she first cleaned up all remnants of demon research, then set out to correct the cases where the Seven Heroes had misused magic. The first of these would be restoring the minds of the Royal Special Guard.

Yui, following Ilaine's example, became a guard knight protecting Aran.
Recognized by Grace as the next Sword Saint, she would become an excellent guard knight second only to Ilaine.

As for Eris...
Though she never obtained the demon's heart, she absorbed the dark magic Lucius had been using and barely avoided collapse.
However, since demons are still rejected beings, she couldn't become a hero like her companions, and she didn't want that either, so she quietly left the capital.
She didn't leave Aran's side permanently; she just returned to the land of demons temporarily to find another way to recover her strength.
She promised to return, so she probably will. I wish her well too.

And although these three didn't end up with Aran...
Who knows?
Being close to Aran, they'll have plenty of opportunities to deepen their relationships.
Surprisingly, Grace showed an astonishing attitude, saying it's not strange for a king to take concubines, which shocked Ilaine and me. Of course, she made it clear that she was the official wife and concubines could only be taken with her permission.

"Once again, I pray that the Main Deity's blessings fill both your futures."

Only Helena among the heroines has a slim chance of ending up with Aran due to their weak connection.
Even in the novel, she appeared too late to have a chance, and it was unclear whether her feelings for Aran were romantic or just admiration for a hero.
She was classified as a heroine because she was a supporting character with great charm and romantic potential. But her position was awkward, entering after Nia was already established as the official wife.
I don't know how this will turn out either.

"Anyway, congratulations on your marriage. The debt I owe you both is beyond words. May your future be filled with nothing but happiness."

When the new king, a former hero no less, personally came to congratulate our marriage, even the Northerners, who were slow to hear rumors, looked at us with even greater admiration.
Then they made way for us to continue walking down the virgin road, while Nia created an aurora with her starlight magic to make the path even more beautiful.

"Be happy!"
"Long live Sir Luke, the Knight of Ice and Frost! Long live Lady Ilaine, Captain of the Guard!"
"Magnificent! Beautiful!"

Once again, everyone's cheers rang out, and we walked arm in arm toward our new future, basking in their congratulations.

"Luke."

Ilaine took advantage of the cheering crowd to whisper to me:

"I love you."

To which I replied, just as quietly so only she could hear:

"I love you too."

This is a pure love ending.

Ch.269 - Epilogue. The Northern Grand Duke's Knight and Sanda
By defeating Lucius, I witnessed the novel's conclusion, and amidst everyone's congratulations, I married Elaine and reached the epilogue.
What follows is no longer a novel filled with adventures and incidents, but the story of our ordinary lives.

I went on a romantic and sweet honeymoon with Elaine.
Moving from the Guard to the Military Department, I gained experience at my new workplace while warmly welcoming Elaine whenever she came home, considering her irregular holidays.
I also planned to organize our current house and move to a larger one, as our family would grow in the future.

On days when we both had time off, we often visited Elaine's family and spent time together as a group of four.
We attended grand events like the magnificent wedding of the great King and his excellent Queen in the capital, and surprisingly, Ligrit and Sophia's celebration. Thanks to my reputation as a war hero, my connection to the Snow Flower Tower, and various other factors, I was promoted quickly.
Somehow, I felt the strange sensation that I was living even busier than during the novel's timeline, but I figured that's just how life is—constantly hectic.

To get straight to the point:
While "Brave Lord" ended with a failed ending, the characters still achieved happy conclusions.
My story, on the contrary, reached an ideal ending, but... ugh!
Anyway, because I let my guard down thinking all dangerous matters were over, I made the biggest mistake of my life.

It all began with Aran and Grace's royal marriage.

"But what happens now that the Grand Duchess has become Queen? It seems strange for her to remain in the North, yet she can't move to the central region either."

Even long-distance relationships need some limits.
In this world without airplanes, cars, or motorcycles, a king and queen living far apart would surely generate troublesome rumors.
Yet one is the king, and the other is the Grand Duchess of the North. Neither can abandon their position—a difficult situation.
I was genuinely curious about what plan they had, since they must have considered this before marrying.

"Y-yes, that's true."
"?"

Elaine responded to my question with a start and an awkward voice.
Oh, do people in this world not care much about such matters?
Could it be that Grace allowed concubines with this in mind? Permitting officially recognized companions to prevent rumors while she was away?
No, while Grace was skilled in politics as well as combat, this didn't seem like her style.
Or perhaps like Persephone from Greek and Roman mythology, she would stay in the North during winter and move to the capital in summer?
That didn't seem like a good solution either.

Being in the Military Department rather than the Guard, I couldn't immediately know what Grace was thinking.
For some reason, Elaine would evade the topic whenever it came up, mumbling and changing the subject.

...I should have pressed for answers then. I could have devised countermeasures in advance.
But I lazily let it slide, and the result was:

"Your Excellency, here is the report on the northern development project led by the Orc tribe."
"Very well, proceed."

I listened to the minister's report in what used to be Grace's office.
But my position was quite strange.
I wasn't standing, wasn't leaning against the wall, wasn't holding my hands behind my back.
I was sitting in a chair at the desk, facing the minister.
Yes, I was that "Excellency" receiving the report.

While listening, I felt a surge of anger for perhaps the hundredth time as I thought of Grace, who had transformed from a respected and reliable superior to a hated enemy by dumping this heavy responsibility on me and fleeing.
Still, lacking confidence that I could defeat her in combat, I controlled my emotions and responded to the minister.

"Hmm, that area could serve as pasture for the recently discovered elks if properly developed. The Orcs will need significant support, so inform the administrator."
"Understood, Your Excellency."

The words "Don't call me 'Your Excellency.' It gives me chills every time" rose to my throat, but I swallowed them.
Sigh, is that all for today? Since taking this position, I've lost track of how time passes.
Grace truly was remarkable. I'm barely managing because of my previous life's corporate experience with various projects.
Or rather, the pressure is less intense because I'm a novice lord receiving substantial help from the North's ministers.

Still, my philosophy is that there's nothing in life one can't adapt to.
I adapted from a world of electricity and gasoline to a fantasy world powered by magic and cold energy, even defeating a demon. How hard could being a lord be?
When something happens and can't be undone, one should at least maintain a positive attitude.
Haha, I'm repeating what I said on my first day in this world.

'Come to think of it, my wish on the first day I possessed this body was to become part of the Grand Duchess's family.'

Now that I've become a lord, has that wish actually come true?

Grace's process of appointing me as her successor wasn't as smooth as when Aran became king.
I was a hero with great achievements in the Northern War and had prevented the Corrupted Prince incident, saving the kingdom from demonic threats.
The Orcs hailed me as their savior and I had a blood oath with them. The new king called me friend and attended my wedding. The Saint referred to me as the Apostle of the Main God. Even in the West, my name carried weight from leading post-war negotiations.
Additionally, I had solid connections with prominent figures like the Snow Flower Tower Lord, the head of the Deep Snow family, and the Knight Commander, and my wife was Elaine, the Guard Captain.
In terms of achievements, I was second only to Elaine, making me widely regarded as the North's next generation leader, but...

My support base was weak due to accomplishing too much in too short a time, I was a commoner by birth, and I was young.
From my perspective, I could have dismissed it with "Well, that's unfortunate." But Grace played her trump card:
She adopted me into the Nosrain family as her sworn brother. When I first heard this, I nearly blurted out "Are you insane?"

And once I actually entered the Nosrain family and became Luke Nosrain, everything proceeded smoothly.
Even I, the person involved, wondered if this was right. But given the Northern custom of absolutely following the strong, and with Aran's precedent of becoming king despite being a commoner...
While I'm not yet the "Grand Duke of the North," I became the lord governing these lands.

As a side note, Grace relinquished her position as Grand Duchess of the North and now lives happily with Aran as the Queen and official wife of the Artia Kingdom.
Well, in the end, both she and I got what we wanted. Though it feels like a monkey's paw wish.

***

After finishing my daily duties, I dragged my tired body to soak in the hot bath.
Since becoming lord, every day has been exhausting and busy, leaving me overwhelmed. But nothing in life is all bad.
If asked to name the best thing about becoming lord, I would choose this bath.

"The fatigue just melts away~"

I could already use heat magic to warm water, but bathing at home had its limitations.
Filling the tub, cleaning up afterward, and most importantly, having to sit cross-legged because the tub was too small to stretch out.
But the Winter Palace had a private bath for the lord, like those in the other world. Being able to stretch my legs fully washed away the day's fatigue.

There was one more tremendous advantage here.
Splash.
I was already lying quietly in the bath when I heard water sounds beside me.

"You worked hard today as well."

Elaine entered the bath without a stitch of clothing and took her place beside me.
Yes, at home, space constraints meant bathing alone. But since coming to the Winter Palace, Elaine joined me for every bath.

There was even a convenient excuse.
A lord is most vulnerable when sleeping without attendants or when naked while bathing.
So to perfectly guard the new lord from mishaps, one must be present during both.
This meant that as soon as Grace appointed me as her successor, Elaine naturally volunteered to be my guard.
Then she joined me in the bath when I bathed and slept in the same bed.

Though the pretext was transparent, nobody objected.
After all, she was not only my guard knight but also... my wife. Elaine's other title was the Lady of the North.
There's nothing strange about a lord's wife bathing with him or sharing his bed.
She only used such excuses because of her conscientious personality.

"I suddenly wonder, did you occasionally join the previous Grand Duchess when she bathed?"
"Hmm... she did invite me to bathe together sometimes. We were like sisters, after all."
"Did you do this for her too?"

I asked, referring to how she was pressed against me, massaging my limbs. Elaine smiled mischievously and asked in return:

"Are you jealous?"
"No, that's not it..."
"This is something I only do for you."

Elaine said this while subtly pressing her body closer to mine.

"Ahem."

Some fool once said marrying a beautiful woman brings three years of happiness. We're in our fifth year of marriage, and I'm still happy.
Always fresh, always thrilling.

'But today the atmosphere feels particularly seductive. Her massaging hands seem filled with temptation. Could it be...'

Come to think of it, I've been busy lately adjusting to my duties as lord. Often sitting at my desk until late, and with a lord's day starting early, we'd both just fall asleep upon returning to our room.
Today my work finished early for once. And producing an heir is also an important task for a lord.

Gently.
I softly took Elaine's hand, and she, as if waiting for this, interlaced our fingers and looked into my eyes.
Since Elaine handled both guarding and bathing duties, there were no other eyes around. After sharing a deep kiss:

"Tonight seems like it will be long. Could you guard me more closely than usual?"

As I asked with our foreheads touching, Elaine slowly caressed my cheek and answered:

"A guard knight should always be with their lord. Even in dreams."
"That sounds rather romantic, doesn't it?"

To be together in the bath, under the blankets, and even in dreams.
Truly the world's greatest guard knight.

And so, after finishing our bath, I went to bed with Elaine.
The following year, Elaine held our son in her arms, and three years later, our daughter.
Afterward, except during her recovery periods, she continued to guard me and our children.

Today, and in the future, I fall asleep in this world with a smile, alongside the Grand Duke's guard knight and the children she has given me.
Praying that our lives will be happy tomorrow as well.

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
Hello, dear readers. This is the author.

I posted the first chapter on August 12th, and it ended in July of the following year.
It really took about a year.
Thank you so, so, so much for staying with me all this time!!!!!

Like my previous two works,
This one also started as something I wrote on a whim while doing other things, and it flowed smoothly until chapter 15, but surprisingly, I ended up writing it all the way to completion.

And... I'm revealing this belatedly, but...
Actually, I had planned to end this work in under 200 chapters.
Originally, Aran and the other original protagonists were meant to be almost supporting characters.
Luke, Elaine, and Grace had already done everything that Aran did in Episode 4 of the original work.
So Aran's storyline was meant to be more of a free ride...
The plan was for the Northern War to break out right after Aran's appearance and end quickly.

However, I injured my right wrist in early November, which happened to coincide with Aran's group appearing, and from there, the story... yes, got quite tangled.
The injury was serious enough that I still have some aftereffects, so at the time I didn't have the luxury to write lengthy pieces or the mental capacity to think deeply about the plot development, focusing just on publishing daily.
Looking back now, I can see episodes that were either "unnecessary" or "dragged on too long." ㅠㅠ
(Especially Aran's parts, maybe he's the problem.)
I'm personally sad that I couldn't maintain the quality of the early parts, and I feel very apologetic to all of you who kept reading.
Nevertheless, I'm nothing but grateful to the readers who stuck with it until the end.

Honestly, I did have some negative thoughts, using my injury as an excuse.
But as a reader myself who has foamed at the mouth more than once due to discontinued works...
Plus, I want to continue writing in the future, and while I may not become a bestselling author, I didn't want to be known as someone who abandons their works, so regardless of success, I really wanted to properly conclude it.

Now that it's finished,
I regret not writing it better, and I feel bitter that it strayed far from the story I originally wanted to tell, but I also feel relieved that I managed to complete it.

Hmm, it seems the more I write, the more this turns into rambling, so I'll stop here.

As I mentioned above, I plan to continue writing!!
Beyond profit, career, or skill, I simply enjoy writing.
(So please, Novelpedia, continue to thrive even more!!!)

I haven't decided what to write next, and I'm busy with other things right now, so I won't be able to release my next work immediately.
But I cautiously think I might write a bit differently from what I've done so far.
I hope we can greet each other again when that time comes. ^^

Wishing you all good health in this hot summer, I'll see you again with a new work~~
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